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			Part I

			 

			NEAR DEATH

		

	
		
			1

			Dying really didn’t hurt. If I hadn’t been breathing my last, I would never have stretched out on the floor next to the plane’s toilet. As you can imagine, it wasn’t exactly clean.

			I was flying to Moscow from Tomsk, in Siberia, and feeling very pleased. Regional elections were going to be held in two weeks in several Siberian cities, and my colleagues from the Anti-Corruption Foundation (ACF) and I had every intention of inflicting defeat on the ruling United Russia party. That would deliver an important message that Vladimir Putin, even after twenty years in power, was not omnipotent, or even particularly liked in that part of Russia—even though large numbers of people there would watch talking heads sing the praises of the nation’s leader on television 24/7.

			For several years I had been banned from running for office. The state did not recognize the political party I led and had recently refused to register it for the ninth time in eight years. Somehow we always “failed to fill in the forms correctly.” On those rarest of occasions when one of our candidates actually got his or her name on the ballot, the most far-fetched pretexts were found to deny them eligibility. The challenge facing our network—with as many as eighty regional offices at its height, one of the largest in the country and under constant attack by the state—therefore required a schizophrenic ability to win elections from which we were banned.

			In our authoritarian country, where for more than two decades the regime had made it a priority to inculcate a belief in the electorate that it is powerless and can’t change anything, it wasn’t ever an easy matter to persuade people to turn out and vote. But then again, their income had been falling for seven years in a row. If even a third of those fed up with the regime could be enticed into the voting booths, not one of Putin’s candidates would have a chance. But how to get the people to vote? By persuasion? Offering rewards? We chose the option of getting people really pissed off.

			For the last several years my colleagues and I had been filming a never-ending soap opera about corruption in Russia. Of late, almost every episode had garnered three to five million views on YouTube. Given the realities of Russia, from the outset we turned our backs on the pussyfooting journalistic approach of endless qualifiers—“alleged,” “possible,” “purported”—so beloved by legal advisers. We called a thief a thief, corruption, corruption. If somebody had an enormous estate, we did not merely point out its existence, but rather videoed it with drones and showed the property in all its magnificence. And we learned its value and juxtaposed it with the modest income the bureaucrat who owned it was declaring officially.

			You can theorize all you want about corruption, but I’ve preferred a more direct approach—like studying the wedding photographs of the president’s press secretary and, as he kisses the bride, focusing on the spectacular watch peeping out from his shirtsleeve. We obtained certification from a Swiss supplier that the watch costs $620,000, and exposed it to the citizens of our country, where one person in five is living below the poverty line—$160 a month, which would be more accurately described as the destitution line. Having sufficiently enraged your viewers with the brazenness of corrupt officialdom, you then point them to a website which lists who in their region they should vote for if they don’t want to continue to support their bureaucrats’ life of luxury.

			It worked.

			We simultaneously entertained and outraged our audience with images of the life led by the “humble patriots governing our land,” explaining how the mechanisms of corruption work and calling for practical actions to cause maximum damage to Putin’s system. We never ran out of material.

			Gazing out of the plane window, I was considering the fact that we now had enough footage to upload two or three YouTube videos on corruption in Siberian cities. They would be viewed by several million people, several hundred thousand of whom living in Novosibirsk and Tomsk. These people would not only watch them but be sufficiently infuriated to heed our call to go to the polls and vote against the candidates of Putin’s party.

			I smiled wryly as I recalled the ways the state authorities, who knew what we were up to, had tried to stymie our plan. For officials at every level, my trips throughout Russia were like a red flag to a bull. They considered my visits threatening and fabricated endless criminal charges to hamper my traveling around the country, because a criminal defendant cannot leave his region of residence. Since 2012, I had spent a year under house arrest, and several more under an injunction forbidding me to leave Moscow.

			Two months before, at the instigation of the state-controlled TV propaganda channel Russia Today, another ludicrous criminal case had been opened against me on a charge of “slandering a war veteran,” accompanied by another order prohibiting me from leaving Moscow. I considered the restriction illegal, ignored it, and went to Siberia on this latest investigation trip. My colleagues and I were bringing home hundreds of gigabytes of footage, including interviews with the local opposition and a video of a residence of a pro-government parliamentary deputy on a strictly private island. The footage had been encrypted and uploaded to the server and was ready for editing.

			I was looking forward to defeating United Russia in Tomsk and giving it at least a bloody nose in Novosibirsk. It was a satisfying thought that despite the increasing intimidations—over the past two years there had been more than three hundred raids on our offices, people in black masks sawing doors out of their frames, searching everywhere, seizing phones and computers—we had only grown stronger. Naturally, the more pleasing this was to me, the more displeasing it was to the Kremlin and to Putin personally. This was probably what provoked his giving the order to “initiate active measures.” That is the phrase traditionally used by KGB and FSB officers when they write their memoirs. Get rid of the person and you get rid of the problem.

			In everyday life all sorts of bad things can happen to people. You might get eaten by a tiger. Someone in a hostile tribe might spear you in the back. You might accidentally amputate a finger while trying to show off your culinary skills to your partner, or lose your leg while operating a chain saw in the garage without paying attention. A brick can fall on a person’s head or someone might fall out of a window. And there are all the usual heart attacks and other tragedies, distressing but unsurprising.

			Few of my readers, I hope, will have been speared in the back or fallen out of a window, but it is easy enough to imagine what it might feel like. Our life experiences and observation of others enable us to know such sensations vividly. Or that is what I thought before boarding that plane.

			

			—

			In deference to the conventions of the detective story, I will try to relate everything that happened that day as precisely as possible on the time-honored principle that the tiniest detail might provide the key to unlocking the mystery.

			It is August 20, 2020. I’m in my hotel room in Tomsk. The alarm clock goes off at 5:30 a.m. I wake without effort and make my way to the bathroom. I take a shower. I do not shave. I brush my teeth. The roll-on deodorant is empty. I rub the dry plastic over my armpits before discarding the applicator in the trash basket, where it will be discovered a few hours later by my colleagues when they come to search the room. Draping myself in the largest towel hanging in the bathroom, I go back to the bedroom and think about what to wear. I need underwear, socks, a T-shirt. Being one of those people who falls into a slight stupor when choosing clothes, I gaze for perhaps ten seconds at the items in my open suitcase.

			An embarrassing thought crosses my mind. Can I wear yesterday’s T-shirt? I will, after all, be home in five hours, where I’ll shower again and have a change of clothing. No, it wouldn’t be right. One of my colleagues might notice and think the boss was behaving like a vagrant.

			The hotel returned my laundry yesterday, so I take a T-shirt and socks out of the package. There is clean underwear in the suitcase. I dress and look at my watch: 5:47. I must not miss the plane: it is Thursday, and I am a slave to Thursdays. Every Thursday, come what may, I go live at 8:00 p.m., expressing my opinion on the last week’s events in Russia. Russia of the Future with Alexei Navalny is one of the country’s most popular streams, watched live online by 50,000–100,000 people, with up to 1.5 million views garnered after posting. The audience has not fallen below a million this year. (If it hadn’t been Thursday, I would have stayed in Siberia a couple more days. Today, two colleagues will travel with me, and several others will stay behind to finish the job.)

			It’s 6:01. I hate being late, but as usual I haven’t remembered to pack everything: my belt is lying on the chair. I have to open the suitcase, put it in, and perform the exercise familiar to anyone who has tried to close an overfull suitcase. I bear down on it with all my weight, zip it up, and mentally implore it not to split open when I take my hand away and stop pressing.

			At 6:03, I am downstairs in the hotel lobby, where Kira Yarmysh, my press secretary, and Ilya Pakhomov, my assistant, are already waiting. We get into the taxi Ilya has ordered and head for the airport. On the way, the driver stops at a gas station; it’s a bit unusual, because they normally fill up in between passengers, but I quickly forget about it.

			At the airport we find the same idiotic arrangement as everywhere else in Russia. You have to pass through a metal detector with your bags before you even enter the building. This involves standing in two lines and passing through two checkpoints. It’s all very slow, and there is invariably a guy in front of you who forgets to take his phone out of his pocket. The scanner beeps. He’s also forgotten to take off his watch. The scanner beeps again. Mentally cursing the moron, I walk through the frame and, of course, the scanner beeps. I forgot to take off my watch. “Sorry!” I say to the passenger in line behind me, and read in his eyes everything I myself was thinking ten seconds before.

			I’m not going to let such nonsense spoil my mood. Soon I’ll be home, the working week will be over, and I’ll spend the weekend with my family. What a great feeling.

			Kira, Ilya, and I are soon standing in the middle of the terminal, a classic group of people on a business trip in the early morning. There’s an hour before takeoff. We look around, wondering what to do until our flight is called.

			“Why don’t we go and have a cup of tea?” I suggest. So we do.

			I should have drunk my tea more elegantly, since there is a guy sitting three tables away furtively taking a video. He will post my hunched figure on Instagram with the caption “Navalny spotted at Tomsk airport,” and it will later be viewed an impossible number of times and analyzed second by second. It will show a waitress coming up and giving me tea in a red paper cup. Nobody else touches the cup.

			I go into an airport store called Souvenirs of Siberia and buy candy. As I go to pay, I try to think of a joke for when I present it to my wife, Yulia, once I get home. Nothing comes to mind. No matter, I’ll think of something.

			Boarding is announced, and at 7:35 we show our passports and get on the bus that will drive us the 150 meters to the plane.

			It is a crowded flight, and there is a bit of a commotion on the bus. A guy recognizes me and asks for a selfie. Sure, no problem. After that, other people shed their inhibitions, and perhaps ten more squeeze toward me to get a photo. I smile happily into other people’s phones and, as always at such moments, wonder how many really know who I am and how many have decided to take a photo just in case I’m somebody. This is a perfect illustration of Sheldon Cooper’s definition in The Big Bang Theory of a minor celebrity: “Once you explain who he is, many people recognize him.”

			As we head onto the plane, there are more photographs, and Kira, Ilya, and I are among the last to take our seats. This makes me anxious because I have a backpack and a suitcase that need to be stowed. What if all the overhead bins are already taken? I don’t want to be the sad passenger who rushes around the cabin asking the crew to find a place for his hand luggage.

			In the end, everything is fine. There is room overhead for the suitcase, and I put my backpack between my feet at the window seat. My colleagues know I much prefer to sit by the window so they can insulate me from anyone who might want to discuss the political situation in Russia. I’m generally happy to chat with people, just not on a plane. There is always a lot of background noise, and I really don’t relish the prospect of having a face twenty centimeters away shouting at me, “You investigate corruption, right? Well, let me tell you my case.”

			Russia is built on corruption and everyone has a case.

			My mood, already great, gets even better as I look forward to three and a half blissful hours of complete relaxation. First I’ll watch an episode of Rick and Morty, then read.

			I fasten my seat belt and take off my sneakers. The plane starts moving down the runway. I delve into my backpack, take out my laptop and headphones, open the Rick and Morty folder, and choose a season at random, then an episode. I’m in luck again; this is the one where Rick turns into a pickle. I love it.

			A passing flight attendant looks askance but doesn’t ask me to close the laptop as mandated by an outdated aircraft security regulation. It’s one of the perks of being a minor celebrity. Today is going really well.

			Then it stops going well.

			Thanks to that kind flight attendant, I now know precisely the moment when I felt that something was wrong. Later on, after eighteen days in a coma, twenty-six days in intensive care, and thirty-four days in the hospital, I will put on gloves, clean my laptop with an alcohol wipe, open it, and discover that the episode was twenty-one minutes in.

			It takes an event really out of the ordinary to make me stop watching Rick and Morty during takeoff—turbulence would not be enough—but I am looking at the screen and can’t concentrate. Cold sweat begins to run down my forehead. Something very, very odd and wrong is happening to me. I have to close the laptop. Icy sweat runs down my forehead. There is so much that I ask Kira, who is sitting next to me on my left, for a tissue. She is absorbed in her ebook and, without looking up, takes a pack of tissues from her bag and hands it to me. I use one. Then a second. Something is definitely not right. It’s not like anything I have ever experienced. It’s not even clear what I’m experiencing. Nothing hurts. I just have a weird sense that my entire system is failing.

			I decide I must be airsick from looking at the screen on takeoff. I say uncertainly to Kira, “Something is going wrong with me. Do you think you could talk to me for a bit? I need to concentrate on the sound of someone’s voice.”

			It is, undoubtedly, a strange request, but after a moment’s surprise Kira starts telling me about the book she is reading. I can take in what she is saying, but it involves an almost physical effort. My concentration is disappearing by the second. Within a couple of minutes I am only seeing her lips move. I hear sounds, but cannot understand what is being said, although Kira tells me later that I held out for about five minutes, muttering “Uh-huh” and “Aha” and even asking her to clarify what she’d said.

			A flight attendant appears in the aisle with a cart—drinks. I try to think whether I should have some water. According to Kira, he stood there, waiting. I looked at him silently for ten seconds, until both she and he began to feel awkward. Then I said, “I guess I do actually need to step out.”

			I decided I should go and splash my face with cold water and that would make me feel better. Kira gave a shove to Ilya, who was asleep in the aisle seat, and they let me out. I was in my socks. It wasn’t that I didn’t have the strength to put my sneakers back on; it was just that right at that moment I couldn’t be bothered.

			Luckily the toilet was free. Every action calls for reflection, although ordinarily we don’t notice that. Right now I had to make a conscious effort to understand what was going on and what I needed to do next. This is the toilet. I must find the lock. There are things of different colors. This is probably the lock. Slide it this way. No, that way. Okay, there is the faucet. I need to press it. How do I do that? My hand. Where is my hand? There it is. Water. I need to splash it on my face. At the back of my mind there is just one thought, which does not call for any effort and crowds out everything else: I can’t take it anymore. I rinse my face, sit down on the toilet, and realize for the first time: I’m done for.

			I didn’t think, I’m probably done for. I knew I was.

			Try touching your wrist with a finger of your other hand. You feel something because your body releases acetylcholine and a nerve signal notifies your brain of the action. You see it with your eyes and identify it through your sense of touch. Now do the same with your eyes closed. You don’t see your finger, but can easily tell when you touch your wrist and when you don’t. That is because, after acetylcholine transmits a signal between nerve cells, your body secretes cholinesterase, an enzyme that stops that signal when the job is done. It destroys the “used” acetylcholine and with it all traces of the signal transmitted to the brain. If that did not happen, the brain would receive signals about the wrist being touched over and over, millions of times. It would be similar to a distributed denial of service (DDOS) attack on a website: click once and the site opens; click a million times per second and the site crashes.

			To cope with a DDOS attack, you can reload the server or install a more powerful one. With human beings it’s less straightforward. Bombarded by billions of false signals, the brain becomes completely disoriented, unable to process what is going on, and eventually shuts down. After some time a person stops breathing, which, after all, is also controlled by the brain.

			That is how nerve agents work.

			I make one more effort and mentally check out my body. Heart? No pain. Stomach? Everything fine. Liver and other internal organs? Not even the slightest discomfort. All in all? Dreadful. This is too much, and I’m about to die.

			With difficulty I splash water on my face a second time. I want to return to my seat, but don’t think I will be able to get out of the toilet by myself. I won’t be capable of finding the lock. I can see everything clearly. The door is in front of me. The lock is there too. I’ve got enough strength, but keeping that stupid lock in focus, reaching out, and sliding it in the right direction are all very hard.

			Somehow I manage to get out. There is a line of people in the passageway, and I am able to see they are not happy. I’ve probably been in the toilet longer than I thought. I’m not behaving like a drunk—I don’t stagger, nobody is pointing at me. I’m just another passenger. Kira told me afterward that I left my window seat quite normally, getting past her and Ilya easily enough. I just looked very pale.

			I am on my feet in the aisle and tell myself to ask for help. But what can I ask the flight attendant? I can’t even articulate what is wrong or what I need.

			I look back toward the seats but then turn the other way. Now I am facing the galley, five square meters with meal carts—the place you walk to on a long flight if you want something to drink.

			Real writers are special people, you know. When I am asked what it’s like to die from a chemical weapon, two associations come to mind: the Dementors in Harry Potter and the Nazgûl in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. The kiss of a Dementor does not hurt: the victim just feels life leaving. The main weapon of the Nazgûl is their terrifying ability to make you lose your will and strength. Standing in the aisle, I am kissed by a Dementor and a Nazgûl stands nearby. I am overcome by the impossibility of understanding what is happening. Life is draining away, and I have no will to resist. I’m done for. This thought swiftly and potently fully takes over from I can’t take it anymore.

			The flight attendant looks at me quizzically. He appears to be the same guy who pretended not to notice my laptop. I make one more effort to come up with words I can say to him. To my surprise I manage, “I have been poisoned and am about to die.” He looks at me without alarm, surprise, or even concern—indeed, with a half smile. “What do you mean?” he asks. His expression changes radically as he watches me lie down at his feet on the floor of the galley. I don’t fall over, don’t collapse, don’t lose consciousness. But I absolutely feel that standing in the aisle is pointless and silly. After all, I am dying and people die—correct me if I’m wrong—lying down.

			I lie on my side. I stare at the wall. I no longer feel any awkwardness or anxiety. People start running around, and I hear exclamations of alarm.

			A woman shouts close to my ear, “Tell me, are you feeling ill? Tell me, are you having a heart attack?” I shake my head feebly. No, I have no problem with my heart.

			I have just enough time to think, It’s all lies, what they say about death. My whole life is not flashing before my eyes. The faces of those dearest to me do not appear. Neither do angels or a dazzling light. I am dying looking at a wall. The voices become indistinct, and the last words I hear are the woman shouting, “No, stay awake, stay awake.” Then I died.

			Spoiler alert: actually, I didn’t.

		

	
		
			2

			If you imagine that coming out of a coma is more or less instantaneous, as the movies would have us believe, I have to disappoint you. I would be only too glad to say that one minute I was dying on the plane and the next I opened my eyes to find I was in a hospital and looking at my beloved wife, or at least a team of doctors peering at me anxiously. That is not what happened. Getting back to normal life took several weeks of very unpleasant and persistent visions. The whole process was like a long-drawn-out and highly realistic journey through the circles of hell. It wouldn’t surprise me if that whole concept was devised by people who had been in a coma and seen the same things I did. There was an unbroken succession of hallucinations, through which I occasionally glimpsed reality. As time passed, there was more reality and less hallucinating.

			I can recall only isolated moments from the first few days. In one, I am sitting in a wheelchair and someone is shaving my face. I can’t move a finger. In another, a kind person is washing my hands, seemingly a doctor. He tells me, “Alexei, please, say any word. I am going to write it down and show you.”

			That request was repeated day after day, and I slowly began to make sense of it. First I realized I was Alexei, then that this was an exercise the doctor wanted me to do, and that my job was to say any word. My vocal cords were intact, the trouble was that I couldn’t think of any words. I tried really hard but couldn’t get through to the part of my brain responsible for thinking of words. To make matters worse, I couldn’t explain to the doctor that I couldn’t conjure up a word, because that also called for words and I simply didn’t have any in my head. Responding to simple questions from the nurse, I would nod, but recalling and saying a whole word was more than I could manage.

			I gradually began to gain a better understanding of what was going on, and even started saying things. Then I was given a pencil and asked to write something down, and my agonies began all over again: I had absolutely no idea how to write.

			I was visited by my doctor more frequently than by anybody else. He was a very famous and respected neurosurgeon from Japan, a professor. He would talk to me at great length, quietly, carefully explaining what had happened, what kind of treatment I should expect, how long I would need for rehabilitation, and when I would finally be able to see my family. I was tremendously impressed by how professional and authoritative he was. He is the first person I remember clearly after emerging from the coma. He was a great guy, good-looking if slightly balding, serious, and highly intelligent. For some reason, though, he was also incredibly sad.

			The nurses told me afterward that his two-year-old son had died in an accident, run over by a car in Japan. The professor had tried to save his son’s life, operated on him himself, but, tragically, the child died in his arms. During one of the professor’s visits he read me a haiku he had written in memory of his son. I had never heard anything so beautiful in my life. After he left, I couldn’t get those heartrending lines out of my mind and quietly wept over them for several days.

			When the professor was with me, though, I put on a brave face, not least because we were discussing a plan to get me back on my feet, which I really liked. Next week, the professor told me, I would be given new, bionic legs in place of my old ones, which I had evidently lost. After that he would perform a tricky neurosurgical operation to replace my spine. The new one would be a big improvement because it would have four gigantic mechanical tentacles attached to it, just like Doctor Octopus in the Amazing Spider-Man series. I was rapturous.

			Imagine my disappointment when I was told there was no Japanese professor, that all our talk and plans and long conversations had been one big hallucination, caused by my being given six different psychotropic drugs simultaneously. I was so stunned I demanded to see the entire hospital staff. Perhaps I had gotten some of the details mixed up and he was not a neurosurgeon but, say, a resuscitation specialist. Alas, there was no one at Charité—my hospital—who fit the description. I gave every impression of accepting that, as the doctors and my family were telling me, I had imagined the whole thing. I did, nevertheless, devote several hours to googling famous Japanese neurosurgeons on the off chance there was one whose son had died in an accident. If there wasn’t, I would have to face the fact that I had been crying my eyes out for three days over a haiku I had made up myself.

			I don’t remember the first time I saw Yulia after the coma. There wasn’t a moment when someone came into my ward, I opened my eyes, gazed at a beautiful woman, and thought, Oh, Yulia is here. That’s so great! I wasn’t recognizing anyone, and I had no understanding of what was happening around me. I just lay there, unable to concentrate. I do remember, though, that every day there was a best moment when “She” materialized beside me. She knew better than anyone else just how to adjust my pillow and how to talk to me. She didn’t wail, Oh, poor Alexei. She smiled and laughed, and that made me feel better.

			There was a large whiteboard on the wall opposite my bed in the intensive care unit. It had something drawn on it, but no matter how I tried, I couldn’t figure out what it said. I stared at the board until suddenly I saw it had little hearts drawn on it. Some time later I noticed the number of hearts was increasing. Later still I started counting them and realized that all the time I was in intensive care, Yulia had been visiting and adding a new heart each day. Looking at it, I managed one day to write something myself, on a piece of paper Yulia had given me. When she showed it to me after I got out of the hospital, there was no text, just something like the line on a cardiogram. For a while I could write only in a column. I learned to write properly, horizontally, a few weeks later, but for a long time afterward I was still muddling the order of letters in words.

			One day, when I had a better handle on reality and was even gradually beginning to remember a little English, I asked the nurse for a drink of water. She said she would give me water just as soon as I wrote the word down, and she held out a pen. I could remember how to say “water” in English, but had no idea how to write it, no matter how hard I tried. I was beginning to get angry and again peevishly demanded water. “Try to write it one more time,” the nurse said to me firmly. I scrawled over the paper, became infuriated, and in a fit of temper wrote down the word that suddenly popped up out of my subconscious—“fuck.” Somewhat vindictively, but more with a sense of pride, I handed the piece of paper to the nurse. She looked at me sympathetically. I had written “fkuc.”

			I am trying to relate my memories in sequence, but the fact is that everything was a single mosaic of fragments of reality and dreams: the Japanese professor, the paper and pen, my having no legs, the hearts on the whiteboard, my having been in a terrible accident, Yulia, being in prison.

			So there I was now, sitting on a bunk in a prison cell. The prison regulations were written on the surrounding walls, only they were not the usual sorts of rules but words from the songs of Krovostok, a famous Russian rap group. The guards were ordering me to read out the rules, that is, the lyrics, again and again, a thousand times. It was torture, and in the dream I was irate. Much later, after I had recovered my wits, I mentioned this in an interview, and the guys from Krovostok sent me a response on Twitter: “Lyosh, [*1] sorry for the bad trip.”

			There was a huge television on the wall in my ward, and that presented yet another trial, only marginally less awful than my recurring delusions. As I gradually recovered my awareness, the medical staff tried everything imaginable to keep me entertained. They decided one day I might enjoy watching soccer. The trouble was that I’m not remotely interested in soccer. After some time, my colleague Leonid Volkov, who had come to visit, recognized there was a problem. “Why are you giving him soccer to watch? He hates it.” The television was swiftly switched off, and although at the time I wasn’t taking much in, I felt a great sense of relief.

			Yulia and Leonid tried several times to tell me what had happened. For a while they had little success. It was as if they were knocking on a shut door, behind which was my brain, which was not replying. They told me about the poisoning; about my passing out on the plane; about the hospital in Omsk, full of FSB officers; about how for a long time the regime wouldn’t let me be transferred from the hospital; about the evacuation to Germany…but I just sat there staring. They told me at length and in detail that Putin had tried to murder me while I was traveling around Siberia; that independent laboratories had confirmed I was poisoned and, moreover, with the same chemical agent the Russian secret services had used to poison the Skripals in Salisbury. And then when, yet again, they said the word “Novichok,” I suddenly looked straight at them and said, “What the fuck? That’s just so dumb!”

			Leonid says that was the moment he knew I was going to be all right.

			I gradually became more fully aware of what had happened, and remembered what had preceded it. No matter how fascinating and gripping the details of the failed attempt to murder me were, I was far more interested in how the elections in Tomsk and Novosibirsk had gone. Had we published our investigations on YouTube? Had people viewed them? Had people voted? Had we managed to beat United Russia? What percentage of the vote had our candidates received? On the night the ballots were being counted, I asked Yulia to read my entire Twitter feed out loud. Then, with my speech slurred, I dictated messages for her to send to our colleagues.

			The election results were better than we could have hoped for. In Tomsk, nineteen of the twenty-seven candidates we supported had won, including the coordinator of our local headquarters Ksenia Fadeyeva, and her deputy, Andrei Fateyev. In Novosibirsk, twelve candidates we supported were elected deputies, and the head of our office, Sergei Boiko, was one of them.

			Even so, I didn’t fully engage with reality until I was allowed to get out of bed for the first time and take a few steps on my own. I was not permitted that for a long time because I wanted to escape, and even made several attempts to do so. While I was slowly recovering my wits, I became aware there were always people standing outside my ward and watching me through the glass. They didn’t look like doctors, and after I learned what had happened, it was explained to me that they were guards. One day I tried to persuade Yulia to grab their guns and help me escape. I felt an urgent need to flee. No gun was forthcoming. Next, I decided to take matters into my own hands: when I was alone, I tore off all the catheters and tubes that were attached to me, drenching the ward in blood, and tried to get up. Medics immediately rushed in and had me back in bed and reconnected in no time. I didn’t give up that easily, though—I made several more breakout attempts in the following days.

			When finally, with the doctors’ permission, I was able to get out of bed myself and walk very haltingly the few steps to the sink, everything genuinely came back to me. I wanted to get washed, but my hands wouldn’t obey me, and then there suddenly came to mind very vividly how a few weeks before I had been trying to wash my face in the bathroom on the plane from Tomsk to Moscow. I went back to bed, lay down, stared at the ceiling, and felt absolutely wretched. I was like a frail old man, unable to walk the three meters to the sink without trouble, unable to turn on a tap. I was afraid I was going to be like that forever.

			Initially, it seemed I really would be. Getting back to living normally called for a huge amount of effort. A physiotherapist came to see me every day. She was a nice person, but forced me to do the most difficult things I have done in my life. She asked me to sit at a table and handed me two cups. One had water in it; the other was empty. She gave me a spoon and instructed me to use it to scoop water from the full cup into the empty one. By this time I was able to speak quite well and said, “Well, okay, I can do five spoonfuls for you,” but she demanded the impossible: “No, I need seven.” Ultimately, with immense difficulty, I did scoop up seven spoonfuls and pour them into the other cup. I felt as if I had run a marathon.

			I had yet to learn to walk normally, hold things, and coordinate movements. I had to catch a ball a hundred times a day. That was grueling. For many weeks, I couldn’t master lying down on the floor from a standing position and then getting up. I could do that a maximum of three times, and it was very hard work.

			I guess the most brilliant moment in intensive care was the day our children, Dasha and Zakhar, flew in from Moscow. But then we had a classically awkward moment. They couldn’t hug me, because I was festooned with cables and tubes. It was also far from clear what we could talk about in a situation like this, so they just sat in the ward and I looked at them, and was blissfully happy.

			September 23 was my last day at Charité, where I had spent more than a month. We got ourselves ready and packed everything, and for the first time I changed out of the hospital garb into normal clothes. I was going to be discharged at three o’clock, but then was asked to wait until six because my doctor wanted to look in on me one last time. The door opened and in came my doctor, followed by a lady who seemed vaguely familiar.

			It was Angela Merkel, chancellor of Germany. This came as a complete surprise. I already knew, of course, that she had played an important part in saving my life by pressuring Putin into agreeing to let me be transferred to Berlin. I wanted to shake her hand, or even give her a hug (I had temporarily become very emotional since the poisoning), but quickly reflected that my tracksuit bottoms and T-shirt were already enough of a challenge to strict German protocol and that I shouldn’t push my luck. For the next hour and a half we talked, mainly about Russian politics. Merkel was amazingly well informed on the subject, and I was greatly impressed by her detailed knowledge of our investigations, particularly the latest ones in Siberia.

			Merkel’s coming to see me was a very touching personal gesture and a smart political move. It was obviously going to rile Putin. As we were saying goodbye, I thanked her for all she had done. She asked what my plans were. I told her I would like to return to Russia as soon as possible. She said, “There’s no need to hurry.”

			I was nevertheless obsessed with the idea of getting back to Moscow as quickly as I could. I really wanted to see in the New Year at home. Yulia stopped me. “Let’s wait until you’re fully recovered.”

			We stayed in Germany four more months.

			
				September 21, 2020[*2]

				A post about love.

				Yulia and I had our wedding anniversary on August 26. We’ve been married for twenty years. I’m actually quite glad I missed it and can write this today, when I know a bit more about love than I did a month ago.

				You will have seen the scene a hundred times in films and read descriptions of it in books: one person is lying in a coma, and their partner, through their love and ceaseless devotion, brings their beloved back to life. And, of course, that’s exactly how it was with us, strictly in accordance with the canons of classic films about love and comas. I slept and slept and slept. Yulia @yulia_navalnaya came to see me, talked to me, sang me songs, and played music for me. I cannot lie: I don’t remember any of it.

				But I will tell you what I do remember. Perhaps, actually, it can’t even be properly described as a remembering. It is more a collection of my very first sensations and emotions. It was so important to me, though, that it is now forever imprinted in my brain.

				I am lying there. I have already been brought out of the coma, but can’t recognize anybody and don’t understand what is happening. I can’t speak and don’t know what speaking is. My sole pastime is to be waiting for Her to come. Who She is I am uncertain. Neither do I even know what She looks like. If I manage to make out something with my unfocusing eyes, I’m unable to remember the picture. But She is different, that much is clear to me. So I just lie there and wait for Her. She comes and is the main person in the room. She straightens my pillow and makes it very comfortable. She doesn’t have a low, sympathizing voice but speaks cheerfully and laughs. She is telling me something. When She is near, my idiotic hallucinations retreat. It feels very good when She is there. Then She goes away and I feel sad, and wait for Her again.

				I don’t for a moment doubt there is a scientific explanation for this. Like, you know, I was apprehending the tone of my wife’s voice, my brain secreted dopamine, and I began to feel better. Each visit became literally therapeutic, and the effect of waiting for her enhanced the dopamine reinforcement. But no matter how impressive the scientific and medical explanation sounds, I now know for sure, simply from my own experience, that love heals and brings you back to life.

				Yulia, you saved me, and may this be included in the neurobiology textbooks.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  A short form of Alexei.

				

				
					*2  Some Instagram posts have been edited for clarity and to eliminate repetition. Not all of Alexei’s Instagram posts from the period covered by this book are included.
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			The soldiers in the road were completely enveloped in unusual white suits. They wore gas masks that made them look like some strange species of animal. I come from an army family, and of course we had a gas mask at home, although the only purpose it served was to be put on by the children of friends of my parents who came to visit. They would run around the apartment, pretending to be an elephant and shrieking with delight. This could be done for only three minutes or so because it got very hot in the gas mask. The soldiers were not playing or having much fun at all. Rather oddly, they were stopping cars and letting them proceed only after monitoring their wheels with a special metal rod. I was nine, watching through the window of my father’s Lada 6. It is one of my most vivid childhood memories. The soldiers’ suits were no surprise to my parents in the front seat. They explained to me the suits were to protect the soldiers from radiation and dangerous chemicals. This was necessary because there had recently been an explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant, seven hundred kilometers away. We were living in a military town near Obninsk, a restricted-access city where the first Soviet nuclear reactor had been built. We were on our way to shop for food in Obninsk, which was well provisioned because of all the atomic scientists living there. “Provisioning” was an important Soviet term I already knew. It meant how good the choice of things in the shops would be. Some person in the dark reaches of the Soviet state planning system had arranged that there should be a 60 percent higher probability of finding sausage in a food shop in Obninsk than in the only grocery store in our army unit.

			The metal rods in the hands of the soldiers were for measuring the radiation level on cars’ wheels. The government had yet to admit the Chernobyl disaster was caused by negligence, so the official explanation for these demonstrative checks was to track down saboteurs. For this reason, security had been stepped up in every city that had a nuclear power plant. If spies (American, of course) were driving around the country intent on blowing up one power station after another, our armed forces would spot them from traces of radioactivity on their tires.

			My mother pointed out, however, that even the fools in our town knew the real reason for the monitoring. The nuclear scientists from Obninsk who worked at Chernobyl had immediately understood the scale of the disaster. Despite the lies being put out on the news, many of them had swiftly bundled their families into cars and driven back to Obninsk. These measures were to identify them: their cars, their clothes, and they themselves would be giving off radiation. The authorities were lying about there being no threat, and desperately trying to prevent the radiation from spreading.

			“That’s enough about that,” my father said angrily. He didn’t want to talk about it.

			In almost every town and village of the former U.S.S.R. there is a memorial to those who died in World War II. Most often the monument lists the names of the local people who never returned. If you visited the memorial in Zalesiye, Ukraine, a village a few kilometers from the Chernobyl power plant, you could read, among the other names, “Navalny, Navalny, Navalny, Navalny.” There is no way of knowing who among them are my relatives and who just have the same surname.

			My father was born in that village. When he left school, he decided to join the army and go to a military college. He never lived in Ukraine again, serving instead in various military towns in Russia. His two elder brothers and his mother remained in Zalesiye. I went to stay with her every summer, and my relatives invariably tut-tutted about what a thin, pale Moscow townie I was and how they would have to fatten me up with good Ukrainian pork lard. All summer I was offered food in quantities a sumo wrestler might envy. I was transformed into a suntanned Ukrainian village boy who almost forgot Russian.

			My grandmother was religious. She recited prayers and I memorized them, although I hadn’t a clue what they meant. In the autumn I was given back to my parents, and my physical appearance was used as evidence in an endless, good-humored debate at mealtimes on the relative merits and demerits of Ukrainians and Russians. My mother had been born in Arkhangelsk, in the north of Russia, and grown up in Zelenograd, a district of Moscow, so she clearly was a member of an ethnic minority. Quizzed for the umpteenth time as to whether I was a Ukrainian or a Russian, I did my best to avoid a straight answer. It was like being asked whom you loved more, your mother or your father, to which no sensible answer is possible.

			Chernobyl was the closest city to Zalesiye. It was where everyone went to shop and many of the villagers worked. It also had the nearest still-functioning church, and there, without my father’s knowledge, my grandma had me baptized. Like any officer in the Soviet army, he was of necessity a member of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and therefore, by definition, an atheist. My grandmother feared it might come out that his son had been baptized and cause him to be expelled from the party. However, she feared God even more, so she took me to the church anyway and had me christened. Needless to say, this did not remain a secret for long. My mother and father soon heard from family members about the christening but, contrary to Grandma’s expectations, were not angry, only amused that she had been so worried.

			Zalesiye was a paradise on earth. It had a stream and trees laden with cherries. After the herdsmen had brought the village cows home, I was in charge of Grandma’s immense cow and, in the course of my duties, ordered it into the barn. That made me feel very cool. I was surrounded by the jolliest, most wonderful people: my uncles, aunts, cousins, godparents, and other relatives whose precise status and degree of kinship were often impossible to discover.

			On April 26, 1986, at half past one in the morning, this paradise was destroyed when an explosion occurred in the fourth nuclear reactor of the Chernobyl power station. For the rest of the world it was a major nuclear disaster. For the U.S.S.R. it was one of the reasons for the collapse of a country already struggling under the economic crisis of “fully developed socialism.” For the Ukrainian branch of our family it was a terrible tragedy that swept their old life away. For me, it was the first event, the first lesson in my life, that had a formative impact on my outlook. The radiation might be far away, but the hypocrisy and lies inundated the whole country.

			A few days after the explosion, with the Soviet government already fully aware of the scale of the contamination, people living in the villages around Chernobyl, including my relatives, were sent to plant potatoes in the fields. Adults and schoolchildren were digging up ground on which radioactive dust had only recently settled. Of course, the local people knew something was up. Many worked in Chernobyl, and naturally some would have had friends working at the power station. The news of an explosion there spread lightning fast.

			The authorities, of course, flatly denied it. It was obvious the regime was hiding something, which meant it had something to hide, but you couldn’t say that openly. In 1986, it hadn’t occurred to anyone that the Soviet Union and its vast apparatus for controlling thoughts and words would shortly cease to exist. So if you were told to plant potatoes, that was what you had to do. It was the most dangerous and harmful thing anyone could have suggested, but was done to avoid spreading panic among the population!

			The standard and completely moronic response of the Soviet—and subsequently of the Russian—authorities to any crisis is to decide that it is in the interests of the population that they should be lied to endlessly. Otherwise, the reasoning goes, people are sure to run out of their homes, rush around in a state of anarchy, set buildings on fire, and kill each other!

			The truth of the matter is that nothing of that sort has ever happened. In most crises the population is prepared to behave in a rational and disciplined manner, especially if the situation were to be explained to them and they were told what needed to be done. Instead, as I have since seen on a less dramatic scale many times, the first official reaction is invariably to lie. There is no practical benefit to the officials doing so; it is simply a rule: In an awkward situation, lie. Play down the damage, deny everything, bluff. It can all be sorted out later, but right now, at the moment of crisis, officials have no option but to lie, because the imagined idiot population is not yet ready for the truth.

			In the Chernobyl affair, it is pointless to look for even a scintilla of rationality. God forbid the people should have been told to stay indoors for a week and not go outside unless absolutely necessary. In Kiev, the capital city of Ukraine with a population in the millions, a May Day parade was held just five days after the explosion, for the same propaganda purposes—to pretend that all was well. We know now how these decisions were made. The leaders of the Communist Party, sitting in their offices, wanted foremost to ensure that neither the Soviet people nor—horror of horrors—foreigners should know anything about the atomic disaster. The health of tens of thousands of people was sacrificed in the cause of a grand cover-up that was ridiculous, because the radioactive fallout was so extensive it was registered by laboratories all over the globe.

			Many years later, serving time in a special detention center after yet another arrest, I sat in my cell reading a collection of newly published materials from the archives. These were secret reports by the KGB branch of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic proudly documenting an extraordinary operation involving a journalist from Newsweek who had visited Ukraine sometime after the accident. Some twenty or so individuals had been involved in this operation, including members of special militia units and retired KGB agents. The KGB arranged it so that everybody the journalist interviewed was an intelligence officer, and all of them assured him the consequences of the accident were minimal and that the public was impressed and delighted by the efficient way the party and government had dealt with it. Vast resources had been brought to bear to deceive a single reporter because it was the appropriate thing to do. We could hardly allow enemy journalists to slander the Soviet reality by twisting the facts. Therefore, we would rather twist the facts a little ourselves.

			None of these tricks were any more effective than the infamous grocery stores in North Korea in which plastic produce is strategically placed so foreigners being driven from the airport can see that bananas and oranges are freely available. For years now the foreigners have been merrily snapping photos of these stores as a tourist sight. Hey, look over there! The famous fake fruit!

			Paradoxically, people in Washington, London, and Berlin knew more about what was really happening than those living in the contaminated zone. Our family did not know the whole truth, but we knew a whole lot more than most: when the party and government robustly denied the “contemptible insinuations of Washington’s propaganda” about an explosion in Chernobyl, our relatives phoned and told us everyone in the region was aware there had been an explosion at the power station and that there were soldiers all over the place.

			Then the nightmare began. Soon, everybody within thirty kilometers of the power plant was being evacuated, and no matter how glowingly state television reported a well-coordinated operation, we already knew better. Our numerous relatives had been dispersed all over Ukraine, to wherever empty accommodations, like Pioneer camps, could be found. People were in despair. It was unbearable to be forced to abandon your farmstead, a home you had built with your own hands, especially since these people could be considered well-off by Soviet standards. We were the poor relatives compared to them, even though my father was in the army, which meant his pay was above average. We were just living a standard Soviet life in a military unit, with an apartment and a salary, while they, with their orchards and cows and private plots of land, were better provided for, at least in terms of food. Now they were leading their children to a bus and being driven away permanently to who knows where with only their identification papers and a minimal set of clothes. There were cows mooing and dogs barking, just like in films about the war. A couple of days later soldiers went around the villages shooting the dogs. A starving cow will just die, but dogs go feral, form packs, and might attack the few remaining people.

			What a monstrous shambles it all was, and it could not be concealed. One of our most retold family stories gives a sense of the degree of the stupidity and muddle. A few hours before the relocation, my grandmother remembered she had fish drying in the attic. She was losing everything, but her youngest son so loved dried fish and she was determined to get some to him. She took it to the post office, put it in a pack, wrote our address on it, and handed it in. People in protective suits were walking the streets, and loudspeakers were warning that everything was contaminated and in no case should anything be taken with you unless it was absolutely vital. But to her amazement the post office, whose hours were also numbered, agreed to send it on. The fish duly arrived at our home in Moscow Region. It looked very appetizing, and my father decided he would enjoy it with a beer. Only when my mother kicked up a fuss did he agree to fetch a radiation meter. The fish was so radioactive it was as if an atom bomb had been dropped on it. My mother took it into the forest and buried it there.

			A total of 116,000 people were evacuated. They needed new housing, new jobs, and compensation for the property they had abandoned. Even for a rich, developed country that would be a big ask. For the U.S.S.R., with its planned economy, it was a nightmare. New homes were needed; new cars were needed.

			Ronald Reagan liked telling Soviet jokes. “You know, in the U.S.S.R. to buy an automobile you have to pay in advance and then wait in line for ten years,” one of them began. “This man, he laid down his money and then the fellow that was in charge said to him, ‘Okay, come back in ten years and get your car.’ And he said, ‘Morning or afternoon?’ And the fellow behind the counter said, ‘Well, ten years from now, what difference does it make?’ And he said, ‘Well, the plumber’s coming in the morning.’ ” That was not far from the truth. A car was a family’s most prized possession, the most valuable item you were legally allowed to own, and here you were, having to abandon your own with little prospect of buying another. The waiting list to buy an outdated Fiat model manufactured in the U.S.S.R. under the VAZ brand was a staggering ten to fifteen years.

			The Soviet Union was amazingly effective at producing propaganda and telling lies, but what was needed here was the ability to build houses in a hurry, and that was something it could barely do and certainly couldn’t do well. Soldiers and workers were drafted from all over the country, and the quality of the resulting houses was abysmal. The need was to supply people with new possessions that were simply not available. What the state could do was transfer Soviet rubles to your account in the state-run Sberbank savings bank, but how were you supposed to replace those boots, made in Yugoslavia, for which you had traveled specially to Moscow and waited in line for five hours? There was nothing comparable in the shops. Or what about that tracksuit made in the German Democratic Republic with the word “PUMA” emblazoned on the back? Your old one was gone, and who was going to sew you a new one—Karl Marx? There was a dire shortage of anything of good quality—clothes, shoes, wallpaper, toilets. The planned economy was incapable of meeting the demand for even basic necessities. The population of 275 million citizens lined up every day to buy something they needed, and none of them were going to let the Chernobyl victims jump the queue.

			More and more soldiers were sent to the zone of the accident. They were called “liquidators,” a use of the word that was to become a permanent part of the vocabulary of the Soviet, and subsequently of the Russian, people. We heard more and more tales of what was going on in Chernobyl, each more horrifying than the last. I was stunned by the difference between them and the television news reports.

			The question most puzzling even to my ten-year-old self was why the authorities were lying like this when everybody around me knew the truth. What kind of pathetic attempt at deception was this? If you are going to lie, you should at least be expecting to benefit from it in some way. You claim to be sick and you don’t have to go to school; that at least makes sense. But what was the point of these lies? Describing the way the Soviet Union worked, Vasily Shukshin, a Russian writer, memorably said, “Lies, lies, lies…Lies as redemption, lies as atonement for guilt, lies as a goal achieved, lies as a career, as prosperity, as medals, as an apartment…Lies! The whole of Russia was covered with lies, like a scab.” An excellent description of the situation.

			If the Chernobyl disaster had never happened, I would probably have heard less talk of politics. It would certainly have been less personal, and my political views would have been slightly different. But things happened as they did, and many years later, when I was a grown man, as I watched the newly appointed acting president of Russia, forty-seven-year-old Vladimir Putin, on television, far from sharing any enthusiasm about the country’s new “energetic leader,” I kept thinking, He never stops lying, just as it was in my childhood.

			

			—

			I suppose I am in a sense a product of town and country. My father, Anatoly, the youngest sibling, wanted from the outset to get away from the Ukrainian village in which he lived. That was not an easy matter. Until 1965, collective farm workers were not issued passports, a form of serfdom in a Soviet Union that proclaimed equality for all and prohibited exploitation of one person by another. One method of getting away was to join the armed forces. My father was a good student and had no trouble qualifying to enter the Kiev Military School of Communication. When he graduated, he was drafted into the Antimissile Defense Forces, which formed a threefold protective ring around Moscow. The thinking of the military strategists was that while it would be very difficult to protect the entire, vast territory of the Soviet Union from enemy missiles, the capital, at least, could be preserved. Posted to a military unit in the vicinity of Moscow, my father, a young officer, was ordered to escort a group of soldiers being deployed by means of public transport, namely, a suburban train. He entered a carriage and saw Lyudmila, my mother-to-be. She lived in Zelenograd, the U.S.S.R.’s Silicon Valley, a district of Moscow that had been designated for enterprises of the Soviet electronics industry. The residents of Zelenograd took great pains to make clear their superior educational level and membership among the scientific elite. Their cinema was even called the Electron. When my mother graduated from the Moscow Institute of Management, she went to work at one of the high-tech enterprises, the Institute of Microdevices. My parents got married in 1975 and began their life together moving among the many military garrisons in the triple ring protecting our motherland’s capital city from the missiles said to be targeted on it by the aggressive NATO military bloc. They were joined a year later by me, and in 1983 by my brother, Oleg.

			These army towns, of which I experienced three, were much alike. There would be a forest, and a fence within it that sealed in several army units, residential accommodations, a school, a store, and an Officers’ Club that doubled as a cinema and a venue for special occasions. A crucial part of the infrastructure was the secure access checkpoint; you had to apply for permission to allow relatives to visit you there. In typically Soviet fashion, the strictness of the system was invariably made up for by a hole in the fence, through which anyone who, for one reason or another, had failed to obtain a pass beforehand could enter and exit. The guide appointed to conduct them through the hole was usually me, a role of which I was immoderately proud. That arrangement remains immutable. My parents still live in such a military town with a high-security access system. Every time I visit them, I have to wait in line for a special pass. An instruction on the wall inside the checkpoint advises that a foreigner can be admitted only on the basis of an order signed by the minister of defense. The town is, nevertheless, full of foreign migrants working on the building sites. Obviously, they did not get in on a personal order from the minister of defense.

			My father served as a liaison officer, and my mother worked either in a civilian enterprise as an economist or as the bookkeeper of an army unit when there were no civilian jobs available.

			It was important to know numbers. These play a major role in the life of an army town. All directions, workplaces, and other essential stuff were given code numbers. To be understood, you needed to say “My dad works in 25573.” My mother was “a bookkeeper in 20517.” A new housing block was being built in 3328, which meant there would soon be apartments there, and medical unit 2713 was known to have the best dental technician. Tell me your number and I’ll tell you who you are.

			There was only one kindergarten and one school. When I had a child of my own and my wife said it was time to think about choosing a school, I genuinely did not understand what she meant. Which school should we choose? The nearest one, obviously. I was completely used to the idea of there being one school and no choice.

			A huge advantage for a child living in an army town was the relatively easy access to stuff you could fire and blow up. I loved that, and was completely addicted to causing explosions. You might find a pack of electric detonators in the garbage dump next to the unit and could set them off using wires and an ordinary battery. You could swap food or a “Guards” badge with soldiers in return for cartridges. For some reason it was considered a mark of special distinction to go home after two years in the army with such a badge on your chest. They were rarely on sale in the army store, so the trick was to ask your father to find you one, then swap it for cartridges. When I look back now at my experiments, I can only be grateful that I still have sight in both eyes and that my fingers are intact.

			My last army town, Kalininets, was heaven for pyromaniacs. When I first met up with the local kids, they made a puzzling suggestion: “Let’s go and fish for cartridges.” “How do you do that?” I asked. “In the river, of course.” Equipped with a magnet and a length of rope, we went out to the firing range, dropped the magnet from a nearby bridge into the river, and pulled it back out covered in cartridges. I could not believe my eyes. My father later explained that the Taman motorized rifle division was stationed in this town and needed target practice. The officer tasked with taking his soldiers to the range often discovered that it was already being used by other units, which meant no firing practice. Alternatively, they might complete their exercise and have cartridges left over. In both cases, the regulations required that unused ammunition be taken back and returned in accordance with a particular procedure, with every last bullet accounted for. Needless to say, no one could be bothered with all that. They couldn’t just dump cartridges in the forest, where children or mushroom pickers might stumble upon them, so the best solution was to drop them into the river. This method of disposal, considered foolproof by the adult world, posed no serious challenge to ingenious kids. The cartridges were probably no longer usable for live firing, but once dried, they proved ideal for causing explosions.

			The consequences of easy access to such dangerous items were only too predictable: in one army town four older children tried to detonate a shell by putting it on a bonfire. One was killed, one lost both legs, and the other two suffered serious injury. In the town where I finished my secondary schooling, a classmate lost 90 percent of his sight and had his face terribly disfigured when he set off a signal flare taken from an armored personnel carrier.

			My parents turned a blind eye to my pyrotechnical explosive experiments, unaware of their true scale until the day I invited my father to explode a bomb I had made, on our balcony. He probably thought it was some contraption made out of matches. Ha ha ha. In fact, I had built a magnesium-manganese bomb. For its creation, I had gone to the helipad, where for a long time I sawed away at the disk of a helicopter wheel made of magnesium alloy. We exploded the bomb at night, in the dark. When, after a few minutes, the colored circles stopped floating in front of our eyes, my father bawled me out. I decided in the future to keep him out of the loop regarding my chemistry experiments, but far from ceasing to cause explosions, I was greatly inspired by this success.

			I was not really sure what my father did in the army. His job seemed mainly to involve two activities. One was rushing to his station to signal an alert drill daily at 9:00 p.m.—while the other officers ran to theirs—when a siren went off throughout the town, and those officers who were in their homes at that moment would go to their units with a disgruntled look on their faces. The soldiers were not pleased, but in other ways the siren was actually very convenient, because it was the main signal to all children to go home. The day divided into “before the siren” and “after the siren,” and it was impossible to pretend you hadn’t heard it, because its wailing was insanely loud.

			The other activity was catching runaway soldiers. It all started with the phone at home ringing. My father or mother would pick it up, listen for a few seconds to the duty officer barking on the other end that another soldier has absconded. My father went off to catch him. Sometimes the soldier who ran away was armed, and that qualified as an emergency situation. I could not get the adults to explain why anyone wanted to run away. Where were they going?

			There were soldiers everywhere. They were used as a general workforce, sweeping the streets, driving cars, hauling stuff around. Others were always marching somewhere. Often they would waylay schoolkids near a store and ask them to go in to buy something. They were afraid to go in themselves because they might be spotted by a patrol on the lookout for soldiers absent from their unit without leave. The soldiers didn’t look particularly happy, but neither did they seem so unhappy they might be thinking of running off into the forest.

			As I found out later, they were running away because of dedovshchina (“bullying”). Bullying of raw recruits by older soldiers reached such a level that in 1982 the minister of defense had to issue a secret order, “On Combating Nonregulation Relations,” thereby recognizing it as a widespread practice. Hazing became a self-replicating system. You joined the army, got beaten up, your money was taken from you, and you were forced to scrub floors and do the laundry of the “older” soldiers, who joined the army just a year and a half before you. After all these humiliations, you waited for your turn to beat up the rookies, because that was just the way it was, a necessary part of army life, something that transformed a civilian wimp into a real man. The system was often tacitly endorsed by officers, who saw it as a self-regulating system of training and discipline. For example, some rural idiot joins the army, fails to understand elementary commands, looks scruffy, and is generally hopeless. So then the staff sergeant punches him a couple of times in the middle of the chest (“in the soul”), which really hurts (you cannot punch him in the face, because the marks would show), and he immediately comes to his senses and starts behaving like a seasoned soldier.

			Needless to say, such an idiotic practice did nothing to improve discipline, and fundamentally undermined respect for the army. Soldiers returning home after two years of national service luridly described the bullying to those yet to be conscripted. It closely resembled the revelations of people returning from prison. Mothers listened in horror and then had no wish to send their sons off to the army. Periodically, after yet another unfortunate young man, unable any longer to bear the hazing, committed suicide or shot his abusers, the army would launch another anti-bullying campaign, which never did any good. The practice is institutionalized and can only be combated by changing the institution, primarily by creating an army in which professional servicemen and servicewomen are paid a salary to defend the country. What is not needed is an army that depends on hapless youths taken from their families (for two years in the U.S.S.R., and nowadays for one) who are forced to spend their time in an institution that is a bizarre form of survival school.

			Curiously, the army takes a certain pride in this constant imbecility, as I began to notice as I grew older. It was regularly remarked that our soldiers and officers were so inured to carrying out ridiculous orders—for example, with my own eyes I saw soldiers painting grass green before inspection—that, under fire, they would perform miracles of discipline. Because they lived in such poverty and were so used to hardship, there could be no doubt that in the event of war the pampered Americans, with their luxurious barracks and individual apartments for officers, would be defeated.

			

			—

			I can’t stand the word “mentality,” which I think is a completely artificial concept, but it is plainly true that some kind of Russian national character exists, and this bravado about enduring privation, which could so easily be avoided, is a significant aspect of it. We suffer appalling conditions, criticize and gripe about the authorities, yet simultaneously manage to take pride in being able to survive in these horrid conditions, and consider it a great competitive advantage in a hypothetical confrontation between nations. Well, yes, we say, the Japanese do make good cars, but just let them try to assemble a functioning car from the spare parts of three others and some rusty scrap metal the way our neighbor Vasily managed to. I notice the same thing in myself when I go abroad and compare the activities of opposition politicians in Russia and Europe. I can find myself on the verge of saying, I wonder how you would get on as a politician if, after every meeting in an electoral campaign, you were placed under arrest for a month. It is as if I were priding myself on living in an environment so grim, and where politics is so very real, that I absolutely have to go to prison.

			You don’t need to be a great psychologist to recognize what is at the root of this: Russians yearn for a normal life, fully aware that we have invented all our existing problems for ourselves. We can’t admit to being fools, though, so we look for something to boast about, where in fact there is nothing to be proud of.

			There were political discussions in our home regularly, and the overall attitude toward the authorities was critical. That seemed to be true of other families I knew, which might appear strange, because all military officers were obliged to be members of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and propaganda in the army and control of its ideological loyalty were top state priorities. These directives had exactly the opposite effect of what was intended. The title of “political worker” (an officer responsible for ideological work) was always tinged with irony. They were laughed at behind their backs, because everybody knew their sole professional duty was to tell lies. The mind-boggling discrepancy between what political workers said and the reality of life was obvious, even to a child when these geezers turned up at school to tell us about the wonders of the Soviet system. One who had served in Cuba described the wiles of the Americans and how marvelous life had become in the “Island of Freedom” after the victory of the revolution, but all the children wanted to know was whether it was true you could just walk into a shop there and buy Coca-Cola and how their parents could best draw the lucky straw and get to work anywhere as long as it was abroad.

			If capitalism is so terrible that we should have wept with delight at our luck in being born Soviet children, why was my most cherished treasure two multicolored cans of imported beer, so beautiful and alien that everyone, not only children who came to visit, but adults too, picked them up and admired them? And the foreign films so infrequently shown in the Officers’ Club, which told of the hard struggle of the working class against its oppressors, baffled the audience because all the oppressed were wearing jeans, sitting around in bars, and driving automobiles. It says so much that the American film classic The Grapes of Wrath, which relates the dramatic fate of ruined American farmers during the Great Depression and was ideologically perfect for Soviet propaganda, was, soon after being purchased for distribution in the U.S.S.R., withdrawn from general release and shown only to a restricted circle of the elite. It was just too difficult to come up with a convincing explanation for the broad masses of the Soviet people of how an American family, deep in poverty, could own a car and appear so much happier about its lot than the average Soviet collective farmer.

			Things like this were constantly discussed around our kitchen table, but with one peculiarity. I was greatly impressed by the cushion. All Soviet people loved to criticize the authorities, but were afraid of the all-powerful KGB (which, in army towns, was referred to as osobisty, “special agents”). The main worry was telephone tapping. It was clearly not credible that the KGB could have sufficient staff to eavesdrop on the conversations in every apartment. Nevertheless, when friends came to visit my father and, after a few vodkas in the kitchen, started berating the authorities, my mother would put the telephone under a cushion. It seemed odd, and when I asked why she was doing it, she brushed the question aside by saying there was no knowing what might get said and who might hear it. I found that extraordinary. Here were grown-ups talking about completely ordinary matters, like the impossibility of finding Bulgarian ketchup in the shops and having to get in the queue for meat at five o’clock in the morning. I could not see what there was to be afraid of. All schoolboys had been to the stores and had noticed the long queues, and knew that the most used word in the Soviet lexicon was “shortage.” That meant there must be people not allowing you to say what was obviously true. Moreover, they were apparently employing other people to listen in to the phone in your home to the extent that we needed to use a cushion to protect ourselves. What an irony that my first memory of the use of that cushion dates to 1984.

			People talked critically about the regime and, as my mother later told me, she even had a copy of Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago in the house, which, in the strictest secrecy, one of my grandmothers had been given by someone at work. But none of that could remotely be described as dissident or anti-Soviet sentiment. When Brezhnev died, my mother cried. Not that she loved him very much, but everyone cried. I remember the day very well.

			That day, I dithered beside the turntable, trying to decide which record to blast out. I had no hesitation. What was the point of listening to music if no one else could hear it? It was a principle I espoused at around the age of six and observed religiously until I was twenty. What compels someone who wants to listen to rock to put a single speaker in front of an open window? I have no idea, but I always felt that compulsion. Perhaps out of love for my neighbors.

			Back then, in 1982, rock music was entirely absent from our family record collection, but we lived on the ground floor and it pleased me to think that everyone would be able to hear the music we did have. I remember, as if it were yesterday, that I chose the music of Adriano Celentano. Italian pop was popular and not banned. I carefully took the record from its sleeve and meticulously placed the needle in the groove preceding the track I had selected. My parents let me use the record player to my heart’s content, and I was a real pro at it. The hoarse and so un-Russian voice of the Italian hell-raiser rose to fill the surrounding space. I was so pleased. But barely a minute and a half later, before the song was over, my mother burst in. She had been near the entrance to the apartment and run in as fast as she could. That was clear from her panting. “Are you out of your mind?” she yelled. I was horrified and couldn’t even blurt out, But you said I could! From the look on my mother’s face it was evident I had done something that nullified that earlier consent, which, moreover, looked unlikely to be restored.

			“Turn that off at once!”

			Impatient for me to emerge from my state of stupefaction, my mother took the needle off the record herself. Needless to say, she did it badly, and I heard a grating vjiooo, which suggested a malign scratch would be left on my favorite track, “Boots and a Black Fur Hat.”

			“Have you taken leave of your senses? Are you out of your mind?”

			I had no idea what I was to blame for, but it was clearly something serious, and I was scared. As usual, though, the fear came out as truculence and I said, “But I always play it like that!”

			“What do you mean? What are you doing, playing music? BREZHNEV HAS DIED! The country is in mourning and you turn up your music for the whole town to hear, as if we are celebrating. Wait until your father hears about this.”

			The only real anti-Soviet talk I heard was the retelling, with laughter, of an exchange between my eldest Ukrainian cousin and my grandmother. When Sasha, the cousin, came on a trip to Moscow, he was, naturally, taken to the Lenin Mausoleum, a usual sightseeing destination for a Soviet kid. When he got back home in a state of great excitement, he rushed to his grandmother shouting, “I saw Lenin!” To which she replied darkly, “Well, why didn’t you spit in his face?” The Ukrainian side of our family was in stitches over this tale, but I was horrified. Despite the generally critical attitude toward Soviet propaganda, Lenin was sacrosanct. “I swear by Lenin” was an oath even more important than “I swear by the heart of my mother.” In a textbook you could draw a mustache (Hitler’s was particularly popular) on just about anyone’s face, but not on Lenin’s. It took some time for me to pluck up the courage to check out why my much-loved grandmother so disliked “the very best of all people.” It turned out to be rooted in the history of her family. She was the eleventh and youngest child, and the only girl. Their farmstead, with eleven men working on it from morning to night, was prosperous. Their house was the first in the village to have an iron roof, and they even built a mill, a sign of unheard-of wealth. Then collective farms were introduced. Although Grandma’s family managed to avoid the deportation to Siberia that befell thousands of other families of “kulaks” (rich peasants), they were expelled from their home and resettled in their own barn. The iron roof, which had been the envy of the whole village, was carted off to the town, where it was sold and, according to family legend, the money “spent on drink in the village council.” I did not believe that bit at the time, but now I have no doubt it was true. Nevertheless, out of respect for my grandmother, I never discussed Lenin with her, instead concentrating my ideological efforts on trying to prove to her that God does not exist.

			The crucial source of ideological sabotage that subverted me and turned me into a little dissident was music. We didn’t have a cassette player, but anyone who did had access to completely mind-blowing rock, which was condemned by officialdom as immoral and believed to stultify the young. I sat slack-jawed watching programs on television that were critical of Western music because sprinkled through them were samples of what was being criticized—which looked really cool, much cooler, certainly, than the winners of our Song of the Year prize. On one occasion, when the Communist Party evidently felt a firm rebuke to young people attracted to Western music was needed, it broadcast a special propaganda program. The title was something like In the Cruel World of Show Business. One of the main examples chosen to warn the young away from the pernicious influence of the West was the rock band Kiss, who were described as militarists and warmongers. The “SS” at the end of the name was pointed out: “Please note, dear viewers, that the style of the image is exactly that on the German fascist insignia.” The faces of the members of the band in their famous, iconic feisty makeup flashed on the screen. For a few wonderful seconds, Gene Simmons stuck out his signature curving tongue. I so hoped the program would be repeated to reinforce the impact of the propaganda (as was common on Soviet television). Alas, the propagandists evidently recognized their blunder and there was no repeat. I did nevertheless ornament a large number of fences with the Kiss logo.

			Until my sixth year at school I had never set eyes on anyone who had been abroad, with the sole exception of Auntie Lena, one of my mother’s friends. She worked in a Zelenograd electronics factory and once, “under trade union auspices,” went on a trip to Yugoslavia. Needless to say, anybody traveling abroad—a boon wholly beyond the reach of 99.9 percent of Soviet citizens—was under a moral obligation to acquire foreign-manufactured gifts for everyone. Also needless to say, it was impossible to acquire enough gifts to do so, but at least some small token or present was essential. I was fortunate to receive a sugar packet from the plane with the word “Aeroflot” written in English. Technically, it wasn’t really a gift from abroad, but it looked so smart and foreign that it immediately took pride of place in my collection of treasures.

			When we moved to an army town where the Taman division was stationed, my faith in the Soviet system was fatally undermined. This happened because there were large numbers of kids there whose fathers were serving in the Western Group of Soviet troops, in Germany, Poland, and Hungary. Now it was my own classmates who were talking of the huge advantages of living abroad. This was backed up by devastating evidence: the chewing gum that was the centerpiece of their treasures. With my two empty beer cans I looked like a complete joke. Along with the chewing gum they had clothes of excellent quality, and invariably a glass that, when you poured hot water into it, stripped naked the woman illustrated on it. There was a similar ballpoint pen that, to everyone’s delight, when turned upside down, transformed a demure maiden into a sultry harlot.

			Even more cool were those kids whose fathers had returned from service as senior officers in Afghanistan. Their homes boasted the amenity of the hitherto unknown Sharp twin-cassette recorder or even, supercool, a Sony TV. Their naked women were also in a different league from those of East German provenance; they were always Japanese women in calendars. Hung in the bathroom, they were a sure sign that the owner of the house or his friends had recently returned from foreign parts. This obsession on the part of Soviet tourists with sex-themed and erotic souvenirs had a simple explanation: “There is no sex in the U.S.S.R.”[*1] So naturally everyone wanted to bring some back when they traveled abroad.

			In general, though, chewing gum was coolest. Some children imported packs of not just the multicolored jawbreakers produced in countries of the Soviet bloc, but gum manufactured in West Germany or even America. The packs had card-style inserts with scenes from the life of Donald Duck, which every Soviet child dreamed of owning. Chewing gum brought back from Afghanistan was literally out of this world: it came with pictures of Star Wars, which made you want to weep with envy.

			I cannot understand why chewing gum in particular became such a symbol of superiority of other parts of the world over the Soviet Union. Chewing gum was produced in the U.S.S.R. too; it began appearing before the Moscow Olympics in 1980 and was in moderately short supply. You could buy it in the shops, but the boring orange- or mint-flavored sticks quickly lost their taste. The imported variety was gum you could chew for a long time. It kept its flavor and you could blow bubbles with it. If three people were chewing gum and only one could blow a bubble, which popped loudly, there was no doubting who was really cool. What Soviet black marketers were most interested in acquiring from visiting foreigners was chewing gum. Many years later, when perestroika was nearing its end, those nostalgic for the U.S.S.R. would typically lament, “What a country that was…and they sold it out for jeans and chewing gum.”

			Nostalgia for the U.S.S.R. is an important feature of Russia today, and a political factor not to be underestimated. Long before Donald Trump’s clarion call to “Make America Great Again,” Vladimir Putin had uttered the unofficial slogan of his reign, “We shall be as respected and feared as the U.S.S.R.” This rhetoric was employed from the first steps he took on coming to power. I thought it laughable and was sure it wouldn’t work, but I was wrong. It is a banal thought, but the human brain really is designed in a way that means you return in memory only to what was good in the past. Those who feel nostalgic for the U.S.S.R. are in reality nostalgic for their youth—a time when everything was still in the future, when you played volleyball on the beach in the company of friends, and in the evening drank wine, grilled kebabs, and had no worries about crime, unemployment, or uncertain prospects for the future. Even such archetypally Soviet absurdities as being sent to “dig up potatoes,” compulsory work in the fields to which schoolchildren, students, and the workers of city enterprises were dispatched in the later years of the U.S.S.R., are remembered as merely a distraction, pretty awful but fun. At the time, having to dig up frozen ground, “helping the collective farm workers save the harvest,” irritated everybody and only demonstrated the total failure of the Soviet agricultural system. But who remembers the rubber boots that pinched, the dirt under your fingernails, and the sense of the utter pointlessness of the labor, when it is all eclipsed by a picture in your head of a female classmate smiling dazzlingly at you from the neighboring plot.

			The students in the schools I attended were taken to harvest potatoes, carrots, and beets. Carrots were the best, of course, because you could peel them with a knife and munch them right there in the field. All you could do with potatoes was chuck them at each other, which we did all the time; these are happy memories. It seemed to me then, as a boy, that mine was the strongest, most powerful country in the world and, despite the shortage of chewing gum and jeans, everybody knew that if there was a war we would beat all the others, just as our athletes were already beating everyone else at every Olympics. On top of that, I lived in an intact family with loving parents, and everyone around was in basically the same situation. This was evidently one of the features of life in an army town: divorce was frowned on and was quite rare. When I went to study at a civilian university, I was amazed that so many of the people around me had grown up in single-parent families.

			While you are a child or young adult, everything seems fine, and politicians often exploit this law of life to obscure our image of the future by presenting a false picture of the past. It is important, though, for us to behave like human beings rather than like goldfish, whose memory is famously said to be limited to the past three seconds. Pelting your friends with potatoes out in the fields was, of course, fun, but still my own most enduring childhood memory of the U.S.S.R. is queueing for milk. My brother was born in 1983. A house with a small child in it needs a constant supply of milk, and for several years I was responsible for buying it. Every day after school I would go to the shop and wait in line for at least forty minutes to buy that damn milk. Often it had not been delivered yet, and you would stand in the company of dozens of glum adults waiting for it to arrive. If you were a bit late, all the milk might already have been sold, and that evening your parents would not be happy. That is why I have no wish to go back to the days of the U.S.S.R. A state incapable of producing enough milk for its citizens does not deserve my nostalgia.

			I have found it helpful to make a distinction between my country and the state, something that was passed on to me from my parents. My family had a deep love of our country and was exceedingly patriotic. Nobody, however, had any time for the state, which was regarded as a kind of annoying mistake—one we ourselves had made, but a mistake nevertheless. There was never any talk about whether we ought to emigrate, and I can imagine no circumstances in which there might have been. How could you emigrate when your country is here, when the language you speak is here, and Russians are the world’s most wonderful people? A good people with a bad state.

			One of the best books about the U.S.S.R. in its late stage was written by Alexei Yurchak, a professor at the University of California, Berkeley. The title is Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More. The title is absolutely brilliant, fully reflecting everything that happened back then to the country, to its people, and to me personally. The Soviet Union seemed eternal. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union was supported by 99 percent of the population. Lenin was a saint, the revolution sacred. And then it was all over, without any fuss. The windows of heaven were not opened; there were no portentous happenings. It is well described in the final scene of an excellent German film, The Lives of Others, which is a story about life in East Germany. The all-powerful Stasi intelligence agency, an analogue of the KGB, had everyone under surveillance, eavesdropping, sneaking into people’s homes. At the end of the film one character says to another, who is bitterly unhappy at the state of affairs, “This is forever.” The camera pans to a newspaper lying on the car seat. On the front page is a photo of Mikhail Gorbachev.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  A Soviet participant in a teleconference with Americans actually said that, and it became a Russian catchphrase.
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			Mikhail Gorbachev was unpopular in Russia, and also in our family. Usually, when you tell foreigners this, they are very surprised, because Gorbachev is thought of as the person who gave Eastern Europe back its freedom and thanks to whom Germany was reunited. Of course, that is true, and Gorbachev’s personal stature will be fairly assessed by history, but within Russia and the U.S.S.R. he was not particularly liked. He differed markedly, to his advantage, from his geriatric predecessors Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov, and Konstantin Chernenko; between 1982 and 1985, Soviet leaders died one after the other in what was popularly referred to as the “funeral-carriage race.” The initial warm welcome for the new leader, however, disappeared almost immediately. Just two months after coming to power, he made the disastrous mistake of initiating an anti-alcohol campaign.

			To be fair, from a historical point of view the anti-alcohol campaign was absolutely the right thing to do. To this day, Gorbachev remains the only leader in the history of Russia who has dared to do anything about the monstrous drunkenness that has been destroying our people for centuries.

			Since the 1970s, the U.S.S.R. had been in the grip of a protracted crisis of alcoholism. Some research suggests that almost one-third of all deaths were alcohol related. Binge drinking had become, if not a cultural norm, then entirely commonplace. Expressions like he “got coded,”[*1] “got wasted,” “suffered delirium tremens” were not seen as anything out of the ordinary or shocking. There were alcoholics in almost every family. Idols of a generation, like the singer and actor Vladimir Vysotsky, died from this illness. One of the most important Russian books of the second half of the twentieth century—and one of my favorites, which I must have read a hundred times—was Moscow to the End of the Line, an ode to alcoholism. This is why Gorbachev needed to do something.

			Gorbachev’s anti-alcohol campaign failed to bring the mortality rate below the birth rate, but at least it greatly improved the situation. Mortality among men fell by 12 percent and among women by 7 percent. These figures include deaths from illness, traffic accidents, injuries at work, and alcohol-fueled murders. However, the methods the campaign employed were horrendous and infuriated tens of millions. In the best tradition of the Soviet Union, the first priority was propaganda, so scenes of alcohol consumption were cut out of everyone’s favorite films. People were required to keep their wedding receptions nonalcoholic, and the same for celebratory banquets on special occasions and birthdays. It was a triumph of hypocrisy. Throughout the land, directors threatened to dismiss their workers for serving alcohol at parties while freely drinking among themselves and laughing at their own orders. I well remember my parents and their friends chuckling as they prepared to celebrate the New Year in our military unit and talking about bringing the wine and vodka in teapots. Everybody knew perfectly well what was going on, but observed the formal requirement that there be no alcohol on the tables. Everyone was just drinking “tea.”

			In wine-growing regions, vineyards were barbarically destroyed on a massive scale. Alcohol prices were raised significantly, and shops could not sell alcohol before 2:00 p.m. The thinking of the campaign’s organizers was that by reducing the physical availability of alcohol, they would oblige people to drink less. In practice, those hardest hit were the moderate drinkers. The shortages extended to wine and spirits, and it became a problem to buy a bottle of champagne to celebrate a birthday. The needs of the less discriminating imbiber, on the other hand, were met by a boom in the production of hooch. In this instance the “invisible hand of the market” proved to function even in the socialist economy of the Soviet Union. Not to mince words, but anyone who just wanted to get smashed continued to do so, only now by drinking the most appalling garbage. In Moscow to the End of the Line—written a little earlier—there is this brilliant observation: “For some reason no one in Russia knows why Pushkin died, but how to refine furniture polish—that, everyone knows.” Indeed, the techniques for converting just about any fluid into drinkable, or at least nonlethal, alcohol were universally known. In order to combat home distilling, the authorities banned the sale of yeast. But yeast is needed for baking, and in a country where it was hard to buy food and much depended on home cooking, that really mattered. Overnight Gorbachev alienated millions of housewives who should, in theory, have been his main supporters, because the point of the campaign was to stop their husbands from being drunks.

			The authorities did ultimately succeed in reducing alcohol consumption. According to official statistics, per capita sales of alcoholic beverages fell by 60 percent. In reality, it was less, because the figure ignores the substitution of hooch. However, Gorbachev’s relative success in the campaign came at the cost of all support and respect. He was soon the butt of ill-humored jokes and never regained his popularity. Indeed, the very Soviet system itself, which had always gone out of its way to demonstrate complete indifference to what the population might be thinking, faltered in the face of a massive rise in dissatisfaction. Just two years later, in 1987, the anti-alcohol campaign was phased out. No one was calculating approval ratings or undertaking surveys of the regime’s popularity at that time, but I am confident that the anti-alcohol campaign, although a positive policy in terms of the bigger picture, was paradoxically one of the causes of the collapse of the U.S.S.R. This was attributable to the wholesale desacralization of the regime, which it now became customary to deride not only in dissident circles, but among broad swaths of the population.

			Gorbachev’s greatest problem, which ultimately became a problem for the U.S.S.R., was his irresolution and the half-heartedness of his actions. He wanted to be a reformer but was deeply anxious about the consequences of real reform. He would herald great changes, only then to try to avert them. He partly opened the door to freedom, but when everybody tried to rush through, he jammed his foot against it and then pushed with all his weight to stop the door from opening any farther. The trouble was that what people wanted was a fully open door, not a chink they could peep through.

			My mother and I would binge-watch the new broadcasts that broke through the old censorship rules and were aired thanks to Gorbachev’s glasnost. We were outraged by any hint that he, with the help of Leonid Kravchenko, his loathsome head of the Soviet State Committee for TV and Radio Broadcasting, was trying to rein in freedom of speech and clutch at the remnants of censorship. Appreciation of his having allowed freedom of speech was instantly overshadowed a hundredfold by indignation that he was not allowing it in full. I well remember the angry outbursts in our family: For heaven’s sake, fire your wretched Kravchenko. Can’t you see that’s what the whole country wants and that it will back you?

			Gorbachev’s affection for his wife, which today is seen as sweet, was met with daggers drawn by a patriarchal and backward Soviet society. “He’s henpecked. Trailing along after his wife again.” That too caused a fall in his popularity. Although Raisa Maximovna, with her haughty expression in every situation, was not doing him any favors. But what was the end result? He was a loving husband and a good family man, and they lived together for their whole lives.

			It is thanks to Gorbachev that many people in Europe gained genuine freedom. I am writing this chapter in Germany, where I’m recovering after the poisoning, and here it is evident. A short time ago, in November, the thirty-first anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall was celebrated. Gorbachev’s role in that historic event was immense. Berlin is full of monuments commemorating it—at the Wall Museum, Checkpoint Charlie, and the site where the last person attempting to escape was shot dead in 1989. When the wall fell, people got, if not instant freedom, then at least a clear, short path to it. They shower praise on Gorbachev and are absolutely right to do so.

			He worked obsessively to achieve disarmament. It was his personal global PR campaign, and he did reduce the probability of a global nuclear war to almost zero. He introduced new political standards in attitudes to that issue. In the post-Gorbachev world, it became impossible to talk about nuclear weapons outside the context of “reduction,” and discussing even limited use of them became taboo.

			He also released political prisoners, though in his trademark irresolute and half-hearted way, he dithered at great length. (In his book, Andrei Sakharov gives a good description of how Gorbachev at first tried to impose absurd conditions on him with regard to petitions for pardons and then simply disappeared, unwilling to discuss the issue further.) Moreover, these were his political prisoners, imprisoned by his KGB to defend his Communist Party. Their freedom was given not by a man like Václav Havel—a dissident, humanist, and playwright—but by someone who, according to the Politburo transcript, in a discussion about whether to allow Sakharov to emigrate dropped remarks like “This, comrades, is the face of global Zionism.”

			But what did the Russians and the other peoples of the U.S.S.R. get? “Perestroika,” “acceleration,” “glasnost,” and “state accreditation” were proclaimed, a job lot of empty slogans in the Soviet campaign tradition of “We shall catch up with and overtake the West.” The slogans were ridiculed. The suggestion was that under the new approach (perestroika), in conditions where criticism was now permitted (glasnost), people and enterprises would start working faster and more efficiently (acceleration), and the quality of their work would be monitored by special impartial commissions (state accreditation). A typical anecdote of the time:

			Someone buying pies is surprised by their appearance and asks the vendor, “Excuse me, but why are your pies square?”

			“Perestroika.”

			“Right, but why aren’t they cooked?”

			“Acceleration.”

			“And why has someone taken a bite out of them?”

			“State accreditation.”

			The tragedy for Gorbachev and subsequently for the first generation of reformers under Boris Yeltsin is that they were obliged to introduce reforms because the economy they inherited had been completely wrecked by the Communist regime, but they were accused of having wrecked it themselves. The Soviet planned economy was falling apart at the seams. There were not enough goods to go around. Ration coupons were introduced, which had to be presented in the shops to confirm you had the right to buy something that was in short supply. I remember the coupons lying on the table at home next to the money my parents had left for my foray to the shops. They were needed for soap, sugar, tea, eggs, cereals, and vegetable oil.

			The only way to remedy the situation was through political and economic reform, but the population got cause and effect backward. People felt it was not the CPSU, the State Planning Committee, and the KGB that had brought the country to the point where perestroika was essential to rescue it, but the opposite. They thought the reforms destroyed the old, stable way of life and made shortages worse, brought about the need for coupons, and deepened the poverty. “Reform” became, and remains to this day, a term of abuse: We know all about your reforms. We remember the coupons and how we all became beggars! The same fate later befell the words “democracy,” “market economy,” and “capitalism.”

			The truth is that Gorbachev did everything possible to land himself in that situation. A young economist, Grigory Yavlinsky, together with a group of colleagues, proposed a 500-Day Plan. This was a program of political and economic reform that seems naive when you read it today, but was at least thought through. Back in those days, when people described as economists had been indoctrinated in the “foundations of Marxism-Leninism,” no one could have come up with anything better. Gorbachev agreed to accept the plan, which was given much publicity in all the newspapers, but then he grew apprehensive and in his preferred manner proposed instead a lifeless cadaver of illusions about an economic system in which socialism, with its planning approach to running the state, would coexist with private business and the initiatives of entrepreneurs. Imagine the conscientious collective farm workers setting out at the crack of dawn to toil honorably for the state and exchanging friendly greetings with the private farmer who is working for himself. The old, bad state plan would be replaced by a new, good state plan, and socialism would be given a human face.

			The criticisms made of Gorbachev—that he was indecisive, spineless, lily-livered, half-hearted, evasive—were all true. Just as it was true that he earned them all in his opposition to the radical democrats, whom I idolized at the time. The camp of those who hated Gorbachev was divided between those who did not like the reforms and those who did not like the fact that he was introducing them too slowly. The latter, to whom I belonged, hated him much more fervently: we had a goal we could see elsewhere—complete freedom of speech, capitalism, and democracy—and that made us active critics hammering away. We also deprived Gorbachev of support from the only section of society he could count on. So when, in his own good time, having missed every opportunity, he ceased to be afraid and ran for office (before that, he had been elected only by collegial bodies like congresses and supreme soviets whose subordinate status removed the risk of losing), he gained a derisory 0.51 percent of the vote.

			

			—

			The older I grew, the more intolerant I became of Gorbachev, but now I view him positively, if only because he proved completely incorruptible. In that he was unique. Everyone who had power during the transition from socialism to capitalism tried to grab as big a slice of the pie as they could. The Communist leaders of the central Asian republics of the U.S.S.R. became owners of entire countries and promptly turned them into totalitarian states. Ministers scooped up whole industries for which they had responsibility. Directors of factories found ingenious ways of becoming their owners. Nimble-footed members of the Young Communist League, whose resonant voices had vowed their preparedness to give their lives for the party, now employed their influence and connections to become oligarchs.

			When Gorbachev stepped down as president, he took nothing with him, though there had been colossal opportunities for him to get rich. No one would have blinked an eye if a couple of major factories had somehow been transferred to offshore companies under the guise of “joint ventures.” He could have helped himself to state property abroad. It would have been so easy to siphon party money into personal accounts. He did none of that. People can argue as much as they like that it was because he did not have the opportunity, but the fact remains that he made no attempt to do so. In my view, that was because he was a different kind of person. Not avaricious.

			

			—

			When I start thinking about Gorbachev and how he has influenced my personal destiny, I immediately switch to thinking about Leo Tolstoy and my favorite book, War and Peace, where Tolstoy, with manic obsessiveness, denies the role of the individual in history. It would have changed nothing, he asserts, if there had never been a Napoleon or a military leader like Mikhail Kutuzov. It was not Napoleon who led the French to Russia. Rather, a million circumstances, details, lives, words, desires, fears, and hopes conspired so that the French were bound to find themselves in their white breeches in the Russian woodlands in winter.

			If we follow that logic, the U.S.S.R., with or without Gorbachev, would have been a goner. Russia would have started unsuccessfully introducing democracy and capitalism. There would have been a reaction. The march of history. The role of the individual in history is zilch.

			Despite my respect for our great classic, I beg to differ. Undoubtedly, the U.S.S.R. was historically doomed. But sagacious foreign analysts were predicting in 1985 that it would continue for another century. I believe that if it had not been for Gorbachev’s personality, that rickety building would still be standing and oppressing its residents. Cuba and North Korea are historically even more doomed. They are not countries but a kind of Frankenstein’s monster. And yet their existence continues. They have outlived their patron, the U.S.S.R., and found themselves a new one in China.

			In all likelihood my U.S.S.R. could also have held out through fifteen years of low oil prices, cracking down hard on malcontents. It could have crawled forward on its belly, sprinted in short bursts, and made it to the end of the century, by which time oil money was again flowing like a river and all would have been well.

			Myself, I am most grateful to Gorbachev for lopping off that branch of history for me. As a Young Pioneer, I would have been destined at the age of sixteen to join the Young Communist League. Kids a year older than me did, but I didn’t.

			I would have joined it, for sure. Anything else would have been unthinkable. I lived in an army town, and as you know, my dad was an officer. What would I have done in those circumstances with no Gorbachev? I probably would have ended up in a Soviet prison for distributing The Gulag Archipelago or Doctor Zhivago. I hope I would have had the courage to act and speak out the way the Soviet dissidents did, without receiving a great deal of sympathy or support. My parents would have been ashamed to answer when friends asked, “So what is your Alexei up to nowadays?”

			That version of my future is grim, but it is the only one that is not shameful. It is more likely that I would have gone into the army like my father. I would have studied and passed exams in the theory of Marxism-Leninism. I would have been in command of incompetent subordinates and carried out the orders of idiotic superiors. Discussing news of the latest promotions, I, along with everyone else, would have repeated for the millionth time the joke that a colonel’s son can rise no higher than the rank of colonel because a general has a son of his own. It’s acutely embarrassing to think what a “successful” future in the U.S.S.R. might have looked like for me. My ability to write and to learn languages would have pointed me in the direction of international journalism or even diplomacy. My life would have been a daily struggle with others like myself for the chance of an assignment in Romania or Mongolia. My working life would have been a combination of lying and hypocrisy, and if I was good at that and was, additionally, prepared to inform on friends and colleagues to the KGB, then, who knows, I might have been sent to West Germany. In my wildest dreams, I could even imagine a trip to the United States. From there I could send back reports about the crisis of capitalism and how much all the working people there envied us living in the Soviet Union. Having concocted my weekly quota of lies, I would buy jeans and a cassette recorder. (Although, probably, it would already have been a CD player. Back home in Moscow it would, of course, be impossible to get discs. They too would have to be brought back from abroad.)

			I would know that when I turned up at a reunion of my classmates, I would be rewarded for all the hassles by the fact that for a moment my entrance would make everyone fall respectfully silent. Just turning up with a fur hat and wearing a leather jacket and boots made in the German Democratic Republic would instantly effect a readjustment in the pecking order of those attending. Something at which Soviet people truly excelled was establishing from the faintest clues where someone worked, approximately how much they earned, and the range of foodstuffs they would find in their monthly under-the-counter departmental goody bag.

			That is why, reflecting on that nauseating possible future, I am so grateful to Gorbachev for having done away with it. Not that he meant to. He goofed, and that is precisely what I have to thank him for. Imagining that the crumbling edifice of the Soviet state could be put right by cosmetic repairs to the facade and adding a roof garden, he enthusiastically set about creating the garden, watering it copiously, and even admitting mere mortals to it. He overlooked the fact that his watering was not only helping flowers grow on the roof but also eroding walls from which all the cement had been filched when they were being built. He overlooked the fact that inviting everyone into the garden would not lead to deferential discussion with an elite, full of allusive hints and skirting around contentious matters. On the contrary, realizing that they now could speak out without getting beaten up, the denizens of the basement would climb up to the roof en masse and state bluntly that they had no water to drink and nothing to eat. The weight of their words, the reverberation of their stamping boots, and the indignation in their hearts would make everything come tumbling down.

			I didn’t regret that in the slightest. After all, what had I lost? Russia, my country, was still there. I still had my language, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. Moscow and Kazan and Rostov. The army was still there, and the state. Even the bureaucrats were still where they had been. Kiev, Tallinn, and Riga did not vanish into thin air. Everything was as it had been. You could go to those cities if you wanted to. What had changed was that now you had a choice, you had freedom. What remains of that freedom in Putin’s Russia today, which is trying to pretend it is the U.S.S.R., is in fact much more than there was then. You can now choose your profession, where you want to live, and your lifestyle. You no longer have to tie yourself in knots in a competition to see who can be the more two-faced in order to be allowed a trip abroad. You can just buy a ticket and go.

			At this point someone almost always says, “Only nowadays you have to have enough money,” and then reminisces about the social guarantees and equality in the U.S.S.R. In reality there was nothing of the sort. The social gulf between a collective farm worker and a member of the regional Communist Party committee was no less than the gulf we have now between an oligarch and one of today’s many average workers. Housing and cars were, by an order of magnitude, less accessible then than they are today. Sure, many people received accommodation for free, but to get it they had to wait twenty years. Of course, there is a huge difference in the ceilings for luxury and wealth then and now. In the U.S.S.R. the ceiling was on the first floor of a dacha in the “writers’ village” outside Moscow. Now there is no ceiling; it has disappeared unimaginably far away, bursting through the roofs of French chalets and skyscrapers on the edge of Central Park in New York.

			That, of course, is annoying. But it does not alter the indisputable fact that although the mass of the population might indeed have been moved by grim tectonics, as Tolstoy would have it, it was nevertheless Gorbachev who started patching something up, but in the end hammered a nail in the wrong way and everything fell down. On its ruins, everyone was given the chance to live a decent life without the perpetual lying and hypocrisy. If, of course, they wanted it.

			

			—

			The war in Afghanistan looms large in my childhood memories, but larger still in the destiny of the nation. Together with Chernobyl and the economic crisis, sending Soviet troops into Afghanistan in 1979 and the ensuing pointless ten-year war dug the grave of the U.S.S.R. The war was visible to me primarily in the ceremoniously bright red stars at the entrance to apartment blocks. They were invariably accompanied by an inscription reading Here lived so-and-so, who fell heroically while fulfilling his international duty in the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. I remember, too, when the son of one of our teachers was killed there. The news spread instantly through the school, and at first the children were appropriately quiet. But children are children, and by recess we were yelling and throwing things at each other as usual. The most self-possessed of our teachers came out. I had never heard her raise her voice before, but she bawled us out, called us shameless.

			Even so, the war felt remote, had nothing to do with me or my family. I can’t even remember us talking about it. This was probably because I was nowhere near conscription age, but also because, being inside the army, you somehow had the illusion everything was under control.

			In those years, all the mothers and fathers of boys of military age were terrified their sons would be sent to fight in Afghanistan. It was a ghastly lottery in which the whole country had to participate. The horror only grew as more and more “200s” came back home—the military jargon for the sealed zinc coffins in which bodies were returned, Cargo 200. My cousin was drafted into the army, and I remember my relatives were terribly worried he would end up in Afghanistan, particularly because, as a patriotic but not particularly savvy young man, he asked to be sent there. Fortunately, it didn’t happen.

			If you lived in a military town, everyone around you was in the army. Accordingly, when you were drafted, a gentlemen’s agreement would be reached about where you should serve. You were likely to find yourself in Afghanistan only if you really wanted to be, my cousin notwithstanding. It was quite a different matter if your father was sent to fight in Afghanistan. He was, after all, a career soldier, so it was hardly a surprise. From the perspective of a child, it was even pretty cool, because your dad would come back bearing a twin-cassette recorder. His wife was thinking, needless to say, not about cassette recorders but about the likelihood of her husband coming back to her in a zinc coffin.

			The war became a popular theme of our culture. Songs about “Afghan” sung to the strumming of a guitar were ubiquitous. The official ones (which you also heard on television) were all about a soldier’s sense of duty and valor; the semi-banned ones, about the deaths, the friends who did not return, and the hardship of life in the army, were more highly appreciated.

			“Bardic” songs, written by singer-songwriters outside the Soviet establishment, were very popular. They were the only breathing space in a state where every other work of art had to be vetted by an art committee. At the height of the war, a substantial proportion of the repertoire of guitarists playing in cafés or around campfires had to do with Afghanistan. The theme found its way into every nook and cranny, with its one big question that nobody could ask aloud but that it was impossible not to be asking yourself: Why on earth are our boys dying there?

			Newspaper editorials about our sacred international duty fell flat. Nobody could see what kind of obligation we had to a bunch of people living in mountains thousands of kilometers away who had never spoken Russian or had anything to do with us. The official line was that the Soviet Union had always adopted an anti-colonial and anti-imperialist position, but in reality the message was: we decide what happens in half the world. That was a message that the Soviet people liked to hear. But, in this case, even a hint of world domination didn’t help. Even if sending the troops into Czechoslovakia or Hungary was seen as a good idea by some, where did Afghanistan fit in? What the hell did we even want it for?

			Now, with some of the archive documents available, we can see clearly that the Afghan war was the folly of the crowd of senile old men who were in charge in the late U.S.S.R. And they were, literally, senile. By 1979 the Politburo of the CPSU Central Committee resembled our very own Geriatric Park. According to official figures, over the ten years of the war, we lost 15,000 people. According to a study of officers of the General Staff, the total was 26,000. Nobody has any idea how many Afghans were killed; the estimates vary from 600,000 to 2 million. The overwhelming majority were civilians. More than 5 million people became refugees.

			The war sucked huge financial resources out of a U.S.S.R. that was rapidly becoming impoverished. At the same time it undermined morale both in the army and in the country at large. General Secretary Brezhnev and his generals who dreamed all this up wanted to play geopolitical games in pursuit of superiority over the United States, but in the end they only inflicted a mortal wound on their own nation.

			The Afghan war was momentous not only for us but for the rest of the world as well. We are experiencing its direct consequences to this day. To a significant extent, current Islamic extremism grew out of it. Responding to the criminal stupidity of the Soviet leaders, the U.S. government behaved no less stupidly by doing its utmost to turn a war of the Afghan mujahideen against the U.S.S.R. into an Islamic jihad. Back then, in the 1980s, volunteers from all over the Middle East flocked to the region, and the war changed from being a confrontation between socialism and capitalism, as the Soviet Union insisted it was, into a holy war against infidels. Only the notion that people who had taken up arms in defense of their religion could be switched off by a political decision, that you could say, Okay, guys, that’s enough. We’ve won, let’s all go home, was disastrously mistaken. It was not enough for people who had risen up under the green banners of Islam simply to drive out the Soviet troops. The slogans that had inspired them were something they really believed in. Having driven out the U.S.S.R., they demanded the transformation of Afghanistan into a country governed under sharia law. Osama bin Laden, to whom the Americans had donated money and weapons, was already mutating into their enemy, because the two sides’ aims were diverging. The United States was losing interest and no longer wished to finance jihad. For a religious fanatic, however, those who are not with us are against us. It was in Afghanistan, where they had gone to wage a holy war, that the leaders of the Islamic State like Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi became who they were. That war is continuing even today.

			

			—

			Of the entire gamut of reforms proposed by Gorbachev, glasnost really did work and rapidly changed everything. Unlike everything else, to achieve it, you didn’t have to do anything; you had only not to do anything. You had to not prohibit, not censor, not dismiss journalists for articles they wrote. Stories began appearing in the press that made you wonder how they ever got published. It soon became clear that writing the truth was actually profitable: you were not kicked out of your job, no “administrative conclusions” were drawn, you became wildly popular, and the circulations of publications you worked for went through the roof. The ideological dam had begun to crack, and although the Soviet leaders tried desperately to shore it up, they couldn’t. The news that a program had been removed from the national television channel’s schedule provoked instant fury, as if these very protesters had not been living a year previously in a country where censorship was total. When some jokes about Gorbachev were cut from a comedy program called Club of the Cheery and Witty, such censorship became the focus of the nation’s concern. From 1987 onward the U.S.S.R. moved rapidly toward winning the world championship for free speech. The realization that you no longer went to prison for anything you said so delighted everyone that people tried to make up for the preceding seventy years lost to censorship.

			In October 1987 the national channel began airing Vzglyad (Viewpoint), which came to mean everything to me. I don’t think there has been anything else in my life that so greatly influenced my political views. The program was broadcast at night, which in itself was really cool and unlike ordinary television, but most important it included rock music! Actually, that’s why I first started watching it. Young presenters, also unlike the standard officious old codgers, covered a wide variety of news stories and discussed them in the studio. From time to time this was interrupted by videos of bands like DDT, Alisa, Kino, and Nautilus Pompilius. Seeing rock musicians with their socially relevant and often anti-Soviet songs on national television was fantastic. This was no longer a crack in the dam of censorship, but more like seeing it under fire from heavy artillery. My mother watched every program too, and I have to thank her for discussing the news stories with my eleven-year-old self, encouraging my interest in social issues and politics. For four years, Vzglyad was unquestionably the most popular broadcast in the Soviet Union. Its journalists and presenters became superstars who determined the way television developed. Their subsequent fates have been strikingly different.

			Vladislav Listyev, the mainstay of Vzglyad, was shot dead in the entrance to his apartment complex. Artyom Borovik, who had become one of the top investigative journalists, died in an airplane accident in 2000; my daughter went to a school named after him. Alexander Lyubimov, the Vzglyad journalist I most adored, now roams the state-run television and radio studios as a diligent Putinite. In 2007, when Putin’s censorship was in full bloom, he invited me on his talk show on a radio station run by the state-owned gas company Gazprom. He was as smart as ever, had the same intonations I remembered so well from my childhood, but now was pushing the official line and had a clear understanding of what could be said and what was banned. I looked at him and the whole time felt such an urge to say, For heaven’s sake, Alexander, I became who I am thanks to you and your colleagues. For some reason, you betrayed all that.

			After Vzglyad, Konstantin Ernst hosted Matador, a program about the movies, every broadcast of which I watched. He now heads Channel One of state television and is a major Putin propagandist. The most repulsive, deceitful reports, including the infamous lie about a little Russian boy allegedly crucified by Ukrainian soldiers in front of his mother, aired on his watch.

			Ivan Demidov, one of the program’s producers and later the host of a super-popular music program, became one of the first leaders of United Russia’s youth wing, the Young Guard. Later he headed the ideological department of Putin’s party before becoming a full-fledged member of the presidential administration. What irony.

			It seems incredible to believe that most of these people, who were at the wellspring of free speech in Russia, did not just hold their tongues after giving in to the temptation of easy money, but brought the same energy and initiative of their early days to bear as active propagandists of the new regime, foaming at the mouth as they defended acts of injustice and corruption.

			In 1987–89 three films were released that stunned millions of Soviet people, especially the young. For me personally, after watching them, I knew there could be no turning back. We were living in a new country whose name, for some reason, still contained the words “Soviet Socialist,” when it was no longer either of those things. The films were phenomenally popular. In The Housebreaker, Konstantin Kinchev, the leader of Alisa, my favorite band, was the star. The plot, as was fashionable then, is socially critical, if unimaginative, but that was not the point, because the film showed the life of a Leningrad rock club and popular bands performing. The Russian punks onstage yielded nothing to those foreign musicians exerting a malign influence on Soviet youth in the broadcast about the horrors of Western show business. However many times the film was shown in the cinema of our Officers’ Club is the number of times I watched it.

			Wikipedia says Assa has become “one of the principal showcases of Russian rock’s glory days in the latter half of the 1980s.” So it was, and in the final scene Viktor Tsoi, the leader of Kino, the most popular group of that time, begins to sing his superhit “We Are Waiting for Change” in front of an audience in a restaurant and ends it in front of a huge crowd. Viktor Tsoi also acted in The Needle, the biggest Soviet box-office success of 1989. The film featured drug addicts (a previously taboo topic), the ecological disaster of the Aral Sea (which was also not discussed in the U.S.S.R.), the fight against the mafia, and rock music. The lead character dies at the end, reluctantly going off into the darkness to the song “Blood Type.”

			It was like escalators in the metro: freedom of speech and creativity were going up, and the economic situation was going down. In our less secretive world, people were now becoming more aware of how poor they really were. That was not to say they had been richer in 1984 than they were in 1989—if anything, the opposite was true—it was just that in the 1990s they had a means of comparison. The purely decorative economic reform proclaiming a mixed economy, proposing that private enterprises (at that time still coyly designated “cooperatives” or “Scientific Production Associations”) could coexist in a socialist economy, gave the majority of people no opportunity to make money and get rich. A number of individuals, however, did manage to take advantage of the situation. The nation was in shock when Artyom Tarasov, owner of a cooperative, was proclaimed the first Soviet millionaire, having paid himself a salary of 3 million rubles. His partner in the cooperative was a member of the CPSU and paid party membership dues totaling 90,000 rubles at a time when my father’s salary was 300 rubles a month and my mother’s was 160.

			Other people, if not quite so wealthy, were popping up here and there. Some were suddenly driving around in imported cars. Ordinary Soviet citizens found this beyond belief and wondered where the money was coming from. More often than not the “successful entrepreneurs” of the time were officials of the Communist Party or members of the Young Communist League, and this seemed to confirm the popular suspicion that there was corruption and that the source of their wealth was not so much enterprise and initiative as power and access to resources. On top of that, for the seventy years of its existence the Soviet Union had been inculcating contempt for wheeler-dealers and anyone else in pursuit of private profit. Someone working in commerce in those times could live reasonably well, but it was more prestigious to be a cosmonaut, in the military, or a professor. Then, suddenly cosmonauts were nobodies, just ordinary mortals who got rewarded for their pains with a three-room apartment and a black Volga car, and professors could barely make ends meet. At the same time, some obscure cooperative owner, and just about anyone selling something in the market—was a lord of the universe and had more money than any Hero of Labor ever received.

			It turned out that being poor was much more bearable when everybody else was, but it was intolerable once you could see your neighbor was far richer. We often hear talk about the envy Russian or Soviet people felt toward the first entrepreneurs, and that is what made the late 1980s such a hated time. I believe, however, it was all caused by the inequality of opportunities. If Gorbachev could have made it easy for everyone to become an entrepreneur, if millions of people had taken that up, rather than just tens of thousands of the smartest, or wiliest, or those who found themselves well positioned, then everything could have been different. Instead, the setting up of cooperatives, and later of the first businesses, was made monstrously complicated and was totally under the control of the Soviet bureaucracy. If you wanted to start a business, you had to pay bribes or have contacts, or at least have the kind of charisma that could bring walls tumbling down. For long years this established the image of businesspeople as shifty, devious individuals who had got in on the act by less than legal means.

			In the army, the police, and the KGB, resentment at this decline in the status of officers was particularly acute. Something was going to have to change.

			On August 19, 1991, I left home in a far from positive state of mind. My parents were making me go to the “dacha.” One sign of reform was that many people had been awarded a small piece of land, six hundred square meters. It hardly resembled a dacha, but there was a shed with some garden tools, and I was being sent there to do some digging and sawing. I could think of nothing worse. I had walked four hundred meters, passed through our town checkpoint, and needed to cross the road and go to the next village, where we had our patch. But crossing the road was not going to prove easy, because there were tanks rolling along it.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  Coding was a form of addiction treatment in Russia and the Soviet bloc where the practitioner tried to help patients achieve abstinence by terrifying them into believing that they would be hurt or even killed if found drinking or using again.
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			In our town nobody batted an eye at the sight of military vehicles. Visitors loved being photographed beside our trademark road sign, “Beware of the Tanks.” Today, however, everything looked very different. In the first place, the tanks were rolling on the asphalt road, which they never normally did, because afterward there was likely to be no roadway left. In the second place, they really looked as if they were going to war or on a special operation of some sort. There was something chaotic about it. And the main thing was, they were heading in the direction of Moscow. Pleased that I had at least some excuse for not going to the dacha, I went home and turned on the television to find out what was happening. The ballet Swan Lake was on. This was a sign any Soviet person would unerringly recognize as meaning something serious had occurred. Since I was little, I knew that if, instead of cartoons, there was a classical music concert on television, a leader must have died, and that would set off a deluge of public mourning. Only it was not obvious who could have died this time. Gorbachev was young, and the usual programs would never have been replaced with ballerinas for anybody else.

			Everything soon became clear. A national state of emergency had been declared, and a self-appointed “State Committee on the State of Emergency” was claiming all power had been transferred to it. Gorbachev, who by this time was no longer general secretary of the CPSU but president of the U.S.S.R., either had been arrested or was in some other way being detained in his dacha in Foros. Statements from the committee were read on the radio and were being described as “announcements by the Soviet leadership.” I soon concluded that a bunch of old dodderers who had lost their marbles were attempting a power grab. This was evident not so much from what was being said as from the style. The announcements were absolutely larded with Soviet clichés and phrases like: “for the purposes of surmounting this profound and multifaceted crisis”; “the necessity of taking the most resolute measures to preempt a sliding of society toward catastrophe”; “chaos and anarchy threatening the lives and security of the citizens of the Soviet Union.” On behalf of “the Soviet leadership,” the declaration was signed by Prime Minister Valentin Pavlov, KGB chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov, Minister of Defense Dmitry Yazov, Minister of the Interior Boris Pugo, and a bunch of people whose names I did not know and whose inclusion as members of the leadership was frankly baffling.

			I don’t remember exactly what I and my parents had to say about this, only that I still had to go to the dacha and get the work done. On my way there I cursed this pop-up junta, but from the outset had complete confidence they would get nowhere. Their committee was trying to scare the daylights out of everybody but succeeded only in making people laugh; at least that was how it felt to me. Perhaps in Moscow, when the tanks arrived, things looked different, but my reading of the situation in an army family and living in an army town did not suggest that the military, dissatisfied as they clearly were with the state of affairs, had any aspirations to return to the point where you had to put a cushion over the telephone before you could share a joke with friends.

			As it turned out, no one was scared in Moscow either. Crowds began streaming toward the White House, the House of Soviets of the Russian Federation, intent on safeguarding the president of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, Boris Yeltsin, and its legislative branch, the Supreme Soviet. To put it starkly, this was a confrontation between Russia, where opponents of the CPSU were in power, and the U.S.S.R.

			Later, an immensely long address was read on the radio. It was unbelievably verbose, every sentence seemingly plucked from some Pravda editorial (and by 1991 Pravda editorials were a byword for a conglomeration of clichés, imbecility, and dishonesty). I remember only that there was much condemnation of the flourishing of “speculation,” a clear warning that our future life of well-being under capitalism and a market economy was under threat. I also remember the sentence “Never in the history of the country has the propaganda of sex and violence assumed such a scale, endangering the life and health of future generations.” This was an outright attack on the finest achievements of our age. No sooner had images of naked women appeared in our newspapers and magazines than these people wanted to ban them on the pretext that they were a threat to our health. To add insult to injury, this was a replay of those very programs that had damned rock music for containing “unbridled propaganda of sex and violence” years before. It was plain that the authors of the address had written it with the intention of plucking at the heartstrings of the Soviet people. They would hear the words about prohibiting sex and profit making, and about the need to provision villagers with fuel and lubricant oils (another issue the putschists included), then bang their fists on the table and say, “Why, truly, the comrades on the Emergency Committee are doing absolutely the right thing! It is high time the villagers were helped and sex was banned!”

			Vladimir Lenin’s phrase, “Terribly distant they are from the people,” written in 1912, has been endlessly repeated in Russian politics, sometimes to great effect and sometimes to none, but now it aptly described the situation. Elderly generals were confident they had a perfect understanding of how the people felt, when, as is so often the case, all they knew came from conversations with their drivers and bodyguards, who told them only what they wanted to hear, which was that nobody could stand Yeltsin, the democrats, and the speculators.

			And then, that very evening, the putsch committee committed hara-kiri. They held a televised press conference and, for some reason, decided to do it live, the highlight of which was the trembling hands of Gennadiy Yanaev, the vice president of the U.S.S.R. He was the public face of the conspirators. The camera returned over and over in close-up to the visible tremor in his hands. This was a direct contradiction of the message these odd men in their gray suits wanted to convey: We are the regime of the firm hand, and we shall now proceed to restore order. Next to Yanaev sat Pugo, minister of the interior and the man with the strangest hairstyle in the world. I saw it again later in the film Dracula: Dead and Loving It, sported by Leslie Nielsen in the title role. There were another four inept individuals, some decidedly exotic, like the chairman of the Union of Peasants of the U.S.S.R.

			The question, Where is Gorbachev?, elicited the bewildering answer that he was receiving medical treatment, and that when he had recuperated, the policy of reform would be continued. It was clear that the conspirators were afraid even of him, whose weakness and irresolution were the reason for their action. The journalists present were openly derisive of the press conference participants, calling their action a military coup and asking questions along the lines of “Have you been given any tips by Pinochet?” The whole country was glued to its screens, trying to make out what was going on. As I said, this coup did not strike me as entirely serious, and after the press conference it was obvious there was going to be no seizure of power. It was not a putsch, it was a farce. The very word “putschists,” which instantly clung to the State Committee on the State of Emergency (in Russian historiography, the events are referred to as “the August putsch”), added a touch of cartoon culture to what was happening.

			During the next couple of days, the putschists failed to gain any support. Instead, there was an extraordinary consolidation of the position of Yeltsin and the democratic Russian government. Hundreds of thousands of citizens took to the streets in Leningrad, while in Moscow people not only assembled unhindered around the White House but also erected barricades. The putschists left the soldiers and officers they had brought into Moscow without orders or any clear strategy. As a result, every tank and armored personnel carrier had people clambering all over it, fraternizing, and providing the soldiers with food (the conspirators had not thought about that either). A typical conversation would be: “Well, now, are you going to start shooting at us?” The reply: “No, of course not. How could we fire at our own people? We are on the side of the people.” At one special moment a tank battalion defiantly went over to Yeltsin’s side and turned its ten vehicles around so that they looked as if they were there to defend the White House. That delighted everyone, especially me, because these were from our Taman motorized rifle division. I felt that if it was not exactly my personal contribution to victory over the conspirators, then I was at least definitely involved. It was on one of our Taman tanks that Yeltsin had his supreme moment of glory as he climbed onto it to address his supporters. Someone nearby unfurled a flag—the tricolor of Russia, not the Soviet hammer and sickle. That is the most famous photograph of the time, and it conveys perfectly the significance of the moment. From then on, Yeltsin was in charge, the legitimate president, and the old regime, which included Gorbachev, no longer existed.

			How ironic that twenty-seven years later everyone would be posting that photograph again in connection with events involving me. Smack in the center of the photograph, towering above Yeltsin, is one of his bodyguards, Viktor Zolotov. On September 11, 2018, when I was once more under arrest, I heard on the radio that General Zolotov, commander of the National Guard, had recorded a video message addressed to Alexei Navalny. Our foundation had investigated Zolotov’s corrupt dealings and discovered he was stealing from his officers and soldiers by procuring food at several times the market price. Our video, which was humiliating for Zolotov and in which we called him a cabbage and potato thief, was viewed by several million people, including, no doubt, all 300,000 soldiers of the Russian National Guard. Zolotov was beside himself with rage and fired back with a video of his own in which, wearing his general’s uniform against a background of flags and marching soldiers, he threatened to take revenge on me and claimed that behind me stood forces preparing an anti-constitutional coup. Needless to say, everyone immediately searched for this photograph taken almost thirty years ago, which shows Zolotov himself involved in what, from the viewpoint of the Soviet regime, really was a coup d’état.

			

			—

			From the archives and memoirs of the participants in those events, we know the Emergency Committee had put together a plan to storm the White House, but in the end decided against implementing it to avoid loss of life. It seems that the conspirators realized their strategy was unfeasible, because by then the military units had refused en masse to take orders from them. The tragic death of three people on the night of August 20–21 resulted not from a confrontation but from chaos and mismanagement of the troops.

			On August 21, the Soviet defense minister, Dmitry Yazov, gave the order for troops to be withdrawn from Moscow. The State Committee for the State of Emergency had lost, and along with it, the U.S.S.R. had, too. On returning from his dacha in Crimea, Gorbachev evidently expected to be greeted by rejoicing crowds as a liberated hero. People were happy to see him back, but only as further evidence that the putsch committee had been defeated. Gorbachev’s expectation of consolidating his authority on a surge of support came to nothing. All the admiration and support was for Yeltsin and a new government, the people who had taken risks and acted resolutely. This was strengthened when testimony was produced suggesting that Gorbachev might have had a part in preparing the conspiracy, or at least knew of it in advance and, in his usual way, decided not to take sides either with the Soviet conservatives or with the Russian reformers but to wait and see who came out on top. Indecision is a cardinal sin in an era of change. In an instant, Gorbachev lost everything. Once again, as happens during revolutions, something mind-blowing had occurred. On Monday he was, if not the most popular of leaders, the universally acknowledged president of a vast nation, with power over the world’s largest army and over the industry and agricultural enterprises of a territory covering one-sixth of the world’s land area—and the power to start a nuclear war. Come Thursday, he was nobody. He still retained a personal limousine, his secretaries, and a special telephone, only now no one was calling him.

			Whatever might be documented in seemingly unchallengeable statutes protected by a constitution and an army of lawyers, the center of power had shifted to Yeltsin, transferred in some intangible manner. Nobody really understands exactly how it happened, but neither was anyone in any doubt that the transfer of power had taken place.

			

			—

			On December 8, 1991, the Republic of Belarus, the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, and Ukraine pulled off a spectacular ruse. Their leaders, Stanislav Shushkevich, Boris Yeltsin, and Leonid Kravchuk, met in a forest in Belarus, where they declared that, since their three republics had been the founders of the U.S.S.R., they had the right to dissolve it, which they would proceed to do. In its place they established the Union of Independent States. From their point of view, the trick made good sense: the presidents of the republics wanted to put Gorbachev and all his officials out of contention and to seize unfettered power for themselves. That is what was behind their action, and to implement it they needed formally to put an end to the indestructible U.S.S.R.

			Nowadays people go on about what a mistake that action—the Belovezha Accords—was. One of those publicly lamenting it is Vladimir Putin. With great intensity and passion, he claims the accords were “a major geopolitical disaster.” Well, it didn’t seem like that to me at the time (and I’m not claiming to be a repository of objective truth, just relaying what my feelings were). It was just one more item on the television news—well, perhaps an item that rated a bit more discussion than usual, but there was no sense of portentousness. If those who gathered in the woods executed a crafty and, to be honest, rather deceitful and devious legalistic maneuver, they were only confirming something that was already obvious, namely that the U.S.S.R. no longer existed as a real country.

			Neither Yeltsin nor the leaders of Ukraine and Belarus were to blame for its collapse. The Soviet Union was destroyed by the Communist Party and the KGB. The former, through the lies, hypocrisy, and incompetent management of its senile leaders, reduced the country to a state of economic crisis. The latter, in the person of its chairman, Vladimir Kryuchkov, attempted a coup that was bungled as badly as everything else they had done in earlier years. Most researchers of the August putsch believe Chairman Kryuchkov was the main actor among the conspirators. At that time, Lieutenant Colonel Vladimir Putin, working in the Leningrad department of the KGB, was by no means making a fuss about geopolitical disasters but, in pursuit of money and new opportunities, cheerfully leaving the ranks of his organization in order to throw in his lot with the mayor of Leningrad, Anatoly Sobchak, one of Yeltsin’s main supporters. In other words, Putin was unquestionably one of those with a direct interest in the collapse of the U.S.S.R., helping it along and extracting maximum benefit from it. I don’t want to exaggerate Putin’s personal role or assert that he particularly betrayed his organization. He simply acted in his own interests. One day he was out catching dissidents on the streets of Leningrad who would be sent to prison for “anti-Soviet propaganda,” and the next he was the bag carrier of one of the new regime’s most radical supporters.

			I was lucky to be one of those for whom the collapse caused no shock waves. If my father had been an army officer not in the Moscow Region but in Baku, Nagorno-Karabakh, Abkhazia, or the Baltic States, it would have been a different story. All the grudges that had been accumulating over the years flared up into conflicts and even wars. We suddenly discovered that Armenians and Azerbaijanis hated each other so much they were already fighting. Georgians and Abkhazians were not friendly neighbors enjoying meals together, but people who would drive each other out of their homes. The underlying causes of what was happening were given detailed explanations, each country having its own. Viewed from Moscow, it all seemed the purest lunacy. Why were they all waging war on each other? For how many years had they been living next to each other in “the united, multinational family of Soviet peoples,” and here they were making mincemeat of each other over territorial and interethnic conflicts.

			This was undoubtedly the self-centered and indeed ignorant thinking of someone who, by a stroke of good luck, happened to be somewhere there was no war or national conflict, only a very metropolitan pursuit of money. It was impossible to imagine myself in the shoes of the Armenians or Azerbaijanis, and, in any case, I hadn’t the slightest wish to do so. For similarly self-centered reasons, the only interethnic problem I was interested in was the plight of Russians. They suddenly became the largest divided nation in Europe. It would have been fairly simple for me to conduct a mental experiment. Suppose my father was sent to serve in the Fourteenth Army, stationed in Moldova, and I was suddenly part of the “Russian-speaking minority.” I would at least have been unhappy about the sudden change and my new “minority” status.

			Political developments in the former Soviet republics were set to benefit people of a nationalist persuasion. This was a completely natural state of affairs and typically occurs after the collapse of an empire. If you wanted your party to get more votes, you could gain electoral support by saying something along the lines of “Russian occupiers, get out of our land and go back to your Moscow.” It was not that all local people turned out to hate Russians, just that the U.S.S.R. had for so long suppressed every manifestation of nationalism, trying to brainwash everybody with its hypocritical nonsense about the friendship of the peoples and how the fifteen republics were fifteen sisters. It was inevitable that the pendulum would swing in the opposite direction. Nationalism became all the rage. The years of having everything controlled from Moscow led to a wholesale rejection of anything that seemed like the legacy of empire. We have finally broken free from the dictatorship of Russia, and anyone who lives in our country and looks to Russia is a fifth columnist and an enemy.

			That was the real geopolitical disaster, but it was only much later that everyone realized it. The new leaders, among whom Putin and his ilk were in the third or fourth tier, totally ignored the problem of Russians stranded outside the country. A huge number of conflicts could have been averted and lives saved if the government of the time had proposed even the most basic programs for the return of Russians to whatever was still Russian territory. Naturally, nobody would have been in any hurry to return there from the prosperous Baltic States, and in that respect other approaches would have been needed. But to the perplexed questions of those living in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and many other republics—Where do we belong now? What are we supposed to do?—there should have been some answer. It is extraordinary that even now, when the issue of “Russophobia” and the infringement of the rights of Russians has become practically the top priority on the Kremlin’s agenda, everything remains on the level of barefaced, hypocritical demagoguery, behind which there is not the slightest constructive action. Somebody born into a Russian family outside Russia will be driven crazy negotiating their way through the bureaucratic machinery before obtaining citizenship of their own country. In 2008, I proposed a bill stipulating that anyone who had in their ancestry a Russian, or a representative of another of the indigenous peoples of Russia, would automatically be entitled to citizenship on presentation of any document confirming that national identity. It might be the birth certificate of a grandparent. There was nothing revolutionary about the suggestion. It was analogous to laws that exist in Germany and Israel. Neither that proposal nor dozens of similar ones were accepted. The current regime prefers endlessly to talk about oppressed Russians while doing nothing to help them. Let us allow that in 1991 Russia might have been too poor to make a start on resolving the problem. From 2000 to 2020, however, it had so much money that the problem of its people abroad could clearly have been resolved by funding Russian schools and supporting the speaking of the language in some places, and in other places resettling people back to their homeland.
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			How did I feel about the collapse of the U.S.S.R.? Well, I never saw it; I had no sense of anything of the sort. What was falling apart was a regime, and, like everyone else (it seemed at the time), I rejoiced as chunks of it bit the dust. The greater the chunk, the greater my jubilation.

			The protest demonstrations in the Baltic republics? With hindsight they clearly marked the dreaded collapse of the Soviet Union. The people standing shoulder to shoulder in protest from Tallinn to Vilnius were first and foremost demanding independence for their republics, and that meant destroying the U.S.S.R. as it then existed.

			In practice, though, at the time people of sound mind saw this as a battle against a repugnant “party” whose own magnificence it proclaimed from every wall and fence. They were against the endless lying on television and in newspapers, against empty shelves in the shops, against the hypocritical party elite wearing their mink fur hats. Even more important, though, demonstrating against the U.S.S.R. was fighting in favor of something positive—in favor of rock music, of the right to travel abroad, to buy whichever book you wanted, in favor of jeans and chewing gum and foreign goods of any description (or just decently manufactured goods, of which there were precious few), and for all these things to be available in the shops. In favor of medical care without being expected to bribe the doctors with boxes of chocolates and bottles of cognac, of films and video recorders, and just a better life. Quite simply, in favor of living the way Putin lived in his German Democratic Republic posting, where he could buy decent shoes and food and watch West German television while quaffing German beer.

			The likes of Putin are nostalgic for the U.S.S.R. because they were inaccessibly superior to everybody else. Even now, despite all the negatives of the system, an IT specialist from a village in Siberia can become a billionaire without needing the state’s permission or its support. He can fly to the Riviera in his private jet. Back then there was a barrier to all but people like Putin, whose only function was to try to stop others from doing anything.

			It was the regime people were fighting against, not their country. It collapsed and took the country down with it, but at the time there was no anguish or sense of catastrophe. By the time of the Belovezha Accords the regime was a thing of the past, and the country was pulled into pieces. Soviet leaders of the union republics pulled a lot harder than the people of the Baltic republics who had initiated the whole process. The Baltic republics became part of Europe, while in what had been Soviet Turkmenistan golden statues were erected to that ex-Communist, its leader, Comrade Saparmurad Niyazov.

			

			—

			For all their importance, these events took second, perhaps even third, place in my personal life. My priority was getting into university. The notion that that was essential was fundamental to Russian and Soviet education. It testified to class in a society that loudly proclaimed equality for all. If you were accepted, you were clever, had studied hard, and, most likely, came from a good family. If you didn’t get in, you were obviously stupid. By the time I was to enroll, universities had begun to give their students a reprieve from the army for the duration of their studies. If you went into the military, you were really stupid.

			Soviet society, which hypocritically extolled the workingman, in reality drew a line making it clear that people with higher education were in the top tier and those without it were second class. This was done, most likely, to incentivize all members of society, whatever their origins, to try for higher education, which was not a bad idea. The road to success was inscribed on every wall and in every textbook: “Study, study, and again, study,” as the great Lenin instructed us. You aren’t completely stupid, are you? If you want to climb the social ladder, to get to the top—study! The positive hero in every Soviet film is a factory worker who goes to night school.

			In practice this didn’t work out well. The long-term consequence was a catastrophic fall in the prestige of any profession associated with manual labor, even the most highly skilled. To be a PTUshnik, a student at a vocational school or college, became synonymous with being a dunce. It was nothing out of the ordinary for a teacher to tell a student, “You, Petrov, are a half-wit and fit only for vocational college.” The implication was that after becoming a plumber, electrician, or factory worker, Petrov would join the army of losers and alcoholics with no prospects in life.

			This inevitably led to intense pressure on schoolchildren. Not going into higher education was shameful.

			In my family, obsessed with education, the pressure was doubled. My mother, as I said, graduated from the faculty of engineering and economics of the then prestigious Moscow Institute of Management. My father, in addition to his military college training, in 1985 gained a degree from a law school, something the army allowed. He moved up from air defense specialist to military lawyer and went to work as a legal adviser of the Taman division. In this way, our family entered that section of society where it was assumed I would qualify for entry to “somewhere decent,” if I was not to bring disgrace on my family.

			I had the expression “study well or you won’t get in” hanging over me from about sixth grade. The concept of “study well” envisaged grades from straight 5s (which meant you were a nerd and was in any case unrealistic) to half 5s and half 4s. It was bad news if you had straight 4s, and there couldn’t be any 3s. Saying “Mom, it looks like I may have a 3 this semester” threatened a serious talking-to and protracted suffering. I can’t say I was unduly scolded for poor grades, but it was clear to me that getting 3s was a heinous crime.

			The most important subject in a Soviet school was mathematics. I struggled to get a 4 in it. In the senior grades I labored to get 4s in physics and chemistry. The abstractness of the problems in these subjects vexed me. Trigonometry drove me to distraction with the need to figure out how long the hypotenuse of a triangle would be if the length of one of its sides and the cosine of one angle were known. Predictably, my classic protest of “Why do I need all this? I’m never going to have a use for cosines” was countered with the no less classic “It’s just something every educated person ought to know” and “What if, when you grow up, you decide to become an engineer?”

			I had no wish to be an engineer. I loved reading, which was a huge advantage in the other school subjects, including literature and history. Every spring, when my teacher issued a lengthy reading list for the summer, the rest of the class groaned and protested, while I secretly rejoiced. There was no pastime better than reading, except perhaps causing explosions and setting fire to things. And the combination of the two was my idea of the perfect life. Unfortunately, “shortages” placed a major constraint on my passion, because good books were extremely difficult to get ahold of. Every month, on the day new stock was brought to the bookstore, my mother had to get up at 4:00 a.m. and wait in line. You could also hand in several kilos of wastepaper and receive coupons that could then be used for buying books from a special catalog, although first you had to find a store where the books you wanted were sold. One of my favorites as a child, a collection of O. Henry’s short stories, was acquired in just this way.

			It is a curious fact that, since childhood, I have had to become used to people who do not know me well being surprised that I like to read. I evidently have an unspiritual face. Or perhaps it’s because of my height, almost always the tallest in my class. People never used to ask me, “What book have you been reading?” It was always, “Which sport do you do?”

			And it’s still happening. The truth was that I wasn’t playing any sports, wasn’t rooting for any team—I just wanted to sit in the corner and read. Besides, sports for a child living in an army town was dependent on some energetic officer with an athletic background suddenly getting the idea of starting a sports club as a means of meeting his social obligations. One such arrived, and a notice went up at school: “Beginning tomorrow, our school will be offering martial arts training.” Needless to say, I rushed to sign up, picturing myself, armed with new skills, beating up thugs in the street. My martial arts phase came to an end three months later when an older pupil tossed me over his shoulder. I landed on my hip and crawled off the mat into a corner, thinking if I rested for a while everything would be fine. Unfortunately, a small boy landed on top of me shortly afterward, hurled by adult practitioners. To the bruised hip later diagnosed in the hospital was added the further diagnosis of a fractured little finger. In any case, the officer with the martial arts skills was soon transferred to a different unit and our club folded.

			In exactly the same way, I passed through phases of table tennis, basketball, and boxing. That last sport I gave up as soon as I recognized that, rather than sparring effectively, a more important skill was the ability to run like hell.

			Most of all I aspired to be adept at karate. It was a criminal aspiration, because there was a special article in the criminal code prohibiting “illegal karate training,” which stipulated that for giving instruction in such techniques you could be imprisoned for up to five years. It was a prohibition without rhyme or reason, and just one more striking example of what the Soviet Union was like—obsessed with banning just about everything.

			One time, when I was complaining about not being able to learn karate, my mother said, “Oh, I’ve a feeling Uncle Vitya knows how to do that.” Uncle Vitya was a colleague of my father’s and a family friend. I pestered him to show me some moves. After a couple of months, when he realized he was not going to be able to get rid of me, he swore me to secrecy and showed me a stack of black-and-white photographs from a karate manual. It was really just a set of crude illustrations. In one, a guy was waving his leg in the air; in another, his knee was rising to deliver a blow to someone’s head. Each picture had a caption in Japanese characters, which seemed like final proof Uncle Vitya was committing a crime on my behalf. Despite my pleading, he wouldn’t let me take the photographs home, but said that if I worked well at school he would show me a couple of techniques. I went home in ecstasy, hung a heavy sack on the door, filled it with I know not what, composed my fingers in some elaborate configuration designed to kill by a single blow to the solar plexus, and hammered the sack. For the next ten days everyone was asking, “What’s wrong with your hand? Why is it so swollen?”

			It was a bit worrying that we seemed to have no thugs in our town. No one living there even locked their doors. The entire range of crimes committed came down to the news that “Ensign Sidorenko got drunk again and created a scene with his wife.” This situation was fully resolved when we moved to Kalininets, where the Taman division was stationed. It was a large military town, divided into several units, and with a population of almost twenty-five thousand. A couple of weeks after I arrived during summer break from school, a boy who was plainly older than me and half a head taller approached and said, “Lend me 15 Kopecks, please. I’ll give it back later.” I was, if anything, flattered by the request. I didn’t yet have any friends, and when school began again, I would be able casually, in front of my classmates, to talk with one of the senior boys. So I gave him the 15 Kopecks. Three days later I met him on the street, and history repeated itself, only this time, when he saw I had a lot of change, he said, “Actually, make that 30, please.” On the third occasion, I said that I would, of course, lend him another 15 Kopecks, but I’d like him to return all 60 soon. “Don’t try being smart with me” was his reply. I suddenly realized I was in the humiliating predicament of being a smaller boy who was having money taken from him by a bully.

			This was wholly unexpected. Reading about such situations, I would smile superciliously and think that nothing of that kind could ever happen to me, because I would immediately fight back. It is, after all, better to take a beating once than to be humiliated repeatedly. Unfortunately, I had never read that such a relationship might begin with a con, a seemingly amicable request. For the next six months this boy (Crane was his nickname) poisoned my existence. I had to avoid him, otherwise every meeting turned into an excruciating dialogue with poking and threats. I was desperate and didn’t know what to do. In my class I was the biggest and strongest, but Crane was taller and older and brazen and self-assured, which is, of course, the most important asset in the art of street confrontation. I had no older brother I could turn to, not even an older pupil I was friendly with. Complaining to my parents would shame me; besides, I already knew the advice they would give. “Well, just give him a good punch and he’ll back off.” It is all very well for adults to advise you to throw a punch. All bullying seems to them mere childish nonsense, although its emotional and psychological intensity is a hundred times greater than any problems they might be facing.

			The situation became completely disastrous when, having once again said I had no money and refusing to let him check my pockets, I got a punch in the face—after which I still had to give him 20 Kopecks. I was miserable, wondering what to do. The next morning I went out for a walk, and who should I see coming toward me but that damnable Crane. It was too late to pretend I had not seen him.

			“What’s that there, is your lip swollen? Let me see,” he said, pretending to be in a conciliatory mood. At that I did the most daring thing in my life. Nowadays I get asked in nearly every interview where I get my courage. I genuinely believe my work in the past twenty years has not called for bravery; it is more a matter of having made a conscious choice. It certainly does not require even 1 percent of the courage I needed at that moment. I am sure it is a feeling familiar to many people: from sheer rage, desperation, and, paradoxically, above all, fear, you gain the courage to take the most resolute and reckless action. Yelling at him every swear word I knew, I punched him in the face several times as hard as I could, landing about half the blows. Completely taken by surprise, he fell over and looked up at me in bewilderment, lying on his back and half covering himself with his hands, evidently expecting me to start kicking him. I looked down no less bewildered. The fit of rage had passed, the adrenaline was draining away, and with every millisecond I came closer to the famous predicament of Schrödinger’s cat: Crane might now get up and I would be dead or not. At that moment I learned a rule in life: it is easier to perform a bold action than to live with its consequences. I ran away as fast as I could and looked back: Crane was running after me. After a couple of minutes I had a stitch in my side, but I ignored it, aware that if I stopped, everything would be much worse. I got away, but the next three days or so were scary. I feared getting beaten up at school in front of my friends or, even worse, in front of girls. To my great surprise, though, when I came face-to-face several times with my nemesis at school, he just glared at me menacingly. This gradually mutated into his very deliberately seeming not to notice me, while I, similarly, did not seem to notice him. I am still not sure why he didn’t try to take revenge. Perhaps the answer is to be found in economic theory: A free agent wanders through the market taking money from younger pupils, each of whom is intimidated. By my outburst of insanity, I raised the price of harassment in my torturer’s eyes and he made the rational decision to move on to others who were less psychotic. So I was, you might say, saved by the invisible hand of the market.

			The second possible explanation is that I wisely did not blab about the incident, sharing it only with a couple of close friends. Crane realized I was not trying to sabotage his reputation as bully in chief and decided to lay off.

			After that epic battle, school life became more settled. Until the end of my school days I was a decent student with excellent grades in literature and history, good in math, physics, and related subjects—but one with very bad behavior. I did not fight, did not play hooky or break windows, but committed an offense far more serious in the eyes of my teachers: I was constantly making jokes. In every class there is a student who enjoys making loud remarks, most completely inane. I was that student.

			I was not in the least afraid of teachers, and could not understand why most other children seemed to live in fear of them. After all, what could they do to you if you had more or less learned the lesson except give you a poor grade for behavior? I pretty soon figured out that didn’t really affect anything. I would get my grade 4 or 5 in the subject, and the teacher would make a note in red ink in my record: “Behavior unsatisfactory.” When he or she would write, “His behavior is atrocious,” it actually sounded to some people like a covert compliment, as I gathered when my parents were telling their friends about my studies. It seems comical that adults almost always reacted positively to the news that my behavior merited a “fail.” Their standard reaction was, “Good for you, Alexei. You show ’em!”

			I rarely got into direct conflict with my teachers, but when I did, it was no-holds-barred, with name-calling and insults, resulting in a summoning of my parents to the school. I quarreled so much with one of the history teachers that I decided that if my life turned out to be interesting and I wrote a book about myself, I would make a point of reminding her of the following incident. Talking to us about the history of the Library of Alexandria, she mentioned that on one occasion the library was pawned for ten talents, which were never returned: “And so ten talented people, given as a pledge, were transferred to the owner of the library.” Naturally, as a little smarty-pants, I had to stand up and explain to her and the whole class that the talent referred to was not a talented person but a monetary unit of the time. There followed a huge fuss that, needless to say, centered not on the history of ancient Egypt but on my boorish behavior and the fact that I called the teacher a silly fool.

			So I am honoring the promise I made to myself as a child, but now recognize that, of course, I was in the wrong. The hapless teacher made one mistake and I turned her lessons into a hell. I can see just how unbearable I must have been. I imagine the kind of student teachers most disliked was the show-off who thought himself terribly smart and undermined discipline in the class in order to get the girls to giggle at his jokes. I am grateful to the teachers for not lowering my grades and clearly distinguishing between my knowledge and my bad behavior. On the whole, though, with that small exception, I can say that my school was very good. Among those who were struggling academically, there was even a possible life hack: in the final grade they could transfer from our school to the neighboring “civilian” one, located a few kilometers away. Any of our students attaining only 3s found themselves suddenly transformed there into “excellent” students. I still can’t imagine how that was possible, because in theory the curriculum was identical in all schools.

			Ninth and tenth grades were overshadowed by the question of which university to apply to and, accordingly, which exams to prepare for. Nineteen ninety-one was a honeymoon period for the new capitalism in what was later dubbed “the accursed ’90s.” Business became increasingly accessible, no longer the kind of exotic profession it had been in the late 1980s. Of course, I wanted to study a subject that would make me rich. That, I reasoned, was the whole point of capitalism: the most astute and intelligent people (among whom I naturally numbered myself) should become rich. The prospects of that appeared to be associated with new professions with cool foreign names, first and foremost “manager.” These amazing people, I reasoned, were the most important, and theirs was the brightest future.

			After seeing an item in the newspaper that a “School for Young Managers” was being opened at the Plekhanov Institute in Moscow, which would admit young people between fourteen and eighteen, I told my mother I would like to get in there. It would not interfere with my normal schooling, because the classes were held on Saturdays and Sundays. It was a bit of a hassle—it would require a twenty-minute bus ride to Golitsyno railway station, then another hour to Moscow, then a trip by metro—but in order to become a manager, to take that first step toward my dizzying future career, I was willing to undertake that hardship.

			Arriving at the Plekhanov Institute on the day of the entrance exams, I saw what was perhaps the longest line I ever saw in my life. Clearly, I was not the only one to succumb to the magic allure of the word “manager.” The exam consisted of a long multiple-choice test, which is a standard way of testing knowledge today but at that time looked fashionably foreign, and also quite easy, because, when you have to choose from only four options, it’s a lot simpler to give the correct answer.

			A couple of weeks later I went to check out the results. Dozens of nervous teenagers were peering at a wall to which sheets of paper with names were affixed. Above them was a prominent announcement: “These are the names of those who have not passed. If your name is not here, you have passed.” I started to feel nervous. But my name was not on the lists. When I arrived home, I shared the glad tidings with my parents, to which my mother, of course, retorted, “That can’t be right. They must have been the lists of those who got in and you’ve got something mixed up.” She even traveled all the way to Moscow and checked it herself. I had not been mistaken.

			The course had to be paid for, and it included lectures on law, psychology, and economics, and something else I don’t remember. But it transpired that the arcane knowledge of how to be a manager could be attained by the simple expedient of buying standard textbooks and reading them. The lectures consisted for the most part of a rehashing of such textbooks, but because the lectures were being held in an actual university, everything felt really grown-up in attending them: a large semicircular auditorium was crammed with people, there was a lecturer at a lectern, and I had a pad for taking notes.

			To be fair, I achieved my main aim—to learn something about how business works—although the knowledge was a little underwhelming. Moreover, I worked it out not from the lectures but from recognizing what an ingenious business project the School for Young Managers was. The Plekhanov Institute had placed an attractive advertisement in the newspapers, full of modish words. Everybody and anybody had been allowed in under the “strict barrier of an examination,” the numbers limited only by the physical capacity of the premises. Anybody was allowed to pay the fee, and in return got to attend some fairly dull lectures. I don’t know whether the guy who dreamed this up had graduated from a school for managers, but he must have turned a pretty healthy profit.

			As for the main direction of my future studies, after several family meetings we whittled the choice down to two options: economics or law. It seemed obvious that in the new world of a market economy these would be the only two professions left. There would be economists, there would be lawyers, and all others would become extinct, succumbing to natural selection. In 1992, the idea of studying to become a physicist seemed ridiculous, while becoming a mere doctor or teacher was out of the question. I may be relating all this in an ironic tone, but the fact of the matter is that such was the objective situation at that time. Everybody wanted to become a lawyer or an economist, to the extent that in the course of several years literally hundreds of “universities” specializing in these subjects were opened, and absolutely every existing university, school, and college introduced law and economics faculties. This led to the obvious consequence that, fifteen years down the line, lawyers, economists, managers, and marketers had proliferated like rabbits, and there wasn’t an engineer to be found.

			But all this came later. In 1993, the year of my matriculation, the education system was still Soviet, and in all of Moscow there were only three civilian universities training lawyers. I did in the end choose that option, primarily because I wanted to steer well clear of math. Having decided to become a lawyer, I had in fact four options for admission to universities. These were helpfully summarized by a fellow applicant with whom I studied on preparatory courses:

			
					
					the law faculty of Moscow State University, which the whole of Moscow was fighting to get into;

					

					
					the law faculty of the Moscow State Institute of International Relations, where admission was restricted to string-pulling KGB families and other Soviet elites;

					

					
					the Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia (PFUR), whose students came mainly from Africa or were future KGB agents assigned to spy on those students.

					

			

			The fourth option was the law faculty of the Military University of the Ministry of Defense. That would be the easiest to get into, given that I was the son of an army officer, but after everything I had seen of life in an army town, the idea of having to put on a uniform and carry out other people’s orders seemed out of the question. My parents made a few tentative efforts to persuade me to go there, probably because they could see how difficult it would be to get into a civilian law faculty, but after I emphatically declined the suggestion, they did not persist, although there was another curious suggestion. There existed a fifth option, which was to enroll in the FSB—Federal Security Service—Academy. Technically speaking, the investigative faculty could also award a law degree, and my father once mentioned he knew someone there who was connected with admissions. I dismissed the idea out of hand, but it’s amusing now to speculate how my life might have turned out if I had enrolled to train as an FSB investigator.

			In the end I decided to try for the law faculty of Moscow State University. That was, frankly, setting my sights high, and my parents just shrugged when they heard that decision. Even today the law faculty of Moscow State University provides what is probably the best legal education in Russia, and back then it was about as easy to get into as Harvard.

			Dreadful, unendurable, pointless stress. That is what, in a nutshell, it all added up to. When it was over, I vowed I would never in my life pressure my children about getting into university. Though of course I did. Perhaps it’s just part of what they call the parental instinct.

			Arriving for the first entrance exam, I found myself among a crowd of applicants and their parents, and immediately ran into the deputy prime minister of the Russian government—whose face was all over television at that time. He had turned up to support his son. To this day, I have no idea how the lists of those accepted were compiled in those years—how many through string pulling, how many in return for bribes, and how many candidates actually just passed the exams. I needed a point score of 18. I got 5 in English and 5 in history. The essay grade had two parts: I got 5 for creativity and 3 for grammar, but the lower grade was used when adding up the points, and that put me in the danger zone. I absolutely had to get 5 in theory of the state and law. I was reasonably confident that I would, because it had been one of my favorite school subjects. When it came to the exam, however, I was provided with an opportunity to see for myself how the system worked to keep outsiders outside.

			I had, of course, read plenty about this. For example, it was practically against the law to admit Jews to math faculties. During the oral exam, the unfortunate schoolkid with a “problematic nationality” was asked more and more difficult questions. No matter how clever you were, the teacher, sooner or later, would come up with a question you could not answer.

			A typical joke of that time: The examiners for entry to Moscow State University want to reject a Jewish candidate, so they endlessly ask him more and more difficult questions. He has all the answers, and in the end they are reduced to this:

			“How do you explain Leo Tolstoy being able to remember things from when he was just forty days old?”

			“There’s nothing surprising about that. I can remember things from when I was eight days old.”

			“What do you remember?”

			“I remember an old Jew with a beard and sidelocks coming and cutting off my eligibility for university.”

			By the time I was taking the entrance exams, there was no restriction by “nationality,” but the harsh laws of this particular marketplace brought in a different, and entirely international, quota system. If you have four hundred places, and you have to accept a hundred children because their parents run the country, and another hundred places have been sold outright, you have to “cull” 50 percent of the best applicants. I answered all the questions in the exam, but the examiner kept asking more. Eventually I was asked, if I remember correctly, what was meant by “normal risk.” This is a term used in labor law, which you study only in your third year at university. Realizing that “I don’t know” would be the worst possible answer, I started guessing. The chairman of the commission waved his hand dismissively and said, “You do not know!” and gave me a 4.

			I had 17 points. I had not made the cut. It was a disaster. For two days I was so upset it was as if my life were over. I kept replaying in my head the scene of telling my friends and family, “I didn’t get in,” at which they would nod sympathetically. Nevertheless, a solution was found. Students could be admitted to the Peoples’ Friendship University on the basis of the points they had gained in the Moscow State exams, and my 17 were sufficient. So I ended up at a university colloquially known at the time as the Lumumbarium. Its full title was the Patrice Lumumba Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia.

			This was an institution set up as an international university to which students from countries that had “chosen the socialist path of development” could be admitted. Like everything else, its establishment was energetically exploited for propaganda purposes. In this case it was presented as a center for standing up against colonialism and supporting “the working people of the whole world in their struggle against American neo-imperialism.” That is why the university pointedly bore the name of Patrice Lumumba, a Congolese politician killed by radical right-wing soldiers at the behest of the Belgians. As declassified documents later revealed, CIA agents also had a hand in the murder. It is a genuinely tragic story, but Soviet people, endlessly force-fed propaganda, were accordingly sarcastic and cynical about all such events. They cared little about international politics when there was no butter in their local store. In post-Soviet times the name of Patrice Lumumba evidently became burdensome for the university’s officials, and they discreetly shaved it off during the first year of my studies there.

			Among the interesting facts about the university, it was customary to mention, not without a certain pride, that the infamous terrorist Carlos the Jackal had been a student. The foreign press usually puts great emphasis on the fact that he attended a “military faculty.” To a Russian citizen this is comical, because nearly all universities have a military department and there is nothing sinister about them. It is all the more comical regarding the Peoples’ Friendship University, because it didn’t have such a faculty, although it did have certain quirks. My year was the first when candidates were able to enroll immediately after leaving school. Previously it had been mandatory to have served in the army, which was one of the reasons for the many jokes and rumors about the native students in the Lumumbarium all being spies.

			Enroll I did, though, and my life was not ruined after all. All the other boys from my school were admitted to military colleges, the Military University, or the FSB Academy. My background—part of an army family, always around the military, all my friends in military schools—later made me a bit suspect in the liberal-democratic milieu. Not that my origins were condemned, but they were considered a bit odd. A typical activist would normally be a graduate of a good Moscow school. And I am a Moscow suburban type who has it written on his face that he is a cop or a military officer. It’s amusing that this instant typecasting worked both ways. Before I became more or less well known, the police at rallies were constantly mistaking me for a plainclothes agent. I could easily pass through any security cordon: I had only to look inscrutable and behave as if I were very senior.

			Having gotten into university, I couldn’t wait for September to meet my fellow students, who turned out to be entirely normal ex-schoolkids, just like me. From the moment they opened their mouths, it was clear they were all very smart. The foreigners were also delightful people, although older than us and obviously a bit unsettled because of not knowing the language and suffering from the cold.

			All foreigners learned only Russian the first year, while the rest of us learned whichever foreign language we were randomly assigned. At this point I did one of the stupidest things in my life. At an introductory meeting for new students, I followed the idiotic advice of the university’s rector, who said, “It’s good to know two foreign languages. So if you studied English at school, take French or Spanish.” I had been put in the English group, but I asked to change my language. “Do you want French or Spanish?” the woman asked. I shrugged. She put me down for French.

			Super-intensive study of French did enable me to learn the language more or less thoroughly by the end of the year, and when I graduated, like everybody else, I received an extra diploma entitling me to translate from French into English. But without practice—and where could you practice French?—I soon forgot the language, while my English remained half-baked. I can speak it, but with a heavy accent and any number of grammatical mistakes.

			

			—

			Earlier I referred to the decade that came to be known as “the accursed ’90s,” and I want to explain that, because it represents one of the main reasons Putin continues to be popular with a section of society and why his name is associated with “the restoration of order,” even though, under his rule, the administration of the state has become totally degraded. While I was pondering which university to apply to, the phenomenon was personified in our town by a man in white socks. These were highly visible, because he stuck his feet out the window of his Audi. I doubt whether sitting in a car with your feet out the window is at all comfortable, but it was evidently important to him as a means of proclaiming his superiority. This individual’s name was Emil, and he was our town’s top bandit. What made the 1990s “accursed” was the fact that every person in every village knew exactly who their top bandit was and which criminal gangs were in operation. Somehow, organized crime appeared overnight and immediately assumed a hugely important role in public life. The presence of such a gentleman in white socks would have been unthinkable during the Soviet period. Of course, there were crooks who were in prison, and there were black marketers who ran illegal businesses, but all that was on another planet for ordinary citizens. If you heard it said that someone had been in prison, that could not conceivably have any positive connotation. There was a well-known expression that someone “lives at Kilometer 101.” The criminal law system forbade former criminals to settle within 100 kilometers of large cities. Kilometer 101 indicated a place where all manner of alcoholics, thieves, and shady characters lived, but there was nothing remotely romantic about them, and certainly no suggestion that they might enjoy any sort of power.

			But the Soviet Union had barely crumbled, leaving the country without a single center of power understood and accepted by all, when people suddenly discovered that the main power in the land was now gangs who hung out every evening in the kebab shop down the road. Just as in films about the Italian Mafia, people went to these gangs to get issues resolved and for advice. You wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of them. It was an extraordinary phenomenon, especially for the army town where I lived. This was home to a whole division of armed men, whose job was to fight and kill, and yet the town’s main authority was this Georgian in white socks. The word “authority” took on an additional meaning, which reflected the unclear status of such people—criminal? entrepreneur? a person enjoying respect? The ambiguity first appeared at that time and is still current. In any biographical article about Putin there will be many passages describing his connections with “authoritative entrepreneurs.” It is a euphemism everyone understands for crooks or members of a criminal gang.

			It suddenly transpired that having done time in prison was something positive and very important. Previously someone might have said, “He served seven years in prison. He is a lost cause. Don’t have anything to do with him.” Now, in some incomprehensible way, this was transformed into “He has spent seven years in prison, so he will know useful people and be able to solve our problems.” Emil was at the bottom of the food chain. A much bigger crook who “held” Odintsovo district was based at one of the auto repair shops on Minsk Highway, fifteen kilometers from where we lived. Above him he had people associated with the Solntsevo gang. This hierarchy was something everyone—schoolkids, students, and adults—knew and understood. How they knew was not clear, but it was obvious to everyone that it was an analogue of the old village, district, and regional administrations. If you couldn’t resolve an issue through the local crooks, you could negotiate with a higher-placed gang.

			Any business, from a small store to a factory, had its own krysha, or “roof.” “Krysha” was the most important word in the 1990s. Within two minutes of a discussion about any entrepreneur, the question would be asked, “So, who’s his Krysha?” Criminal gangs would form in accordance with highly varied criteria: territorial (there were various Podolsk and Solntsevo gangs); experience of combat (“the Afghans”); or a sports affiliation. “Sportsmen” were probably the largest group. All wrestlers, boxers, and such, without exception, joined gangs, and boxing gyms were where they were forged. Finally, there were the old-school criminals with their own pre-perestroika prison hierarchy and dark-blue tattoos, which is why they were called “Blues.”

			The whole country was talking about gang wars, about “Blues” confronting “Sportsmen,” and other such fascinating related topics. Russia was swept by a wave of criminal songs that, come to think of it, are probably our answer to country music.
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			I had no expectation that real life would live up to the way student parties were depicted in American movies, but I found university life disappointing in literally every respect. There was a riotous social life, of course, but most often I found it awkward. My social set was the nerds, despite my own not particularly nerd-like appearance. I have always preferred the company of people excruciatingly ill at ease with the opposite sex, but who are spectacularly well read and prone to make, or attempt to make, abstruse jokes, rather than being with chic party animals who circulate effortlessly, glass in hand, laughing and coolly kissing the air near each other’s cheeks. To this day I fear these kinds of people and feel awkward around them.

			In my third or fourth year, I joined the cool dudes’ clique—“cool” as understood in the 1990s. I was great pals with a guy who owned a G-Class Mercedes SUV, the son of a top cop, and the son of an FSB officer, and we all pretended we were something special. In the 1990s, if you drove up in a G-Class you were instantly cool, and this off-roader was equipped with a flashing police beacon. One of my friends even had a fabulous “look the other way” document, an authentic pass issued by the Ministry of the Interior and bearing the legend “Mandate of Immunity from Inspection.” Just like the letter in The Three Musketeers, it informed Whom It May Concern that the vehicle, its driver, and its passengers were not to be searched, investigated, or charged with offenses. One of the reasons why life in Russia did not turn out as in America is that documents like that were in circulation. And still are.

			Despite my dalliance with this questionable elite, I kept in with the nerds, who are the people I am in touch with to this day. So when I say to my wife, “I’m going out this evening for a beer with my university friends,” she has no qualms because she knows that the peak of the evening is likely to be jokes about ancient Roman history and a discussion of interethnic relations.

			It soon became apparent that a further constraint on the riotous student lifestyle I craved was the No. 26 bus, my enemy and the source of endless anguish in my student years. I lived in the environs of Moscow, but the transport system in the 1990s, which had not been good in Soviet times, had deteriorated even further from a lack of funds and the current shambolic state of the nation. Taxis existed only as infrequent, privately owned transport and were fabulously expensive, and on such unpromising routes as that between Golitsyno railway station and my Kalininets military town they were almost unknown. Hence, the No. 26 ruled supreme with nothing to threaten its monopoly, and its subjects, the likes of me, just had to put up with it.

			To be at the university in time for my first class at 9:00 a.m., I had to get up at 5:55 a.m., eat breakfast, dress, and be ready to board a bus that the timetable listed as leaving at 7:04 a.m. Only you didn’t board it; you had to take it by storm. There were a lot of people like me who needed to be in Moscow at 9:00 a.m., so when the bus arrived, the doors could not open, because they were wedged shut by the backs of passengers who had managed to board at previous stops. The next bus was scheduled for 7:18, which in practice meant you would be forty minutes late. Those of us waiting at the stop had therefore to pry open the doors with our bare hands and, cursed over the loudspeaker by the driver, concerned for his precious state-owned doors, barge our way through those already on the bus. Actually, men barged their way in; women used a wedging-in technique. From the bus I had to sprint to the station as the train to Moscow approached and upon arrival seek a seat on the efficient Moscow metro.

			At night the situation was even worse, because the last bus to my town left at 9:28 p.m. After that there was nothing to be barged or wedged into. This was disastrous. What kind of party, what kind of student debauchery, can you indulge in if by half past nine at night—when any dissipation is just getting underway, when the young women have only just consented to stop sipping champagne and start drinking vodka—you have to be at the godforsaken Golitsyno railway station? Moreover, you could hardly come clean to people that you were a martyr to the No. 26 bus. What sort of cool dude has to race from the metro to the train to the bus in order to be back home in the pathetic “environs of Moscow” by a juvenile’s bedtime? At times, of course, there might be the option of sleeping over with friends in the student dormitory or wherever, but that meant showing up at university the next morning looking like an unwashed down-and-out, and in any case your self-respect meant you couldn’t impose too often. The result was that I often just chose to walk home from the railway station. It was 6.2 kilometers, though hiking had some merit. For example, if you were coming home in a less than sober state, the exercise could restore you to sobriety. There were, however, far more minuses, of which the greatest was that walking along that road was just plain scary. It was not going through the woods that was frightening, but the prospect of being run over. Numerous wreaths and ribbons tied to trees and posts along the way testified that the likelihood of that was high. The road was straight, level, and extremely dark and had a very narrow shoulder that skirted a deep ditch. Pedestrians showed up in the headlights literally just in front of the hood, so even a careful, sober driver could hit a victim of the bus timetable; for a driver who was drunk, it was child’s play. In those days, when the traffic police took bribes very openly, and would thereafter turn a blind eye not just to a drunk driver but to a drunk driver with a machine gun, there were a lot of drunks speeding on the roads at night.

			Winter was even more unpleasant. The strip of shoulder disappeared, and you were forced to walk in the roadway. If you saw headlights approaching, you had to jump into a snowdrift.

			Oh, dear! What a lot of space I have devoted to that wretched bus. How many years have passed, and here I am still smarting over the parties and opportunities for misbehavior that I missed.

			I have since asked myself a thousand times why I didn’t adopt the obvious solution of renting a one-room apartment close to the university. In my first or second year it would have been beyond my means, but not when I started working as a lawyer. However, with hindsight, I’m relieved I didn’t do it. Instead, I remained a shy nerd pretending to be a cool dude. Heaven knows what renting an apartment in the mid-1990s might have led to. It’s not that I think I might have been led astray by “bad company,” but it is probable that my life would have taken a different turn.

			There is one more reason why I don’t have warm memories of my studies at university or of the school itself. Drug addiction. I graduated before the drug epidemic of the early twenty-first century scythed down whole generations in the towns and villages of Moscow Region, the Urals, and many other regions. Of those who studied with me at school and in the same year as me at the Peoples’ Friendship University, I know only one or two who died from drug use or became full-blown heroin addicts. For every year below that, however, I know more and more. My brother, Oleg, who is seven years younger than me, could name a substantial number of classmates who sank to the depths or came to a sad end.

			One day during my first year, at 8:30 in the morning when I was with a friend on the bus from the Yugo-Zapadnaya metro station to the stop for the university, I noticed, as I often had before, groups of two or three odd-looking teenagers in tracksuits loitering by the university perimeter and picking up bits of paper.

			“Andryukha,” I asked, “who are these guys? I keep seeing them hanging around, but it’s really odd they manage to get up so early to come and look into the trash cans. Who are they?”

			My friend laughed. “Don’t you know? They’re junkies looking for stashes. The Nigerians hide drugs along the fence in cigarette packs, trash cans, or benches, and addicts who are broke try their luck looking for the hiding places.” He laughed even more at my round-eyed expression.

			Because I lived in a military town, the world of drugs completely passed me by. I knew that somewhere out there drug addicts existed, that heroin was a scourge, and that marijuana was sold in matchboxes called ships. It didn’t cost a lot, many of my friends smoked it, and it made them act moronic. They had a forced laugh and seemed to be pretending.

			It turned out that every morning I was walking into a hotbed of drug addiction, because for several years my university was just that; it was the main distribution center of hard drugs. Its cosmopolitan character was to blame, because it was one of the few places where there were foreigners and, more important, foreigners from developing countries living in dormitories. Nigerian students set up supply lines for heroin and formed the first real drug mafia in Russia, operating at an international standard of professionalism.

			It was like in the movies. You paid one person, and a different person told you where the goods had been placed. You went there and picked up a cigarette pack lying on the ground, inside of which was a ball of tinfoil. The Nigerians’ shared ethnicity, a language nobody around could understand, and tribal and kinship loyalty were the factors that enabled them to dominate the market for quite a long time.

			The narcotics police—who even now organize the big-time drug trade in Russia, catching and imprisoning only minor competitors—already had a long history of drug trafficking and shaking down drug dealers. They hated the Nigerians and at first treated them with extreme brutality. I myself saw officers catch a fleeing Black dealer in a pedestrian underpass beneath Leninsky Prospekt and literally rip his mouth apart to get some of those balls wrapped in foil, which rolled all over the underpass covered in blood.

			It was titillating to tell your parents and others about this aspect of life at our university and hear them oohing and aahing. In general, though, I found the whole drug scene, and the enthusiasm with which younger students were taking drugs, repugnant. Seeing the unhappy parents taking their feckless offspring by the hand to their lectures and sitting by the door to make sure they did not go astray made me feel I was at a disreputable institution.

			All this probably had the positive effect of stripping away any notion I might have had that drugs were in some way romantic or glamorous. This was not a scene with stylish parties at which models snorted cocaine through $100 bills. I could see drug use for what it really is: desperate people, begging, squalor; disgusting, bloody bandages; blackened spoons. So many times in later life I have encountered all manner of drug addicts and drug dealers, from all sorts of backgrounds, who have risen to different heights and fallen to different depths, but the outcome is invariably the same.

			Another thing about the university that truly shocked me was the corruption. It was no great surprise that the admissions office was corrupt and accepted people on the basis of bribes and string pulling. Absolutely everyone knew that went on. The degeneration of the institutions of Soviet power from the late 1970s onward extended to all spheres, including education and, in particular, higher education. I have to admit, though, that I was stunned to find so many students had relatives in the university and that they lived in nearby apartments built for and allocated to the university staff. I was also amazed by the simplicity of the ploys used to insinuate offspring into some oversubscribed faculty like law or economics. While rural idiots like me mounted a head-on assault on the law faculty, passing exams and beating off heavy competition, savvy people who knew the system got their children enrolled in less popular faculties, like agriculture, then six months or so later applied for a transfer within the university. A modest sum in an envelope (or even just a favor done for a colleague) would do the trick, and a place in law was assured.

			Well, okay. Such dodges were usually a transaction on the sly between parents and teachers. But seeing students themselves pay bribes to pass exams was jaw-dropping. You could pass any exam for a bribe, and nobody made any secret of it. There were certainly professors who did not help themselves to $100 bills slipped into a student’s grade book. In fact, probably a majority didn’t take bribes so openly and unabashedly. But there was always someone in the department you could approach who would take $50 for himself and $100 for the professor (or so he claimed, although most probably he pocketed that too) and solve your problem.

			I still remember a textbook example in the Civil Proceedings in Foreign Countries course. The class was taught by someone who looked the epitome of a dear old revered professor of unimpugnable integrity. It was a difficult subject, and generally agreed to be utterly useless. There was, however, a requirement to pass the course. Mamedkhan, Maga to his friends, a Dagestani in my group, came into the lecture hall and jubilantly announced, “I’ve got him to agree to $50 a head! Get your grade book and put in $50!” As blatant as that! And such a dear old gentleman!

			I couldn’t believe it, but everybody knew that Maga bribed or fixed his way through every exam. The price was modest, and in those days dollars were the standard currency in your wallet. Most of the group that day, even many who did not usually pay bribes, laughed and, to get the test out of the way, slipped a bill into their grade books. There was quite a pile, including, I don’t deny, my own. There were so many that Maga asked me to carry some.

			We took them to the dear old professor, who smiled, welcomed us courteously, and asked us to place the stack of grade books before him. Without the least sign of embarrassment, he took them one by one, extracted the bill or bills—in some cases there were five $10s, which he counted in a leisurely fashion—put them in his drawer, awarded the required credit, and signed the grade books. It must have taken all of five minutes.

			This sort of thing did not go on in every university in the country. The technological universities and all the institutes of physics and technology and of math and mechanical engineering were less affected by corruption, because there was much less competition to get into them. The students who attended those institutions were poor. Everything was based on enthusiasm and, to some extent, on the fact that mathematical geniuses were considered a bit weird. Their behavior was not “market incentivized,” although later many of them came out on top; nearly all genuinely outstanding businesses were founded by physics and technology types rather than managers or lawyers. They passed their examinations the old-fashioned way, instead of by determining the price point at which the curves of supply and demand intersected.

			Higher education institutions like mine ultimately released a vast contingent of personnel into government organizations, state-owned companies (which did not yet exist, but Putin’s state capitalism was on the way), and large oligarch-owned corporations. That super-cynical attitude to everything, the ease, ubiquity, and general acceptance of corruption, will continue to shape the morality and ways of the elite for a long time to come.

			It’s all very well for me to take the moral high ground about all this, as if I never paid bribes myself. I have to accept my share of personal responsibility for the rampant spread of corruption and will now relate a disgraceful part of my biography, of which at the time I was exceedingly proud and told everyone about in the belief that it was a dazzling illustration of how smart and resourceful I was.

			I had made it: I was cool; only relatively, of course, because a really cool dude has cool wheels. Ideally, a Mercedes Geländewagen or an S-Class, but any gangster-class foreign make would do: a BMW, an SUV like the Chevy Tahoe, something along those lines. I couldn’t afford anything like that, but our crowd did have such vehicles, and our trump card was the Mercedes G-Class with flashing police beacon lights. The sacramental aura of coolness emanating from that G-Class, fancifully reflected and refracted in surrounding objects, also fell upon me. As it did on all those in our crowd for whom, in reality, the likelihood of their visiting a car showroom any time soon was, tragically, vanishingly small. Somehow there was an assumption that I would no longer be going like a dope to all my lectures, but would instead spend the first double-lecture period of the day in a café run by a couple of Arab ex-students on the ground floor of the university building. There I would greet similar highly important layabouts, drink coffee, wait for my friends to arrive, and then go for breakfast. We would drive somewhere and hang out. We would discuss various rumors and gossip, laugh and horse around. Sometimes we would attend a class, then hang out again. All in all, it was the pointless killing of time traditional for young men in the 1990s who were trying to suggest to anyone looking, including themselves, that they were not just like everybody else, and by their purposeful demeanor impress the world around them—and, let’s be honest, primarily girls. It didn’t always work, but often it did.

			Obviously, I missed quite a few lectures. Solving the problem of examinations by paying bribes was not always practical. In the first place, it was not cheap. In the second place, I by now felt it was uncool. I shouldn’t be paying, but rather wangling my way out of problems. I tried a variety of ruses based, of course, on lying through my teeth. By a process of trial and error, I found that one of the most effective ways was to go to a professor and tell him I was working very hard in the Prosecutor’s Office or somewhere of the sort and just couldn’t properly prepare for an exam. Please just give me a pass.

			Thinking back, I am struck that nobody appeared to see anything incongruous about my persistent efforts to present myself as someone verging on criminality, or at least associating with criminals, only to turn up claiming to be an assistant of the prosecutor of the Central Moscow district. So what did people think a prosecutor’s assistant, or for that matter a prosecutor, would look like? They expected him to look like a criminal, or at least someone who associated with criminals, because they were, the whole lot of them. There was one homogeneous field of human endeavor that encompassed prosecutors, criminals, the National Directorate for Combating Organized Crime, and people driving BMWs and Mercedes. That state of affairs was the norm in the 1990s but ceased to be in the early to mid-2000s (and that, as I have noted elsewhere, was an immense and genuine achievement of Putin’s). It has now, however, come back with a vengeance. Today the prosecutor is again a criminal, only in a more highly organized crime gang. But I digress.

			Our professors asked for no documentary proof and for some reason, almost invariably, promptly awarded me a “good grade.” I and my friend, the son of the top cop, amassed a substantial number of such grades using these fairy tales. Alas, I found myself confronted in the Department of Criminal Procedure by a baneful professor who actually worked in the Prosecutor’s Office. Having listened to my story, he asked me a couple of detailed questions, which I had no difficulty fielding because I had indeed spent my summer internship in the Prosecutor’s Office, to the extent that we had lunch in the McDonald’s where the staff dined, so I knew the necessary names and addresses. By the way, that prosecutor I worked for in my summer internship went on to become a big man, and I recently noticed his name on one of the many indictments brought against me and the Anti-Corruption Foundation.

			The prof duly awarded me a 4, but also diligently took the trouble of calling the personnel department of the Prosecutor’s Office to check whether I actually was working for them. A week later I was sitting as usual in the lobby with my clique of slackers. The lecture was over and everybody was streaming out, including students from my year who were looking over at me and laughing. I later learned that the criminal procedure professor had said at the end of his lecture, “You have a Navalny in your year, I believe. I gave him a 4 because he claimed to be a colleague of mine in the Prosecutor’s Office. Tell him his 4 has been annulled, and I will never allow him to pass the exam.”

			I was despondent and stumped. The guy had justifiably declared a vendetta, and now, even if I learned everything there was to know about goddamn criminal procedure, he still wouldn’t let me pass the exam. It was an educative moment.

			My thoughts were interrupted by the appearance of Ivan Danilovich Kozochkin, head of the Department of Criminal Procedure. He is the only professor I am naming, because, despite the impressive name of his department, he was the embodiment of corruption. A wise “legal thought” struck me. What if any test or exam set by a departmental professor could be marked instead by the head of his department? I would be taking it to a higher authority! I immediately approached Professor Kozochkin and shared my question with him. He looked at me carefully and said, “You’re right, Lyosha, come to the departmental office bringing the necessary documentation.”

			I borrowed $150 from my friends, took it to his office, and passed the exam. The next day I met my tormentor from the prosecutor’s staff. “Ah, Navalny, when will you be coming to take the exam?” he inquired with a malicious grin.

			“No need, thank you. I’ve already passed it,” I responded as deferentially as I could manage, suppressing a grin.

			“Oh, you do need to. I have annulled that 4 I gave you.”

			“I know, but I already have a new mark, and this time it is a 5.”

			At this point it became impossible for me to conceal my gloating.

			“Have a nice day,” I said, turning on my heel and walking away like the action hero after a climactic huge explosion.

			Today, with regard to that incident, I feel only shame and disappointment with my young self. But you can’t change the past, and perhaps I am writing about this in such detail not only to convey the climate of the times but also, by public confession, to sever a link with my then self. I suppose there was nothing too terrible in what I did. The real crime was to fritter away my time and youth so fatuously. Learning came easily to me, and although my lecture attendance was less than exemplary, I passed almost all the subjects by my own efforts, not by corrupt or underhanded methods. I had only 4s and 5s. Nevertheless, that there had been deviousness at all was shameful and ridiculous and completely unnecessary.

			Which brings me to the main reason I found learning uninteresting. All those professors, and indeed the universities of that time, had nothing to teach you. The science faculties were different, because the laws of physics do not change if there is a new president of Russia or a general secretary of the Communist Party at the helm. For those teaching law and economics, however, their world had collapsed, more than once. The laws and the very nature of the national economy were constantly shifting, and these were yesterday’s teachers of Marxism-Leninism and preachers of scientific atheism. Even those furthest removed from day-to-day politics—the teachers of Roman law, say—had spent their lives telling lies and being hypocritical. Every phenomenon had to be explained in terms of class struggle. Even those attempting to work in pure science were obliged to include dozens of pages of ideological nonsense in their dissertations. In the mid-1990s, all these educated, pleasant, amiable people found themselves on the scrap heap.

			It did not take me long to understand that a good lawyer was not someone who knew everything but someone who knew what he needed to read and where to find it. That certainly works for the Romano-Germanic legal system, although everything is more complicated in the Anglo-Saxon system based on precedent. It is even more the case in countries that are just starting to build a new legal system, as Russia was at that time.

			I enjoyed and enjoy being a lawyer. I set myself to reading primary sources and was miffed when I felt I had a better understanding of many topics than my teachers. I was driven out of lecture halls as if repelled by a strong centrifugal force. Outside was a world undergoing transformation, and if it was not always a pretty sight, it held promise. It was intolerable to be obliged to listen to the views on economics of these recent acolytes of Marxism-Leninism or, even worse, their views on “geopolitics.” It was at that time I noticed the frequent use of that word was the infallible marker of a fool, and that criterion has never failed me.

			I longed to start a proper job and my flexible approach to lecture attendance facilitated this. Worn down by problems with the No. 26 bus, I decided my top priority was to get a car. I also wanted a mobile phone. They had just appeared, and in the eyes of the world a “mobile” proved that you were not a country bumpkin but someone to be reckoned with. Fortunes were being made before our eyes. Somehow people were earning enough to buy those lovely, shiny black Mercedes-Benz, and if they could, I certainly could. As far as I was concerned, everybody was absolutely right to say Russia was now the country of opportunity, as America had been, only better.

			

			—

			In the 1990s, there was a rock band in Russia called Bakhyt-Kompot, and they had a song that was musically terrible but an important expression of punk philosophy that articulated one of my own main preoccupations. The chorus went like this:

			How come the Czechs have cracked it, 
but Russia hasn’t hacked it?

			How come the Poles have cracked it, 
but Russia hasn’t hacked it?

			How come the Germans have cracked it, 
but Russia hasn’t hacked it?

			All the countries of the Soviet bloc and the Baltic republics were managing to “crack it,” but not us. We had the oil, the gas, the ores and timber, infrastructure of sorts, and industry. We had a lot of highly educated people but it didn’t help. I’m not talking about “like in America”; it wasn’t even like in Poland. According to current official statistics, 13 percent of people were living below the poverty line; in terms of the average wage, we had been overtaken by China, Lebanon, and Panama.

			Someday I believe it will all work out and everything will be fine, but we have to face the fact that from the early 1990s to the 2020s, the life of the nation has been wasted moronically, a time of degeneration and failing to keep up. There is good reason why people like me, and those five or ten years older, are called a cursed and lost generation. We are the people who should have been the main beneficiaries of market and political freedom. We could have adapted readily to a new world in a way that was beyond the ability of most earlier generations. Fifteen percent of us should have become entrepreneurs, “like in America.” But Russia didn’t crack it. No one doubts we are living better now than we were in 1990, but, excuse me, thirty years have passed. Even in North Korea people are living better now than they did then. Scientific and technological progress, whole new branches of the economy, communications, the internet, ATMs, computers…Those who claim the rise in living standards relative to the 1990s is due to the exertions and achievements of the Putin regime are like stock joke characters saying, “Thank heaven for Putin! Under his rule the speed of computers has increased a millionfold.”

			The comparison should not be between us as we were in 1990 and us as we are now, but between how we are now and how we could have been if we had grown at just the average global growth rate. We would easily have achieved what we watched Czechoslovakia, East Germany, China, and South Korea achieve. That is a comparison about which we can only feel sad.

			This is not some abstract exercise, but thirty years of our lives. And God knows how many more such lost and stolen years lie ahead. For as long as Putin’s group is in power, we will count the missed opportunities and be noticing how other countries have overtaken us in per capita GDP, and how those we have always looked down on as little better than beggars have overtaken us in terms of their national average income.

			Why hasn’t it worked out? What is it the Poles and Czechs can crack that we can’t? I have a straightforward reply, and while technically it is answering a question by posing other questions, it helps everything fall into place: Has Leszek Balcerowicz, the architect of the Polish reforms, become a multimillionaire like our Anatoly Chubais?[*1] Has the family of Václav Havel, the Czech post-Communist leader, bought a $15 million home on the “Millionaires’ Island” of St. Barthélemy, and does he have other assets totaling hundreds of millions? How come in Russia almost all the young democrats, reformers, and free-market champions of the 1990s have become fabulously rich while changing their spots to become conservative pillars of the state? After all, nothing of that sort happened in Estonia, Hungary, Slovakia, or Germany.

			Now that we have tons of autobiographical testimony and interviews and archive documents and, most important, now that we can see with our own eyes the “reformers of the 1990s” transmogrified into Putin’s lickspittles, propagandists, oligarchs, and bureaucrats, and all of them extremely rich, we should be honest, repudiating hypocrisy and any attempt to justify ourselves for our wasted years. We should admit that there never were any democrats in power in Russia, in the sense of people with a genuinely liberal, democratic outlook.

			And the main narrative of our recent past, the confrontation between “democrats” and Soviet conservatives, never happened either. What do you mean, never happened? I was part of it! Even I want to protest in response to such a radical, or naive, or wicked assertion. But it is only too obvious that it never happened, at least not in the way those involved in the events portray it.

			There was an objective historical process. There was the U.S.S.R., ideologically, economically, and morally bankrupt. There was a conflict between elites, in which one faction, in order to sweep away senile dotards, tricked itself out in more popular colors, those of “democrats and supporters of a market economy.” With that slogan it seized power. Well, isn’t that just the way of the world? Are you going to accept that one section of the elite came up with new slogans and won, or are you going to go around with a liberalometer checking everybody’s ideological purity to find out who most believed in what they were saying and who was less than sincere?

			Actually, a device of that description would have been very helpful, and the lack of one is exactly why nothing worked out “like in America” or, for that matter, in the Czech Republic. In the countries of the Soviet bloc, those opposing the conservatives, socialists, dodderers, idiots, and saboteurs had as their leaders (or just playing a crucial role) people of the stature of Lech Wałęsa and Václav Havel. They had stood their ground in the face of oppression and persecution, and over many years had shown in action a genuine commitment to the words they proclaimed from the podium. In Russia everything was different.

			The chief “radical democrat” was Boris Yeltsin. I was born in 1976, at which time Yeltsin was the first secretary of the Sverdlovsk regional committee of the CPSU. That is, he was the governor of the largest industrial region in the Urals with powers that were far in excess of today’s governors. There he behaved like a typical Soviet petty tyrant, and just as in the mid-1970s he would climb into his official black car, live in his officially provided apartment, and acquire his official elite dacha, so until his death that is the lifestyle he and his family took for granted. He belonged body and soul to the Soviet party establishment, and what little he knew about the life of the “common people” he gleaned from his chauffeurs and servants.

			But what about his years during his political fall from grace? That is a great question. To this day, huge numbers of people are convinced that Yeltsin excoriated the party bosses, published critical reports, and suffered for his beliefs. None of that happened. Those bosses, in the course of their internal intrigues, first appointed him head of the Moscow regional committee of the CPSU, that is, mayor of Moscow, and then, when they began to fall out with him, transferred him to the position of head of the State Construction Committee, that is, minister of construction. Some fall from grace! He did not even have to settle for a lower class of limousine, and remained firmly in the milieu of treacherous officialdom. His family remained the same, too, with exactly the same values, or rather, the same complete absence of values and only a craving for personal luxury and wealth. That was to prove crucial when the family was transformed into “the Family.”

			Yeltsin was devoid of genuine ideological motivation and driven only by a lust for power. He was an extremely talented individual, a truly intuitive politician who sensed the popular mood and knew how to exploit it. He was prepared to act decisively and boldly on occasion, but always in the interests of himself and his own power rather than of the people or the nation.

			I am writing this vehement denunciation of Yeltsin, partially because I regret having been a blind admirer of his and of that part of Russian society which, only too ready to support everything he did, paved the way for the lawlessness we live with today. The other reason is that few things get under my skin more than the popular comparison of me with Yeltsin. The Kremlin likes drawing parallels, and the leader of the Russian Communists, despite the fact that for many years I have been helping him in his party’s struggle for survival, feels obliged to begin any statement about me with “Navalny is the young Yeltsin.” I supported the Communists as part of my successful strategy to break the stranglehold of United Russia, Putin’s party, in state and regional parliaments by urging people to vote for the second most popular candidate, most often a Communist. Those words, as the saying goes, are a dagger in my heart. I can see, of course, that it is done to piss me off, so someone certainly knew what they were doing.

			Love to hate may be but a single step. I have taken quite a few more. The love, however, was undeniably there. In the early and mid-1990s I was not just a supporter of Yeltsin’s but one of those who unquestioningly supported him in all his endeavors. I was not, curiously, particularly enamored of Yeltsin himself or the members of his team. I just could not stand any of the other politicians. The all-or-nothing world of politics of that time decreed that either you were for Yeltsin and moving forward, notwithstanding the mistakes and difficulties and unpopular decisions, or you threw in your lot with those dunderheads left over from the U.S.S.R. whose only idea was “Let’s go back. Those were good times.” Well, they were not good times for me, and it drove me crazy when people told me they were. It still does. In the 1990s, morons would try to persuade me that my mother had not had to get up at five in the morning to buy meat, and that I had not had to queue every day for an hour to buy milk.

			And now dumb clucks who never lived a single day in the U.S.S.R. wage a holy war on the internet arguing that the Soviet Union was the lost city of Atlantis, where everybody lived in a just society, there was almost no crime, and all sections of the population worshipped the best science in the world. They post propaganda images from those times as proof: Look, here is a typical Soviet village store. Zoom in on the windows and see what was on sale: Brazilian coffee and Indian tea, a whole pyramid of canned crabmeat. You can even see the price tag—40 Kopecks! And in those days workers received an average salary (according to official statistics) of 280 rubles a month!

			That is the kind of nonsense that thrust me into the front line of President Yeltsin’s crusade for democracy and the market economy. Add to that an interest in politics from the age of thirteen, plus parents who talked politics, and the end result was a worryingly wild-eyed young man. I could not bear to hear anyone criticize Yeltsin, or indeed Yegor Gaidar and Chubais, who were driving his reforms. How many hundreds of hours I spent arguing furiously in defense of Chubais with his privatization vouchers and later loans-for-shares auctions. “This is just the formation of a class of efficient property owners!” “This is just confiscating property from those repulsive ‘red factory directors’ who are obstructing our wonderful reforms!” I had, after all, written my dissertation on the topic of legal characteristics specific to privatization where I attempted to demonstrate that everything was fine, and in conformity with the law.

			As I remember, a very pleasant, elderly professor from the Department of Civil Law, one of the few really knowledgeable lecturers, asked me as I stood at the lectern defending my dissertation, “Well, I have no problem with the legal basis, but what is your personal opinion? Was the legal machinery used to the benefit of people and society? Were not the most important and profitable raw materials enterprises of the nation handed over without payment to former top officials, employing techniques indistinguishable from common embezzlement?” At the time I thought irritably, What an awesome old guy, but he too is just another diehard Communist, speaking out against the democrats, democracy, and progress. With extreme courtesy and not a little condescension I explained to him and the rest of the review board that people might hold a variety of opinions on the political decisions around privatization, but personally I welcomed the reformers’ efforts to transfer enterprises into efficient (I particularly emphasized “efficient”) ownership. Within my dissertation, however, I was considering only the legal aspects, and these were beyond reproach.

			The professor continued to smile politely, and shook his head. I got a 5.

			I recall another episode when I almost yelled at a female classmate whom I barely knew and who said, not to me, but to her friend, something like “We need to vote for Grigory Yavlinsky; it’s the only sane option.” She was referring to a young democratic politician known at the time for his economic reforms program, and I was furious. Could anybody be so dumb they didn’t understand that only total, unconditional rallying around Yeltsin would enable him to defeat the Communists, who wanted to drag us back into the Dark Ages when people’s highest aspiration was to be able to buy a pair of boots made in Yugoslavia? The only decent thing a right-minded person could do was to barge into someone else’s conversation and either prove to the fool that what she thought was idiotic and that she knew nothing about anything or, if rational argumentation proved ineffective, call her a fool to her face.

			This minor incident is etched in my memory because the girl was pretty, and because a few years later I joined the party of that selfsame Yavlinsky and, while awaiting the result of the party activists’ vote on whether to adopt me as a candidate, laughed at the thought that if she had been a time traveler, she could have trumped my almost calling her an idiot by circulating a photo of me as I was on that day.

			How confidently I defended the right of Yeltsin to subject the parliament building to tank bombardment. Of course it should be fired at—what alternative was there? The people inside were against the reforms, they were idiots, what was the point of talking to them? We educated people knew what needed to be done. The entire Moscow intelligentsia was for us and against them. It was just a bunch of deadbeats meeting in there who were incapable of understanding how necessary everything was that the team of Yeltsin, Gaidar, and Chubais were doing. They should go home obediently and quietly, and if they didn’t, then they deserved a tank bombardment.

			They were fairly elected? They represent their voters? Well, to hell with those elections and this constitution, and especially their voters, who are just dumb lowlifes and losers. They haven’t been able to make it in the new world of reforms and opportunities? Well, too bad! But now they’re getting in the way of people who want to get rich and grow. They’re dogs in the manger.

			

			—

			I’m reading an investigation (not ours, unfortunately) about a highly desirable villa belonging to Yeltsin’s daughter and son-in-law on the aforementioned St. Bart’s, “Millionaires’ Island,” so named because of a concentration there of real estate owned by super-elite celebrities and the rich. The Kardashian family and the Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich vacation there, and, it transpires, the family of the first president of Russia, that fighter against privilege who so demonstratively rode in a tram, also owns a house there worth $15 million. I look at the printout and feel a hatred achieved by turning my back on my infatuation. It is foolish to hate a dead person, and the fable about a donkey kicking a dying lion comes to mind, although I have always found its moral problematic. Is it that now they are dead no one should give Hitler and Stalin a good kicking, or Pol Pot, or Mao? Actually, what I feel about Yeltsin is probably not the kind of hatred you can have for a living person, but instead some complicated mixture of aversion, regret, and dismay. Regret for the marvelous opportunity my country and my people missed to live the normal, civilized European life we deserve. The aspirations and hopes, the trust, including the blind trust of such naive and muddleheaded people as me in my youth, were betrayed and cynically bartered. They were traded for the corrupt schemes—and earnings on the side—of the Yeltsin family, for guarantees of their safety. Sure enough, Putin’s first decree was on the material provision and guarantees of the legal immunity of “the family of the first president of Russia.” That is what the grand, historic events of the mid-1980s and early 1990s were reduced to.

			Putin kept his promise. The Yeltsin family live in luxury and security. Yeltsin’s son-in-law, Valentin Yumashev, worked for many years as Putin’s official adviser. The funny thing is that at the same time he is also quite officially on the payroll of several oligarchs. But that doesn’t seem to be a problem. First of all, thanks to Putin, he is protected. And second, seriously? Payments from oligarchs? That’s the least of what they’re up to. Here I am looking at that house on St. Bart’s and feeling so bad that this is what the freedom of the citizens of Russia was sold for. It’s time to stop using the Native Americans who sold Manhattan for $24 as the standard example of an unfair deal. Think instead about a popularly elected president who won his first election (fairly!) with 57 percent of the vote, only to barter everything for a house with a terrace in the Caribbean. A cool, objective look at the Yeltsin era confronts us with a dismal and disagreeable truth, one that explains Putin’s rise to power: there never were any democrats in government in post-Soviet Russia, let alone freedom-championing liberals who opposed conservatives desperate to resuscitate the U.S.S.R. The whole lot of them—with rare exceptions like Yegor Gaidar and Boris Nemtsov, who showed themselves to be incorruptible and found the strength either to retire (Gaidar) or to resist the reincarnation of authoritarianism (Nemtsov)—were an unholy horde of hypocritical thieves and lowlifes. They were aroused for a time by democratic rhetoric in order, within the framework of the political contest of the time, to be on the same side as the Kremlin, as the authorities. That was the only thing that mattered to them; along with, most important, the opportunities for self-enrichment.

			The whole bunch of them have always regarded power as a cash cow, and they still do. The feudal allocation of land for sustenance. Power equals money. Power equals opportunities. Power equals a comfortable life for you and your family, and everything you do while in power is aimed at retaining it. That is why all these functionaries were loyal members of the CPSU and never once inclined toward dissidence (none of them, including Yeltsin, who, despite the PR myth, never relinquished his seat in the ruling bureaucracy). Then, still ensconced in their old offices, they gravitated to the ideological niche of “capitalist democrats” and were agreeably surprised to find how much personal property they were allowed to accumulate under the new economic dispensations. “Elections,” “freedom of speech,” and ridiculous “human rights” were by no means an obligatory appendage to their Swiss bank accounts. They drifted toward a new stance as “patriotic conservatives deploring the collapse of our glorious U.S.S.R.,” an entirely organic, stress-free metamorphosis.

			I do not believe in karma or predestination, but as I am writing this, I feel the fates are mocking me. I feel I am being made to pay for my blind support of Yeltsin despite his disregard for the law. I don’t like the way Putin set out to kill me. But what was it I said when Yeltsin, who appointed Putin, was blasting away at the parliament with tanks? A reminder: I said, “It’s long overdue. There should be no mercy for these irredeemable morons cluttering up the parliament.”

			What about those privatization loans-for-shares auctions, when the nation’s major natural resource enterprises were handed over for free to people appointed from above to be oligarchs? Those, after all, were not only fundamentally shameless and immoral but also completely illegal in purely formal terms. People who wanted to get in on the act and compete for the best bits of what remained of the U.S.S.R. were barred, using the same ridiculous pretexts as those used nowadays to sideline election candidates. And when they took the matter to the courts, they were smirked at in just the same way the prosecutors smirked in the trumped-up cases against me. My comrades are being squeezed out of the political field year after year. Not only are we prevented from taking office, but any connection with our organization, even just a monetary donation, is threatened with inspections or even criminal prosecution. And that has all been done by the very people whose right to bombard the parliament, to falsify elections “for the sake of reform,” and to drive the Communists and nationalists out of politics “for the sake of the future” I so fervently defended.

			Once, after an interview in which I had talked about my sense of personal responsibility for having supported Yeltsin, and hence also for the emergence of Putin, someone (I think it was Yulia) told me irascibly, “Your weird sense of guilt over Yeltsin doesn’t even look like coquettish masochism; it just looks dumb. You were a schoolboy, a student back then. You were fifteen years old at the time of Yeltsin’s first election victory, twenty at the time of his second. What role do you think you played in the election of Yeltsin? If you really believe it was your fault, I can only congratulate you on your delusions of grandeur.”

			Well, there is logic in that. Nevertheless, this sort of public recanting seems to me to be very important from a practical point of view. We must not repeat the same mistake. Putin will not last forever, and we have no way of knowing what the nature of his departure will be—voluntary, forced, or natural. But from our history we can imagine how great the temptation may be to overlook at first small, then more major, transgressions on the part of whomever we are backing. The new leader gives voice to our interests, you can imagine someone saying, our political outlook. In order, for example, not to let the populists come to power, he may tweak, tamper, and tinker a little. He may make use of the national television channel. But what of it? He’ll be telling it how it is, he’s our guy, after all, and he’ll only get rid of people if they are really asking for it.

			That’s why, as a reminder of mistakes in the past and a pointer for the future, I would very much like this sense of karmic retribution to be shared by as many people as possible. People who, like me back then, turned a blind eye to the lawlessness, the lies, and the hypocrisy and saw it all as a case of the ends justifying the means and as necessary backing for a particular team.

			

			—

			My personal disillusionment with Yeltsin was caused by a car. It was immediately after the second round of the legendary election of 1996, when Yeltsin defeated the Communist candidate, Gennadiy Zyuganov, helped by lies, slander, falsification, and a grand conspiracy of elites, that I realized my dream and bought a car. I went to Germany to do so, which was common practice at the time. You would buy it there, drive it to the border, get customs clearance, and even after paying insanely high duties, it was still far more advantageous than buying a foreign-manufactured car in Moscow. I naturally wanted a foreign one, so I could impress other people, primarily girls. Simpleton that I was, I believed the tales that in West Germany you could buy a BMW 3 Series in decent condition for $7,000 or $8,000. In 1996 a BMW 3 was top of the line. Even at our university, where there were plenty of offspring of wealthy parents, that would have propelled me into the top thirty cool dudes, and in my military town even higher.

			The trip was a catastrophic failure. The cars I had set my heart on started at $15,000, and for some reason the Germans proved unwilling to sell them at half price to a Russian smart-ass like me. I needed to either settle for a far less classy car or go back home empty-handed, which seemed idiotic. As a result, in despair, I bought a crappy Renault 19 Chamade. Even today I am a little embarrassed to say so.

			There was nothing remotely cool about the car, and it was forever breaking down. It did not compare with driving a German car, and my acquisition instilled in me a long-lasting mistrust of the French car industry. But the main thing was that it solved my big problem of escaping the drudgery of suburban trains and buses.

			No matter how pathetic my Renault might be, it still needed to clear customs. Such posts in 1990s Russia were extraordinary places, iconic sites of corruption, opportunism, and the making of fast bucks. People who worked there could become millionaires within a week. It was a realm of chaos. The raising of the Iron Curtain allowed in a flood of goods not manufactured in the U.S.S.R.—computers, cars, “George Bush’s legs” (chicken legs from the United States that for years symbolized food imports), coveted Western clothing. Anything and everything was imported, and it all had to be cleared through customs.

			The “government of reformers,” as is now obvious, operated a policy of over-the-top corrupt protectionism that would turn any real conservative green with envy. Huge duties were imposed under the pretext of protecting domestic manufacturers. Then they were canceled, before being reintroduced. Customs policy could be changed by anyone bringing a suitcase of cash to the government. Needless to say, every decision to impose high duties was accompanied by ways of making it possible to circumvent them, exceptions for special cases. Ultimately, the most straightforward and effective idea came to dominate: redesignating goods subject to a high rate of duty as belonging to a different category, which attracted a low rate.

			An instructive joke of the times: the magician David Copperfield, Jesus Christ, and a Russian customs officer are arguing over who is best at performing miraculous transformations.

			David Copperfield: “Watch this. I shall now turn the air in my top hat into a rabbit.” He waves a magic wand, and the empty hat has a rabbit in it.

			Jesus makes passes with his hands over a glass of water: “Look at this. Now the water is wine.”

			Customs officer: “Call those miracles? You must be joking. See that train over there with the Japanese TVs?” The officer takes out his official seal, breathes on it, and stamps it on a piece of paper. “Now they’re green peas.”

			The customs clearance of cars provides a perfect example of what was going on. The duty on foreign cars was astronomical and was introduced in order to “support Russian car manufacturers,” but the laws of economics are inexorable. Years of duties and direct subsidies to car manufacturers, amounting to billions of rubles, were ultimately to no avail. But that came later. At the time, in 1996, there were duties to be paid and, of course, innumerable ways of avoiding them: special rates for pilots, diplomats, sailors, veterans of the war in Afghanistan, residents of Kaliningrad Region, and heaven knows who else.

			A large former vehicle maintenance facility in the Ochakovo district of Moscow was reassigned as a vehicle customs post, and there—standing in enormous queues in front of tiny windows you had to bend down to look into—thousands of people brandished fistfuls of real and fake documents, some attesting that they were sailors from the war in Afghanistan now serving in the diplomatic corps and so should be required to pay import duty on their 1991 Volkswagen Passat not at 40 percent but at 5 percent of its market value.

			Customs officers with such flinty expressions that I still can’t understand how the facial muscles of a normal human being could produce them dispatched these crowds from one window to the next. They saw their task as being to detect errors in the documents of as many people as possible—the stamp was wrong, the form was wrong, the date was wrong. This, in turn, increased the opportunities for savvy young people with “street smarts” written all over their faces. They did not stand in front of windows but went to doors, shoved their heads and handfuls of documents into spaces marked “Strictly no admittance,” joked with customs officers, shook hands with them. These intermediaries possessed the ability to transform people into entitled sailors and diplomats whose documents were accepted without demur.

			Their services, needless to say, came at a price, and you could tell from their faces that there was every possibility they might take your money and do nothing in return. But I had in any case decided I would go ahead and pay the tax so I could dispense with the middleman. I would just collect all the requisite bits of paper and stick it out in the queue. I queued for a day, I queued for a second day, and on the third day I could see that by the morning of the fourth day I should get into the all-powerful office, bearing all my papers ready and authenticated with the required stamps. On that morning however, I found a vast crowd on the floor where the office I needed was located and a sign advising that the office was closed.

			For the previous three days I had barely been able to contain my rage at this system, but this was just too much. It was a vestige of the Soviet past that for some reason had not yet been swept away by my beloved Yeltsin government.

			The cause of this halting of the form-filling production line was soon revealed. Sergey Yastrzhembsky, Yeltsin’s press secretary, was due to visit. He was to be greeted by all the customs post’s top management. The rank-and-file employees had evidently also decided it would be inappropriate to work on such a momentous day. We all remained just in case work might be resumed. The crowd had me pressed against a window in the corridor, so I saw the moment Yastrzhembsky arrived. The man whose main function was to announce on TV “The president is working on documents” when he was drunk and “The president has a firm handshake” when he was undergoing heart surgery emerged smiling from a black Mercedes, shook hands with those in charge and, bounding up the steps, disappeared through a door. It is odd that he failed to stumble and fall, such was the psychokinetic energy of my hate-filled gaze.

			A day before, Yastrzhembsky’s persistent lying about Yeltsin’s health had not bothered me in the slightest, and I was prepared to defend him. At this moment, however, I became disillusioned with Yeltsin and saw his lackeys, characters like Yastrzhembsky, to be no more than a gang of crooks and opportunists. I did not promptly switch my allegiance to a different political camp, and would have voted for Yeltsin in any election up to the moment of his sudden resignation in 1999. I just stopped being a fan or even a supporter. That moment at the customs post proved to me something I had been obstinately refusing to admit: Yeltsin’s reign was not about reform. It was pointless to expect any vision or economic growth from him. He was just a sick old alcoholic with a bunch of cynical fraudsters around him going about their usual business of lining their pockets.

			Later, we all learned from the memoirs of Yeltsin’s bodyguard, Alexander Korzhakov, that the president’s working day was typically over by noon, when he would say to Korzhakov, “Well, Alexander, perhaps it’s time for lunch.” This was the signal for Korzhakov to bring out a bottle of vodka and something to go with it.

			And there we were, breaking lances and talking ourselves hoarse about reforms when there was nothing there. Zilch. Yeltsin’s entourage were a bunch of crooks, some of whom called themselves patriotic statesmen while a similar bunch called themselves reformers. The reformers did more thieving but looked more presentable.

			My disillusionment with Yeltsin, for all the emotion of the moment, wrought no great change in my views. The episode at customs was in 1996 and I was twenty years old. All around me there were gangsters, discotheques, and a new and interesting life to be lived. I was a student and now I had my own car. The only thing I lost was my interest in politics.

			That was returned to me by Vladimir Putin.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  One of the reformers in Yeltsin’s government.
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			Wow, what a dramatic turn in my book. In such cases it is traditional in fiction to write something along the lines of The smooth flow of my narrative is disrupted at this point by such and such event. Mine certainly has been. My last chapter was written in a beautiful house in Freiburg, Germany. This chapter is being written in prison.

			After I was discharged from the hospital, I discussed this book with my agent and warned her it was difficult to provide an exact chapter outline because “this is an ongoing story.” And ongoing it is, now with what looks like a cheap literary device. But you can’t help that, because life is full of situations that markedly resemble literary clichés. For example:

			A court clerk, a giggly young woman, gives me papers to sign and is surprised when I ask her the date. “How can you not know today’s date? It is January 18. It is a date you are likely to remember very, very well.”

			With feigned surprise I ask her what she can possibly mean. She becomes even more giggly and makes it clear she knows I am teasing. The question does not deserve an answer, because both of us are well aware that today my term of imprisonment will begin. That being so, let me describe this significant day in detail, as well as the day that preceded it. I am sitting in a cell with nothing other than pen and paper, so ideal conditions for a writer.

			When I was recovering in Germany, I originally decided to return to Moscow on December 15, in time to celebrate the New Year and Orthodox Christmas at home. I said that in one of my first interviews after leaving the hospital. A sort of announcement that I would return once I had recovered from the poisoning had actually already been made while I was in intensive care. During a visit Yulia was reading me all sorts of urgent queries from my colleagues. Lying there, festooned with wires and tubes, I was giving her my responses.

			“Kira asks if we need to answer a question from The New York Times about whether you will go back.”

			“What a dumb question. Of course I will.”

			“Should she answer then?”

			“Yes, but without the bit about it being a dumb question.”

			To my annoyance this became a major news item all over the world. How do you like that, I thought irascibly the next day, staring at the wall. You work for twenty years in the full glare of publicity, you write hundreds of articles, every day you back up your words with actions, and they still imagine I might be too scared to go back. I was miffed.

			But by October it was clear I would not be returning in mid-December. I was feeling much better, but had yet to regain sensation in my left hip and had problems coordinating my movements. In a family meeting, Yulia made the decisive observation: “You know they may poison you again. Let’s make sure you go back so physically fit that if it happens, you have at least some chance of surviving.” We decided to postpone the return to mid-January and see what state I was in.

			So there I was, early in the morning on January 17, opening my eyes in a hotel in Berlin where we had stayed overnight after traveling from Freiburg. It’s dark; I look up at the ceiling. My stomach obligingly reminds me that, yes, Alexei, today is a special day. In English it is called having butterflies in your stomach. It is what, at pivotal moments in Hollywood movies, the heroes or heroines say they have. For a short while I lie wondering who had the idea of calling this feeling of queasy anticipation butterflies. It is something I get the day before big public appearances, protest rallies, court sentencing. I know it will pass the moment everything kicks off, but for now the butterflies are busy. I surmise that they must have been invented by American marketers, like the ones who devise new holidays every year, when you have to buy presents for people, although here the economic rationale is not so obvious.

			My train of thought—my favorite mode of transport—instantly delivers me to the next station, and I ponder, If I were a marketer, what holiday would I come up with to oblige people to make even more unnecessary purchases? The first that come to mind are “Brother’s Day” and “Sister’s Day.” It is a puzzle to me that they have not yet been invented. But I’m sure I can do better than that. Think! I would launch “Best Friend’s Day.” Bestie Day! Young girls would rush around cosmetics stores buying gifts for several friends, to whom they would present them with the words “Thinking only of you, my best friend!” Peer pressure would see to it. By five years after the launch, not to get a present on that day would mean you were not anyone’s best friend. Perhaps, though, better than a Best Friend’s Day would be just “Friend’s Day.” That would open it up to more people. But, no: The word “best” is what increases the average spend. Already I am planning a global advertising campaign, possibly to be commissioned by a future world government’s Department of Trade Networks Enhancement (naturally bringing in Instagram influencers and a Hollywood sitcom where the heroine gets herself in a fix by vowing to several different friends that they are all her best friend). At this point, however, there is a tapping on the window of my train of thought and a sobering voice reminds me, Alexei, you may think you are an awesome creative and spending your time wisely, but you are not. The name for what you are doing is procrastination. You don’t want to get out of bed and get to work, of which you have plenty. The plane leaves seven hours from now.

			Turning my head, I see the whites of eyes in the darkness. Yulia is looking at me. She is awake too.

			“Hi!”

			“Hi!”

			“Your lips were moving. Were you arguing with someone?”

			“No, I was working out a way to get women to buy more presents for each other.”

			“That’s really good. Did you also come up with a way of getting this day over with as quickly as possible so we are back home?”

			“I’ve already thought of that. I just need someone to lend me a time machine.”

			“Hmm…I hope your idea for women’s shopping was equally brilliant.”

			“Let’s get up and do tabata.”

			“No, I don’t feel like jumping around today, and I suggest you don’t either.”

			But I have decided to start a new life, the way you do every Monday and every January 1. I am going home to an uncertain future, but it’s certain that this odd, unanticipated, interesting five months of life in Germany is over. The importance and solemnity of the moment call for beginning a new life. Today I will be calm and brimming with goodwill, no one will succeed in angering me, and I will not raise my voice. Once I am back home, irrespective of how events develop, I will slot my life into a more organized schedule, which will include self-improvement and exclude procrastination. I will read at least one book a month, and half my reading will be in a foreign language.

			I am forty-four and love starting new lives. I do it all the time. The first day of a new life is always great, and ideally should start with physical exercise, like tabata. It would be absurd even to think of starting a new life without sport and exercise every morning. No matter how busy you are, you can always find ten minutes for a warm-up to fill you with energy to carry you through the day. If all else fails, just spend ten minutes less on Twitter. What could be simpler? It’s downright odd I’ve never managed it in the past.

			If anything, I’ve had more than enough sport in the past five months. It is what my rehabilitation consisted of. When I came out of the hospital, I could barely walk, my arms and legs were trembling, brain-muscle connections had been destroyed, and consistency in my movements was hard to achieve. But I began doing exercises with a physiotherapist and a trainer, following a set routine. Whether I felt like it or not, whether I was wide awake or just wanted to stay in bed, the doorbell would ring and a cheery, smiling muscleman would breeze in saying, “Hello, Alexei, today we are doing legs. It is going to be very hard.” The contracts with the trainer and the physiotherapist ran out recently, and on the pretext of getting ready to leave and needing to work on Project Psycho—an investigation into Putin’s palace that I would release the day after my return—I called off the exercises. Now, however, I get out of bed and begin warming up under the skeptical gaze of Yulia. I am going to perform two tabatas.

			This is a big mistake. Tabata is a brief, four-minute, high-intensity exercise routine. You work out for twenty seconds, then rest for ten. I do the first one and feel my back hurting. It’s something I get after sitting still for a while, and yesterday we were on the train for seven hours. It usually goes away after a few days. In this tabata a lot of the exercise works out the back and lower back. I need to do it intensively and the invisible hand of sport will look after everything with no need for intervention.

			On the fourth set, however, there is the classic “Ouch! Damn! Oh oh oh, I can’t straighten up.” I’m stuck with my hands and feet on the floor, unable to move. I laugh at the situation, trying not to cry out in pain. Anyone who has suffered a pinched nerve in the spine knows what I am talking about. From the bed I hear a sigh and the words “You’re such a goofball sometimes. You couldn’t have timed this better.”

			No matter—I need to get a move on and see the latest version of our Putin investigation, which now runs to two hours, and make edits. It may well be the last opportunity, since the scenario that I get arrested in the airport, if not the most likely, remains a possibility for which I need to be prepared. I hobble into the shower, wash, shave, get dressed, and go to the room next to mine. Kira Yarmysh, also responsible for video production, is there. The door is open. Kira and Maria Pevchikh, head of the Anti-Corruption Foundation’s investigations, are sitting on a sofa looking intently at a laptop on a coffee table. They are holding paper cups of coffee, and the expressions on their faces are exactly what you would expect to see on the eve of the launch of a very important project when every conceivable deadline is being missed.

			We have spent several months undertaking a huge research project on Putin’s palace in Gelendzhik on the Black Sea, which we use to give a detailed insight into how he finances his family, his amusements, his hobbies, and his mistresses. I was still in intensive care when Maria came into my hospital room and said, “Let’s hit them where it hurts. We have the plans of the palace, and while you are here learning to walk again, I’ll find out where they got the money.” The project was code-named Psycho because, when we first looked at the plans of the site, with all its theaters, golden eagles, and sofas that cost as much as an apartment, our constant refrain was, “This man is sick. He is obsessed with luxury.” We agreed that we would release the video the day after I returned to Russia, and today it has become obvious we are running out of time. There is an immense amount of computer graphics. Vast diagrams detailing corrupt linkages cannot be omitted, because otherwise our accusations will appear mere hearsay. But these are a turnoff for the average viewer. It is our eternal quandary: how to strike a balance between entertainment and boring journalistic and legal matters.

			We watch the latest version, and Kira makes notes for further edits. I give final approval to the title and the main images we are going to post on social networks to attract viewers. We won’t be ready to release it tomorrow, but we’ll bust our guts to have everything ready for Tuesday. “What do we do if you get arrested at the airport?” Kira asks.

			“Stick to the main idea of getting it out as quickly as possible,” I say. “If you see that reports of the arrest have filled up the news space and the investigation will not get the attention it deserves, you can delay it for a day, but no more.”

			I return to my room very worried. A short text describing the investigation for YouTube, texts for the social networks, a post on my blog—none of it is ready, and it’s unclear how I’m going to find the time to do it. You can make a good product but then mess everything up by failing to promote it properly. That’s a lesson about new media I learned long ago.

			I’d been imagining I would fly home on Sunday night, finish everything off at home in peace, and the next day release our blockbuster, making maximum use of the social networks, especially TikTok, on which I was pinning great hopes. Now, though, I am becoming nervous, because everyone around me keeps asking, in a completely matter-of-fact way, “What if you get arrested at the airport?” It is not because I am afraid of being arrested, but I realize I have airily put off dealing with a bunch of very important matters.

			I need to write a stack of emails, because I very well may get jailed and I’ll be kicking myself if I don’t get them done. Past experience suggests the biggest problems arise from things you haven’t thought about—internet access to your bank, authorizations and passwords for the various applications and devices you use every day. Knowing that your family is okay accounts for 99 percent of your peace of mind in prison. I don’t want to be there worrying that my wife can’t withdraw money from my account because of an idiotic bank requirement that I have to give written permission from my email address. A hundred newspapers around the world can report that I’m arrested and in jail, but the bank manager will still respond, “Sorry, there is nothing we can do to help. He must send us an email, or use our very convenient phone application.”

			I open my laptop. Needing to write large numbers of emails is one of the most common bugbears of modern people. That is precisely what is bubbling up a cauldron of ire in me, even though only three hours ago I was telling myself that today I am beginning a new way of life that will be marked by my amazing serenity and goodwill toward everyone. Yulia is packing our belongings, I am writing idiotic emails, and the pain in my back is getting worse. There’s a knock at the door.

			Yulia opens the door and I hear her say in English, “Daniel, I haven’t given permission for you to film yet, I’m not ready.” Daniel is an excellent and very pleasant young director. He is making a documentary on me and, understandably, needs interesting shots: our preparations, the final minutes of packing, meetings about “What should we do if…” The livelier it all is, the greater the nervous tension, the better for him. I warned him yesterday I would allow him to film our preparations for leaving, but only toward the end, and that he could turn the camera on only with our agreement. But what kind of documentary filmmaker would observe a rule like that?

			So now I’ve found someone on whom to vent my frustration. “Daniel!” I yell from the next room. “What the hell…We had an agreement! Why are you doing this? You are really in the way.” Unable to restrain myself, I add a phrase starting with “Get the” and ending with “out of here,” and immediately regret being so rude.

			Daniel departs. Yulia comes into the room, screwing a finger at the side of her head: “What were you thinking? He had the camera running. Here comes your emotional movie moment.” So one more thing is added to the to-do list: apologize to Daniel. Great.

			I finish writing the emails and send them. I check that Yulia has access to the banking apps—a fairly pointless exercise because all my accounts have been frozen for months by lawsuits filed by “Putin’s chef,” Yevgeny Prigozhin, a man who, in the days of the U.S.S.R., was convicted of aggravated robbery but has now become, thanks to his friendship with Putin, “a successful entrepreneur” with a monopoly on the food supply to the day cares and schools of Moscow.

			We are running out of time. One more meeting is scheduled. I call Leonid Volkov, our chief of staff, Maria, and Kira. Yulia joins us. We briefly discuss the plan of action for each possible scenario: we get home without hindrance; I am arrested at the airport and jailed; I am detained, then released, and the Kremlin waits for the indignation to subside and then has me arrested; nothing happens, but I am arrested in a couple of weeks on a different charge, and so on. These scenarios are approaches the Kremlin has already used on us. In the twenty-first century you are confronted not just by the machinery of a repressive state but by the PR machinery of that state. Public opinion is what matters to all the players. The same action performed in subtly different ways can either leave people unmoved or enrage them and bring them out onto the streets to demonstrate. Everything has to be taken into account, including what day of the week it is and the weather.

			Our discussion is about operational details, who will do what. Not since 2012, when criminal charges against me were being cooked up faster than you could bake cakes, had there been the need to discuss the larger question of how we can continue to work if I am imprisoned. I have been spending several months each year under arrest, and our organization has carried on operating without me just fine, which is a source of great pride. We have a really talented team.

			We call Olga Mikhailova, my lawyer, who has come to Germany in order to fly back with me in case I am detained in the passport control hall. We quickly run through the scenarios with her too and decide the order in which we should cross the border.

			Mikhailova anticipates they might detain me after I have passed through the turnstile, that is, after formally crossing the border. I would then be taken away quickly. So she will go through first, then I, then Yulia. These are important issues we need to discuss if we are to be prepared for every eventuality, but I do not actually believe I will face any threats on the day of arrival.

			I have long ago given up trying to analyze and predict the behavior of Putin and the Kremlin. There is just too much irrationality in it. Putin has been in power for more than twenty years, and like that of any other leader in history who has stuck around that long, his head is filled with messianic obsessions, all that “No Putin, No Russia” stuff, openly proclaimed from the rostrum of the State Duma. The real balance of power between the sundry groups in the Kremlin is also unknown, no matter what the political analysts choose to write. So it is futile to try calculating what “they” might do next, and we have to do what we think is right.

			We have, however, a general understanding of how the media and public opinion function. More or less all we know about Putin’s technique for ruling is that he conducts endless opinion polls and takes account of the results in his planning. Arresting me at the airport would not be in his interests. Of all the scenarios for isolating me, this is the one most favorable for me. In the first place, the European Court has already ruled on the Yves Rocher case, recognizing that I am innocent.[*1] I make that point during our discussion: “Are you trying to tell me they will arrest me on a charge that has already been ruled against by the European Court of Human Rights? You must be joking.”

			Arresting me for “failing to observe the conditions of a suspended sentence” would be too cynical, even by the standards of the Kremlin. First they try to poison me, and then, when I am in a coma and in intensive care, they announce, Oh, look, he has failed to register with the police. Let’s imprison him on that count. If they try it, they will immediately lose the battle for the first bastion of public opinion, the journalists who follow closely how the situation is developing.

			My period of probation in a case they brought in 2014 ended, after numerous extensions, on December 30, 2020, eighteen days ago. So it is no longer possible to revoke my suspended sentence. Obviously, no such trifling matter as the law will ever deter a Russian judge, for whom the only thing that matters is the telephone call in which his boss gives him his orders. But why make everything difficult, why attract attention, and, most important, why whip up sympathy for me with blatantly illegal harassment?

			At his most recent press conference Putin referred to me dismissively with a phrase that had clearly been thought through and characterizes his latest tactic: “Who cares about him?” So would it not make the best sense to operate within that framework and ignore my return? Reduce a big deal to a puff of smoke? Instead of providing journalists with the anticipated great shots of me being arrested, let them have a video of me coming out of the airport with my luggage, unsure what to do with myself while waiting for a taxi? Then, after a couple of weeks, when the fuss is over, call me in for questioning on the latest fabricated criminal charge. A couple of months after that, impose house arrest. Three months or so after that, move me to a prison with a short sentence, then renew it. Then just keep me there. Everyone will have gotten used to it by then. Why would anyone protest when I’d been in prison for ages? No, Putin is nuts, but he’s not going to be crazy enough to create a major incident by arresting me at the airport.

			When Leonid suggests thinking through what to do if my plane is diverted to a different airport from the one where people will be waiting for me, I dismiss the idea out of hand. Come on, they are never going to do that. How would that fit into their “Who cares about him?” strategy?

			There is just one tiny worm stubbornly eating away at the foundation of my logical constructs: Project Psycho. I know that during the investigation there was no possibility of leaks, but a couple of weeks ago we sent the material for large-scale production. A website is being created, the text is being edited, a two-hour film is being made. A fair number of people are already aware of the content of the project. I have complete confidence in all our people, but still, the Anti-Corruption Foundation is a target for the infiltration and recruitment efforts of a vast intelligence agency, the Federal Security Service. In addition, information about the project can be acquired by hacking computers and networks, by bugging our office, by concealed cameras. That tiny worm is warning me: Dude, you know perfectly well that if Putin has gotten wind of your plan to show the nation his palace from the inside out, to make public how his mistresses are kept and how state-owned Gazprom buys apartments for them, he will go ballistic. He will lock you up at the first opportunity to prevent you from releasing this investigation. And there are a thousand and one simple ways you can be killed in prison.

			Well, we’ve had our meeting, so let’s now disperse and in thirty minutes reassemble with our luggage. I get up from the sofa and feel severe back pain. Damn, why could it not have chosen a different day to hurt? For months I have been doing exercises every day. But today…well, forget it, it will pass. The main thing is for those welcoming us not to notice that I can’t bend my back.

			I need to call the film crew, having promised to let them record the last minutes before we leave. For Yulia and me these are our last minutes alone together until we get home, or whatever. We sit with our arms around each other, giggling. Our conversation is what you have to expect of a moment that seems to call for a talk, but where there is really not much to talk about. The mood of those around us ranges from dismay to wariness. We ourselves just want to get back home. For Yulia and me this is not a day to dread but one we have long been looking forward to. All our problems and anxieties relate only to the fact that for the next several hours there will be a horde of journalists jostling around us, then the chaos of the reception at the airport, and so on. So we sit and say to each other something along the lines of How are you feeling? Fine. How about you? Great. We just need to be patient for a while and soon we’ll be home and shut the door, and everyone will leave us in peace.

			We are going to be met at the airport by several thousand people, as we can see from the reception group on Facebook. That means I’ll have to make a speech. Not a long one, but an essential one. I want to thank everyone for their support—even though it will all end up as a chaotic crush, because there is no doubt that the last thing Putin wants to see is a beautiful picture of a jubilant throng greeting my triumphant return. I have had the experience many times. I enter the meeting area, and Kremlin activists immediately start pushing and shoving. Paid disrupters are artfully arranged to display absurd placards. The police standing nearby yell into a megaphone that everyone must disperse immediately. I usually pay no attention to any of it, look for something to climb up on, and deliver my speech, outshouting the police and their amplified sound. What have I not used as a makeshift rostrum, from a snow hill to a children’s house with a slide in a playground?

			The only decision I cannot make up my mind about is whether to speak with or without a mask. The rules of the pandemic and European political etiquette mandate wearing a mask. How many times have I met people here who have been happy to chat without masks but afterward, when being photographed, are careful to put one on and keep a meter and a half apart? They don’t want to perplex the voters. But how can you deliver a speech wearing a mask? All the energy would be dissipated. It would be like taking off your shoes to enter a house that has just been devastated by a tsunami. I come to the only wise decision: it will depend on the circumstances.

			Everyone starts getting ready to leave. We put on our outdoor clothing and check that nothing has been forgotten. Our room is crammed with people in coats and with luggage, which makes the group seem much larger. The cameraman is skipping around seeking out the most dramatic angles. Those staying behind in Berlin look at me and Yulia with a mixture of concern and sympathy, which is mildly annoying and comical at the same time. Once again I tell everyone not to look so gloomy, because everything is going to be fine and in six hours from now we will arrange a call on Zoom.

			One Russian superstition—or is it a custom?—I strictly observe is sitting down for a moment before embarking on a journey. There are a lot of people here, some of whom we don’t know all that well, and others we do, like Leonid, who are staunchly rational in their outlook. This makes me hesitate to say, Let’s sit for a moment before we set out, but if there are any sprites or deities who can bring good luck for a journey, this is absolutely the right moment to summon them. Indeed, they might be offended if we don’t. All my life I have observed this ritual before trips, even when we were only taking the family for a couple of days to see the sights in a nearby city. Am I now to ignore a rule so set in stone? In the hope of not being laughed at, and especially in order not to shock foreigners like Daniel with my backwardness, I say jokily, “And now, in accordance with the Russian tradition, let’s sit for a moment before our journey.” Everybody readily does so, and Leonid says, “Oh, my mother always does this.” “People do it in Canada too,” Daniel adds. I’m glad I am not the only pagan and that everyone around me is also empowering the travel spirits.

			Out in the corridor we are met by a group of athletic-looking men, and the wires spiraling out of their ears give away the nature of their employment. This is a close protection team from the Berlin police. I am “a person at risk,” and they are obliged to take account of that fact. It is up to the police in different parts of Germany to make their own risk assessment. In the Black Forest, where we have just come from, my risk category was downgraded from the highest to the third highest, which meant the police were present only at public events planned in advance. In Berlin they said, “We don’t know what they do in other regions, but this is the capital, and here you are in the maximum threat category.” They backed this talk up by providing two armored limousines and six people to walk next to me on every outing. If Germans draw up a protocol, even if a comet crashes down on the planet, they will follow it to the letter.

			The police were actually fantastic, cheerful guys. During the months we have been here, Yulia and I have become their friends, and they have gone out of their way to be helpful to us. It has seemed to me that something that brought us closer was the fact that they were with me from the first moments of my “new life” after the poisoning. They watched over me as I learned to eat, talk, and walk again.

			I am relieved to be under guard today. The maximum-risk regulations stipulate that we must be whisked straight to the tarmac, sneaking past a crowd of journalists hoping to waylay me. I feel a bit sorry for them and understand their annoyance at waiting hours only to be deprived of photos.

			We say our farewells, hug, and get into the cars. Yulia and I go in one, my lawyer Olga and Kira in the other. The head of security, turning in the front seat, jokingly tells me his whole team appreciates my courage, but he hopes I am aware that my next trip abroad is not likely to be for some time. I laugh it off and say I am expecting them to come to my rescue by dropping into my prison from a helicopter.

			We drive to the airport and enter through a special gate. The police take our passports, and after a while a border guard comes to compare the passport with the person. We smile at him from the car and he smiles back. We’re ready to leave.

			The first thing I see when I get on the plane is a huge mass of media. Kira has told me that ten or so journalists have called to say they have tickets on our flight. I figured that meant there would probably be fifteen or so. In fact, there are a good fifty, and they are all in the middle of the cabin clambering on top of each other and hanging over the normal passengers, who are staring at the proceedings in amazement. The journalist pack looks like a ball from which there protrude, like bristles, selfie sticks with mobile phones on the end, cameras, hands, and a few heads. I feel completely calm. The butterflies in my stomach have flown away as they always do. The body evidently knows when it is time to stop worrying because there is work to be done.

			My “favorite” time is about to begin. The journalists needed to do their thing, the video and sound recording their editors sent them to do. Now, though, I plan to do nothing beyond sitting in my seat. I will not make comments or offer interviews on board, saving all the important stuff for Moscow. Give everything away now and when it really matters there will be nothing left to say. Experienced politicians have a unique ability to repeat the same thing over and over again while giving the impression they are making their revelation for the first time. I have yet to acquire that skill, so I urge all the reporters to let us through to our seats.

			The media, however, are having none of it, continuing to shoot video in case I do something interesting. What are they expecting, a backflip? A comic song? That I will rip up a picture of Putin and eat the pieces?

			From behind us comes the voice of a flight attendant, pleading with everyone to take their seats. I carry on making inane jokes along the lines of “I wonder why there are so many journalists here,” and greeting those I know. Then I advance resolutely toward the throng, which finally relents and lets us through to our seats.

			They hang over us, shooting video, shining flashlights, recording with microphones. I can read in the eyes of every journalist, Go on, do something! So I do. I take out my laptop, open Rick and Morty, put my earbuds in, and start watching. It’s not very polite, but something I always do. I glance over at Yulia and see the plea in her eyes: Don’t just abandon me like this for your cartoons. I don’t like these awkward moments with journalists, but Yulia really hates them. I pass her one earpiece, and she whispers in my free ear, “Thank you.” I am not doing her much of a favor, because she doesn’t like all these cartoons, which I love—The Simpsons, Futurama, Rick and Morty. For now, though, she will pretend to be a big fan.

			The pilot adds his voice to the efforts of the flight attendants to bring order. Over the intercom he urges everyone to take their seats, and it works. We take off, but soon someone is hanging over us asking, “Alexei, don’t you think you will be arrested at the airport?” A tall bald man is the most persistent. He stands alongside us, instructs his colleague to point his camera at me, and shouts loud enough for the whole cabin to hear, “Alexei, say a few words for Israeli TV.” He drowns out both Rick and Morty. Realizing this man’s iron will is going to surmount all obstacles, I am tempted to say, I would like to assure everyone in Israel that everything will work out for me just as well as the situation is working out in the Middle East. I open my mouth to say it, but stop just in time, remembering the golden rule for every politician on planet Earth: If at all possible, do not say anything about Israel and the situation in the Middle East. No matter what you say, someone will be upset, so I say something like, “Hello to everyone watching Israeli television. Everything is going to be fine.” The bald gentleman beams and turns to the camera to explain to his viewers the profound significance of this remark.

			It is announced that we are about to land. Everyone returns to their seats. Then: “Dear passengers, owing to difficult weather conditions and heavy air traffic, the services at Vnukovo are unable to receive us right now, and we will have to circle the airport a few times. We have sufficient fuel.” Sighs are heard throughout the plane. Reactions range from a frustrated “Oh, hell!” from normal passengers to a jubilant “At last something interesting is happening” from journalists, and a sense from everyone of, We get the idea. “My apologies, everybody,” I shout to my fellow passengers. There is general laughter and someone even claps.

			Across the aisle is a young woman in one of the most awful predicaments a passenger can face. Anyone with children will sympathize. In her arms she has a sleeping infant, large and heavy, and next to her is a child of about seven. She is traveling on her own, with children and luggage. The absurd regulations of Pobeda Airlines forbid passengers to change their seats, and despite her desperate requests she is not allowed to move away from the journalists crowding around us. She takes it stoically, and even keeps giving us the thumbs-up to show support. “That poor woman,” Yulia whispers in my ear. “Flying alone with two small children is already too much to bear. If we’re diverted now to an airport where she has no one to meet her, she’s really going to be struggling.” “Yes, it’s a really bad situation for the ordinary passengers. They’re going to hate us if the airport is actually switched. If it were me, I’d be furious. I don’t think it’s going to happen, though. They’ll just keep the plane circling until those who’ve come to welcome us get tired of waiting.”

			Then there is another message from the pilot. “Dear passengers”—it seems to me he is no longer attempting to conceal his sarcasm—“the ground services at Vnukovo airport are informing us that owing to weather conditions they are unable to let us land. Our aircraft is being redirected to Sheremetievo airport.” I again apologize to all my fellow passengers, and again everyone laughs. The journalists cannot conceal their delight. Their excursion has not been in vain. Ordinary passengers are scratching their heads anxiously, wondering what to do about those meeting them at Vnukovo or their connecting flights.

			We are preparing to land, and the mass of media again begins congregating around us, ignoring the flight attendant’s demand that they return to their seats. There is always the possibility that I may force open a cabin window and leap out with a parachute to outwit border security. They can’t risk missing a shot like that. To get them to go away, Yulia and I hold hands and put our heads together, whispering. The assembled media snuffle contentedly as camera shutters click, as if to say, Fair enough, if you aren’t going to give us any interviews or do a parachute jump, at least you’ve given us a show of love. Those pictures should drive some worthwhile internet traffic.

			The plane lands. We get out. Everyone’s phones begin working again. On the bus taking us from the plane, journalists tell us the latest news. At Vnukovo, where several thousand people have been waiting to welcome us, some are being arrested. In addition, when it was seen from aircraft tracking apps that we were being diverted, the police blocked the road out of Vnukovo to stop those waiting on the ground from taking a taxi or driving their cars to Sheremetievo to greet us. As the journalists are telling us all this, they are holding up selfie sticks with their phones, providing a live broadcast of everything that is happening. “Why are you broadcasting?” I ask. “Nothing is happening. We’re on a bus and I’m holding a suitcase. Who’s interested in that?” “Well,” one of the reporters says, “the live broadcast on this channel alone is being watched by half a million people.”

			I’d give my eyeteeth to have that many online viewers for my Thursday broadcasts. Evidently the tease of “Is Navalny going to be arrested or not?” is a greater draw for the public than my political speeches. It reminds me of a live stream a few years ago that went viral. On air, they were wrapping rubber bands around a watermelon: just ordinary, thin rubber bands of the kind people buy for who knows what reason. The watermelon was being squeezed in the middle and starting to resemble a figure eight but was not splitting or exploding. The action was followed by several million viewers, including me. It was unbearable to watch, completely inane. Had I never seen a split watermelon before? But it would have been even more unbearable to stop. Having invested a whole hour, I couldn’t miss the exact moment when the watermelon burst. It is probably the same now: everyone is curious to see if the watermelon is going to burst, and if it does, they want to be watching.

			After getting off the bus and entering the airport building, our tumultuous contingent heads in the wrong direction. The airport staff put us right. I really do need to say something now, I think. It will be unfair to the journalists if I am arrested without having given them something to report. Actually, there are things I do want to say. We are just walking past a large illuminated poster of Moscow as it is advertised to foreigners—Red Square, St. Basil’s Cathedral, more of the same—and taking Yulia’s hand, I walk purposefully toward the poster, thinking it is the ideal spot for a press statement.

			As often happens, I immediately forget everything I have been intending to say. Not the broad thrust, of course, but the structure and sequence. Everything comes out spontaneously. I begin by apologizing to the passengers not only on my flight but in the entire Moscow air network, because it is clear the authorities have shut down Vnukovo completely. I go on to say that irrespective of how events develop, I am very glad to be back home and know I have truth on my side. I say what I feel.

			We go through to passport control. As agreed, Olga passes through first so she cannot be held back by the border guards if they decide to detain me when I get to the other side. I follow. The border guard looks at me cheerfully and holds out his hand for the passport. “Well,” I say, “have you been waiting for me?”

			“Of course,” he says. He goes through the usual motions, leafing through my passport, looking at it, then at me, and types something into his keyboard. Suddenly, from behind the frosted glass of an adjacent room, a colleague appears. He’s senior in rank, a captain. The captain holds out his hand for the passport and then starts brusquely looking through it. Yulia gives me a wry smile, as if to say, Here we go. “Alexei Anatolievich, please come with me,” the captain says. The expression on our lawyer’s face reflects what she is thinking about the failure of our cunning plan. She is standing literally centimeters away, but already on the far side of the barrier that symbolizes the state border. She tries to open it and come back in, but it is obviously locked and can only be opened by pressing a button in the border guard’s cubicle.

			“Why do you want me to go with you?” I ask.

			“We need to establish certain details.”

			“Well, what’s the problem with establishing them here?”

			“You need to come with me.”

			Do you take me for a complete fool? I think. If you’ve decided to arrest me, bring out your cops, of whom you doubtless have a squad at the ready. They want to avoid a photograph of the police taking me away.

			“I don’t have to go anywhere with you,” I say. “Here is my lawyer. I insist you establish your details or whatever it is in her presence.” We bicker some more, and I can see the pain in the captain’s eyes. He is under instructions to get me to walk through that adjacent door—with no photos of policemen—but he is clearly not going to be able to deliver. He mutters something into his handset, and six policemen magically appear. Olga begins attacking the barrier even more energetically, demanding to be let back in. Just in case, I move Yulia, who is standing between me and the police, behind my back. Heaven knows what they may have in mind.

			The altercation continues, now with a police major, and by now I am on autopilot. This routine of “Come with me,” “No,” “Come,” “No, I don’t have to. Here is my lawyer,” “No, come with me” is something I know so well I could repeat it in my sleep. What is important right now is to think strategically. I have a single-use mobile phone in my pocket (I feel it). Kira has the backpack with the laptop. I give the suitcase to Yulia; it is unlikely she will be detained too. That seems to be everything. I am ready. I say goodbye to Yulia, kissing her on the cheek.

			The standard dialogue has already reached the stage of “If you refuse to comply with the instructions of police officers, forcible action will be taken.” There is no point in refusing to go with them and be dragged off by the arms and legs like at protest rallies. What if all they are planning to do is hand me a summons to appear in court? In fifteen minutes the whole confrontation would look pretty silly. I kiss Yulia again and go on my way, accompanied by an escort of police.

			Ten meters away, a door opens onto a room with a table, a chair, and another dozen policemen in it. “Well, well,” I say, “have you been waiting in ambush?” “Sit down,” I’m told. I do so. A dozen masked police officers form a semicircle around me with their hands behind their backs. It is a comical scene, and my first impulse is to pull out the phone, take a photo, and send it for posting on Twitter. I refrain, however, unsure that the phone even has a camera, because it was one of the cheapest available. More to the point, they will simply confiscate the phone, and then I will not be able to report where I am being taken. Most times that can be done from the police van. It has now become very obvious I will not be going back out that door.

			Everyone in Russia is familiar with the phrase “a theater performance for one spectator.” It starts within a few seconds. Two characters in plain clothes turn on cameras, while a third (you can tell he is in charge from his jacket) produces some papers, goes over to the major, and begins solemnly intoning, Comrade blah blah blah, I report that in the case of blah blah blah there is blah blah blah evidence, blah blah blah Navalny, blah blah blah search. Having absorbed this, the major turns to the border guard, who reports that based on a review of blah blah blah documents citizen Navalny has been identified.

			At this, I start laughing at them. “Why are you behaving like lunatics? Who are you putting this show on for? There’s only me here; relax and speak normally,” I say. They cannot relax, however, because of those two cameras filming the proceedings. Their superiors, who have scripted this performance, are invisibly present in their camera proxies. Nobody reacts to my words.

			After hearing the border guard’s report, the major turns again to the plainclothes officer in the jacket and says, I report that in the course of blah blah blah, blah blah blah was identified…measures to detain blah blah blah. By now I am laughing out loud. The cops standing around are clearly also feeling uncomfortable about the sheer absurdity of the situation, but the cameras are rolling and you have to do as you are told.

			I try to disrupt this parade: “Look, my friends, can you tell me whether I am under arrest or not? Because if not, I’m out of here.” The policemen, standing in their semicircle, tense, but that is the only reaction to my words. They have clearly been forbidden to talk to me.

			The ceremonial part is now over and the jacket turns to me: “Come this way.”

			“Where to?”

			“Come this way.”

			“Inform me of my status. Am I under arrest?”

			“Come this way.”

			I am taken back out to the airport apron, where two police buses await. About eight people get into mine, and the jacket sits next to me. Damn! I won’t be able to call from the bus. Ordinary cops couldn’t care less, but this one would plainly grab the phone.

			We drive for a long time, and not in the direction of Moscow. Through the iced-up window I can see trees, small shops, and snowdrifts in the streets, which are not those of central Moscow. Having asked a couple of times where we are going and receiving no answer, I become even more certain they have been forbidden to talk to me. Usually cops, even if they do not give me a straight answer, enjoy chatting about political topics.

			We arrive at a building behind fencing. “Get out,” I’m told. Outside there are again the two dudes with cameras. There is no signboard on the building, but on entering I see it is clearly a police station, with a plastic window and a police major sitting behind it. The reception area. “Comrade Major, can you kindly tell me where I have been brought?”

			“Khimki police precinct.”

			It is strange it has taken so long to drive here. Khimki is near Moscow and not far from Sheremetievo airport. So they have decided to hide me away in Moscow Region, while everyone will be looking for me in Moscow.

			“May I go to the toilet?” I ask.

			“Of course.”

			This is my chance to call, before my phone is confiscated. No such luck. They open the toilet door, two cops look in, and a cameraman is even filming. “Are you out of your minds?” I ask. “Put that camera away.” The cameraman leaves but the cops stay, refusing to close the door, which would be against regulations. I decide not to try concealing the phone in my shoe or anything like that. Since they have brought me here, they will be searching me, and it wouldn’t be a good look if they found a phone in my sock. The more so as everything is being filmed and they would be able to do a special report on how I tried to trick the vigilant guardians of the law.

			The Khimki police have written all over their faces exactly how they feel about their department having been chosen for my arrest and all the associated paperwork. I know how the police in all the district departments hate it when I am brought in, because then they have the authorities breathing down their necks. Sometimes the brass shows up in person; other times it takes the form of phone calls. A chain of command should mean that the officer on duty reports to his immediate superior, that person to his, and so on up to the minister. In practice, a whole hierarchy of superiors call the duty officer directly, posing the same questions throughout the night until he is livid. They then start turning up to check the documentation on me, the “materials,” as they call it. If there are obvious mistakes, I will be able to ridicule and humiliate them in court, and journalists will delight in detailing it all on the internet. The top officials will hear about it and fume. In order to protect the honor of the uniform, usually, during the night, agents who know how to draft everything correctly arrive and make the officers rewrite everything. Even so, there are always mistakes.

			The covert protest of the Khimki police expresses itself in their readiness to talk to me. They behave in a friendly way, and even laugh at my jokes. The atmosphere improves. Of course, this is a variant of Stockholm syndrome. Some perpetrate their lawlessness against you in silence, while others do the same but ask if they can bring you tea with a slice of lemon. You feel like shooting the former and love the latter. That, incidentally, is why, no matter how many people have seen the good cop, bad cop technique used in crime series, it still works. When you are behind bars, you really need something good to hold on to.

			But when I see the police officer who is supposed to search me, I can’t believe my eyes. He looks just like Osipov, a member of the eight-man hit team that poisoned me. I have studied the faces of those men and thoroughly familiarized myself with them. This major, like all the others, is masked, but he has exactly that same round face, the bags under his eyes, and, most important, a shock of graying hair at the front. People go gray in different ways, and this head of hair has exactly the same proportions of black and white. I have the impression the major has noticed how closely I am observing him. There are perhaps five others in the room, but I focus my attention solely on him. I go over to the man, thinking it would be a really neat touch on Putin’s part if the dude now took off his mask, revealing himself to be Osipov, and said, Well, Alexei, what was it you said in your video, “I know everyone who tried to kill me”?

			The major does not, however, take off his mask, but carries on sifting through his papers, looking up at me periodically. My moment of stupefaction has passed. Yes, the resemblance of the upper part of his face is striking, but think logically, Alexei. In the first place, you have never seen Osipov, only a passport photo several years old. “Osipov” is being moderately cheerful and friendly, which finally disabuses me. I am slightly disappointed. That would have been very dramatic and made Hollywood green with envy.

			The warmer atmosphere does, however, have the negative consequence that, with the underlying uncertainty gone, my adrenaline drains away. It is just another routine overnight detention in a police station. My back pain returns with a vengeance. When the police begin the search, it is difficult for me to bend down to take off my shoes. They search me politely but meticulously, because those two cameras, those eyes of the invisibly present higher authorities, are still filming. I am glad I did not conceal the phone and have evaded the disgrace of having it found. Everything is taken off me and checked with a metal detector. Shoelaces, belt, and anything metallic needs to be removed. “Your wedding ring?” “It doesn’t come off.” “Okay.” Actually, it does come off, but for as long as I have been getting arrested, I have said it doesn’t, and they lay off.

			“Any physical injuries?”

			“No.”

			“Illnesses? How are you feeling?”

			“No illnesses, I feel fine.”

			The major completing the forms looks at me quizzically. “Your back?” A moment previously I had complained about it, and he has seen for himself the difficulty I had taking off my shoes and socks. “No need to mention the back,” I say. The problem with having a sore back is that it is impossible to prove. It will seem to everyone you are faking it to make people feel sorry for you. The more so because everybody, when they are arrested, tends (quite rightly) to complain immediately of every conceivable illness. But who is going to pity someone with back pain? You are more likely to be pitied for lack of imagination: Couldn’t he come up with anything better than that? To say nothing of the unwritten law of heroic political prisoners that enjoins them to complain about their health only if there is something seriously wrong. (I don’t know who thought up that code. Possibly I did myself, just now.)

			“Here is your single-use bed linen. Here,” a lieutenant colonel holds out a square box, “is food and tea. Here is a mattress.” The mattress is old and monstrously stained. They always are, but a seasoned jailbird like me knows to express indignation. “What’s this? Where did you find this mattress? Under a dead hobo? It obviously has not been heat-treated. Please get me a different one.” The lieutenant colonel surveys the stains, sighs, and agrees. He goes to the storeroom and brings out a new one, and even a new pillow.

			Heavens above! A brand-new mattress and pillow, what unheard-of good fortune! They take me to the “monkey house,” and the door slams behind me. One long wooden bench and three walls. Instead of a fourth wall there is a grating (hence “monkey house”). In recent years they have begun replacing gratings with high-impact plastic glass, evidently to demonstrate how humane the justice system is. But on this occasion there is both a grating and glass. Behind the glass are two chairs in which two lieutenants are seated. “Are you going to be looking at me all night?” I ask. The lieutenants nod sadly. “There are cameras,” I say, pointing to a semicircular housing up in the corner. The lieutenants, with synchronicity, shrug. I take my jacket off, fold it neatly, and lay it on what I judge to be the cleanest part of the bench. I put the mattress, a thin sheet of foam rubber, on it, covered with a piece of synthetic fabric serving as a disposable sheet. I take off my shoes and lie down. I have two thoughts: how great this feels, and, after a night on this wooden plank, I’ll be done for. I always sleep soundly in police cells, and this time fall asleep instantly.

			I wake up with a terrible pain in my back, which has come when I tried to roll over to my other side. One lieutenant is absent, but the other is eyeing me like a hawk. With great difficulty I get up and put my shoes on. “My back really hurts,” I say to the cop who is observing my torments.

			“Sleeping on something hard is really good for your back,” he says.

			“Thanks, that’s awesome. I feel so great now I could die.” The lieutenant has not been afraid to speak to me. That is a good start. “Tell me, does anyone know I’m in Khimki?”

			“Yes, everyone’s known for ages. They started posting during the night.”

			“Right. So, have they declared Operation Stronghold?”

			The lieutenant sighs: they have. Operation Stronghold is a plan for defending a police department from attack. It was evidently developed for dealing with terrorist attacks and other such emergencies but in practice is now used whenever the authorities want to keep lawyers, human rights activists, journalists, or anybody else out of a police precinct. If you later complain your lawyer was not allowed to see you, the Ministry of the Interior routinely replies, “At this time training exercises were underway, and Operation Stronghold was being rehearsed. Only officers and staff of the police department were admitted to or allowed to leave the site.”

			They practice Operation Stronghold whenever I’m arrested.

			“What time is it now?” I ask, expecting to hear something like five in the morning. I can’t see any windows, but the whole area seems enveloped in semidarkness and silence. There is none of the usual hubbub and slamming of doors. It’s half past nine, I’m told.

			“Wow, I really slept well. Could you please tell the duty officer I demand my phone call. I was promised it yesterday but didn’t get it. I’ve no doubt my lawyers are waiting outside the fence, and they need to be allowed in.” The lieutenant says okay and leaves. Delving into the box of rations, I find a plastic cup and a tea bag. The lieutenant returns. “The duty officer says that in half an hour you will be taken to your lawyer.”

			“Excellent. May I have some boiling water?”

			“No problem.”

			Half an hour later I am allowed out of my cage.

			“Come this way.”

			“Have the lawyers arrived?”

			“Yes.”

			We go up to the second floor. A corridor, an office, another corridor. “This way,” I’m told. I take a step and am literally dumbstruck. I am in a large, brightly lit room, and dazzled after the gloom of my cell. There is a table with several microphones on stands, like at a press conference. In front of the table are rows of chairs with people wearing face masks sitting in them. By the front row are several cameramen with cameras on tripods, which they turn on me when I walk in. In the middle of this chamber are my lawyers, Olga Mikhailova and Vadim Kobzev, looking at me with the same bewilderment with which I am looking at them. Everyone is waiting for me to take my seat at the table with the microphones. It is very formally laid out, with huge flags on flagstaffs.

			Holy shit, I think, it’s a press conference. The bastards! They’ve deliberately given me no warning so I would walk in unwashed, my clothes crumpled, bleary-eyed and unkempt. I smooth my hair down with my hands, trying not to look panicked. The cameras are trained on me. What are they hoping I’m going to announce? That I apologize? That I’m renouncing my citizenship? That I’m emigrating? I recall there were Soviet-era trials of dissidents with a kind of press conference at which they were forced to recant. But if that is what is planned here, they would have had to put pressure on me ahead of time to be sure I would say what they needed. Are they thinking they have intimidated me sufficiently with their quirky arrest? Have the lawyers promised them something in return for my release?

			I am thinking ten times faster than usual, evidently from the shock, and all these ideas flash through my mind in the couple of seconds it takes to look around the hall and get used to the bright light. “What’s going on here?” I ask.

			“There’s about to be a court hearing,” Olga says. Her expression suggests she would like to hit someone with her bag.

			“What?” It all seems like a practical joke, especially when Vadim begins laughing.

			“There is about to be a hearing to authorize your arrest.”

			“But we’re in a police station.”

			“Yes. We were allowed into the building just now and told there is going to be an off-site session of the Khimki court.”

			“This can’t be happening,” I say.

			“The head of the Khimki police department is applying for you to be placed under arrest for a month.”

			“Well, who are they?” I ask, indicating the people in the chairs.

			“These are ‘the public.’ I have no idea how they got in.”

			I notice “the public” are all glum middle-aged men who avoid my gaze. “You have to be joking.”

			I am still standing at the door, expecting that at any minute now Olga will burst out laughing and explain everything and I will congratulate her on her acting abilities. What is happening is impossible even by the standards of Putin’s courts. I was formally put on the wanted list for failing to register with the criminal division while undergoing treatment in Germany after being poisoned. I was required to report there twice a month under a sentence that had already been declared unlawful by the European Court of Human Rights. In theory the Simonovsky District Court, which has jurisdiction over my place of residence, can decide whether to turn my suspended sentence into a custodial one on the grounds of my failure to attend. It has done just that more than once in the past after I was detained for participating in protest rallies. The argument was that this too was a violation of the conditions of my suspended sentence, which required me to “behave well and not break the law.” Hearings of this kind are needed for intimidation, and to remind me that I can be thrown in jail at any given moment. Until now, they have invariably concluded with a warning: “Okay, we’re not going to jail you this time, but this is your last warning.” At least those proceedings had the formal appearance of a court session. There were summonses, dates of hearings, opposing sides. The criminal division would demand I be jailed and say how terrible I was. We would dispute that. But what was this? A law court in a police station? And anyway, what did the head of the Khimki police precinct have to do with me, and what right did he have to demand I be held under arrest for a month?

			“Sit there,” Olga says, indicating a chair. The chair she pointed to was directly under a portrait of Stalin’s secret police chief, Genrikh Yagoda. To call a court case Kafkaesque is a total cliché in Russia. It is an adjective I myself applied to every trial I was subjected to until it eventually became bad form to keep using such a hackneyed phrase. Nevertheless, that is what this literally resembled. If I remember, Kafka’s hero happens to go into a court on some business, only to find himself on trial. The astonishment then indignation of the hero have no impact on the mechanisms of the judicial system. That is what is happening here. I leave my cell in a police station for a meeting with my lawyer, only to find I am in a court, complete with its own fake public and fake journalists. When the judge comes in, I yell at her, “Are all of you out of your minds? What’s going on? Who are these people, and how come they knew about this trial before I did?”

			“These are journalists and members of the public, and this is an open trial.”

			At this moment, beautifully timed, we hear people in the street chanting, “Free Navalny!” and “Let us in!”

			“Right now there are members of the public down there. Let them into the trial,” I say.

			“Everybody who wished to attend has been admitted,” I’m told.

			“You can hear yourself, they are shouting ‘Let us in!’ ”

			“People have been standing there for several hours, and no one is being allowed in,” Olga says. “I waited there myself for three hours and was admitted only a few minutes ago. And I found out that there was to be a trial three minutes before it started.”

			“Everybody who wished to attend has been admitted,” the judge repeats.

			“You have said this is an open trial. I demand you admit the journalists. There are dozens of them.”

			“The trial is open. Applications were received from the press service of the Ministry of the Interior and from…”—she names two pro-Kremlin publications. “Nobody else expressed a wish to attend the trial.”

			“Nobody else knew anything about the trial!” I say.

			“Our trial is open. Any media organization could submit an application, but they did not wish to,” the judge says.

			Yagoda, who devised Stalin’s infamous system under which anybody could be seized, accused of being a spy, and shot, winks at me from his portrait. I curse them all roundly and very loudly express perplexity, but the effect is exactly as in Kafka’s novella. The “public” sits in complete silence, staring at the floor or looking at their cell phones. My lawyers bombard the judge with citations of the law, of which she takes not the slightest notice. The chanting outside the window grows louder, while the judge continues to insist that nobody wishes to attend the trial.

			I am most struck by a little female lieutenant. Someone has been needed to formally represent the head of the police station who is demanding my arrest. Evidently nobody was willing to undertake this shameful commission, so she has been sent. A young, shy girl, she is obviously scared initially by what is going on. However, she also provides a textbook opportunity to observe a truly Kafkaesque metamorphosis. At first she is terribly reticent and to all questions responds barely audibly with “As the court shall see fit.” Then, noticing that the court and she are on the same side and that no one is going to scold or laugh at her if she gets something wrong, she begins playing along with the judge and a coarser, more cynical woman representing the Prosecutor’s Office. Registering that we, who are yelling and swearing, demanding things and pointing a finger at the law, are doomed, and indeed enemies, while she is representing the state, she begins to get emotionally drawn into a trial whose lunacy was shortly before scaring her. It’s the herd instinct. Them and us.

			After several hours of this insanity, I am arrested in the name of the Russian Federation, and we try to guess where they may send me. We are in Moscow Region, so we suppose it will be to one of the remote pretrial detention centers, Volokolamsk or Mozhaisk. We are not kept in suspense for long. The giggly girl I described at the beginning of this chapter comes into the hall. “I am from the Simonovsky court, sign for receipt of this notification,” she says. Olga takes the notice, reads it, and turns to me. Matrosskaya Tishina prison. The notification gives the names of those to whom it is addressed: me, my two lawyers, and the commandant of Pretrial Prison 1, Matrosskaya Tishina. I perform a quick calculation. We are in Khimki, close to the airport, and the Simonovsky court is almost in the center of Moscow, an hour and a half’s drive away. That means that while we have been furiously arguing here, the Simonovsky court already knew where I was going to be imprisoned. In all likelihood my accommodation in Matrosskaya Tishina was being readied even before the plane landed in Moscow.

			There were a couple of minutes left—while there was general commotion and everyone was signing papers—and I decided to spend them on TikTok. I was going to be imprisoned, which meant that the next day my colleagues would release the investigation about Putin’s palace. I needed to urge everyone to share it. But how? There were police everywhere. I had several cameras filming me, so I wasn’t going to be able to record a video saying, “Share our investigation about Putin’s palace.” For the moment, that was a closely guarded secret.

			“Olga, please for a few seconds just record me sitting silently.”

			Within about five seconds a policeman noticed she was videoing me and tried to snatch her phone. “That’s not permitted.”

			It was long enough for me to write down a text for the video on a scrap of paper: “We have produced a video about Putin’s palace, but there are police around me, and I can’t say anything about it. That is why I am keeping quiet. Help us to spread it.”

			The guards arrived. I was taken away. Another search.

			“Ring.”

			“It doesn’t come off.”

			“Where we are going, they may have to rip it off along with your finger, but they’ll get it. We advise you to take some soap and get it off.”

			I took it off.

			Usually, when the police already have you in handcuffs, they take you through some back exit and in an instant you are in their car. This, however, was not a court hearing, and there was no back exit. They had to take me away in full sight of everyone.

			Just don’t fall and wince with pain when you’re getting back up again, I thought. Just make sure you get into the car with that damned back of yours looking normal in front of everyone. The clip is obviously going to be all over the place afterward. Come on, Alexei, work on it. Otherwise everyone will mistake your backache for fear and self-pity.

			They took me outside and people started yelling. Unexpectedly for me, I yelled back to them, “Don’t be afraid of anything!” That was an important moment, the kind when you feel at one with your supporters. They are thinking about you and want to show they are with you. You are thinking about them, and that the regime needs this arrest to frighten them, and you do your utmost to help them not to be afraid. You keep your back straight and shout, “Don’t be afraid of anything.”

			I’m actually quite sentimental. Show me a film about a lonely little dog and I’ll cry buckets. This, understandably, was a very emotional moment. They shoved me into the police truck. My knees were pressed against the door. My eyes were full of tears of gratitude for all those who were supporting me. I was about to wipe them with my hand and suddenly saw a camera. It was on the left, at my eye level, and only about fifty centimeters away.

			Hell, no, I thought. You’re not going to get footage of “Navalny crying in the police truck after his arrest.” I breathed in sharply and focused my attention on a police dog outside. The owner led it into the truck. I could see it through the bars in the door. It was not a German shepherd or any dog of a type used for guarding prisoners, but a Staffordshire bull terrier. The breed is strong and has powerful jaws but virtually no fur. He must be really cold, I thought, first out in the snow, now sitting on a metal floor.

			We drove off, and the chanting faded. I could hear the sirens of the accompanying cars start wailing and saw their flashing lights. I reflected smugly that it was not only Putin who got transported around Moscow in a motorcade with flashing lights.

			We stopped. One gate. A second. A third.

			“Get out.”

			A nondescript porch. Several people standing there.

			“Name?”

			“Navalny.”

			“Article?”

			“I don’t have an article. For the present I am being detained. I was brought here illegally.”

			“Pass.”

			Vadim once told me about a client of his, the head of a gang of hit men. He said the man was imprisoned in a special block in Matrosskaya Tishina pretrial prison. This was back in 2012, but I remember our conversation very well because when I asked, “What sort of special block?” Vadim replied unsmilingly, “When they imprison you, Alexei, you can be sure you will be held in that special block.”

			We went into a small room. There were six or seven security officers, each of them with a body cam on his chest. For the millionth time in the past two days, my personal details were written down.

			“Well, then,” I asked, “when do you take me to your infamous special block?”

			The guards exchanged amused glances.

			“You are already in it.”

			You have to strip naked. Every item you have is passed through an X-ray machine. I joked about the file I had in my socks. They were silent. They too had been forbidden to talk.

			Mattress. Pillow. Bowl. Spoon.

			In 2013, I was sentenced to five years’ imprisonment, and although I was released the next day, I now knew the procedure.

			The cell was small and clean, but completely empty.

			“Give me a book, please.”

			“Fill in a request to the library tomorrow.”

			“What about now? There’s nothing to do. It’s boring.”

			“It’s not possible now.”

			“Can I have a newspaper?”

			“No.”

			I wondered what I was going to do for the rest of the evening.

			I knew the regulations would not allow me just to go to bed and sleep.

			“Can you at least give me a pen and some paper?”

			“That we can.”

			And that is how I came to write this chapter.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  The Yves Rocher case was a fabricated criminal prosecution initiated in Russia in 2012 against Alexei and Oleg Navalny. The brothers were unlawfully found guilty of “defrauding” the Russian subsidiary of the French cosmetics company Yves Rocher.
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			Who would have imagined that $600 would turn out to be the best investment of my life? At the time, though, I was mad about having to part with it. It horrifies me to think I might have refused to pay up, and not because of the amount (although it was half my monthly salary), but from wounded pride. Let me explain and pick up where I left off in the story.

			I was a lawyer in a large Moscow property development company. To get anything done in the world of property development in Mayor Yuriy Luzhkov’s Moscow in the late 1990s first you had to take a payment to Luzhkov, then one to his deputy, the legendary Vladimir Resin, whom every decent person was demanding should be jailed, so brazen and cynical was his bribe taking. How ironic that I so rigorously investigated Resin’s squalid dealings at every stage of his career, yet here I am writing this in prison while Resin, at age eighty-five, is sitting pretty in the State Duma representing Putin’s United Russia party.

			Our conglomerate consisted of several companies with offices in Moscow, but the headquarters was at Building No. 1, 4 Nikitsky Street, an address we shared with the construction department of Moscow Council, which Resin headed. By coincidence, Luzhkov’s wife also had her office there. Altogether, it was a cozy gathering of people with “outstanding business connections.”

			We had a lot of money. Property prices in Moscow were reaching record highs, and developers were doing very nicely. I was still unclear about the structure of ownership of our company, although, given sufficient curiosity, I could have gotten it. As a lawyer, and because I knew English, my boss, Sasha, couldn’t wait to dump huge boxes of documents on me relating to the Cyprus offshore companies of our owners. I had glanced in them a couple of times looking for passport particulars, but everything was such a mess that I wanted to steer clear of that arcane knowledge. It was evident that the head honcho in our part of the conglomerate was the guy driven up to our entrance in a stunning Mercedes W140 S-Class (this was during my period of infatuation with expensive cars). He arrived with a jeep escort and security detail who, just like in the movies, fanned out and peered vigilantly in all directions to ensure he made a safe and duly impressive entry into the building. I’m not sure it enhanced his security, but it definitely meant that you wouldn’t be allowed in the elevator when he was in it.

			The big boss was Alexander Chigirinsky. Alexander’s elder brother, Shalva, ran the building on Nikitsky Street.

			Our bosses tried their utmost to cultivate team spirit and a sense of unity among their staff. This was a time before all the “team builders,” “coaches,” and “personal development consultants” descended on the land. Nobody yet knew it was essential to periodically hire a consultant at an exorbitant fee to come with an array of bonding games, flip charts, presentations, and “360-degree assessments” and waste the staff’s time in a countryside hotel during the day before moving on at the earliest opportunity to the main business of the exercise: a party with consumption of abnormally large quantities of alcohol, sex—for those who got lucky—and gossip for the others, about those who had gotten lucky.

			The Chastukhin, ahead of their time in 1998, would transport the entire contingent of office staff to Turkey for the May holidays, for free. Come if you want; don’t come if you don’t want to. Everybody, needless to say, did, and the result was a junket for some two hundred people and enough to keep everybody talking until next year’s vacation about what a great time they had, what they drank, what they ate, and who had been spotted leaving whose room.

			In my first days with the firm I heard all about the annual outing and was happy to go on it. It would be excellent socializing; I would instantly get to know everyone and cease to be “the new lawyer.” Moreover, I like the seaside and think a beach vacation is the best. Those flocks of sweet girls working as our receptionists would be coming too. How could I refuse?

			But then things went awry. Since everything was going well for us, it was decided we should amalgamate, have another merger. As invariably happens in such situations, the bosses decided to make a fresh start by identifying how we could be more efficient. No less inevitably, they thought, Somewhere there must be expenses we can cut. The whole reason we efficient managers are sitting around this huge polished table is to look smart and eliminate some 3-Kopeck piece of nonsense, realize that has led to a 3-ruble loss, and spend another 10 rubles putting everything back the way it was. That’s management.

			Those representing the new shareholders were doubtless ecstatic when they spotted the entry “Payment for all-company Turkey trip.” Their predatory nostrils flared in anticipation of the joy of sequestration. Their rectangular glasses glinted, reflecting the box on the computer monitor labeled “Total.”

			“You take everyone, do you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Even the secretaries and drivers?”

			“Yes, naturally.”

			“Right.”

			It is important that the tone of voice in which this “Right” is pronounced should contain no hint of jubilant anticipation, no relish. It must be cool and neutral. But in their heart of hearts, a fire is ablaze: mission accomplished! A nugget has been found to add to the treasure chest of “inefficient expenditure identified in the course of the audit.” The shareholders will be so pleased, because that is money down the drain.

			A rumor spread through the office that this year’s trip was being canceled. As a result, I saw the kinds of glowering faces, bitter expressions, and pursed lips familiar from Soviet films about the revolution and civil war. Departmental heads, secretaries, drivers, were all transfigured into a population under occupation in a village where every resident is a partisan. Oh, they had to speak with deference to their bosses—the only sign of rebelliousness a proud head held high—but it was clear that the moment the bosses’ backs were turned, these people would be derailing trains.

			The collective disaffection hung so palpably in the air that the apostles of efficiency were afraid. Horse-trading began.

			“The trip will go ahead, but not for everyone.”

			“No.”

			“Everyone will go, but pay a modest contribution.”

			“We’d rather die.”

			In order to save face for the instigators of the plan, everything stayed as it had been with just one teensy amendment: eligibility for a free trip would be restricted to those who had been working for the company for more than a year. As you will already have guessed, that excluded me.

			When this news was announced at a meeting of the legal department, it was one of those moments everyone has experienced: you pretend you couldn’t care less, although you most certainly do. Everybody is going for free except me. How humiliating.

			It was immediately clear my colleagues were struggling with two things: First, a huge magnet had materialized near the chair I was sitting on, and an almost unimaginably powerful field was compelling their heads to turn in my direction. Second, an equally powerful force was causing a malicious grin to appear on people’s faces. These were all decent people who assuredly considered the “one-year rule” unfair, but that’s just the way we human beings are made. A little gloating at our neighbor’s discomfiture, combined with relief at our own immunity, is always pleasurable.

			Though my emotions were raging in the bargaining stage, my mind immediately moved past it to the acceptance stage. My superiors were idiots, but it would be stupid to opt out of a fun get-together, instant membership on the team, and being in on all the office lore during the coming year.

			

			—

			Fourteen years later I found myself on the board of directors of Aeroflot, Russia’s major airline. I was there for only twelve months or so, but that happened to be a year in which there were several incidents involving rowdy passengers. At a board meeting, the company’s CEO, who was very worked up about the issue, declared that the airline would demand the passing of a law specifically banning in-flight troublemakers from flying on any carrier. Recalling our office flight to Turkey in 1998, I always voted in favor of proposals to that effect.

			The plane was almost fully booked with our staff. Everyone was looking forward to the long-anticipated May break, the prospect of heat, relaxation, and the seaside. They celebrated their collective joy with the aid of man’s inseparable friend—alcohol. Naturally, everyone roamed around the cabin, joining first one group, then another, shouting the length and breadth of the plane, and checking who was pouring what where.

			Everyone ignored the flight attendants. Their pleas to wear seat belts, remain in our seats, not smoke in the toilets, and so on were a pathetic squeak lost in the deafening hubbub of office workers who had slipped the leash.

			The lawyers’ group with our vodka and the secretaries who joined us with their martinis occupied the galley, the very space at the back of a plane with which I am now so familiar. One attendant begged us to leave and let her do her job. Turning to me, evidently choosing the most sober of the revelers, she exclaimed, “If you don’t leave immediately, I’ll have to do something about it!”

			“What?” I asked with heavy irony, acting the role of lawyer in the sudden silence. “Are you perhaps intending to lodge a formal complaint against us with the captain of this said aerial vehicle?”

			People who are drunk and cheerful will laugh at anything, however stupid. The whole group convulsed with laughter, and when that died down, they burst out laughing all over again. The attendant was almost in tears. Both she and we knew that nothing could be done about us. That is no longer the case, fortunately.

			There was a lesson to be learned here: few things are more deserving of incineration with a flamethrower than a bunch of drunken lawyers who know that loopholes in the law will enable them to get away with being smart-asses and lording it over ordinary people who do not know the law but have right on their side.

			Our pent-up craving for partying was evidently not that great, and we got it all out of our system on the plane. Once we arrived, our vacation was less boisterous. There were frequent declarations of intent to paint the town red, which fizzled out as unspectacular beer-fueled alcoholic excess on the beach. I was also disappointed to find that my colleagues’ tales of riotous partying proved to be just that—tales. Everyone met only at that institution sacred to every tourist in Turkey, the buffet supper. Some tried to eat and, more important, drink the Turks, with their cheap red wine, out of house and home. No one succeeded, although a number of attempts certainly merited a prize for determination.

			You can imagine how bored I had become if I tell you that my colleague Andrei Belkin, a cheery former investigator turned corporate lawyer, and I signed up for an excursion—to go bowling! In my defense I can only say that in Russia in 1998 bowling was exotic. Almost none of our colleagues had ever bowled. I had, and planned to play the tired and bored Childe Harold who hates everything. It would be cool, though, to get a strike for the first time. One of the first bowling alleys in Moscow opened next to my university, in the Central Tourist Hotel. This was also the official headquarters of the renowned Solntsevo mafia, a fact that did not particularly bother anyone, because every hotel at that time was the headquarters of one mafia or another.

			It was the standard arrangement for Turkey: a large bus drove around to several hotels assembling the tourist group and then drove everyone to the attraction. At each stop the bus waited ten or fifteen minutes, and those who had boarded earlier usually got out to take a look at the lobbies of the other hotels and compare it with their own.

			Our hotel was the last in line. Damn, I thought, there won’t be any window seats left. When the bus stopped and the door opened, I didn’t hang around outside (an activity often referred to as “getting a breath of fresh air,” although in reality it meant “having a smoke, or just inhaling the clouds of smoke from other people”). Noticing from outside that there was a free window seat, I claimed it. From my superior vantage point, I saw heading to the door a girl with a white sweater draped over her shoulders (it was still quite cool in the evenings) who was looking all around her, taking everything in. She raised her arms, reaching straight up in the kind of droll gesture a child makes when it is bursting with happiness and desperately wants something to do. Her face shone with such lovely, childlike delight. Everything about her was saying, Wow, this is so great! See how amazing it all is! Looking at her, I couldn’t help smiling, and at just that moment she looked in my direction.

			For a nanosecond I thought, Oops! Embarrassing. Here I am ogling a girl I don’t know (a really pretty one at that), smiling inanely. But a nanosecond after that, the girl smiled back. This is the one, I thought. This is the girl I will marry.

			To think such a thing is corny, and it is almost impossible to believe that I did. If I had not married Yulia, I would have forgotten it, but I did marry her, and that’s why I remember that is what came into my head. It may seem an unusual thought to have had, but it could not have been more definite and clear-cut.

			A rapturous romantic (which is definitely not me) might recall something like I fell in love at first sight. Somehow, I leapfrogged that bit and went straight to the decision to get married. Recalling that moment now, it strikes me as strange, the recognition that there she is, the right person for me. It was as if all these years I had had an inner radar I knew nothing about, which suddenly became active and announced, That’s it, mission accomplished, when I didn’t even know there was a mission.

			My certainty was so unambiguous it struck me as wild, but immediately raised the questions, Uh-oh, what now? How do I effect an introduction? Okay, this is my future wife, but what am I supposed to say? Over here, babe. It is your destiny to be mine! accompanied by a lascivious leer? Back then I wished I had that talent and was envious of people who found flirting unproblematic. I really didn’t know where to begin. My colleague Andrei came to the rescue.

			At the bowling alley, my lane and the girl’s were at opposite ends of the hall. Every moment I could, I peered across at her group, and the girl, or so I hoped, was also looking at me. I had a good feeling our eye contact and smile through the window of the bus had constituted a kind of introduction, but now things had stalled. The stupid bowling was over, and the girl was inspecting some slot machines.

			While I was casting meaningful glances in her direction from afar (in the hope that she would get the message and come over of her own accord), Andrei strode resolutely off in her direction. I saw my chance and followed. When he reached the girl, Andrei, for some inexplicable reason, introduced himself by saying, “Hello. My name is Andryusha.”[*1]

			She laughed and said, “Well, in that case I’m Yuliasha.”[*2]

			I knew immediately everything was going to be fine. She wasn’t cold and reserved. We were introduced, and I started joking and made her laugh. And then she joked back. We spent the rest of the excursion together, and a couple of days later we went to a water park. That can count as our first date.

			

			—

			Family legend has it that I was from the outset head over heels in love with Yulia (which I don’t deny). I nevertheless remember clearly that when I returned from Turkey, I had barely got in the door of my apartment when Yulia phoned. Six months later we moved in together, and after two years we got married. Our first child, our daughter, Dasha, was born a year later, and six years after that, our son, Zakhar.

			It’s a well-worn cliché to talk about the chemistry between people, but I genuinely believe it exists. So does love at first sight, of which I am the living proof. Now, as I write this, Yulia and I have been together for twenty-four years. Younger people, or journalists keen to come up with an original question in their interview, often ask me what the secret is of a successful marriage. I really have no idea. A huge part of success is simply luck. I was fortunate to meet Yulia. If I had not, I might now be a very different person—three times divorced, single, and still looking for someone.

			There is also such a thing as a “kindred soul.” I’m sure there is one for everybody. When you meet your soulmate, you just know.

			Of course, a marriage is work (another widespread cliché, which I also believe). Compromises have to be made. Yulia and I are ordinary people, and we argue and bicker, but deep inside there is always a feeling that this is the person closest to you on earth. You love her, and she loves you; you support her, and she supports you. All the best moments in your life are with her.

			In Russia, if you are involved in politics, and if you do not support the regime, you can be arrested at any moment. Your house can be searched, your belongings confiscated. The police will take your children’s phones and your wife’s laptop. During one search they were all for making off with our television. But not once have I heard a word of reproach from Yulia. In fact, of the two of us, she holds even more radical views. She has always immersed herself in politics. She hates the people who have seized power in our country, probably even more than I do. And that motivates me to do what I do.

			
				July 24, 2023

				You know, Yulia, I tried several times to tell the story of how we met, but every time, after a couple of sentences, I had to stop writing, frozen, in horror at the thought that, back then, all this might not have happened. It all worked out purely by chance. I might have looked in the wrong direction; you might have turned to look the other way. The instant that has defined my life might have passed differently, and then everything would have been different.

				I would surely then have been the unluckiest person on earth.

				How great it is that then we did look at each other, and now I can just shake my head and rid it of these thoughts, run my hand over my brow, and think, “Yikes, what a nightmare.” I have you, and no matter what happens, just thinking about that makes me very happy.

				Thank you for that.

				Happy birthday, babe!

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  A diminutive form of Andrei.

				

				
					*2  A diminutive form of Yulia.
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			In 1999, when Vladimir Putin came to power, many thought he was wonderful. He was young, he didn’t drink like Yeltsin, and he seemed to be saying all the right things. That strengthened the hope that everything would at last be put right. This talk really annoyed me. I didn’t like the idea of Putin as “successor”; I wanted a genuine presidential election, with competing candidates. If we imagine that Putin was a Communist who campaigned and won fairly, I would have been very upset, but I would have accepted the result. Now, though, Putin was being foisted on Russia as payment for his loyalty and willingness to provide legal immunity to the former president and his family.

			I knew that I couldn’t believe a word Putin said. His appointment made me determined to resist. I didn’t want someone of that kind to be the leader of my country.

			My feelings were very strong. I wanted to register my presence as far removed from Putin as possible, on the opposite side of the political arena, so that later, when I was a grandfather, I would be able to tell my grandchildren, “I was against it from the outset!” All that remained was to decide which party to join.

			The Communists still had the largest organization and were the obvious choice for someone who wanted to make it clear they were opposed to Yeltsin’s successor, but for me the merest hint of the Soviet past was like a red cape to a bull. The Liberal Democratic Party of Russia seemed to be in opposition, but I did not trust its leader, Vladimir Zhirinovsky, to stand up to the new regime.

			In the democratic wing, there were the Union of Right Forces (URF) and Yabloko. The former included some well-known officials like Anatoly Chubais and Boris Nemtsov (both of whom seemed to me then to be Young Communist League types). Yabloko, which bore more resemblance to a bunch of amiable nerds, was the only genuinely democratic party, overtly opposed to Putin, and that seemed preferable.

			My decision must have seemed odd to some people, and I might have hesitated longer, but I wanted my position to be absolutely clear: I would join the opposition. When there was talk that the electoral threshold to the Duma could be raised from 5 percent to 7 percent, and there were doubts as to whether a democratic party would be able to achieve the new minimum, that only increased my motivation. So I took myself off to Yabloko’s headquarters in the center of Moscow.

			It was not at all how I had pictured the headquarters of a parliamentary party. It was a complete shambles. I was expecting to find an established organization and had gone to the length of wearing a suit. I had a speech prepared announcing that I was a lawyer with an interest in politics and hoped I might help in some way on a volunteer basis. They looked at me as if I were mad and sent me to the party branch nearest my home address. Things were not much better there. On the first floor of a residential block, at the entrance to a small apartment that had been converted into an office reception area, I encountered a lady who was greatly surprised to see me. While we were talking, she inspected me dubiously. It transpired that she was also the person in charge either of the apartment block or at least of that staircase. It didn’t at first occur to her that I had come to join the party. She had evidently decided I was a new resident who had come by to introduce himself. Incidentally, she subsequently left Yabloko and went off to join—who do you think?—the Communists.

			When I told the local Yablokites I wanted to join the party, they gave me suspicious looks and asked why I would want to do that. You have a job, right? You are a real lawyer, right? This pissed me off. Everything was chaotic and nobody was doing anything practical. I was keen to get things done, preferably right now. They told me that first I would need to go through a standard admission process: become a supporter, then a candidate for party membership, collect favorable references, and wait a year. Then they would accept me.

			Most people joined Yabloko because they admired its leader, Grigory Yavlinsky. I did not share the depth of those feelings. If during my enthusiasm for Yeltsin I could not stand Yavlinsky and saw him as someone who was taking votes away from Yeltsin, my attitude toward him now became more nuanced and I began to consider him a decent, honest politician. The former Communist Party bureaucrats who had surreptitiously sidled over from their Soviet offices into the offices of the Russian Federation were thieves, but he was a man with values. He stood up for his ideology and, overall, the Yabloko party acted consistently. It was nervous about doing anything decisive and preferred to conduct intellectual discussions, but at least its members believed what they were saying.

			I gradually detected that the unanimous admiration of Yavlinsky was so strong it sometimes tipped over into a leadership cult. The party leaders and he himself were unchallengeable, and the hierarchy within the party was strictly observed. Hence, they were wary of newcomers, in case someone daring came along and tried to take over the party! They looked askance at me because I didn’t fit their image of a standard political activist. I took a shower in the mornings and I had a job. I must have been asked a hundred times why, when they had little or no money, I was staying with them. I still can’t shake this off. People still suspect there’s a catch. After all, if you have a good education and a good job, why would you be fighting against Putin? Why are you doing your investigations? Perhaps you’re getting leaks from competing towers of the Kremlin, or perhaps you’re a Kremlin stooge yourself. Or a stooge of the West. All my life people have been inventing conspiracy theories about me to somehow explain my interest in politics. If nowadays I find it amusing, back then it was annoying. The fact that Yabloko found me so baffling indicated they had no faith in their own strength.

			I went into politics to fight against people who are wrecking my country, are incapable of improving our lives, and act solely in their own interests. I intended to win.

			I found campaigns absorbing. After getting involved as an election observer, I noticed two things: first, my legal experience was going to come in very handy; and, second, I could see what was going on in the campaigns far better than the average party lawyer. The main motivation, though, was that this was real legal work. When I started my studies, this is exactly what I pictured working as a lawyer would be: a courtroom, a judge sternly calling everyone to order. I am defending my client, waving papers in the air, arguing, conclusively proving things, and at that moment I am only too aware that I’m fighting the bad guys. It may sound corny, but it’s true: I wanted my efforts to make the world a better place.

			My company, building offices in Moscow, offered no such opportunities. I shuddered at the thought that my whole life might be spent helping certain people make an extra couple of million dollars. Slowly, I began distancing myself from corporate work. I didn’t dump it right away, because even after I was admitted to Yabloko, I remained a volunteer for a long time and received no salary. When I did start receiving one, it was $300 a month, though I didn’t always get paid. We couldn’t even afford a fax in the office, so I brought my own. I had a family to support, so I continued working as a lawyer (although now in private practice).

			On New Year’s Eve 1999, which Yulia and I celebrated together, I proposed to her. I got down on one knee, made a speech, and offered her the ring. Judging by the expression on the face of my intended, it came as a complete surprise, but she immediately said yes. Later, she laughed and admitted that she had mentally played out this scene in her head many times and considered how best to react. She had decided that when I proposed, she would not commit herself right away, but leave me in agonizing suspense for a couple of weeks. In the event, though, she was so taken by my speech that she swiftly changed her mind.

			We decided to get married in August. The documentation had to be submitted to the registry office exactly two months before the wedding. Summer was the peak period, with everyone wanting to get married then. If you were set on, say, August 26, you needed to be at the registry office in the early hours of the morning to secure your place in the line. The day before, Yulia had food poisoning. She felt so ill she couldn’t imagine standing in line at four in the morning. I suggested we should submit the documents another day, but an ashen-faced Yulia said firmly, “No, since we’ve made our minds up, let’s go for it.” Happily, by the time we arrived at the registry office, she was feeling better. Dreaming of an imminent wedding evidently has healing powers.

			In 2001, our daughter, Dasha, was born. Having a child changed my life in an unexpected way. Yulia and I had wanted to have children, and I was very happy when I became a father, but something else happened. Like anyone who grew up in the Soviet Union, I had never believed in God, but looking now at Dasha and how she was developing, I could not reconcile myself to the thought that this was only a matter of biology. That did not alter the fact that I am a big fan of science, but I decided at that moment that, on its own, evolution was not enough. There must be more. From a dyed-in-the-wool atheist, I gradually became a religious person.

			

			—

			The first major election I was involved in was the Duma elections of 2003. I was in charge of the campaign at Yabloko’s Moscow headquarters and began organizing a number of events jointly with the youth wing of the party, which was led by Ilya Yashin. (Almost twenty years have passed since then, and we are still good friends.) The view had been that political demonstrations should be carried out only in response to events, but we decided that protests could themselves be full-on events that would attract the attention of the press. We began organizing rallies and one-person protests. In the course of these I was detained several dozen times by the police, although very soon released.

			Yavlinsky was skeptical of street politics. He believed that if you wanted to be allowed to take part in elections, you needed to act in the same old way: go to an office in the Kremlin, meet someone from the top echelons, and come to an agreement. Beyond that, he hoped that his charisma would carry the party through. To be fair, people did vote for Yabloko less because of what the party did and more because of Yavlinsky, who spoke extremely well on television.

			Despite the rumors, the electoral threshold for entry to the Duma remained unchanged at 5 percent. Although I was critical of many things in Yabloko, I had no doubt we would exceed that threshold.

			The evening of the election, after the polling stations had closed and the counting of votes began, we sat in the office watching the results come in. Our share of the vote reached only 4.3 percent. We needed so little more, and the results from St. Petersburg and Moscow, where Yabloko was traditionally strong, were yet to come in. I went to bed with every confidence that the 5 percent threshold would be passed, but in the morning we were still at 4.3 percent.

			That made me terribly angry. I knew that we had done a good job in our campaign headquarters. In fact, Moscow turned out to be the only region where Yabloko’s share of the vote increased compared with the previous election. While I had been distraught that I might not be running the campaign well enough and felt I was in competition with all the other branches, it turned out that none of them lifted a finger. They then explained away the defeat for every conceivable reason except the real one—the shameful failure of our overall campaign.

			In 2016, when Yabloko was once again competing in the Duma elections, an advertisement featuring Yavlinsky was released with him sitting on a chair in a dark room and holding white placards. They had phrases written on them, and over the course of a minute he changed the placards to the sound of mournful music, as if he were constructing a lengthy sentence piece by piece. At one point, he held up a placard inscribed “You can do nothing at all.”[*1] This image became a meme on the internet. It was exactly what Yabloko and Yavlinsky himself had been scrupulously doing for many years. The result was predictable: in the 2016 Duma elections, the Yabloko party obtained 1.99 percent of the vote.

			Imagine that in some parallel universe all the worst fears of Yabloko’s leaders came true, and in the early 2000s I became the party’s leader. Yabloko would then have become an entirely different organization. Its members would still be amiable nerds, but they would also be brave, because I firmly believe that all the best things on earth have been created by brave nerds. (I have on the wall of my office a photograph of the 1927 Solvay Conference on Physics. My heroes are those brave nerds who brought about a revolution and enabled the progress of all humankind. I find them so inspiring that I have hung a copy of that photo in the rooms of both my children.)

			But these nerds in Yabloko were cowardly, scared to experiment. The world changed and they stood still. There was a time when Yabloko was a faction in the State Duma, and the party could not imagine it ever being different. When they failed to get over that 5 percent threshold, they complained about abuse of power and falsification of results. They were indignant and claimed that victory had been stolen from them and that in fact they had received many more votes. It was true that the election results even then were being flagrantly rigged, but Yabloko had also done nothing to fight for votes. Gradually they resigned themselves to the idea that they could never win. They believed they were little people facing a huge, hostile country where nerds were unpopular. They became afraid of their voters, and their fear was masked by exaggerated elitism with intellectual overtones. Needless to say, no one cared for that, and they began to lose what little support they had left.

			This was absolutely contrary to my idea of how to do politics. I believed it was essential to find a common language with everyone. I feel at home with my former classmates, almost all of whom are now in the armed forces or police, as well as when I am being held in a detention center with drug addicts and hooligans of every variety. One such hapless guy in the next bunk has been telling me how he ruined his life, and that his HIV treatment is very expensive and doesn’t work. We are discussing the ins and outs of methadone therapy.

			The Russian people are good; it’s our leaders who are appalling. I had no doubt that 30 percent of the Russian population subscribed to democratic views, so we had every chance of becoming, over time, the political majority. That is why, when I realized Yabloko was deliberately alienating its supporters, I got tired of being in a political minority.

			I was ultimately expelled from the party. The pretext was my “nationalism.”

			

			—

			The word “nationalism” sounds scary. It is a favorite topic for all foreign journalists, because the word evokes in the minds of many Westerners images of aggressive skinheads. Most nationalists were not that type. They called themselves “European nationalists” and were, in the main, people who, just like the liberals, had been deprived of any representation in parliament and any chance of getting it since they were banned from participating in elections.

			I felt sure that a broad coalition was needed to fight Putin. Those nationalists held annual rallies in Moscow, Russian Marches, which were allowed only on the city’s outskirts, but even there several thousand people would gather. They were mercilessly dispersed by the police, and it was there that the first mass arrests occurred, not at demonstrations of the liberals or democrats. I decided that if I, with my democratic values, supported the right of free assembly, I needed to be consistent and support other people’s right to do the same. I helped them organize their rallies and several times attended them myself. On the internet you can find photographs of me standing in front of a black, white, and yellow flag, which is often used as background decoration for my interviews when I am being asked, “Are you a nationalist?”

			There were some disagreeable people at the Russian Marches, and some who were repugnant, but 80 percent of those participating were ordinary people with conservative, if sometimes exotic, sometimes narrow-minded, views. The human mind, however, is designed in such a way that when assessing groups, it will focus on the radical members, because they seem more interesting. The media wholeheartedly exploit this quirk, so every march would generate photographs showing hooligans, and these my interviewers delight in showing me as they ask with a knowing smile if I have no objection to participating in demonstrations with these people.

			I’ve explained this so many times that you could wake me in the middle of the night and I would come out with the spiel.

			The gist of my political strategy is that I am not afraid of people and am open to dialogue with everyone. I can talk to the right, and they will listen to me. I can talk to the left, and they too will listen. I can also talk to democrats, because I am one myself. A serious political leader cannot simply decide to turn his back on a huge number of his fellow citizens because he personally dislikes their views. That is why we must create a situation where everybody is able to participate on an equal footing in fair and free elections, competing with each other.

			In any normal, developed political system, I would not be a member of the nationalists’ party. But I consider attempts to discredit the nationalist movement as a whole counterproductive. Without question, those who organize pogroms should be called to account, but people need to be given the opportunity to demonstrate legally and express their opinions, however much you may dislike them. These people exist, and even if you decide to ignore them, they won’t go away. Neither will their supporters. In point of fact, if they are weakened, that will ultimately only strengthen Putin. Indeed, that is precisely what happened. While we were immersed in our petty squabbles, trying to decide whom to label as belonging to which faction, and whether it was appropriate for us to be photographed in their company, we suddenly found ourselves living in a country where people were being thrown in prison for no reason or even murdered.

			The politics of an authoritarian country are structured in a very primitive way: you are either for the regime or against it. All other political options have been completely obliterated.

			I constantly cause bafflement when discussing Russian political parties with my Western audiences, who are used to operating within a clearly defined political spectrum: right, left, social democrat, liberal. Those categories do not apply in Russia. Our Communists are not “left-wing” in the classic sense: they do not support minorities and do not campaign with any vigor to get the minimum wage raised. Russian Communists are far more conservative than even the American right. Legalization of guns and the ban on abortion are hotly debated in the Western world, but are of much less concern to Russian voters. Our first priority needs to be making sure we have free speech and fair elections and that human rights are observed.

			If I still find myself having to explain—I do much less of that now—why I decided to open a dialogue with the nationalists, in the mid-2000s it provoked a major scandal. In 2006, Yabloko exploited that when it expelled me from the party, supposedly for “participation in the Russian March,” when it was obvious that the real reason was that I was criticizing Yavlinsky too harshly, publicly blaming him for Yabloko’s failures. If I had sung his praises, events would probably have taken a different turn. In Krasnoyarsk we had a party branch chairman named Abrosimov (I remember that clearly because it is also Yulia’s maiden name) who hung a large banner on his building reading “Russia for the Russians!” In Yabloko everyone was horrified, but Abrosimov was not expelled from the party, because he was loud in his praise of Yavlinsky.

			It’s ironic that it took them a whole year to expel me, the same length of time it took me to be approved to join. I was urged to “just go quietly,” but I said if they wanted me out, they’d have to expel me. They were evidently keen to avoid bad publicity, and our confrontation dragged on for months, gradually becoming more bizarre. The crowning glory was what Ilya Yashin described as “Orwell in Yabloko.”

			At this time, something extraordinary happened in the party newspaper, which, incidentally, had a circulation of 1,111,000. On the front page was a photograph of Yabloko’s May Day demonstration, with people marching under white flags. If you looked closely, you could see that one flag, in defiance of all the laws of physics, was floating in midair. It had a pole, but there was no hand holding it. In fact, the hand, as indeed the other parts of the flag bearer’s body, was mine. Yashin was told Yavlinsky had phoned someone at the paper instructing him to airbrush me out.

			After that, I adamantly refused to resign from the party of my own accord. Instead, I wrote a post, addressed to Yavlinsky, demanding that he resign. That post and others critical of Yabloko’s leaders were distributed at a meeting of the party’s Politburo as grounds for expelling me. There was no mention of nationalism.

			I received the invitation to attend that meeting by telegram (despite the fact that we were all sitting in the same office). When I arrived, security declined to let me in. I was told I could attend only the discussion of “your own issue.” Of all those in the hall, only Ilya Yashin voted against expelling me. Yavlinsky was prudently absent. I delivered a fiery speech, and that was the end of my work at Yabloko.

			This was a moment of fateful change in my life. Until then I was just a political activist working for someone else and was perfectly happy with that arrangement. I wanted to work with a close-knit team of like-minded people and achieve everything jointly. Yabloko, for all its drawbacks, had a party organization with whom I shared responsibility. Now, though, I was on my own facing an uncertain future. From here on in I would have to do everything myself and take sole responsibility for it.

			I don’t regret my years with Yabloko. I met a number of really good people, including Pyotr Ofitserov; we were to go through a lot together, although back then we had no inkling of that. I learned a lot there, and I am also grateful to Grigory Yavlinsky for teaching me a number of lessons. But I could not accept that Yabloko was choosing to drive itself into a ghetto in the public life of Russia. I dreamed of our gaining a political majority. I wanted to see a politician appear who would undertake all sorts of needed, interesting projects and cooperate directly with the Russian people. If such a person had appeared, I would immediately have set to work with them jointly. I waited and waited, and one day I realized I could be that person myself.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  The next placard said, “Or you can go and vote,” but it was only shown several seconds later.
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			Even before I was expelled from Yabloko, I had begun work on a number of social projects not directly related to my party obligations. In 2004, I met Maria Gaidar, the daughter of Yegor Gaidar, a reformer in Yeltsin’s government. She was a member of the Union of Right Forces. I joined her, and Natalia Morar, Oleg Kozyrev, and other dynamic young people with an interest in politics, to form DA! (Yes!), the Democratic Alternative movement. We met often, discussed politics a lot, and organized protests and rallies. We would come together at the home of Yevgenia Albats, a well-known journalist, which other young politicians, including Ilya Yashin, also frequented.

			One of DA!’s projects (and, unexpectedly, its most successful) was holding political debates. The main difference between Soviet Russia and the 1990s was that now there was free speech and an independent press, something unprecedented in a country that for decades had languished under a system of total censorship. Televised political debates became immensely popular. Everyone enjoyed watching the politicians arguing and swearing at each other, sometimes coming close to a fistfight. One of the iconic moments of those years was in 1995 when Vladimir Zhirinovsky threw a glass of juice on the democratic politician Boris Nemtsov during a television debate. Nemtsov promptly reciprocated.

			A decade later, debates were a thing of the past. Day by day, the Kremlin systematically deprived Russian citizens of the freedom they had only just acquired, and censorship came back. Every political talk show was subject to a blacklist of people who could not be invited, and the programs degenerated into performances, and fairly mediocre ones at that. Some people pretended to be in the opposition, and others pretended to attack them. It was unspeakably boring to watch.

			We had no money for organizing large-scale events, but we certainly had no shortage of enthusiasm. A bar in Moscow became the venue for debates, with four to five hundred people turning up. They had a beer, followed the debate, and asked a question if they felt like it. The first debate pitched Maxim Kononenko, a blogger, against Nikita Belykh, the leader of the Union of Right Forces and deputy governor of the Perm Region. I was the moderator. The room was packed. Everyone enjoyed the event so much that we decided to hold debates on a regular basis.

			The participants could be completely different sorts of people. Usually, we invited one young politician and a second who was more seasoned. Well-known, successful politicians, like Dmitry Rogozin—then an oppositionist but later the head of Roscosmos, the State Corporation for Space Activities, and a stalwart ally of Putin’s—would come, or Boris Nemtsov, one of the most popular democratic politicians. Years later, Nemstov was murdered outside the walls of the Kremlin. A special judging panel, drawn from the ranks of famous bloggers on LiveJournal, a social networking service, decided who was the winner. I would involve the audience and ask them to vote. It was really cool to see how someone, by sheer eloquence and a talent for persuasion, could succeed in changing minds. This was real politics.

			To our surprise, the debates became very popular with politicians, activists, and journalists. By that I mean, popular among the relatively small group of people who surfed the internet and were into politics, but these were thousands of people whom we would never have previously reached. We had broken out of a tight little information bubble to speak to a whole new audience.

			The more popular our project became, the more it worried the Kremlin. At first they simply ignored us, but after a while began actively attacking. Pro-Kremlin journalists wrote that we were “providing a mass platform for the wrong kinds of people” and “creating the wrong sorts of trends.” Then the regime started overtly hindering our activities and trying in every way possible to discredit them.

			The debates were held offline, which made us vulnerable. The regime started putting pressure on the owners of the premises where we held them. There were “inspections,” visits from the police, threats to cut off their electricity, anything to stop them from allowing us to hire their rooms. The regime began sending gangs of troublemakers regularly. A dozen people would turn up, begin yelling, throw things around, and start a fight, and the venue would turn down our next attempt to book it. The main aim was to marginalize us, to show that ours were “not political debates at all,” but just a bunch of drunks getting together and starting a fight. See how disgusting they are, there’s one with blood running down his face.

			I mention the blood because it was my face it was running down.

			A group of drunken young guys turned up at one of our debates, shouting insults, chanting “Sieg Heil,” and snatching the microphone from those who wanted to ask questions. I tried from the stage to calm down the ruckus, but a fight broke out, with one of the invaders attacking me outside. I had a gun with me for self-defense that fired rubber bullets. I first shot it in the air and then in the direction of my assailant. This made little impression on him, and he hurled himself at me. We were both taken away by the police but not charged. Turns out my attacker was the son of some FSB higher-up and Daddy didn’t want a fuss.

			I must admit that the Kremlin’s tactics worked. We were faced with the purely logistical problem that no club wanted anything more to do with us, and even if they did, we could not guarantee the safety of our audience. The disruptions became predictable and overshadowed the meaningful part of the debates. The project would have to be abandoned.

			This taught me a useful lesson, and was a significant moment in my political career. I saw how much could be achieved without money and without the “protection” of the Kremlin, indeed, in spite of the Kremlin. What I needed was a group of supporters to work with me, and I found that group through the internet.

			I have often heard it said that my rapid adoption of the internet proved unique political flair, that I was a visionary prophesying the dawning of a new era. That is very flattering, of course, but far off the mark. I took to the internet because there was no alternative; television and the newspapers were censored, and rallies were banned.

			In the past, the first step in preparing a political event had been to send out a press release, which absolutely had to be sent by fax. If there was no release, your event would not be taken seriously. I hated faxes and had a well-founded suspicion that the only people using them were in Yabloko. As time passed, I came to know many journalists. They were young guys like me, and it was difficult to imagine them sitting all day by the fax machine waiting for treasured pieces of paper to crawl out of it. One day, I thought, Why don’t I just use LiveJournal? At that time it was the most popular platform for blogs, and that was where all the journalists clustered. I only needed to write, “I’m organizing a demonstration, why not come and join us?” After the event I could write, “Here are a couple of photos, if anyone is interested.” Nowadays no one finds that original, but at the time it seemed almost revolutionary.

			I enjoyed blogging, but had no idea it would become my principal occupation for years to come.

			The Russian internet in those days was a delight. It still is. One of the reasons is that it didn’t develop gradually, as it did in America, but simply appeared at a particular moment. It was fairly fast and accessible from the outset, and the number of users increased rapidly. All young, educated, enterprising people started learning how to use it. What was even more delightful was that the presidential administration did not take it seriously. They put their money into television and wrote off the internet, which saved it at the time. In China, the moment the internet appeared, the government started putting a firewall in place to keep it under control. Our government thought it was just an incomprehensible little backwater where freaks liked to hang out and saw no need to target it. No one in the Kremlin realized that the internet mirrored real life: you could post a message asking for leaflets to be distributed, and people would go to an actual street and actually hand them out. Rather than a backwater, it was infrastructure.

			It took me time to discover how everything on it worked. What were people interested in? What were they not interested in? How could you get them involved? I soon realized that the first rule was to put in an appearance regularly. I wrote every day, sometimes several times. Later, I did the same with my YouTube channel. It was impossible to upload a new video every day, but I tried to put out two or three a week. My advice to all would-be bloggers is, if you want your blog to take off, post (or make videos) frequently. And then ask that your posts be shared. I ended every post I thought was important with that request. It was crucial. Interaction is also vital. Comment on your friends’ posts. Join discussions. Show you are taking an interest in reactions, and always be ready to enter a dialogue.

			I made up my mind that my blog on LiveJournal would be the largest uncensored news outlet in Russia. By 2012, my blog was one of the most widely read in the country. I always posted about things I found interesting and that I was most sure of. And one thing I really was sure of was that the Putin regime was founded on corruption.

			Perhaps that had to do with my being a lawyer. Corruption had always annoyed me, but I recognized that it was because of Putin and his system of governing that it had become so normalized in recent years. The whole country knew that, and I wanted to do something about it. To do so, though, I needed to become a fully qualified party in the battle against corruption. In one corner there would be Putin’s corrupt oligarchs and bureaucrats and in the other there would be me.

			But what claim did I have to be the opposition? I wasn’t a prosecutor, so how could I legally go after them?

			I had by then graduated from the Financial Academy with a degree in finance and credit and had a fair idea of how stock markets and exchanges worked. It dawned on me that there were state-owned companies where corruption was particularly blatant, and I could buy shares in them on the stock market. By making even a small investment, I would have the power as a shareholder to request documents from the company, file complaints, go to court, and attend annual meetings.

			For $5,000 or so I bought shares in several companies, including Rosneft, Russia’s largest oil company; Gazprom, the largest gas company; and Transneft, which transports oil. These were gigantic, wealthy, state-controlled corporations it would be scary to tangle with. If you did, you would probably get a visit from some toughs sent to beat you up for asking awkward questions. No one (including the companies) could imagine that some blogger without powerful friends would risk taking them on. If he did, he must surely have powerful forces backing him. Actually, I had no one backing me. I just knew my way around finance, and I also knew my rights.

			At that time newspapers regularly published articles about embezzlement in state-owned companies. Thanks to my shareholdings, I was now directly affected by this reporting. I wrote something like this in a letter: Dear Gazprom, I’ve been reading an article in such and such newspaper and wonder what’s going on here. Could you kindly give me, as a shareholder, an explanation? Even though my shareholding was vanishingly small, they were obliged to report back to me. When the answer came, I would read it carefully, and if the company’s actions were against the interests of its shareholders, I would take them to court. As soon as I became party to a lawsuit, I could demand to be sent documents and minutes of meetings. When I received them, I made them publicly available on my LiveJournal blog.

			My battles with state-owned companies eventually attracted tens of thousands of followers. However, I was looking for allies, not just followers. I invited my subscribers to send complaints and sue these companies with me. For instance, in Vedomosti, I read a report that the government had bought a building in Moscow city center from Viktor Vekselberg, an oligarch, for several times its real value. It was obviously a corrupt deal. I prepared templates for complaints, and thousands of people submitted them along with me to the Investigative Committee and President Medvedev, who at the time was pretending to be vigorously fighting corruption. I repeated this technique many times. It was easy enough to disregard one person, but much more difficult to ignore thousands, especially if you knew that all the documents were going to be published on the internet.

			I attended shareholder meetings, which were usually held in a theater or somewhere similar. Invariably there was a stage on which representatives of the company sat and read their reports. Those in the audience were mostly ordinary shareholders who were suitably impressed by all the ceremony. The senior management on the stage, security officers everywhere, the presence of journalists—all of it ensured the audience remained reverently silent, in the midst of which I would stand up and say, “I have a question.”

			I well remember one of the first such meetings. It was in 2008 and the company was called Surgutneftegas. It was one of the major oil and gas extractors in Russia, located almost three thousand kilometers from Moscow in the Siberian city of Surgut. The company management felt they owned the city. They could do anything they wanted there, even, for instance, order the local airport not to allow a plane to land if it had a passenger on board they didn’t like.

			So I arrived in Surgut to attend the shareholders’ meeting. It was being held in what looked like a Soviet House of Culture. The hall was the usual pompous venue, with stern-looking, gray-haired men sitting on the stage. It was all reminiscent of a session of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. A billionaire senior manager stood up and said, “We are giving this special award to Vladimir Leonidovich Bogdanov.” Bogdanov, the CEO and a billionaire too, got to his feet, accepted the award, and began reading his report: We have extracted this quantity of oil. We have made that huge amount of profit. Eventually, the host of the event stood up and asked, “Are there any questions?” Three hundred fifty shareholders sitting in the auditorium remained silent. “Does anyone want to say anything?” Silence. I raised my hand and told him, “There is something I want to say.” The look on the young host’s face suggested a flying saucer had landed in the hall with little green men emerging from it. It was obvious that in all his working life he had never before encountered anyone who wanted to say anything. “Fine,” he said eventually. “Please come forward.”

			I went up onto the stage and said, “There is an oil-trading company called Gunvor. It is owned by Gennadiy Timchenko, a very close friend of Putin’s, and you sell your oil through it. Why was it chosen? Was there a tender? If there was, which other companies took part? How much oil do you forward to Gunvor, and what are the terms? I am demanding these explanations because at present everything suggests that the company’s profit is simply accruing to Gunvor, and because of this shareholders are not receiving the dividends due them.”

			To judge by the expressions of those sitting on the stage, little green men not only had landed but were now firing their ray guns while tap-dancing. You could read in the eyes of those onstage that they were wondering where I had come from. Had he been sent by the Kremlin? The FSB? How dare he publicly accuse them of corruption!

			I spoke with extreme courtesy, peppering my speech with legal terms. I followed up my question about Gunvor by demanding to be told who the real owners of Surgutneftegas were. It was widely known that as of 2003 the company had been publicly identifying only ordinary shareholders in its reports, presenting an incredibly convoluted scheme of corporate ownership from which no one on the planet could deduce who actually owned this gigantic oil enterprise.

			While I was speaking, there was absolute silence in the auditorium, but as I went on, I could see people becoming more animated, first of whom were the journalists. It was part of their job to sit through these incredibly dull meetings, but now, for the first time in living memory, something besides the predictable was happening and things seemed to be livening up. Next, the shareholders showed signs of life. At first they just stared at me in bafflement, trying to work out who I was, but then they realized I was just an ordinary person like the rest of them, except that I was not afraid to get up on the stage.

			When I finished, the audience applauded. That was a moment to treasure, a triumph and a mind-numbing moment when I knew that now I really was battling corruption. I started attending all the shareholder meetings. Before they began, the main topic of interest to the journalists was whether Navalny was there. Everyone loved watching a battle between David and Goliath. I would put up my hand, and start speaking, and the company management would look sour because there was nothing they could do to stop me. Of course, they did not answer any questions. They could hardly say, You’re right, Alexei. We’re thieves just like Putin. Their response was, “Thank you for raising such an important issue. We will look into it.” Of course, nobody in the hall expected them to say anything meaningful. Far more important was the fact that someone was asking questions.

			In 2009, I published an investigation on my blog, “How They Cook the Books at the VTB.”[*1] Then “How They Cook the Books at…” became a recurrent title of my posts. Only the name of the state-owned corporation needed to be changed because they were all mired in corruption. You would read in the newspaper, One billion embezzled here, one billion embezzled there. You might think it was something you had to live with. But I didn’t want to live with it, and every time I read in the news of another instance of embezzlement, I would be furious and try to do something about it.

			I had shares in several major state-owned banks, including the VTB. Its CEO was Andrei Kostin, one of Putin’s bankers and his personal money-bag carrier. In the 1980s Kostin worked abroad, attached to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which was probably only a cover for a role in the KGB. In the 1990s, he retrained as a government banker. In the 2000s, he did the rounds of international economic forums telling everyone how incredibly popular Putin was and that everybody regarded him as the “father of the nation.” As is only to be expected of anyone in Putin’s inner circle, Kostin was incredibly rich and made no secret of the fact, even though he managed the bank spectacularly badly.

			At that time it was de rigueur among Putin’s economic operators to represent themselves as “effective managers.” In practice, however, it was limited to the facts that they dressed in bespoke Brioni suits, bought up the priciest offices in Russia, and modeled themselves on Leonardo DiCaprio in The Wolf of Wall Street, only it was the state’s money they managed rather than their own. Beneath the veneer of effective management was the same bunch of crooks who, given the slightest opportunity to steal, would do so. They were effective only in being able to devise fifteen different ways of cooking the books of a government contract in less than a minute, inventing a dozen fake commercial deals to make everything look proper, and briskly spiriting the loot away to their offshore company.

			The top dogs in all these state corporations were totally corrupt, and most of the regular staff were even more outraged by that than I was. It was from whistleblowers that I obtained the information that provided the basis of my first high-profile anti-corruption investigation.

			In 2007, VTB began purchasing oil drilling rigs in China and then leasing them to Russian oil producers. The cost of a Chinese drilling rig was $10 million. VTB Leasing, however, paid 50 percent more than that through an intermediary offshore company registered in Cyprus. It seemed an entirely pointless arrangement. What did Cyprus have to do with anything, and why was an intermediary needed? Surprisingly, it turned out that this offshore company was controlled by VTB’s top executives, and the price difference went straight into their pockets. They purchased not five, not ten, but thirty of these drilling rigs. It would have been impossible to find customers for so many.

			This deal was supposed to remain secret, like dozens of others, but on this occasion things worked out differently. I not only wrote about the business but traveled to Yamal, where, in the middle of a field, I found the orphaned rigs still in gigantic containers and covered in snow. In the summer they rusted in a swamp.

			This investigation was very straightforward. You didn’t need a degree in economics or to be an expert on oil production to work out what was wrong. I wrote hundreds of complaints, went to court, and even won. In those days that was still possible. I urged all the minority shareholders of VTB to file complaints together with me and demand documents. They did. This lasted for years, with statements to the police, rejections, appeals, lawsuits in Russia and Cyprus. It was a particular pleasure to question Kostin personally on the topic of drilling rigs at shareholder meetings. He tried to find excuses, but with a marked lack of success.

			At these meetings, Nailya Asker-zade, a young reporter for Vedomosti, would sit next to me. At the time, Vedomosti was the leading business newspaper and covered my battle with VTB in detail. Nailya and I had a lot of laughs at Kostin’s expense. It was all the more surprising, then, that she was the central character of my next investigation into VTB, released ten years later. At about the time the saga of the drilling rigs was unfolding, Nailya succeeded in getting a lengthy interview with Kostin. As later became known, they had an affair shortly afterward, which they painstakingly kept secret. They succeeded in blocking and having deleted all mention of their relationship through Roskomnadzor, the federal agency “supervising” (that is, essentially censoring) the media. I and my colleagues at the Anti-Corruption Foundation eventually discovered that Kostin made Asker-zade a present of a yacht worth $60 million, a private jet, and a whole lot of valuable Moscow real estate, some of it purchased with money from the state-owned VTB. Nailya responded by paying for a bench in New York’s Central Park with a romantic inscription.

			That’s love for you.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  VTB (Vneshtorgbank) stands for Foreign Trade Bank.
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			In the 2000s, there were two prominent democratic parties in Russia, Yabloko and the Union of Right Forces (URF). They were constantly attacking each other, and many thought they would do better to unite into one big liberal party. I was among those who favored unification, and that was one of the reasons I stayed in touch with members of the Union of Right Forces.

			In May 2005, they chose a new leader, a young guy named Nikita Belykh. He came from Perm, where he had become a deputy and shown he could achieve creditable results for his party. We were almost the same age (Nikita is a year older). We both knew our way around the internet and both found ourselves in a situation where policy in our parties was made by members who were completely different from us in personality, age, and outlook. So we became kind of friends.

			In 2007 there were elections to the State Duma, and Belykh, perhaps partly influenced by me as well as by the liberal-minded public, decided to adopt a pretty radical position—against Putin. The party was immediately routed because it was still part of the “systemic opposition.” As such, you are not allowed to oppose Putin and you have to watch your step. URF obtained less than 1 percent of the vote. That was not, however, a setback for Belykh’s career. Quite the contrary. In 2008, Dmitry Medvedev became president, and Belykh was told his party was going to be destroyed but “we will, if you wish, make you a governor. That will give us a liberal governor.” At the time Medvedev enjoyed indulging in curious experiments like that.

			Belykh agreed with the intention of creating a small democratic miracle in a particular province. He would bring in a young, progressive team and demonstrate great successes could be achieved even in a depressed region. Belykh was allocated Kirov Region, one of the poorest. It is a forested area, almost devoid of industry, considered utterly dire.

			Preparing to take up the governorship there, Belykh invited me along. I had no wish to become an official, but agreed to be an adviser on a voluntary basis. I already had a reputation from my anti-corruption campaigning and said, “I will help you fight corruption.” Off we went.

			My family stayed in Moscow. I saw Yulia and the children only on weekends. While helping Belykh, I carried on my legal practice and the investigations. Occasionally I would land in Kirov in the evening and need to fly home the next day when there were no direct flights. I would have to go to Kazan by car and fly from there to Moscow. Then everything would be repeated. It was exhausting. Having put up with this until summer, we decided to move the whole family to Kirov. Dasha was in her second year of school, and Zakhar was just over a year old. When he was born, I was the happiest person in the world. At one time the sex of my unborn child seemed very important. I wanted a son. But after Dasha appeared, I realized what nonsense that was. Even so, when Zakhar was born, I was very pleased. Hurray, I now had both a daughter and a son! Barbie’s army would be joined by a fleet of toy cars!

			We were intending to settle permanently in Kirov, but in the end I lived there only a year. It was a strange period, but I’m glad it happened. That kind of experience is essential for anyone planning to engage in politics in Russia.

			The region was terribly corrupt, and, as is often the case, the previous governor had been an ex-prosecutor. There seems to be a rule that if the top guy is a former prosecutor or FSB officer, there will be twice the corruption. There were large amounts of state property in the region. The situation was very confusing and difficult to unravel, but my job was to get to the bottom of it all and make proposals on how to sort it out. I set to work but soon came to the sad realization that a governor had no special power. Russia is so structured that Kremlin representatives are absolutely everywhere. In addition to the governor, a region has a “principal federal inspector” and representatives of several federal ministries. Any decision the governor makes can simply be shot down by an official who reports directly to Moscow. This could reach the height of absurdity. For example, there was no Wi-Fi in the offices of the Kirov regional government. I proposed that there should be. The saga deserves a chapter of its own, for comic relief. Just to get my proposal discussed took five heavily attended meetings with the governor, and even then Wi-Fi was not installed.

			Working in Kirov was on the whole an interesting but disillusioning experience. I gained a good understanding of how everything works. I learned that no modernization is possible in an authoritarian country, let alone any particular region of such a country. Young, active, ambitious people arrive wanting to fix everything and get things working, but they are sucked into the swamp of the system. It quickly became obvious that in a corrupt environment you yourself are forced to behave corruptly, even if all you want is to help people.

			For example, I remember we asked the minister of natural resources for money—not for us, but for our region. The minister said to Belykh, “You know, someone there offended one of my people regarding the timber he wanted. Please help sort this out.” Belykh said to me, “Please help sort this out.” That is, I was being asked to come up with some dodgy arrangement under which the minister’s pal would be given extra timber, and in return the minister would allocate state funds to Kirov Region. I said I wanted nothing to do with it.

			That was the only way issues could be resolved. Every time you wanted to do something good, you had to do something bad (maybe not for your own benefit, but for someone else’s). Before you know it, you find yourself engaging in corrupt behavior from morning to night. And if you are behaving corruptly for the benefit of someone else, why would it not be okay to do a little bit of the same for yourself? The system soon swallows you.

			During one of my first meetings I was given a huge pile of folders, each containing documents about a particular enterprise of regional importance. I needed to study all of them and assess how efficiently they were operating. One of the folders was labeled “Kirovles [Kirov Timber].” A few years later, that name became notorious all over Russia. The company was used to bring criminal charges against me and find me guilty in a show trial.

			Kirovles was a state-owned logging enterprise employing four thousand people, and it was in a catastrophic state. It had monstrous debts, and there were constant delays in paying salaries. At first I supposed this was due to low sales, and considered either centralizing the company or establishing a timber exchange just for Kirov Region. The more I delved into the accounts, however, the more I realized the problem was atrociously bad management. Vyacheslav Opalev, the director of Kirovles, was a run-of-the-mill swindler whose only concern was to extract money from the enterprise. No matter which district Belykh was visiting, businessmen would complain to him about Kirovles. In the end, I got Opalev fired and a full audit of the enterprise undertaken by one of the Big Four accounting firms. So there would be no doubt about the trustworthiness of the audit, the company was appointed after a competitive selection process.

			A few months later, I heard that Opalev had been quietly reinstated and the audit canceled, in defiance of decisions made at every level of the Kirov regional government. That made a big impression on me, and I knew I needed to get out of there. I applied to Yale University for a place in its World Fellows Program.

			Nikita stayed in Kirov, settled more fully into his position, and became a typical governor. If you are a Russian bureaucrat, you are required to obey every order, even if it is illegal, and with each passing year this comes to seem more natural. When the Kirovles case was brought against me, Belykh, who knew perfectly well the charges had been fabricated, kept his mouth firmly shut. That was one of the reasons the case was able to proceed to trial.

			It is fundamental to Putin’s power, however, that the rules can change and at any moment be used against you. Seven years later I turned on the television and was stunned. Nikita was shown being arrested in a Moscow restaurant in the act of accepting a bribe. He got eight years in a strict regime facility and, as I write this, is still in prison.

			

			—

			There were some one thousand applicants for fifteen places in the Yale program. I was one of the lucky ones who was awarded a spot, which really mattered to me. I had come to realize that I did not know enough. Russia’s crooks were stealing in my country, but spending their ill-gotten gains in the West. To get them prosecuted abroad, I needed to understand how to make use of the U.S. and European anti-money-laundering legislation. I also wanted to see the world. How did things work in America? What were the arrangements in the education system? After a year in the outer darkness of Kirov Region, I was avid for new impressions.

			The idea behind the World Fellows Program was to give those selected from around the world every opportunity to study. For example, my interests were in corporate management and law, and I was entitled to enroll in any course in the law school. I could also add a course in any other faculty, and meet any professor. Everyone was happy to advise me. I didn’t have to take any tests or examinations. I was even allowed to take my family with me. The university paid participants a substantial stipend and provided accommodation.

			I spent six months in America and had a great time. The only thing I found disconcerting was the intense friendliness of Americans, having to respond a hundred times a day to questions like “How are you doing?” “How was your weekend?” I, a surly Russian, had to smile so much my cheeks were hurting by evening. To be serious, though (as befits a surly Russian), I was surrounded throughout my time at Yale by incredibly intelligent people and was proud to be in their company. I was constantly aware of that, and felt everyone around me was smarter than I was. It was wonderful.

			I had been busy battling corruption in state-owned corporations. Now I found myself sitting next to a woman from South Africa who was battling AIDS and HIV. Her name was Thembi Xulu, and she talked so interestingly about the work she was doing that I wondered if it was more important than mine.

			There was also an Indonesian man who was the leader of a Muslim youth organization. I asked him once, “How many members do you have?” expecting him to say something like two hundred people. Instead, he replied, “Well, we aren’t the largest youth organization in the world. About twelve million.”

			A member of the program from Tunisia was constantly complaining to me that being in opposition there was terribly difficult. “In Russia,” he said, “you have YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter, but for us in Tunisia everything is blocked.” Working out of France was the only way he could continue to be politically active.

			We were talking in the last days of 2010, and within a month the Arab Spring arrived and Tunisia’s dictatorial regime had fallen. It might have been an experience unique to the Tunisian people, but it was still important and useful for me to learn about it.

			I was not only listening to other people’s stories, however; I was also getting on with my own anti-corruption work. During these months I published my next major investigation, “How They Cook the Books in Transneft.”

			Transneft is the world’s largest pipeline company and moves oil all over Russia. Needless to say, it is state owned. In the mid-2000s it undertook the huge project of constructing an oil pipeline from eastern Siberia to the Pacific Ocean. Any construction project of that size is guaranteed first and foremost to involve a whole lot of embezzlement. Even if it gets completed, such a mega-project will not be finished on time; it will be done shoddily and against regulations; and a large chunk of the budget will be misappropriated. And that is exactly what happened. This was obvious to everyone, including the government, and in 2008 Transneft was audited by the Accounts Chamber, a special auditing department of the state. Scandalously, the results were kept secret at the request of Transneft itself.

			I went to great lengths to get my hands on this secret report and finally succeeded. I was appalled. The report’s 150 pages drily laid out, with numbers and analysis, the fact that everything that could have been plundered had been. Construction costs had been inflated many times over, fly-by-night offshore companies had been selected as contractors, tenders and bidding had been conducted with wholly incredible irregularities, and the documentation relating to them had been destroyed in order to conceal what had been going on. The report was not the theorizing of experts or posts in a blog on the internet but rather an official report by the Accounts Chamber. The total amount embezzled in the course of the pipeline project was some $4 billion, “1,100 rubles stolen from every adult in Russia,” as I wrote in LiveJournal at the time.

			It was a huge scandal. The head of the state corporation at the time was, and to the present day still is, Nikolai Tokarev, an ex-KGB officer and a very close buddy of Putin’s who had shared an office with him at the Soviet KGB residency in Dresden. Tokarev, an extremely private person, eventually spoke out. He accused me of being an opportunist and claimed I was “licked by Madeleine Albright’s National Democratic Institute.” And she, he claimed, virulently hated Russia. I ridiculed their understanding of the world, which had changed not a jot since the days of their youth and the Cold War.

			Almost immediately after publication of my investigation, an examination of the Kirovles case began in Kirov Region. It was in fact a reexamination, because I had already been investigated when I was working as Belykh’s adviser. The police had unearthed nothing illegal then, and the episode was quickly forgotten. This now was evidently an attempt to prevent my returning to Russia, which was an option I did not for a moment contemplate. For several months I had been so homesick that I was devouring sorrel borscht in my dreams. The four of us packed our bags and flew back to Moscow. A new phase of my life had begun: every time I returned home, I wondered whether I would be arrested at the border.

			It was now 2011, a year when everything changed again.
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			The main thing I learned from the debates, my LiveJournal blog, and the battles with state corporations was how to get large numbers of people working with me. I find a story about corruption, I write on LiveJournal, “Guys, get involved! Let’s all file complaints against these crooks,” and literally thousands of people respond and join me in writing complaints. They sign them with their real names and provide their home addresses and phone numbers. Or I write, “I’m looking for an expert on pipelines. Help me find one,” and within a few hours I receive a letter saying, “Hello, I’m a pipeline expert. What questions do you need answered?”

			Everyone thinks it costs a fortune to engage a highly qualified expert, but through my blog I discovered that people are glad to volunteer their services if they themselves are part of the process, know what is happening, and what benefit there will be if they donate their help. I explained every step I took. I put all my requests and all the replies to them online. People trusted me and responded, and I very soon realized that many of these volunteers were a hundred times better qualified than those in the offices I had previously worked in.

			In 2010, a LiveJournal user sent me some news. “The Ministry of Health has decided to create a social network for ‘communication between medical workers and patients.’ ” They announced a competition to create the network, with an initial budget of 55 million rubles and a deadline of sixteen days for completion. I’m no IT expert, but I could see this was simply not feasible. It would be impossible to create any website, let alone a social network, in just a couple of weeks. The “competition” was clearly a fraud, the contractor had no doubt been chosen long ago, and the website was probably already set up. They had just agreed to help themselves to the lion’s share of 55 million rubles and split it among themselves. I lodged a complaint, and within a few days the Ministry of Health canceled the competition.

			After that, I was deluged on LiveJournal with references to similar fraudulent competitions. I put out my usual call on the blog for help from experts, this time to write a professional assessment on the basis of which I could draw up complaints. The project took off, but there were so many competitions I couldn’t cope with them all. Volunteers helped me out, creating a new website where people could upload information about corrupt government procurement orders, and experts could post assessments of them. But we did not have enough volunteers, so I posted a message on the blog to say I was looking for a lawyer to join me in writing complaints. Again I was deluged with CVs.

			That is how the RosPil project began, and how I came to hire its first employee. Lyubov Sobol, at that time still a student at Moscow State University, proved to be a meticulous and purposeful lawyer. We have been working together ever since, and she has become a close associate of mine. I hired a few more staff, and in addition to the RosPil project, which exposed fraud in state procurement, launched a couple of new projects: RosYama, a site through which anyone could file a complaint about a badly maintained road, and RosVybory, a site through which you could register to become an observer at elections. In a matter of months there were to be elections for the State Duma and the presidency. All these initiatives developed into a full-fledged organization.

			For any project you need two things: people and money. I had no qualms about people. All my experience suggested I was not going to be left as a lone lawyer working from an office in a basement. Money, though, was a problem, because you can’t run an independent organization in an authoritarian state without a budget.

			In the past, politicians had asked rich people for money, oligarchs. By 2011, however, the oligarchs wouldn’t come within cannonball range of me. And neither did I want to owe them any favors. So I put a post on my blog saying, “I know how to work, I know what to do, I will find and hire the necessary number of staff, but the financing has to come from you. Give me money. You need to donate a modest amount to a good, useful project, and that will save me from having to run around trying to cadge funds from oligarchs and businessmen.” These micro-donations were the base that enabled me to become independent. And there was nothing the Kremlin could do about it. It was easy for them to arrest and intimidate one or two big donors, but what could they do against tens of thousands of people?

			Nowadays there seems nothing special about that approach; it is standard for a fundraising campaign. But in 2011, everyone thought I was out of my mind. What on earth was a micro-donation? How could you possibly raise money for investigations and legal work online, especially in Russia? In our country no one had ever done anything like it before. There were no models to follow, there was no habit of donating regularly, there was no financial infrastructure. And yet people began transferring money to me, ordinary readers of my LiveJournal blog. At first I collected the donations in my personal account and later published a bank statement and report on my blog. The average donation to RosPil was 400 rubles (at that time about $15), and in one month I collected almost 4 million rubles, more than the annual budget I had originally set.

			Before that, it was thought that personal donations could be collected only for charities. No one would donate a Kopeck to anything else, least of all to anything political. I managed to change that mindset. Everyone was shocked, and I was fantastically pleased.

			There was another belief, no less persistent and harmful, that nobody in the public eye would ever openly donate money to political causes. They would be afraid of reprisals, so it was better not to ask. It was far more effective to secretly approach some businessman who would give you cash under the table, or to just go straight to the presidential administration. I was sure that was wrong, and decided to prove it.

			In September 2011, I registered the Anti-Corruption Foundation as a nonprofit organization. All my individual projects now existed as parts of a single brand. I announced I would continue to raise money for the work of the ACF through crowdfunding, but this time I specifically called for famous people to become donors. After a few months I had sixteen public figures openly supporting me. Each one donated more than $10,000. They included the entrepreneur Boris Zimin; Sergei Guriev, an economist; Leonid Parfyonov, a journalist; and the writer Boris Akunin. Vladimir Ashurkov, a financier, not only donated money but helped me enormously to get the whole thing organized. These sixteen brave people broke the very important social taboo that you should never fund a cause you believed in without prior permission.

			I had been planning to raise about 9 million rubles in the first year of ACF’s existence and achieved that with ease. In 2019, the year before I was poisoned, we collected more than 80 million rubles, receiving tens of thousands of small donations of 100–500 rubles from all over the country.

			Our organization’s underlying principle is transparency. That was important to me from the outset, for two reasons. First, because people would donate more readily if they knew what their money was being spent on, and second, because I wanted to be completely different from the state. The government is spending our taxes without any explanation. We have no influence over the budget’s priorities, and do not even know exactly how the money is distributed. Russia has never seen a politician who was truly open in his approach. Even in the brief period in the 1990s when democrats were in power, it was considered normal to conceal your own resources and where they had come from.

			I wanted to do things differently. I published the details of my personal income and where my organization’s money came from. Everyone knew what my wife and children looked like. All those people who were sending me donations were also sending an unambiguous signal to the authorities: they chose to donate to me because they could see what I was doing and how I spent the money, while the government officials kept everything hidden and often stole it.

			Despite the intimidation of donors, which began almost immediately—Are you donating to Navalny? All transactions are recorded. Expect problems!—thousands of people carried on sending us money. It always felt as if I were being sent a message: We are ready to fight but need a leader, someone who is not afraid of the state and will not accept bribes. We believe that is the kind of person you are, which is why we are supporting you.

			I never drew a salary from the Anti-Corruption Foundation, and under no circumstances did I ever use donations for personal purposes. I decided there would be an unassailable Great Wall of China between my earnings and the organization’s budget. I did, after all, have a job as a lawyer, so even while heading the ACF, I continued providing legal services, even though it may be true that some of my clients employed me as a way of supporting me.

			The second important principle was “normality.” The Kremlin has been trying for years to marginalize our movement and drive it underground, to turn us into a modern equivalent of the Soviet dissidents. I have great respect for those dissidents, who were heroes. But in 2012, no one in their right mind wanted to become a heroic dissident—it’s dangerous and it’s scary. Everyone just wanted to be normal. And that’s exactly what we were—normal people with a normal office life.

			Although we were essentially an organization for revolution, with each person taking great risks, from the outside we looked like a bunch of Moscow hipsters. We had a spacious open-plan office and a coffee machine, and we played Secret Santa. We had Twitter and Instagram accounts. Our staff was young, everyone was friends with everyone else, we went on hikes together and threw parties (though in later years I began to notice a curious tendency for everything that was the most fun to begin after I had gone home). The only way we were different from a fancy start-up was that we were battling Putin. Of course that brought with it predictable downers, like having our office bugged.

			Although that was disagreeable, it was not particularly scary. Over time, however, the downers became more numerous. The pressure grew year by year, and by 2019 arrests and searches had become part of our daily lives. Our hipster office remained just as hipsterish, only now the riot police sawed through the door with a chain saw, burst in with semiautomatic weapons, and made everyone lie on the floor. During one of these raids, fifty members of the staff were relieved of their computers and phones, and all our equipment, documents, and personal belongings were taken. If you managed to hide your phone behind the baseboard molding and your computer in the ceiling tiles—well done. But most often everything was confiscated. The tactic was clear enough: We needed money to replace the equipment, and we would have to ask for donations. The Kremlin was hoping it would gradually become more difficult to raise funds, but after each attack on us we saw a surge in contributions.

			What the Anti-Corruption Foundation does is obvious from the name. We are hybrids, somewhere between journalists, lawyers, and political activists. We come across a story involving corruption, examine the documents, collect evidence, and publish it. In the first years, we did so as posts on my blog; later, as videos on YouTube. The most important thing we do, then, is spread the story so millions hear about it.

			The number of independent media outlets was falling rapidly, censorship was everywhere, and no major newspaper, let alone television network, was going to publicize our work. What do you do in a situation like that? You tell the story yourself and ask others to help. Post a link on your blog, write something on social media, send the video to your friends, and if nothing else is helping, print out a leaflet and put it up in elevators. This is our mayor. His official salary is around $2,000 a month. And here is his apartment in Miami, which is worth $5 million.

			At the end of every investigation I made an appeal: “Guys, we’ve done our bit. Here’s a great, important story, but without your help no one is going to know about it. Send links to your friends. Join your regional group on VKontakte[*1] and leave a comment there too. Send it to your grandmother and your parents.” The result was that donors not only gave us money but effectively started working for us themselves and became an important part of our organization.

			

			—

			“I have a very low opinion of the United Russia party. The United Russia party is the party of corruption, it is the party of crooks and thieves.” I uttered these words in February 2011 live on Finam FM radio, and it instantly became a meme. Afterward, Yevgeny Fyodorov, a United Russia deputy who took offense, challenged me to a debate. This was something unprecedented for a member of Putin’s party. I had come to love debates and, naturally, accepted the challenge. The debate was held on the same radio station, and when it ended, the host took a vote: 99 percent of listeners decided I was right. A second United Russia member soon sued me, claiming that my characterization of United Russia had caused him moral harm. The court disagreed, and Vedomosti, at that time still a daring newspaper, ran the headline “Court Permits Calling United Russia the ‘Party of Crooks and Thieves.’ ” It was great fun.

			In my blog I asked for this phrase to be repeated as frequently as possible, and soon, if you started typing the words “United Russia” into a search engine, the first suggestion would be “party of crooks and thieves.” Elections to the State Duma were to be held in December 2011, and I wanted to ensure that the Kremlin’s party gained as few votes as possible. The main slogan of our campaign was “Vote for any party other than the party of crooks and thieves.” I conducted the campaign as usual, making use of the internet and our network of supporters.

			As a result, United Russia ended up with a far lower share of the vote than it was expecting, and the Kremlin resorted to monstrous doctoring of the results. The ballot rigging was unprecedented at that time: busing fraudulent voters to multiple ballot stations, ballot stuffing, doctoring results sheets. Although United Russia still obtained a majority in the Duma, its machinations provoked the biggest wave of protests in our recent history.

			A rally against ballot rigging had been planned in advance, because no one had any illusions that the elections would be fair. Scheduled for December 5, the day after the vote, it was organized by the Solidarity movement, which had been established by Garry Kasparov, Boris Nemtsov, Ilya Yashin, and Vladimir Bukovsky. Yashin, my friend from the time of Youth Yabloko, invited me to attend, but at first I refused to go. Their position on the election had annoyed me: one section of their movement (Kasparov’s) urged a boycott, another section (Nemtsov’s) favored spoiling the ballots, and between the two of them they undermined my strategy of “Vote for any party except United Russia.” Every voter mattered to me. When I saw the election results, however (in Moscow, United Russia obtained 46 percent of the vote, and in some polling stations as little as 20 percent; elsewhere 70 percent), and then videos of the ballot rigging, I could see I needed to attend. I wrote a post on my blog encouraging everyone to come to Chistye Prudy at 7:00 p.m. It was a Monday, and I had no great hopes of a huge turnout.

			The Communists were going to hold a rally in Pushkin Square an hour earlier. (I gave them a mention in my post.) It was too late to combine the two protests, but I suggested that anyone who could should go to both. “A hundred people came to the Communists,” Yashin texted me as I was on the metro on the way to Chistye Prudy. I reflected gloomily that not many more were likely to turn up at our event. Public rallies had not been a popular form of protest in recent years, as I had discovered only too painfully while trying to organize them with Yashin for Yabloko. I could see people were infuriated by the grotesque unfairness of the election, but I had little hope they would take to the streets.

			I came out of the metro station and couldn’t believe my eyes: there were several thousand people. The whole boulevard was jam-packed. I couldn’t remember seeing anything like it. Reaching the stage was impossible. The really important thing was that these were new people, not the usual handful of activists we knew by sight.

			No one wanted to go home when the rally ended, and we, this whole vast crowd, moved in procession to the electoral commission. The riot police standing around had tolerated an authorized rally, but such a manifestation of freedom loving provoked them beyond endurance. I, Ilya, and several hundred other people ended up in police buses. At the police station, I discovered most of my fellow prisoners had been election observers, who had seen everything that was going on at the polling stations the previous day and had indignantly taken to the streets. We were held overnight, and in the morning a court dispatched me to a special detention center. It was my first arrest—fifteen days (the maximum term at the time), for “disobeying the instructions of a police officer.”

			Nowadays you can hardly amaze anyone with tales of being in a special detention center, but back then it was a fairly uncommon experience. Imagine the scene: A metal door slams behind you and you find eighteen grim faces staring at you through a pall of cigarette smoke. At first you feel ill at ease, sitting for days at a time in a cell where everyone except you is smoking incessantly, exercising in a small concrete courtyard roofed over with bars, and allowed phone calls for only fifteen minutes a day. I gradually got used to it, though. As I write this, I can’t resist a wry smile: a Moscow special detention center in 2011 was very different from prison in 2021. What’s more, I was in really good company. Many in the cell had been arrested, like me, at the demonstration. Those in neighboring cells were mostly drunk drivers, drug addicts, or in for antisocial behavior, but it soon became clear that the vast majority of them supported me too.

			One of the worst things about being arrested is that you are cut off from everything that is happening outside. Life goes on at full tilt, while you don’t even hear the news in a timely fashion. Over those fifteen days I missed a lot of interesting things. On December 10 there was another rally, in Moscow’s Bolotnaya Square, protesting electoral fraud. When I heard there were 100,000 people there, I couldn’t believe it. I wrote a letter in the detention center for that demonstration, which was read out from the stage. I was able to be physically present, however, at the next demonstration, on Sakharov Avenue on December 24. I was stunned. I had never before seen so many attend a protest rally in my life. I found myself in unexpected company on the stage. Boris Nemtsov was there, as was Alexei Kudrin, a former finance minister, and even “the Russian Paris Hilton,” the socialite Ksenia Sobchak, the daughter of Putin’s former boss.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  A Russian social network.
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			The year 2012 set a pattern in my life, an endless vicious circle for many years to come: protest rally, arrest, protest rally, arrest. It was unpleasant, of course, but that was not going to stop me. The Kremlin soon realized that, so in December they brought four wholly new criminal cases against me at once. The charges were that I had stolen the timber of Kirov Region; I had stolen money from the French company Yves Rocher; I had stolen 100 million rubles from the Union of Right Forces party; and, my favorite, I had stolen a distillery in Kirov. I now faced the threat of spending several years in prison. The latter two cases were not particularly worrying and did not even make it to court. The first two were troubling because other innocent people were being implicated besides me. The Yves Rocher charge was particularly disturbing because my younger brother, Oleg, was a co-defendant.

			I was prepared for the Kremlin to persecute me, as was Yulia. But going after the broader circle of my relatives to take revenge on me really hurt. I remember one evening having dinner with the family. I was trying to find something encouraging to say, and the response was, “Don’t. We understand perfectly.” But it was impossible not to talk about it.

			In 2012, the court cases were still a long way off, but there were other ways to make life difficult: twelve-hour searches, for example, in the course of which all our phones and laptops were confiscated.

			My criminal cases are a prime example of the way the judicial system works. They simply invent charges and appoint victims as they go along. It is usually difficult to explain this to those living in countries that respect the rule of law. Surely you can’t, say, just dream up thirty volumes of documents. Russian investigators manage it.

			In bringing cases against me, the Kremlin had two aims. The first was to stop me from being active in politics. It is not at all easy to carry on normally if you are in prison, and even a suspended sentence makes life far more difficult. If you have a criminal conviction, you are barred from running for office. The second goal was character assassination. They needed to come up with charges against me that related not to politics but to common fraud: Oh, he thinks he can fight against our corruption? Well, we’ll just say he’s corrupt himself!

			I decided that if a criminal case was brought against me, I would post all the documents and other materials about it on the internet. The best defense against lies is publicity. I had nothing to hide, and wanted everyone to see that the cases against me were politically motivated.

			The first opportunity I had to test this stratagem was the Kirovles case. This was a perfect indicator of how much my activities were worrying the Kremlin at different times. It all began with a police inspection that occurred while I was working as Nikita Belykh’s adviser in Kirov. The inspection, as I said, failed to turn anything up, but was renewed while I was at Yale, a week after the publication of my investigation into Transneft. The authorities did not open a case against me, evidently supposing I would not come back anyway. The inspection was resumed a second time in February 2011, a few days after I dubbed United Russia “the party of crooks and thieves” on the radio. In May of that year, the inspection was escalated to a criminal case, but was again shut down for lack of evidence. In July 2012, Alexander Bastrykin, director of the Investigative Committee, threatened in a speech in St. Petersburg to fire the investigators who had closed the case and demanded it be reopened yet again. They were back at it within two weeks.

			Nothing could be more ridiculous than their accusation. You will remember there was an unprofitable state-owned enterprise in Kirov Region called Kirovles. It sold timber, either itself, through middlemen, or even on the black market. It was a complete mess. No one had even established an exact price for the timber or determined the cost of production.

			One of the timber traders was the Vyatka Timber Company, about which there was nothing special. It traded timber in paltry quantities compared with other traders, but its director, to his misfortune, was someone I knew, Pyotr Ofitserov, my friend from Yabloko. He, like many others, was drawn to Kirov Region by the appointment of Belykh, in the belief that doing business there would now be easy and pleasant. When the local corrupt cops started looking around for something connected with me that they could latch on to, they remembered Kirovles. Their big idea was that I had supposedly persuaded its director to sell wood to Ofitserov for 14.5 million rubles, which Ofitserov then sold on for 16 million. And that, they claimed, constituted embezzlement.

			You may be shaking your head by now and going back to reread the last line. “Where is the embezzlement?” I hear you ask. “That’s just normal business.” The Russian investigators thought otherwise. Armed with the testimony of the director of Kirovles, whom I tried to have fired while I was working as Belykh’s adviser, they claimed I forced him to sell the timber at a reduced and clearly uneconomic price.

			Oh, right, you are saying. So you were accused of helping yourself to 1.5 million rubles?

			Alas, you clearly lack the power of imagination possessed by officials of Russia’s Investigative Committee. They accused me of embezzling the whole 16 million. None of them was deterred by the fact that the timber had been sold and that Kirovles had been paid for it. But, let’s face it, on television “16 million” sounds a lot more impressive than “1.5 million.”

			The investigators did not even make a pretense that this was a proper financial investigation. Instead, for instance, they interrogated someone I used to work out with at the gym in my university days. They searched my parents’ home, confiscated documents relating to my legal work, and in general made little effort to disguise the fact they were just digging for dirt. I was barely bothered by it all, but did feel really sorry for my comrade in misfortune, Pyotr Ofitserov. He was the father of five children. His work required a lot of business travel, but now he was barred from leaving Moscow, his place of residence at the time. The investigators had a cunning plan: they would take Pyotr, an ordinary businessman, deprive him of a large part of his earnings, and intimidate him, and he would fall all over himself in his haste to bear false witness against me. Supporting five children is no laughing matter. I wouldn’t even have blamed him.

			At this point, in accordance with the rules of spinning a good yarn, I should keep you in suspense until later by not telling you how Ofitserov reacted. But I won’t. Pyotr proved to be a very honest and steadfast man. When the investigation was first opened, he told me right away that he would not be cooperating with it. His reaction to all the attempts to pressure him was—puzzlement. Yes, it was scary, yes, he didn’t want to go through with this, but he was not going to compromise his conscience with an act of contemptible villainy. Later, when we were together in the police truck that took us to prison, I asked if he regretted what he had done. He replied, “Do you really think you’re the only one who wants to remain an honest man?”

			The trial was being held in Kirov, where we now were allowed to travel, from Moscow: Yulia and I, Pyotr and his wife, Lida, and a crowd of journalists. I struck up friendships with many in the press at that time and am still in touch with them today. We always traveled on the train, and soon all the attendants knew us. I can’t say I was thrilled at the prospect of a criminal trial and the sentence looming over me, but the trips were a lot of fun. The trial was generally seen as little more than a show, and that effect was heightened by its being broadcast live by a news agency. I can’t imagine who had that bright idea, but I expect that in the aftermath he forfeited any chance for a bonus. The trial was conducted by a judge wearing a black robe. The prosecutor, wearing a blue suit, sat at a table, but that was where any resemblance to a courtroom ended. The case for the prosecution was laughable, as would have been obvious to anyone watching even one of the hearings.

			At the beginning of the summer, on June 4, we celebrated my birthday with a small party at the Swan Lake café in Gorky Park. We were discussing the latest news. Sergei Sobyanin, the mayor of Moscow, had unexpectedly announced that day that he had decided to resign. In reality, this was a stunt Putin’s officials had recently learned. They resigned from their posts sooner than necessary, only to announce immediately that they were going to run for reelection. This was done to prevent opponents from having time to prepare a proper election campaign. The incumbents remained in office until election day as “acting” officials, which gave them a huge administrative advantage over other candidates.

			At my birthday party someone asked laughingly, “Alexei, do you remember that survey Kommersant held?” I did, of course. In 2010, just before the last election for the mayor of Moscow, an online vote was held on the newspaper’s website for a “virtual mayor of Moscow.” It proved very popular, and more than sixty-five thousand people took part. I won on that occasion by a large margin, obtaining 45 percent of the votes. Boris Nemtsov came in second, with 12 percent, and third place went to the banker Alexander Lebedev, who got about 11 percent. It was amusing, and at the same time very encouraging: all the candidates were serious politicians, while I was just an ordinary guy on the internet, and I beat them. Sobyanin, incidentally, gained less than 3 percent of the vote.

			At my birthday party I made a snap decision. Sobyanin’s resignation was a good moment to take part in an election of national importance. I love Moscow, know it well, and have a fair grasp of the city’s problems. I looked at Yulia, Yulia looked at me, and I knew exactly what she was thinking: it was a good idea to run for mayor. I never have to discuss anything at length with Yulia. She’s already on my side.

			I had a word with Vladimir Ashurkov, a very close ally, and asked him if we could start a campaign immediately without any money. Would we be able to get the funding later? He replied in his very calm and balanced way that it would not be easy. We would need a lot of money, much more than we had ever collected. We did, however, have a lot of supporters and knew all about fundraising. We should give it a go.

			Next, we made a shared phone call to Leonid Volkov, a deputy in the Yekaterinburg City Duma, and I invited him to run my campaign headquarters. I told him that I wanted to conduct a serious election campaign, not the kind of thing the opposition had done in recent years, where a candidate announces his nomination, sits on his hands for several months, then when it is all over complains the result was rigged. I wanted to win. From his home in Yekaterinburg, Volkov said, “Fine! I will come to Moscow and run your campaign.” That’s how it all happened, literally in thirty minutes.

			It was a brilliant decision, but we were going to have to do a lot of hard work. From the outside it may seem as if success in an election was all the work of one person, but that is far from true. It was more like a pyramid, where I happened to be the one at the top, but I hardly worked on the election alone. I was representing everyone who stood behind me and with me. I did work hard. If you are not prepared to start with yourself and set an example, you will never achieve anything. It is, however, no less important to trust other people. We quickly put a team together, and that became the engine powering the campaign.

			Initially, there was pandemonium, not least because this was the first big, genuine election campaign in contemporary Russia. We opened a headquarters in the center of Moscow, but for the first few days no one knew who was responsible for what or how to organize work for the volunteers. And more and more of them came. Hundreds of people walked into our headquarters and asked if we had a job for them.

			There was an occasion when I noticed a guy I knew from Facebook. He was a top-class IT specialist, a millionaire. I saw he was busy folding leaflets into bundles and packing them up neatly. “Good Lord,” I said, “you’re an outstanding programmer. Why are you wasting your time on these leaflets?” He replied, “Because, Alexei, you don’t have a more specialized task for me yet, but I can see you are all hard at work and want to be a part of your campaign and contribute.”

			I imagine there was a preliminary discussion in the Kremlin over whether to let me run. I was well known on the internet, of course, and that was dangerous, but the internet is one thing and real life is another. They evidently did not take me seriously as a candidate and eventually decided to conduct an experiment. They would not prevent me from taking part in the election so that the popularity of Putin and his representative, Sobyanin, could crush me. They no doubt convinced themselves I would get at most 5 percent. I might have had the most popular blog in Russia, but old ladies who watched television would never vote for me. It was obvious all the other candidates would beat me too. In any Russian election the pattern is that first place goes to the Kremlin’s nominee; second place goes to the Communist Party of the Russian Federation; and third place goes to Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s party, the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia. I would be an outsider, and this would be the end of my political career. Well, maybe not the end, but it would become the career of just another democratic opposition politician who would obtain no more than a couple percent of the vote. On July 17, I was officially registered as a candidate and allowed to run.

			The Kremlin had another reason for not worrying about me too much. The following day, July 18, the verdict was due in the Kirovles case. I faced five years in prison, and Ofitserov faced four. Of course I had no wish to go to prison and was worried about my family, but I could see that Yulia was taking it all calmly, and that gave me strength. We arrived at the court, to be met by a crowd of supporters and journalists. We took our seats in the courtroom. The judge came out and began monotonously reading the verdict. It took several hours, so I had plenty of time to ready myself, but still, when he said, “Five years in a standard regime colony,” I was taken aback. Ofitserov was sentenced to four years, and I saw his wife, when she heard that, crumple down into her seat.

			That was it. I kissed Yulia, and they handcuffed me—that too was broadcast live to further intimidate anybody thinking of following my example—and took me out to the police truck.

			A police truck is a special vehicle for transporting prisoners. From the outside it looks like a truck, but inside it is subdivided into numerous small compartments, called tumblers in prison slang. These are in effect tall, narrow boxes in which you can’t sit properly because your knees press against the opposite partition. I was in one of those, and Pyotr was in another.

			At the prison I was given a mattress and told to take it to my cell some considerable distance away. I was already carrying other things, but everything had to be taken in one go. I loaded the mattress on my shoulders and got moving.

			It was cold in the cell, and there were lots of mosquitoes. I had decided that if I did get sent to prison, I would keep a diary, and immediately wrote my first entry. About mosquitoes.

			I have to tell you that I have never slept better than I did that night. You would imagine you would be pacing around within those four walls and unable to settle down, but in fact you fall asleep like a baby. The anxiety is something you feel before the sentence is announced, but once that’s over, what is there left to worry about? I had no doubt I would be spending the next five years in prison. My future was predetermined and clear. There would be no surprises.

			In the morning, the guards came to my cell on their round of inspection and asked if I had any request. I asked them to bring me a couple of books by Tolstoy from the prison library. Two hours passed and the guards did not reappear, but then the door opened and I was told to come out to the exit, bringing my belongings.

			“Where are you taking me?” I asked.

			“To the appeal.”

			“What appeal? I haven’t even had time to submit one.”

			“The Prosecutor’s Office filed it.”

			Something fishy was going on. I knew perfectly well appeals are not heard that fast.

			Ofitserov and I were again brought to the court and put in the “fish tanks,” glass boxes for containing criminals. I was already locked in when I heard there had been a huge spontaneous protest rally in Moscow the day before. The live broadcast, in which the regime wanted everyone to see me being found guilty, had had exactly the opposite effect. People saw the case was a fix, and were furious when Petya and I had sentences imposed. Later, when I got to a computer and looked at the photos, I was very impressed. Tens of thousands had gathered on a weekday, literally a couple of hours after the sentencing, on Tverskaya, the main street of Moscow. All those who were there that day later told me how unforgettable the rally had been. I was even a bit envious.

			During the rally, while I, unaware that anything was going on, was writing in my cell about mosquitoes, the Prosecutor’s Office issued an official statement announcing that it had asked for the sentences of Ofitserov and me to be reduced. In Russian legal practice this was an unimaginable development.

			I have been asked in almost every interview since why that happened. It is as if everyone thinks I know some secret and will one day spill the beans. But I don’t, and remain convinced that all those people at the rally scared the Kremlin. The speed with which they had gotten themselves organized and protested, and their sheer numbers, forced Putin to back down.

			Ofitserov and I were released from custody and were free to return to Moscow. Hundreds met us at the station. I immediately plunged into the election campaign.

			It was like a movie, but at the same time, paradoxically, everything happening at that moment felt very real. We allocated responsibilities among our headquarters staff and found things for the volunteers to do. We invented the Cubes, two-meter-high lightweight structures covered in banners, which we used as mobile propaganda tools, positioning them in different districts of Moscow. They attracted attention. Someone would come over, read what was written on the banners, and talk to volunteers we made sure were always standing nearby. A Cube could be erected by anyone; you had only to ask for one at our headquarters.

			The second element of our campaign was meetings with voters. I was banned from appearing on television or in newspapers, so I decided to communicate directly. There is a reason why I wrote that our campaign was “like a movie.” I’m a big fan of The Wire. In one season there was a storyline about the hero running for mayor of Baltimore. I explained to our staff responsible for organizing meetings with the public that I wanted the same scenario: a stage, chairs for the elderly, groups of other people standing around. That is probably entirely typical in an American election campaign, but no one had done anything like it before in Russia.

			This was the most exhausting job I have done in my life. Every morning I would wake up and think, Lord, meetings again today. There were three or four of them every day, often in districts on opposite sides of Moscow. To make life easier for me, headquarters got me a minibus with a bed and kitchenette. The theory was that I would be able to rest between speaking engagements while being transported from one district to another. It was a great idea but proved impossible to realize. I got terribly carsick in my “home on wheels,” couldn’t lie down, couldn’t work at the computer, and, after a couple of days, couldn’t bear it any longer. I transferred to an ordinary car.

			The Kremlin and the incumbent mayor, Sobyanin, naturally, tried to sink me. They sent local officials to every meeting. “Alexei! What do you think about gay parades?” “Alexei! What do you think about migrants?” The regime believes these are awkward questions, and that I would stumble to find answers. Here, however, my earlier experience of conducting debates kicked in. I absolutely love debating, and this developed into a high point of my addresses. All part of the show. The Kremlin thought I would be flummoxed, but they were wrong. Any time one of these “awkward questions” was lobbed at me, I called the person onto the stage and started debating with him. The crowd was fascinated by the contest, and it only added to my support. Those old ladies the Kremlin was sure would never vote for me miraculously became supporters, because they could see me in person. I came to their courtyard, they could touch me, take a look at me, and ask me anything they wanted to.

			We almost won. I know there is no “almost” in elections, but this was a major victory for the opposition. I took second place, with 27.2 percent. Everybody had forgotten that such a significant share of the vote could be gained by anyone not under Kremlin control. On election day we saw from independent exit polls that Sobyanin received 48 percent of the vote, which meant a second round should have been held. I am confident that in the second round I would have beaten him, but the Kremlin was not going to allow that. So Sobyanin “obtained” 51 percent and won in the first round.

			For years the regime had been working to create the illusion that there existed only United Russia and the systemic opposition parties, while the nonsystemic opposition was languishing on the periphery of politics and not representative of anyone. Even though I did not become mayor, our campaign showed it was all a lie. There are a great many Russians who do not support Putin and his candidates. They long for real politics and real elections. If competently mobilized, they are ready to participate actively in election campaigns, to work at campaign headquarters, to volunteer. It was obvious that if we were allowed to participate freely in elections, we would become a big, powerful party, competing with United Russia for a majority in parliament. I was the living proof of that: an ordinary person with no money, with no support from the media or oligarchs, who even spent some time in prison during the campaign. On television, in the course of a court trial, I was accused of fraud and no one believed it. In spite of all the falsification, I gained second place in Russia’s largest city. And I knew for a fact that there were more of us. Many more.

			The Kremlin knew that too. They never allowed me to run in another election.
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			Politically and personally, 2014 was a difficult year. Having seen his popularity falling over the previous three years, Putin seized Crimea and was now bathing in the warm glow of the people’s love. All those who didn’t share this joy were considered traitors.

			On a personal level, matters were even worse. My younger brother, Oleg, a father of two children, and I were in court. The charge against us was even more ridiculous than the one brought against me in the first trial, but by now the legal system had been honed by Putin, and the members of it obeyed his every order. The prosecutors accused Oleg and me of stealing 26 million rubles from the French cosmetics company Yves Rocher, allegedly by increasing the cost of logistics services. The similarity with the previous case against me involving the Kirovles firm was obvious. Once again, normal business practice was portrayed as fraud. But whereas last time the police had come up with a supposedly genuine victim, Vyacheslav Opalev, the director of Kirovles, who gleefully agreed to challenge me in court, in this case there was no victim. As I wrote earlier, it’s very difficult to explain to people who live in a country governed by the rule of law how such a thing is possible, but in Putin’s Russia no one even bats an eye. The representative of Yves Rocher who had been called to the court (by the prosecution!) declared that he had no complaints against us, but this made no impression on the judge. The order had been given to find us guilty, so Putin’s machine did its utmost.

			In February 2014, I was put under house arrest as a pretrial measure; it lasted almost a year. House arrest is insidious. You are not actually sitting in prison, so no one sympathizes with you, but in reality you can do virtually nothing. Under its terms I was forbidden to leave our flat, and no one was allowed to visit me apart from family members. Nor was I allowed to use the phone or the internet. I had an electronic tag fixed to my leg, which told the Federal Penitentiary Service (FSIN) where I was.

			I decided not to complain and to use the time to my advantage. I would spend more time with my children and exercise! I even bought myself an exercise bike. This was my second mistake. Within a week it had turned into a permanent clothes hanger.

			My first mistake had been to expect some sort of idyllic family life. Almost immediately, constantly sitting at home turned me into a caged beast. And almost immediately I sent my children and my wife around the bend. Everyone was irritated, me included. After nine months I amused myself by consulting the map of Moscow and thinking about where I would go when all of this was over. Seeing me doing this, Yulia would ask ironically, “Ah, so you’re going for another walk?” It seemed to me that a trip with the children to the Lianozovo district on the northern edge of Moscow would be wonderful. In general, though, the limit of my dreams was the island at Kolomenskoye, not far from our home, where we used to go for walks as a family. It is situated on the banks of the Moskva River. While I was under house arrest, I happened to notice on the map that there is an island not far from the park. I began to imagine how fantastic it would be to explore it, and became jealous of everyone else, because they could go and do this any time they wanted. Later, when the court case and the house arrest were over, I set off for the island with my son, Zakhar, to fulfill my dream! The island turned out to be just an island, with nothing special about it…

			The final court hearing took place on December 19. Oleg and I were allowed final statements. The judge announced that sentencing would take place on January 15. We went our separate ways (I was taken from my home to the court and back in an official FSIN car, in convoy). Almost immediately a group was formed on Facebook to hold a demonstration on January 15. It had been agreed beforehand that they would come out into the streets to protest the sentence; there was absolutely no question but that we would be found guilty. The number of those who signed up for the demonstration grew so quickly that it seemed to have the reverse effect: Putin could not allow a demonstration to take place like the one that had followed the Kirovles sentencing. So, out of the blue Oleg and I were told that the sentencing hearing was being brought forward to December 30, right before New Year’s, the main Russian holiday, a time when everyone is either up to their eyes in preparations for the celebration or already on vacation (the first week of January is a national holiday period).

			I remember how the judge pronounced sentence: Alexei Navalny, three and a half years, suspended sentence; Oleg Navalny, three and a half years…I was waiting for her to add “suspended sentence.” Surely Oleg could not be given a harsher sentence than I had received. He was. As we watched, the court usher handcuffed him, and led him into the cage, which had been standing empty behind us throughout the whole case. Oleg’s wife, Vika, was in the courtroom. One of their children was three years old, their second not even one year old. The ushers led Oleg out of the courtroom, cleared the room of journalists, and Yulia and Vika started to transfer items from my prison bag into my brother’s prison bag. Your prison bag is actually a large duffel that you prepare beforehand, which contains all the essentials for the first few days and weeks in prison. I am (actually, to be honest, my wife is) an expert at putting together what is needed in these bags, because I’ve had them with me as I’ve traveled around Moscow’s detention centers, not to mention the jail in Kirov. Of course, Oleg also had one, and he had asked my advice on what he should put in it. But now that it proved necessary, it became clear that there was a lot missing from it.

			Despite my being given a suspended sentence, the judge had ordered that I remain under house arrest. I had no intention of obeying the order. After Oleg’s imprisonment I couldn’t care less.

			The FSIN officials had escorted me back home from the court, but that evening, when the demonstrators came out on Tverskaya Street, just as they had eighteen months previously, I violated my house arrest and joined them. I walked out of the apartment with the electronic tag on my leg and traveled into the center of Moscow. I couldn’t just sit it out at home while my brother had been sent to prison.

			A lot of people had turned out, but not enough, because of the change of date of the sentencing hearing, it being the eve of the holiday, and the freezing temperature. I was quickly detained. Usually if you violate house arrest, you’re thrown into a cell, but the police simply escorted me home and posted guards outside our apartment. They sat on stools outside my door and remained there for several days. Putin understood that this would be much more painful for me. I was supposed to enjoy a limited “freedom” while my brother was being tormented in prison.

			On January 5, I cut off the electronic tag with scissors and put a photograph of it on Twitter, adding that I was not going to obey the restrictions of house arrest. For the next couple of weeks my life resembled a comedy. Every time I left home the FSIN officers who were stationed on guard at the entrance ran after me, filming me and calling out, “You must return home immediately!” They didn’t dare to arrest me, though, and after a while they stopped running after me, too.

			

			—

			The fact that Oleg was in jail was a huge blow to my family. I had often said that no one should do what I was doing unless they had the support of those dear to them, and my family had always supported me: my parents, my wife, and my children. Oleg, too. They were all telling me that none of this was my fault, but I couldn’t not blame myself. I was the cause of Oleg’s wife’s tears. It was because of me that he wouldn’t see his children for three and a half years. He was in prison because he was my brother. He’d been taken hostage. I was prepared to be arrested; I understood clearly that I was laying myself open to that, and I’d already had the experience of being locked up for a few days. But Oleg wasn’t ready for that. It may sound pretentious, but it’s true that I thought about him every second of every day that he spent in prison.

			Oleg had a tough time there. He spent two and a half years in solitary confinement, even though according to the law no one could be held there for more than six months. His cell was cold, and his coat was taken away from him so that he’d be even colder. He was frequently sent to the punishment cell. The prison administration got other prisoners to put extra pressure on him. If a prisoner’s privileges were taken away, for example, they would say, “You’re suffering because of Navalny, it’s all his fault.” The administration made Oleg’s conditions ever worse: fewer visits, fewer parcels. And they did it all because of what I was up to. Every time I pushed the button to publish another investigation, I realized that I was striking Oleg with my own hand.

			Oleg didn’t complain once. Every time that his life in prison became worse, he wrote to me in his letters, “Don’t stop! If you were to stop, it would mean that I’m in here for nothing.” He knew that I was concerned for him, yet he constantly told me not to worry.

			He served the whole three-and-a-half-year term. The hopes we had for the intervention of the European Court of Human Rights came to nothing. The court did rule on the case, saying that no crime had been committed. This meant that the Supreme Court in Russia should have annulled the sentence and immediately freed Oleg, but he was made to complete his sentence in solitary confinement.

			The day he was released, we had a great celebration. But being in prison leaves its mark on your life even after you’re free. No one was prepared to give Oleg a job. No bank—foreign banks included—would allow him to open a bank account. In Russia he was considered someone who had served time in prison (and, what’s more, with a surname like his); in Europe he was a “politically exposed person,” someone who was linked with political activity. Both situations impose limitations. It was impossible for him to engage in any business.

			But despite all of these hardships, Oleg has continued to support me, and we’re just as close as ever.

			Alexei’s Final Words at the Yves Rocher Trial

			How many times in their life is someone who has committed no crime and who has not broken the law given the chance to deliver the final word? Never. Zero times. Well, if they’re unlucky, maybe once. But over the course of the last year and a half, two years if you count the appeals process, this is probably my sixth or seventh, possibly my tenth, “final word.” I’ve heard the phrase “Defendant Navalny, you have the chance to say a final word” on many occasions. I have the impression that with your final word—for me, for anyone, for everyone—come your final days. You’re always being asked to deliver your final word. I say this, but at the same time I see that these final days don’t come to pass.

			And there’s one thing in particular that convinces me of this. If I were to take a photograph of the three of you [the judge and the two prosecutors], or better still all of you together with representatives of the so-called victims, those people with whom I’ve been dealing in recent times, it would show people with downcast eyes, staring at the table. Do you realize that you are all constantly looking down at the table? You have nothing to say. [Judge] Yelena Sergeyevna [Korobchenko], what’s your favorite phrase that you use constantly to address me? You know exactly what it is. Investigators, prosecutors, FSIN officials, civil judges, criminal judges, you all address me with one and the same phrase: “Alexei Anatolievich, well, you understand…” I understand everything; all except for one thing: Why do you always stare at the table?

			I am suffering under no illusions. I understand perfectly that none of you will suddenly leap up and overturn that table, nor will you say, “I’ve had enough of all this!” Neither will the representatives of Yves Rocher stand up and say, “Navalny has convinced us with his eloquent words!” People are made differently. The human consciousness compensates for the feeling of guilt; if it didn’t, people would constantly be throwing themselves onto dry land like dolphins. It’s impossible for you to go home at the end of the day and say to your children or your husband, “You know, today I took part in the sentencing of someone who was clearly innocent. Now I feel really bad about it and will always feel bad.” We don’t do that, because we’re made differently. Either they say, “Alexei Anatolievich, you understand how it is,” or they say, “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.” Or they’ll say, “You shouldn’t have messed with Putin,” as a representative of the Investigative Committee said recently. “If he hadn’t attracted attention to himself, if he hadn’t waved his arms around, if he hadn’t got in people’s way, more than likely everything would have just gone away.”

			Nevertheless, at this point in the proceedings it’s very important for me to address those who’ll watch or read my final words. It is, of course, quite useless. Still, you people who stare at the table, this is effectively a battle taking place between those crooks who’ve seized power and those who want to change something. We are fighting for the hearts and minds of those who simply stare at the table and shrug their shoulders. People who, when all they need to do is not do something vile, they go ahead and do it anyway.

			There’s a well-known quotation—nowadays everyone loves to quote someone—from the well-known book To Slay the Dragon. “Everyone’s been taught to do bad things, but you, you swine, how did you end up being top of the class at it?” This isn’t addressed specifically to this court. There are huge numbers of people who are forced to do a vile thing, but then there are those (and this is the most common scenario) who do a vile thing without anyone coercing them or even asking them to. They simply stare down at the table and try to ignore everything that’s going on around them. And our struggle for the hearts and minds of the people who stare at the table is to explain to them once again that they shouldn’t just stare but confess to themselves that, sadly, the whole system of power in our beautiful country, and everything that’s happening, is based on endless lies.

			I stand before you and am prepared to stand here for as long as it takes to show you all that I don’t want to put up with this lying—and I won’t put up with it. The whole thing is literally lies from start to finish, do you understand? They tell us that the interests of Russians in Turkmenistan do not exist, but for the interests of Russians in Ukraine it is necessary to start a war. They tell me that no one oppresses Russians in Chechnya. They tell me that no one steals in Gazprom. I’ll bring you specific documents that prove that these officials have unregistered property and companies. They say, “There’s nothing of the sort.” I tell them that we’re ready to take part in elections and we’ll beat you. We’ve registered our party and we’re working hard. They say to me, “That’s nonsense. We’ll win the elections and you won’t even be taking part in them, not because we won’t allow you to, but because you didn’t fill in the forms properly.”

			Everything is built on lies, on constant lying, do you understand? And the more concrete proof of something that we present to you, the bigger the lies that we come up against. These lies have become the whole modus operandi of the state; they’re now its very essence. We watch our leaders give speeches, and we hear lies from start to finish, be it on important matters or trivial ones. Yesterday Putin said, “We don’t own any palaces.” Yet we’re taking photos of three palaces every month! We publish them and prove it to the world. “We don’t own any palaces.” And we don’t have any oligarchs, either, who are constantly feeding off the state. Just take a look at the documents that show how the head of Russian Railways has registered half of the state corporations in Cypriot and Panamanian offshore zones.

			Why do you put up with these lies? Why do you just stare at the table? I’m sorry if I’m dragging you into a philosophical discussion, but life’s too short to simply stare down at the table. I blinked and I’m almost forty years old. I’ll blink again and I’ll already have grandchildren. And then we all will blink again and we’ll be on our deathbeds, with our relatives all around us, and all they’ll be thinking about is, It’s about time they died and freed up this apartment. And at some point we’ll realize that nothing we did had any meaning at all, so why did we just stare at the table and say nothing? The only moments in our lives that count for anything are those when we do the right thing, when we don’t have to look down at the table but can raise our heads and look each other in the eye. Nothing else matters.

			It’s precisely because of all this that I’m in this rather distressing position. This cunning but distressing plan that the Kremlin has chosen in its battle with me, when they try not only to lock me up but to drag other innocent people into it. Pyotr Ofitserov with his five kids. I have to look his wife in the eye. I’m convinced that those whom they threw in jail after the protests on Bolotnaya Square[*1] hadn’t done anything wrong. They arrested them simply to try to scare me and others like me who are the leaders of the opposition. Now they’re going after my brother. He, too, has a wife and two children. Now they’re going after my parents. All of them understand what’s going on, and they support me. I’m very grateful to my family, but it’s just…

			I’ll admit something: you can pass it back to them that, yes, it does bother me that innocent people get thrown in the same boat as me. And maybe this is wrong, but I’ll say it: they won’t stop me even by taking hostages. Because nothing in life can have any meaning if you tolerate these endless lies, if you just agree to everything, especially when there is no reason to. Just to agree for the sake of saying, “We agree.”

			I shall never agree with the system that’s been constructed in our country, because this system is designed to rob everyone who’s in this courtroom right now. Everything’s been set up in such a way that what we have now is a junta. There are twenty people who’ve become billionaires who control everything, from state procurement to the sale of oil. Then there’s a further thousand who are feeding at this junta’s trough. No more than a thousand people, in fact: state deputies and crooks. There’s a small percentage of people who don’t agree with this system. And then there are the millions who are simply staring at the table. I’ll never stop my fight with this junta. I’m going to continue fighting this junta, by campaigning and doing whatever it takes to shake up these people who are staring at the table. You included. I’m never going to stop.

			I have no regrets about calling on people to take part in an unauthorized demonstration. I mean the demonstration in front of the Lubyanka,[*2] which was the start of all this. Yes, I acknowledge that it didn’t succeed. But I don’t regret for one second that I did it. I don’t regret for one second that I set out to do battle with corruption. A few years ago my lawyer Vadim Kobzev told me something that I’ve never forgotten. He said, “Alexei, they’re bound to put you in jail. You stir things up so much that they won’t stand for it. Sooner or later they’re going to put you in jail.”

			Once again, though, our human consciousness comes to terms with this. You can’t carry on with the idea in the back of your mind that they’re going to put me in jail. I simply put it out of my mind, yet at the same time I’m aware of everything that I do. And I can tell you that I don’t regret a single thing I’ve done. I shall keep calling on people to take part in collective action, including carrying out the right to freedom of association.

			People have a legal right to rise up against this illegal, corrupt power, against this junta that has grabbed and stolen everything it could, that has siphoned trillions of dollars out of the country in the form of oil and gas. And what benefit have we gained from all this?

			I’m going to repeat in this court the final words that I said at the end of the Kirovles case. Nothing’s changed since that time. By staring at the table, we’ve allowed them to rob us blind. We’ve allowed them to invest this stolen money in Europe somewhere. We’ve allowed them to turn us into cattle. What have we gained? What have they paid you while you’ve been staring at the table? Nothing! Do we have health care? No, no health care. Do we have education? No, no education. Have they provided us with good roads? No, they haven’t given us good roads. Let’s ask the secretary how much they earn. Eight thousand rubles a month. Maybe 15,000 with bonuses. I’d be very surprised if court ushers receive more than 35,000 or 40,000 rubles a month.

			The paradox is that dozens of crooks every day rob us and you blind—and we allow this to happen! Well, I’m not going to stand for it. I say again that I’m going to remain on my feet however long I have to, be it one meter from this cage, be it one meter inside this cage. I’m going to stand tall. There are more important things in this life.

			I want to say it again: the trick worked, with my family, with those dear to me. Nevertheless, don’t forget that they support me in everything. But none of them intended to become political activists. So there’s absolutely no need to send my brother to prison for eight years, or, indeed, to send him to prison at all. He didn’t want to be involved in politics. You’ve already caused our family enough pain and suffering because of this. There’s absolutely no need to take it further. As I’ve already told you, taking hostages won’t stop me. But at the same time, I fail to see why the authorities think they have to kill these hostages now.

			Maybe this is going to sound naive, and I know it’s become the norm to laugh ironically and sneer at these words, but I call on absolutely everyone not to live by lies. There is no other way. There can be no other solution in our country today.

			I want to thank everyone for their support. I call on everyone not to live by lies. I want to say loud and clear that they may put me in isolation, they may imprison me, but someone else will rise up and take my place. I haven’t done anything unique or difficult. Anyone could do what I’ve done. I have no doubt that there will be people in the Anti-Corruption Foundation and others too who will continue in the exact same way as me, whatever the courts decide—the courts whose only purpose is to give the appearance of legality to this process. Thank you.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  In 2011, when thousands of people protested about the rigged elections for the State Duma.

				

				
					*2  The headquarters of the security services, formerly the KGB, now the FSB.
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			While I was under house arrest, something important and very unpleasant happened. In March 2014, my blog on LiveJournal was blocked by order of the Russian Federal Service for Supervision of Communications, Information Technology, and Mass Media (Roskomnadzor) and the Prosecutor’s Office. They deleted my blog and even copies of what I had written that were on other websites. When subscribers signed in to my page, they saw a picture of a surprised-looking ram and the notice “Error 451: the viewing of this page has been prohibited in your country by the authorities.” This presented me with a huge problem.

			Over the previous year my LiveJournal had attracted twenty million individual visitors. Many of these read it every day. Now, at an especially important time, three days before Putin’s referendum in Crimea and the imminent annexation of the territory, he had decided to solve many of the problems that were facing him, including that of the independent media. Over the course of a few months a whole host of resources, blogs, and websites were wiped out, including the country’s main source of news, Lenta.ru.

			I decided to avoid the existing platforms for hosting blogs, because I knew that if the Prosecutor’s Office demanded it, they would cut off access to my account at a moment’s notice. We created a separate independent site, and my blog moved there. In the process, I lost more than half of my readers, and I knew in time that site would be blocked, too. However much I called on people to use a VPN, however many mirrors and bypasses I was able to come up with, I knew that people simply wouldn’t bother. It’s one thing to read my posts online, but quite another to find your way to a blocked site using complicated and awkward technology. I had to find a way around this. It was important for me that my work was accessible. After my house arrest I decided to try to do this using video. The only problem was that the thought of having to appear in the videos horrified me.

			I love writing. For as long as I can remember, I’ve always been a man of letters. But this would be something completely different. I could compose a script, but delivering it in front of the camera was something else again. Added to which, it’s far more complicated to produce a video than to write a post. You need specially trained people—camera operators, sound technicians, editors—and a whole lot of technical equipment and lighting. And you need a studio.

			Then you have to put it all together, which is the most heartbreaking part. At the beginning there was no greater torture for me than watching my own recordings. This was especially the case when I wanted to demonstrate something, play a character, or tell a joke; it was physically painful for me. That sensation has still not fully passed.

			Nevertheless, I understood that video had become my only way of reaching a wide audience. If I want to attract new people—and that’s exactly what I want—then I have to make videos, even if they give me grief. The fact is that Russians go on the internet in order to find an alternative to television. The vast majority of the population—intelligent folks—don’t actually want to read. They want to watch something. When I learned this, I was deeply upset, but that’s how things are.

			You can carry out an excellent investigation, you can write an interesting article, even a brilliant one written with humor and in a witty manner, containing all sorts of facts, photographs, diagrams, bank statements, and other evidence, but at best only one million people will read it. But if you make an ordinary video, where you sit at a desk in front of a black background and the very same photographs, diagrams, and statements appear, two million people will watch. What’s more, if you fly a drone over an official’s dacha, write an interesting story to go with it, and use amusing graphics, then you’ll have six million viewers.

			Our total mastery of YouTube began with our investigation into the prosecutor general Yury Chaika. This was a tale not just of corruption but also about the links between the Prosecutor’s Office and organized crime.

			The first thing we discovered was that the elder son of the prosecutor general, Artyom, was (to put it mildly) living beyond his means. Things like that were quite common. We discovered that he owned a luxury hotel in Greece, a few villas there, and a house in Switzerland, and that he had a number of foreign bank accounts. Later we learned that there was a whole mafia around the prosecutor. Artyom jointly owned the hotel with the wife of his father’s deputy. She, in turn, was invested in a business with the wives of the two main criminals in Krasnodar Region, from the so-called Tsapki gang. The Tsapki had held a whole city in terror for decades, carrying out robberies, racketeering, rape, and murders that were talked about by the whole country. On the news it was reported how the Tsapki gang broke into the house of a local businessman and killed the fourteen people they found there, including a baby. They then burned all the bodies. The Prosecutor’s Office protected the Tsapki gang for years and refused to bring charges against them.

			When we learned all this, we were completely shocked. But then it turned out that the prosecutor general’s son was implicated in a murder himself. He wanted to grab hold of the river shipping company in Siberia and take it under his control. The director of the company said in an interview that Artyom had tried to blackmail and frighten him; two days later, the director was found hanging in his garage. No criminal case was opened. It was recorded as suicide, even though the postmortem showed that the man’s hands were tied and that the marks on the neck could have been caused only by a violent death.

			When we released the video we made based on our investigation, it was watched by more than five million people in the first few days alone, an unheard-of figure for a Russian-language political story on YouTube in 2015.

			After the success of the Chaika video we began sporadically to issue films about political events, our work, and news stories. There was no pattern to this. Even though I felt that YouTube had a great future, I simply couldn’t bring myself to make videos regularly. This continued until we released a video of an investigation we’d made into the deputy prime minister Igor Shuvalov.

			There is absolutely nothing normal about Shuvalov’s way of life. Previously we found that he had a palace in Moscow, akin to the sort of residence in which you might expect a count to live; ten apartments in a grand Stalin-era skyscraper overlooking the Kremlin; an enormous apartment in London that cost £11 million and is situated on the banks of the River Thames; a villa in Austria; and a number of Rolls-Royces.

			However, this new investigation staggered even us. It appeared that Shuvalov enjoys breeding corgis, and they, too, live a life of luxury. We found out about Shuvalov’s business jet, studied its flight routes, and learned that it’s not only the deputy prime minister who travels on it but, separately, so do his pets, being taken to international dog shows.

			This was such an incredible story that we simply had to make a film about it. We hired a special corgi actor, a lovely little dog that lay very obediently on the table beside me while I was talking about Shuvalov. For months afterward we kept finding little bits of dog hair in the various corners of the office.

			After this one, we started to make video clips on a regular basis, twice a week. It was still difficult to compete with television, which broadcasts around the clock, but nevertheless my channel was becoming ever more popular. You’d be traveling on the metro and someone beside you would be watching my video on their phone.

			I used to complain about how difficult it was to read a script on camera, but what made it worse was that our videos were becoming ever more sophisticated. The viewers’ demands grew, as did the competition: following in our wake, many opposition politicians and journalists had begun to make videos, which forced us constantly to think up something new.

			Now we’re recording fewer clips in the studio, but making what are effectively documentary films. On one occasion we made a film about the Moscow prosecutor Denis Popov. For years he had been responsible for prosecuting our activists, overseeing their arrests at demonstrations, imposing fines, and sending others to jail for taking part in peaceful protests. And, just like many corrupt officials, his family lives in the West, where they have business interests. One of those is a company that owns and rents apartments in Montenegro. So we rented one and traveled to Montenegro, where we made a film as the guests of the hero of our story. As we were filming the wonderful sea view from the balcony, the prosecutor’s friend was on the next balcony. She looks after his property in his stead. I had to make this film exposé of Prosecutor Popov’s lifestyle speaking almost in a whisper so that he didn’t find out about our investigation ahead of the broadcast.

			This is great fun, but it usually demands an enormous amount of time. You arrive at your chosen location, you find the best place from which to film, you set up the shot nicely, deliver a paragraph of the script from memory—and then it starts to rain and you have to hang around and start everything again from scratch. Then you go on to the next location and repeat it all. And if you’re telling any jokes, then things really get dicey. You have to work on a joke, make a special effort so that it sounds funny. It may well be funny, but only when you’ve just thought of it and said it for the first time. After you’ve repeated it a hundred times, you want to burst out crying. I feel sorry for my poor editors who have to watch the endless retakes for hours.

			Then I was faced with another torture: Instagram. I couldn’t stand it, and reckoned that someone had thought it up just for people to post their selfies and pictures of their seaside vacations. It really isn’t my thing (although I do love the sea), and for a long time I simply couldn’t take to it. But I came to acknowledge its potential. The decisive factor was…women. For a long time, 70 percent of the audience for our investigations and projects were men. Women didn’t read what I wrote, they didn’t watch the videos, and it seemed that they weren’t interested in politics. But when I started to post on Instagram, it became clear that everyone is interested in politics and the women were as prepared as the men to do something. In fact, women prove to be much tougher than men: they don’t scare as easily; they’re more persistent and often more radical.

			Now I’m struggling with TikTok. It’s as if history were repeating itself. I had to start writing (which I loved), but then everyone needed video, so I started to make films. Just as I’d got used to filming, I needed to use Instagram. I am constantly asking someone, Take my picture like that; no, better like this; no, from a different angle; no, that makes me look odd. And then into my life came TikTok. Skimming through it, I sometimes feel ashamed for the whole of humanity. But it works! That is where loads of viewers get their news about politics. So now there are times when I dance and even open my mouth (pretending to sing) to music. True, I often grumble like an old granddad about the good old days, when people read books, but nevertheless I make videos on TikTok.

			My safety valve is Twitter, my favorite social media. I write a lot on there, about everything: here’s the breaking news, here’s what I think about it, and here are the dumplings I’ve just eaten. With sour cream.
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			“Hi, this is Navalny. As you’re a subscriber to my channel, you’re the first person that I’m telling: I’m running for election to be president of Russia.” On December 13, 2016, around one million people received this email, along with a video, because they were signed up to one of the mailing lists of the Anti-Corruption Foundation.

			It wasn’t a question for me as to whether or not I would run in the election. I was fighting to be the leader of this country, therefore I was duty bound to take part in the presidential election. I knew that people were waiting for me to make this decision, and I didn’t want to let them down.

			I decided to make the announcement that I was running in this unusual way. There wouldn’t be a press conference.

			By then I was already making videos regularly, even though we still didn’t have a studio. We recorded all of them in my office, using the wall as a background. This time, though, we wanted the video to look “presidential,” so we rented an office in one of the skyscrapers in the Moscow City area.[*1] We booked it under a false name because the recording had to be done in complete secrecy. That morning the crew turned up with a ton of equipment, but we managed to avoid any leaks.

			Behind me there was an enormous window with a view of snowy Moscow, and on the table beside me were a few photographs of my wife and children. I’d brought a few ties with me so that I could choose one. They were different colors and different widths, and we decided to go for a wide blue one. It was only after the video was released that I realized I had underestimated how important this choice had been. “I totally support your decision to run, Alexei, but I’m afraid your tie is very old-fashioned” was typical of the indignant comments I received.

			It took me hours to record this short video. I tried to do it both with a teleprompter and without, to make it look more natural. But all I achieved was to have the whole team gnash their teeth when I floundered and for the fiftieth time stumbled over a sentence. This video was very important for me, and I was nervous. What’s more, we had limited time to record it, because that evening I had to fly to Kirov.

			The European Court of Human Rights had ruled that the sentence I had received in the Kirovles case was illegal. So the Russian Supreme Court had canceled it and called for a retrial. The first hearing of the new case was due to be held at the start of December. The courtroom looked like a poor remake of a very poor film. Everything was as it had been before: the same courtroom, the same accused, the same witnesses giving the same evidence, the same journalists; only the judge was different. And this time we flew there instead of taking the train. Once again I started to shuttle between Kirov and Moscow.

			Late in the evening on December 12, I flew back to Moscow and went to a hotel. We were keeping this video secret, so we put it together with a very small team, which didn’t even include a professional editor. Once again, we’d reserved the room using a false name, and we even drew the curtains so that nobody could film what we were doing with a drone. My colleagues had already installed a huge computer, and we sat around it in semidarkness trying to understand the video-editing software.

			The next day we sent the video out to my supporters, and an hour later I made a public statement that I was running for president. In the first day we collected more than 6 million rubles, which at the time was a record. All across the country thousands of people wanted to join our campaign.

			They watched the video in the Kremlin, too. Immediately after I’d put my name forward, a group of FSB hoods started to follow me. They would continue to do so for three years, watching me and waiting for the order to kill me.

			The Kirovles case, which was already moving quickly, now moved even faster. According to the law, a person who is charged with serious offenses is banned from running for office. The previous judgment in the case had been lifted, and the Yves Rocher case did not affect my taking part in the election. The authorities, though, keen to avoid the mistake they had made in 2013 in the election for the mayor of Moscow, needed a formal basis to stop me from running, which they could use if necessary.

			On February 8, Pyotr Ofitserov and I were convicted in the same case for the second time. The point of the process was supposed to be “to reconsider” the verdict, but in any case we received the same sentences, five and four years, both suspended. The text of the new verdict was exactly the same as the old one, even down to the typing mistakes.

			This didn’t stop me. For the last few years they had been introducing ever more repressive laws because of me; indeed, in one of the court cases someone even joked that “Navalny’s being tried under ‘a special code of Criminal Procedure.’ ” I understood perfectly that the decision as to whether I would be allowed to take part in the election would be made not in the Central Electoral Commission (CEC) but in the Kremlin. We had to create such pressure on the authorities that they would have to let me run. We had a year to achieve this: the election was due to take place in March 2018, and the official announcement of who the candidates were would be made in December 2017.

			Just as in 2013, I entered the race without much funding and blacklisted by the media. But I had an excellent team behind me and hundreds of thousands of active supporters. This would enable us to collect money and break through the wall of censorship. Once again, Leonid Volkov was my campaign manager. We decided to carry out a tour of the regions, the likes of which had never been seen before. I would visit every large city in the country. I would also put out a weekly online show. My program, Navalny at 20:18, went out at 8:18 every Thursday evening, and very quickly became the most popular online stream in the country.

			Traveling around the regions is not easy. Distances between cities are enormous, and transport links don’t exist. In order to fly from the Siberian city of Tomsk to the Siberian city of Omsk you have to go via Moscow. (Of course, I did manage to fly directly between these two cities once, but that was under special circumstances…) We traveled a lot on intercity and local trains, but most of all we hired minibuses. It was like being a musical group on tour: today you’re appearing in one city, tomorrow in another, and while we were traveling in the dark along roads that were in terrible condition, some of the team would catch up on sleep while the others were preparing for the next gig.

			Actually, I’m painting too rosy a picture. Often there were two events in one day.

			Every Thursday evening I would make the live broadcast on my YouTube channel, Navalny Live; then we’d set off early on Friday morning. We usually returned to Moscow on Monday.

			In all we made two regional tours, the first one in the spring, the second in the autumn. In the spring we were opening our regional headquarters, campaign centers in eighty-two cities: we rented offices, and we hired coordinators and a couple of assistants who would organize the work of the volunteers in their city. These were similar to party cells, but we weren’t allowed to register as a political party.

			“Navalny’s HQs” represented the most extensive and fastest-growing opposition network in the country, which clearly illustrated that the Kremlin had good reason to be scared of us. Even after the electoral campaign was over, HQs in forty of the biggest cities carried on working for a few years until I and my supporters were labeled “extremists.” Many of those working in the HQs became popular politicians in their regions. Liliya Chanysheva in Ufa and Ksenia Fadeyeva in Tomsk were among the most impressive coordinators and were great examples of exactly what real politicians should be: incredibly hardworking, genuinely devoted to their work, skillful organizers, and, most important, honest people. But they were noticed also by the Kremlin. At the time I write these lines, false criminal charges have been brought against both Liliya and Ksenia.

			I met local volunteers, gave presentations, and answered questions. In what other ways would volunteers like to join my campaign? Politicians in Moscow love to speak about “the poor Russian people,” but it would be hard to find one who had been to Biysk. Let’s face it, most of them haven’t even gone as far as Izhevsk![*2] I don’t believe that you can claim to be the leader of a country that you don’t know thoroughly.

			I announced that I would travel to every major city, and I did. I presented my program in all sorts of places, including a computer club, a hangar, and an open field. Before these meetings I shook the hand of everyone who came. Afterward, I had my picture taken with them. In the largest cities there were lots of volunteers. For example, a thousand people turned up in Perm in an incredible demonstration of support, even though it took place indoors. The photo session at the end went on for three hours. By the end of the campaign I could have launched a course on how to run a selfie-taking conveyor.

			In the autumn, as I said, I went on a second tour of the regions. This time it wasn’t to open HQs but to meet the voters. These were rallies. Some of my colleagues went on ahead to set up the stage and the sound equipment. My presentation included a speech, followed by a question-and-answer session.

			People think that it’s easy for me to stand up and speak. I guess I do give that impression: I speak loudly, and I wave my hands about a lot. In reality, it’s not like that. It didn’t even help that at these regional meetings I would often be repeating the same things I’d said before.

			But the Q&A was a totally different matter. While you’re giving your presentation, it’s very difficult to judge reactions, but once the questions start, you know exactly where you stand. A dialogue develops. You understand what the issues are that concern the locals most of all. I would prepare for every presentation and my colleagues would give me notes on what the local problems were, but it was only when I engaged in genuine discussions that I felt relaxed.

			Some people had come simply to gawk: A politician has come all the way here from Moscow! And it’s not even someone we know from television, but through the internet; what’s more, it’s someone who’s virtually banned—well, that makes it even more interesting! Someone might ask me a particularly tricky question. Someone else was there because he or she was a longtime supporter. Occasionally local deputies from the United Russia party came, who would try to argue with me by shouting out something. As you know, I especially love these people. I would call them onto the stage and start a debate with them in front of everyone. Usually by the end of our discussion even the most severe and skeptical in the crowd had warmed to me.

			Even though these meetings were all different—in some places I felt my audience was on my side, while in others I had to try to win them over—I quickly grasped that there were certain subjects which were guaranteed icebreakers. One of these was the debts owed to Russia by other countries, which Putin was prepared to write off. My promise that if I were to become president I would stop writing off these debts was met with instant approval. Another topic (indeed, the biggest hit of all) would start with my asking, “What’s the average wage in your region?” Most often I would hear “12,000 rubles” or “15,000 rubles.” “But do you know,” I would then say, “what the Federal State Statistics Service says is your average wage? Forty-five thousand rubles. Does that sound real to you?” This would always lead to an explosion of laughter, followed by furious shouts. There wasn’t a single city where the “official” wage figure wasn’t at least twice what the real figure was.

			Despite the intense schedule, these visits brought huge rewards. People valued highly that a presidential candidate had come to speak to them and frequently put photos of our meetings on Instagram, thus widening my audience. I needed the votes of the older generation, and since I wasn’t allowed on TV, the only way to reach them was in person.

			While I was traveling, a group of FSB poisoners traveled with me. But if they managed to go unnoticed, I had others after me who were much more obvious.

			The Kremlin understood that despite our having no money or access to the media, we were running a successful campaign, so they decided to go on the attack. It became the norm in every city for stooges at the airport who had been hired by the presidential administration to throw eggs at me. This would frequently happen at the meetings, too. Having to scrape eggshell from my coat was not very pleasant. After this had happened a couple of times, I started taking a spare set of clothes with me. But these were just minor incidents. When I was meeting volunteers in the HQ in Volgograd, thirty Cossacks and local thugs attacked us. They tried to drag me out of the headquarters by my legs, while my supporters were pulling me back inside by my arms. It was similar to the way in which punishment used to be administered, when a person would be tied to two horses that were then urged to pull in different directions. It’s hard to forget what that feels like.

			Local police forces also tried hard to hinder us. Our minibus was constantly being stopped by the traffic police under the pretense of “an anti-terrorist operation,” and tired, hungry, and angry as we were, we were forced to sit there for hours. Another widely used tactic in the battle to stop my meetings was to announce that there was a bomb scare in the building where the meeting was to take place. They would also threaten the owners of the buildings we’d hired so that the owners would refuse to let us use their premises. As a result I made my speeches from such exotic places as a children’s slide, a bench, and an enormous pile of snow.

			In Barnaul, for example, we weren’t allowed into the building we’d hired because the person we’d rented it from was apparently scared by the size of the crowd. So we stood outside: I, my confused team, and hundreds of volunteers for the campaign. I had no intention of canceling the meeting. This was on March 20. They’d cleared the roads, but there were huge mounds of snow on the roadside. So I climbed up on one of these mounds and conducted my meeting with the volunteers from there.

			It’s worth mentioning that this wasn’t just an ordinary presentation, but one where I delivered my speech with a bright green face. On my way to the meeting some guy came running up to me, as if he were one of my supporters, and as I happily put my hand out to him, he splashed something in my face. It stung my eyes so much that at first I thought, Acid! But it turned out to be the green antiseptic solution we call zelyonka. Apart from the fact that with such a face I looked like a cross between the Fantômas[*3] and Shrek, nothing terrible happened, and it caused a lot of amusement for everyone when I turned up looking like that. From Barnaul I went straight to Biysk, the neighboring city where my second meeting that day had been arranged. The selfies taken with me in these two cities became the most popular ones.

			It took three days to wash off the zelyonka.

			They tried other methods, too. One day our Moscow headquarters was overrun by a group of rather strange young women. Luckily, I wasn’t there that day. Picture the scene: People were sitting in the office quietly working away when a group of women burst in dressed in latex knickers and erotic police costumes, wielding batons, whips, and handcuffs. They behaved in a very vulgar way, pushing themselves up against the shocked staff and recording everything on a camera. What could you do with them? It would have been a little odd to phone the real police, and in any case that wouldn’t have helped. My colleagues managed to shepherd them out politely. Afterward, the videos the girls had recorded appeared on all the Kremlin-controlled media.

			I wanted to know who had sent them. I asked the head of our investigative team, Maria Pevchikh, to find out who these girls were and where they’d come from. Finding them on social media was a piece of cake. The leader of this erotic group was a girl from Belarus named Nastya Rybka. She worked as an escort, but at the same time she wasn’t averse to taking money from the Kremlin’s political strategists. On her Instagram account, alongside her nude photos, she posted stories about how she had seduced an oligarch. She also posted photos of herself together with an oligarch—indeed, so many of them that it was clear they couldn’t have been fakes. The oligarch was Oleg Deripaska. His private life was of no interest to us, and we might have forgotten all about this discovery had it not been for the fact that in one of the videos, which had been filmed on a yacht where Nastya was vacationing with Deripaska, Maria noticed the current deputy prime minister, Sergei Prikhodko. He appeared in the shot for just a couple of seconds, and then there were a few seconds where his voice was heard, but our investigators were primed to recognize such people. Prikhodko was very influential in the field of international relations, having worked first as an adviser to Boris Yeltsin, then for Putin, and then having run Dmitry Medvedev’s presidential office. And here we have him sailing on a yacht with the oligarch Deripaska along with a dozen prostitutes. Such an example of corruption could have been taken straight out of a textbook. We made a video about this, which was watched by more than ten million.

			In the brief fragment of audio of the conversation between Deripaska and Prikhodko, we could hear them discussing relations between Russia and the United States. Specifically, they were talking about the then assistant secretary of state for European and Eurasian affairs, Victoria Nuland. Shortly before we published our video, Americans read about how the head of Donald Trump’s campaign headquarters, Paul Manafort, had received millions of dollars from Deripaska in return for telling him what was going on in Trump’s campaign. This proved to be one of the pieces of evidence that showed Russian interference in the U.S. elections. At the time I had been somewhat skeptical about this. These were just stories; Deripaska hardly had anything to do with Putin. Suddenly I understood how it worked: there’s an official from Putin’s government sitting on a yacht and carefully listening to everything. So thanks to these girls putting on their ridiculous show in our office, we now had virtually a Russian Watergate! However, I should point out that unlike the real Watergate scandal there were no consequences for those who took part in this affair.

			In any case, despite the Kremlin’s best efforts, their plan didn’t work. Such attacks on us only helped to raise our profile and brought us even more support.

			

			—

			Moscow, April 27, 2017. I’m leaving the office and—BANG!—I can’t see anything; my eyes are burning with an unbearable pain. My first thought was, This time, it’s definitely acid. I’ll look like a monster until the end of my days. But when I took my hand from my face, I saw that it was green. Phew, it was only zelyonka again.

			I was completely blinded in one eye. At first I tried to wash my face. After the incident in Barnaul, I had become a specialist in how to wash away zelyonka. We made a point of keeping micellar water and formic acid (the best compound for this) in the office. Alas, now it didn’t do the trick. My right eye was bright green, looked frightening, and hurt even more. We called a doctor who put a bandage on me and said I should immediately go to a hospital. But it was Thursday. I had my program to broadcast, and if the Kremlin thought that they could stop me in this way, they were wrong.

			My clothes were covered in zelyonka. I changed into a sweatshirt and sat down in front of the camera with a green face and a swollen eye that I couldn’t open.

			Tens of thousands of viewers watched my program live that evening, and in total it was seen by two million people. I hoped my eye would gradually get better, but it didn’t. The following day the doctors told me that it was unlikely that I would be able to save the sight in it. The zelyonka had been deliberately mixed with some sort of poison, and my cornea had been burned.

			For a few days I had to remain in a room with the curtains closed, because the light was too strong for my eyes. I presented the following Thursday’s program with a black bandage over one eye, looking like a pirate. I’d been warned that the strong studio lights might finish off my eye completely. It would be possible to have an operation in Spain, where they had equipment that they didn’t have in Moscow, but I couldn’t leave Russia. For six years I had been refused a passport for traveling abroad.

			The attack with the zelyonka had been filmed on CCTV, and the faces of those responsible were clearly visible. By the next day we knew that they were a group of provocateurs sent by the Kremlin. I reported the crime, but, of course, no criminal case was opened. Even though the names and even the addresses of those who had attacked me were all over the internet in an instant, the police said that it would be “impossible” to discover who the perpetrators were.

			However, on this occasion the Kremlin understood that they had gone too far. I think the combination of the inaction of the police and the indignation of my supporters had an impact. They realized that this attack was not going to stop me and that my support was growing. Within a day, as if someone had waved a magic wand, they issued me my long-awaited passport. I had an operation in Barcelona, where doctors managed to save my sight.

			Other attempts were made to interfere with my campaign. You must admit, it’s not easy to conduct one when the candidate is in a detention center: Over the course of that year I spent two months under arrest (the Kremlin liked this so much that the following year I spent three months there). The first time they put me in prison during the presidential campaign was after the demonstrations around the film Don’t You Dare Call Him “Dimon.” Let me explain.

			On March 26, 2017, Moscow was waking up to surprising news coming from the east of the country. Thousands of people were demonstrating in the streets of Vladivostok, then Khabarovsk, then Novosibirsk and Yekaterinburg, eventually in more than a hundred cities. They were carrying colored sneakers and inflatable yellow ducks. Tens of thousands were out in the streets of Moscow and St. Petersburg. Including me. True, my protest didn’t last long, maybe five minutes or so, maybe even less. I’d wished my son, Zakhar, a happy birthday, left home, and managed to reach Pushkin Square when almost immediately I was grabbed and shoved into a paddy wagon. It wasn’t easy for it to drive away. A wall of protesters surrounded the police bus and blocked the road.

			This was the first time that mass demonstrations had taken place because of an investigation into corruption. We’d broadcast the film on March 2, 2017. It exposed the illegal practices of Dmitry Medvedev—Putin’s longtime friend and colleague since their days working in the mayor’s office in St. Petersburg and prime minister at the time of the film. Until 2008, Medvedev had been the head of the government; then he and Putin had swapped places. By doing this, Putin avoided violating the constitution, which prohibited his serving a third consecutive term, but at the same time he didn’t give up power. It was an unsophisticated trick. Following the four years of Medvedev’s presidential term, they carried out a castling move (as in chess) and swapped back again.

			Everyone mocked Medvedev when he was president. He pretended to be a liberal, embracing all the new technology, newspapers, and the internet. He opened accounts on Twitter and Instagram, something that was like flying to the moon for Russian officials. (Putin doesn’t use social media and doesn’t know how to use a computer. He describes the internet as a CIA plot.) The only “achievement” that remained in place after Medvedev’s four years in power was that the militia had been renamed the police.

			Medvedev seemed harmless and incongruous. He was stuck with the nicknames Pitiful and Dimon (an informal and somewhat derogatory version of his first name). In an interview his press officer demanded in all seriousness that on the internet people not call Medvedev “Dimon,” insisting that her boss was a serious and solid figure.

			Therefore, on principle, we named our investigation “Don’t Call Him ‘Dimon.’ ” It turned out that Medvedev wasn’t simply a fool but massively corrupt. He used a network of charitable foundations to take money from the oligarchs and to register his luxury homes. We traveled secretly to each one of them, launched our drone from under cover, then showed in detail how Medvedev was living. We discovered that he had an enormous estate on the River Volga in the historic town of Plyos. In the middle of a large pond on this estate he’d had a little duck house built. I don’t know why our audience seized upon this detail, but from then on a little duck became the symbol of both this investigation and all the anti-corruption protests.

			The sneakers became another symbol. We were able to nail down the whole of Medvedev’s corrupt system thanks to them. In 2014 a group of hackers broke into the prime minister’s inbox and published the emails they found there. We examined them in detail, and it turned out that Medvedev was absolutely obsessed with sneakers. He ordered them by the dozen and had them delivered to the address of the managing director of some charitable foundations. Those orders were how we were able to demonstrate the first link of those foundations to Medvedev, and everything else followed the discovery: the chalet in Krasnaya Polyana, the estate in the Kursk Region, and the vineyards in Tuscany and Anapa.

			Medvedev registered to one of his charitable foundations an enormous house in Rublyovka, the most expensive neighborhood just outside Moscow, where officials and oligarchs live. One of them, Alisher Usmanov, presented this house to Medvedev’s foundation. Following our investigation, Usmanov himself unexpectedly became involved in the discussion. He recorded one of the strangest videos I’ve ever seen. He called it “I Spit on You, Alexei Navalny!” Sitting on his famous $600-million yacht, Dilbar, one of the richest people on the planet declared that, unlike me, he was “living in happiness” and called me “a loser” and “a twit.”

			Medvedev himself reacted no less strangely to our investigation of him. While on a visit to the meat-processing factory Tambov Bacon, he gave an impromptu press conference where he described our investigation as “nonsense, murk, and fruit compote,” but he didn’t explain where all of the country houses, vineyards, or charitable foundations had come from. He went on to accuse me not only of investigating corruption for my personal benefit but of “shamelessly trying to get people to vote” for me as president. Considering that by then I’d been waging an active electoral campaign for nearly four months, this wasn’t exactly a shocking revelation.

			On March 26, when demonstrations were taking place all over the country, my colleagues were streaming them from our office. People were sending us photographs and videos from the streets, and we were showing them all live. At the very peak of the broadcast, with 150,000 viewers, we had the power cut in the office. Next, police with dogs burst in, arresting the staff who were there and seizing all of our equipment—computers, cameras, lights, and microphones. Naturally, none of it was ever returned to us. As I said earlier, this was a deliberate Kremlin tactic to try to ruin us. Thirteen members of staff who were engaged in the broadcast were taken to detention cells.

			Our investigation destroyed Medvedev’s political career and became a turning point for the whole opposition movement. Ten days after the film was broadcast, I issued an appeal for people to come out into the streets and demand answers. Many people were skeptical. They reckoned that it would be impossible to hold mass demonstrations across the whole of Russia; such events would happen only in Moscow and St. Petersburg. But the demonstrations on March 26 took place in more than a hundred cities. This illustrated that the only thing that could bring together citizens with the most varied political views was the fight against corruption. Some of these protests were organized by our HQs, others by volunteers on the ground. Eighty percent of those who took part were young people who had never gone to demonstrations before.

			I’m very proud of what we achieved. We helped a whole new generation become interested in politics. They show initiative, are capable of organizing themselves, are seriously dissatisfied with what is happening in the country, and are prepared to go out on the streets for their beliefs.

			The presidential campaign surpassed everything that we had done previously. Hundreds of people worked on it each day, and hundreds of thousands supported us, helped, donated money, shared our investigations, and took part in demonstrations.

			My official nomination as a presidential candidate took place on December 24, 2017. According to the law, if you are self-nominated, you must have the support of no fewer than five hundred voters. In Moscow, Putin’s candidacy was put forward by a group of officials, athletes, and actors. We decided to submit my nomination from the twenty largest cities all at once. We realized that if we held just a single meeting, it would be broken up. So anyone who wished to could participate in the nomination process in each city, though in Moscow we invited volunteers who had taken part in our campaign. Had we invited just anyone to take part, there would have been so many involved that we wouldn’t have been able to complete the process in one day.

			Right until the end we didn’t know where in Moscow the nomination process would take place. As usual, we had problems with the venues. At first, landlords would happily agree to our using their premises and tell me that they supported me, but the next day they would call me and say, “Oh, sorry, it’s not going to be possible.” Eventually, we would decide on a radical solution. Since everyone was turning down our request for a venue, we’d construct one ourselves. We rented a huge marquee and erected it on the beach in the park at Serebryany Bor. At the last minute we sent out an invitation to our volunteers.

			Just as I arrived there that morning, the first gatherings were taking place in the far east of the country. Every meeting went ahead, despite the interference of the police, who deemed the gatherings unsanctioned. Across the country fifteen thousand people took part.

			We’d had a year of campaigning—traveling around the country, meetings, getting our message across—and now I had seven hundred people in front of me. The Anti-Corruption Foundation’s lawyer, Ivan Zhdanov, announced, “I’m calling on you to vote for the proposal that Alexei Navalny be nominated as a candidate for the post of president of Russia. Who’s in favor?” Instantly, everyone raised their hand. Such a moment is breathtaking. You’re overwhelmed with gratitude and a sense of responsibility, for those who’ve been working with you all this time, for those who are in the audience and have voted for you, and for all those who support you across the whole country. I was proud to be the candidate for all of these brave and honest people.

			Standing on the stage with my wife, my children, and my closest colleagues, I gave a speech in which I said that we were taking part in the election to win, because we represented the largest opposition force in the country. But if my registration was denied I would call for a boycott of the election.

			At nine o’clock that evening we delivered the nomination documents. The next day I was invited to a meeting, an indication that the Central Electoral Commission had already reached a decision. The head of the CEC, Ella Pamfilova, was there surrounded by her staff. She arrogantly announced that I had been barred from taking part in the election because of the sentence in the Kirovles case. By this time the case had been passed to the European Court of Human Rights for the second time, and a verdict was due any day. “I worked hard in a plant for twelve years in Soviet times, while you earn your money by illegally collecting donations and misleading young people,” Pamfilova said to me. These words, which could cause only bewilderment, preempted two criminal cases against me: “involving minors in illegal activity” (according to the authorities that was what the participation of young people in my meetings was), and “raising funds to finance extremism” (they labeled my presidential campaign “extremism”). Even when I’m sitting in jail, as I am now, that second accusation could land me thirty years.

			As I had promised, after that meeting I called for “a voters’ strike”—not just to boycott the elections, but to publicize it and register as election observers. We succeeded in getting thirty-three thousand of them. The Kremlin had to rig both the turnout and the results before their eyes; afterward, the internet was flooded with video clips of this taking place.

			Even though I wasn’t allowed to participate in the election, this campaign let us take our movement to a new level. The network of headquarters that we’d established became a permanent working structure for the opposition, a new form, capable of bringing people out onto the streets in any city, to take part in elections, and to win them.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  The recently developed business area of Moscow.

				

				
					*2 Biysk is located 2,319 miles east of Moscow; Izhevsk is 756 miles east of Moscow.

				

				
					*3  From the 1964 French film of the same name.
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			In Russia, power doesn’t change because of elections. This was a phrase I used in an interview in 2011. Nevertheless, it is undeniable that in the buildup to elections the public’s attention is focused on politics, and we have to make use of that. Moreover, at such a time the authorities are always very vulnerable. We saw this in 2011, when United Russia won the parliamentary elections thanks to vote rigging, and this immediately led to mass protests.

			That same year, I called on voters to choose any party except United Russia. In 2018, after I was prevented from running in the presidential election, the boycott of the election I called for drew a great deal of criticism from those who thought that my position was inconsistent. In fact, it was totally logical. We should always use elections to do as much damage as possible to the Kremlin.

			At the end of 2018 we came up with a new strategy: tactical voting. By this method we hoped to destroy United Russia’s monopoly on power, which had never been done before. The candidate from Putin’s party always garnered at least 25 to 30 percent of the vote, the rest being split between the various representatives of the “systemic opposition.” The Kremlin zealously ensured that these candidates didn’t make any deals among themselves. They would spark disagreements between the candidates ahead of the elections, and they would divide up constituencies. Everyone wanted to be in “a good constituency,” which immediately led to a number of opposition candidates in the central regions taking votes from each other, thus helping the election of the United Russia candidate. So if the politicians are unable to agree among themselves, let the voters agree.

			The idea was that we would select the second-strongest candidate and call on everyone to vote for him or her, putting aside ideological differences. We determined who that was by analyzing the results of recent elections and considering the opinion of local political experts. In nearly every case, the second-strongest candidate was a Communist. I have written here things that show clearly that I don’t love the Communists, but now we were in a different situation. It wasn’t that I wanted to see the Communists win; I wanted the defeat of United Russia.

			In the summer of 2019 we tried out the idea of tactical voting in the elections for the Moscow City Duma. I wasn’t able to run in these elections, but many of my colleagues and supporters could. We announced our plan a few months before the election and received strong support. Of course, there were also those who were unhappy about it: “I’ve been voting for the Yabloko party for twenty years, and I will continue to vote for Yabloko come what may!” “Vote for the Communists! For those cannibals! Never!” I explained that we were in a position whereby you could vote for a chair; even that would be better than the United Russia candidate. My next argument was that the more non–United Russia delegates there were in the parliament, the bolder these candidates would be.

			The Kremlin quickly realized that our tactic was popular and that they were facing a defeat in the autumn. So they used their tried-and-true method: they banned the most popular candidates from running. In fact, they arrested the majority of them for a month (some for even longer).

			The independent candidates fought until the end, among them, Lyubov Sobol. When the officials did not register her candidacy for the elections, she declared a hunger strike and wouldn’t leave the electoral commission. The video clip of her being carried out of the building sitting on the sofa that she had refused to leave became the symbol of this campaign.

			A couple of months earlier, people were bored by the elections for the Moscow City Duma. Now, they attracted the attention of the whole country. The mass banning of independent candidates led to huge street protests in Moscow. Some of those participating faced criminal charges, mainly under the article “threatening the health of a policeman.” Throwing an empty plastic cup at a riot cop was considered an example of that. These demonstrations proved to be an important milestone in the history of protest in Russia, not only because new people joined in, but because of the increased cruelty of repression. In 2017 you could receive fifteen days in detention for taking part in a demonstration. In 2018, this had increased to thirty days. Starting in 2019, you risked spending years in jail.

			The elections took place in September. Even though they had banned genuine candidates, tactical voting worked. The number of deputies from Putin’s party fell from forty to twenty-five. We even succeeded in kicking out the head of United Russia in Moscow. We also managed to elect a few genuine opposition deputies, who now would openly criticize both the mayor of Moscow and Putin from the floor of the capital’s parliament. Some totally unsuspecting candidates who had been put on the ballot in the hope that they would dilute the protest vote were as shocked by their success as we were (that is how tactical voting works). But just as I had hoped, the Moscow City Duma was now made up of a completely different set of deputies. Nothing was left of United Russia’s monopoly, and the “systemic” opposition spoke with an ever-louder voice.

			I learned about all this from the radio. The prison radio. Once again I had been arrested, as now happened after every demonstration, but I was delighted. Since tactical voting worked in Moscow, we could repeat it across Russia. Elections for regional parliaments were due to take place in Siberia the following summer, and in a year there were elections for the State Duma.

			We prepared for the Siberian campaign for almost a year. I flew there in the summer of 2020 in order to deal the decisive blow of the campaign—to film our investigations in Novosibirsk and Tomsk. Everything went very well, and we made our recordings. On the evening of August 19, I went into the restaurant of the hotel where our team was staying. The restaurant closed early, but my colleagues, who had already managed to have supper, persuaded the kitchen to stay open a little longer so I could order something to eat. “Actually,” I said, “I won’t have anything to eat, because my plane leaves very early in the morning. I’ll just have a quick drink with you, then go to bed.” Behind the bar was a new and strange-looking bartender who seemed to be staring at me very attentively. The day before someone else had been on duty. I assumed it was just a different shift. “I’ll have a Negroni, please,” I told the waiter, and forgot about the guy behind the bar. When I was brought the cocktail, it tasted so foul that I couldn’t have more than one swig. Something went through my mind again about the strange-looking bartender, who somehow didn’t look like he belonged. I left the drink, said good night to everyone, and went up to my room.

			August 20, 2020. The alarm clock goes off at 5:30 a.m. I wake without effort and make my way to the bathroom. I take a shower. I do not shave. I brush my teeth. The roll-on deodorant is empty. I rub the dry plastic over my armpits before discarding the applicator in the trash basket, where it will be discovered a few hours later by my colleagues when they come to search the room.

			I’m afraid I might be late for the plane.

			

			—

			There was no one moment I realized that from then on my life was in danger. On the contrary, until the time I was poisoned, I was convinced that with each passing year I was becoming ever safer. The better known I am, the more difficult it will be for them to kill me—or so I thought.

			Even now I think that my most dangerous work was in 2004, when I was still a member of Yabloko. At that time I organized the Committee for the Defense of Muscovites, and we were fighting against illegal construction in the city. Locals were very unhappy about it, and as a lawyer I tried to help them.

			The traditional method Moscow builders employed to solve problems was to hire someone to beat you over the head with a baseball bat on your doorstep. That’s why it had always seemed to me that fighting local corruption was the most dangerous thing to do. I have the greatest admiration for activists who do this in the regions, especially in the Caucasus.

			By now I was a public figure, too big a public figure for them to risk killing me.

			Clearly I was mistaken.

			I will always remember a conversation I had with Boris Nemtsov ten days before he was murdered. There were three of us there, Nemtsov, his colleague, and me, and Nemtsov explained that I was in danger. The Kremlin could easily kill me because I was an outsider. But he, Nemtsov, was invulnerable, because he was an insider; he was a former deputy prime minister and, what’s more, knew Putin personally and had worked with him for many years. Three days later, I was arrested. And just a week after that, Nemtsov was shot dead two hundred meters from the Kremlin. I then understood that all of these conversations about who was in danger and who was safe were pointless. We have no idea what’ll happen next. There’s one specific madman named Vladimir Putin. And sometimes something twists in his brain, he writes a name down on a piece of paper and says, “Kill him.”

			Nemtsov’s murder was a massive blow for everyone, and a lot of people were frightened. Even Yulia, who’s an incredibly brave person, later told me that she felt very uncomfortable being on her own at home with the children that night, and thought, So has it begun? Are they now killing the opposition? Are they going to burst in on us with guns? As someone who knew Boris, I was also horrified, but I didn’t think that the threat to my life had somehow increased.

			I have always tried to ignore the idea that I could be attacked, arrested, or even killed. I have no control over what might happen, and it would be self-destructive to dwell on it. Should I think, What are the chances that I’ll survive this morning? I don’t know; six out of ten? Eight out of ten? Maybe even ten out of ten? It’s not that I’m trying not to think about it, closing my eyes and pretending the danger doesn’t exist. But one day I simply made the decision not to be afraid. I weighed everything up, understood where I stand—and let it go. I’m an opposition politician and understand perfectly who my enemies are, but if I were to worry constantly about them killing me, then it’s not worth my while living in Russia. I should either emigrate or change what I do.

			But I love what I do and think that I should keep doing it. I’m not crazy, nor am I irresponsible or fearless. It’s simply that deep down I know I have to do this, that this is my life’s work. There are people who believe in me. There’s my organization, the Anti-Corruption Foundation, and there’s my country, and I desperately want it to be free. Yes, there are threats, but they’re a part of my work and I accept them.

			I do worry greatly about my wife and children. And the thought fills me with dread that Novichok could be put on my door handle and that my son or my daughter could touch the door handle. There was a terrifying occurrence in Kaliningrad just a couple of weeks before I was poisoned. Yulia and I were sitting in a café and suddenly she felt ill. She was literally dying on the chair in front of me, but I failed to see it and blithely suggested, “Just go lie down in our room.” Now we understand that, more than likely, she’d been poisoned with Novichok. The sensations that she experienced were exactly the same as the ones I later had on the plane, only weaker. Later we learned that the same FSB people who had poisoned me in Tomsk were also following me on this trip to Kaliningrad. And the idea horrified me that when she eventually walked out, she could have been found dead on a park bench two minutes later. The thought of this is too much to bear, but that, too, isn’t a question of bravery.

			I’ve made my choice. Of course I try to minimize the risk to my family, but there are certain things that are beyond my control. My children know that I could be arrested, as does my wife; we’ve all gone over this many times. The idea that they might kill me? Yes, that was unexpected, but it doesn’t change anything.

			I’m a Russian citizen, I have certain rights, and I’m not prepared to live in fear. If I have to fight, then I’ll fight, because I know that I’m right and they’re wrong. Because I’m on the side of good and they’re on the side of evil. Because there are many people who support me.

			I realize that these are very basic ideas, maybe even populist, but I believe in them and that’s why I’m not afraid. I know I’m right.

			I don’t like sitting in jail. It gives me no pleasure at all. It’s horrible, a useless waste of time. But if that’s how it is, so be it. I speak out and say that when I come to power, I will bring these people in the Kremlin to justice, because they are robbing the nation. Of course, they don’t like this idea, which is why they try to stop me any way they can. I’m fighting them, and they regard me as their enemy.

			I don’t know how my life is going to pan out, and trying to make sense of that is pure speculation. There are two opposing points of view. Half the people think that because they’ve already tried once to kill me, they’ll carry it through to the end. Putin ordered me dead, and he’s furious that his order has yet to be carried out. The other half—including me—thinks that after the unsuccessful attempt to kill me and our investigation of it, they would prefer to keep their distance. The Kremlin repeats that no one tried to kill me. If they were to poison me again and I were to die from Novichok or from a sudden heart attack, how would they explain it? Maybe I’m fooling myself, but in any case no one knows the future and there’s no point in trying to predict it.

			I know one thing for sure: that I’m among the happiest 1 percent of people on the planet—those who absolutely adore their work. I enjoy every single second of it. I have enormous support from the people. And I met a woman with whom I share not only love but the same values. She is just as opposed as I am to what is going on. Our country deserves better. The Russian people could live lives that are twenty times richer than they are. This is not simply talk on my or Yulia’s part; we want to do something about it. At least we’re trying, because it’s clearly worth doing. Maybe we won’t succeed. Maybe everything will change after we’ve gone. But we have to try. I want our children and grandchildren to know that their parents were good people and that they spent their lives trying to create something positive.

			When Zakhar was in primary school, the children were asked to say what their parents did. Some children answered, “My daddy’s a doctor” or “My mommy’s a teacher.” But Zakhar said, “My daddy is fighting against bad people for the future of our country.” When I was told this, it was the greatest moment of my life. It was as if they had hung a medal on me.

			I don’t think in a particular way about the love for my country. I just love it. For me, Russia is one of the components from which I’m made. It’s like your right arm or your left leg; you can’t describe how you like them.

			When I return from somewhere, even before leaving the plane, I experience the sensation that I’m home. Yes, there are countries with better cuisine, those where things are more orderly, or some with very beautiful architecture. I love to travel. But most of all I love returning to my country, because when I walk down the street, I feel that I’m among those who are closest to me. They’re almost like my relatives.

			Russian people are wonderful. They’re not very welcoming on first meeting, but I have to say that I like that. They’re complex and love to philosophize. I love doing that, too. They’ll turn anything into an existential question and start to discuss the country’s future. I do the same. I once described the Beautiful Russia of the Future as a metaphysical Canada: a rich northern country with a low population density, where everyone lives well and is obsessed with philosophical reasoning.

			I love the Russian language. I love the melancholic landscapes, when you look out of the window and want to cry; it’s just wonderful. I feel great, because all of this is close to me. I love our sad songs. I love our literature and cinema. It’s always about anguish, contemplation, suffering, melancholy, and self-reflection.

			No doubt Russia looks like a sad place from my description of it, but in fact we’re very jolly people. I really like our black humor. People here love to joke about politically incorrect subjects. Our jokes are often on the edge of what’s acceptable, but that’s why for me the modern Russian internet is much more fun than the Western one.

			The biggest mistake people in the West make about Russia is that they equate the Russian state with the Russian people. In reality, the two have nothing in common, and the greatest misfortune in our country is that out of all the millions who live here, time and again power ends up in the hands of the most cynical and the biggest liars. There’s a popular saying that every nation has the government it deserves, and many people believe that this applies to Russia. Otherwise, surely, our people would have risen up and overthrown the regime. But I don’t believe this is true. A huge number of my fellow citizens don’t agree with what’s going on and didn’t choose it. But if you accept that, nonetheless, personal responsibility lies on the shoulders of each of us, then it lies on my shoulders, too. So it’s up to me to fight even harder to change things.

			If you were to ask me whether I hate Vladimir Putin, my answer would be, yes, I hate him, but not because he tried to kill me or put my brother in prison. I hate Putin because he has stolen the last twenty years from Russia. These could have been incredible years, the sort of period that we’ve never had in our history. We had no enemies. We had peace on all our borders. The price of oil, gas, and our other natural resources was incredibly high. We earned huge amounts from our exports. Putin could have used these years to turn Russia into a prosperous country. All of us could have lived better.

			Instead, twenty million people live below the poverty line. Part of the money Putin and his cronies simply stole; part of it was squandered. They did nothing good for our country, and that is their worst crime against our children and the country’s future. I’m afraid that we’ll never again have such a well-fed, peaceful, and happy period, and I cannot but feel regret for this and hatred for those who stole from us the possibility of enjoying it.

			The symbol of my convictions is the Beautiful Russia of the Future I mentioned above. I believe that we could be a normal country, a rich one, governed by the rule of law. Above all, the main point is that this Beautiful Russia is the normal one.

			Let’s start with the idea that we stop killing people. Let’s fight against corruption. Yes, it exists in Europe and the United States too, but if we at least lower the current wild level of it in our country then we will suddenly find that we have money for education and health care. We’ll understand that we can have independent courts and honest elections. Throughout our history we have had tsars, then emperors, then general secretaries, then presidents, and all of them have been authoritarian. We can’t go on like that.

			Our task lies in breaking this vicious circle, as a result of which time and again, whoever’s in power, it turns into authoritarianism. The president’s powers must be restricted; too much lies in his hands. Power should be divided among parliament and regional governors and mayors. Taxes that are collected in the regions should remain there, and not be sent to Moscow. But everything in Russia revolves around Moscow. The only source of power is the Kremlin, and specifically the office where the president sits. Such a huge country should never be governed like that.

			Let’s become a normal country at last. That would be beautiful.

			This is not something unattainable. In describing the Beautiful Russia of the Future, I want you to understand that it’s entirely possible to create, and we have to fight for it now.

			My story will continue, but whatever happens to me and my friends and allies in opposition, Russia has every possibility of becoming a prosperous, democratic country. This sinister regime, based on lies and corruption, is doomed. Dreams can become reality.

			The future is ours.

		

	
		
			Part IV

			 

			PRISON

		

	
		
			After the court hearing at the Khimki Police Department, Alexei was taken to the Moscow pretrial prison Matrosskaya Tishina. The formal basis for Alexei’s arrest was the Yves Rocher case, which had concluded seven years earlier. Now he was accused of violating the terms of his parole, and in February 2021 he was sentenced to three and a half years in prison.

			The second trial, which took place at the same time, concerned the so-called slander against a veteran of the Great Patriotic War. In the summer of 2020, the propaganda channel Russia Today released a video in support of amendments to the Russian Constitution (the main amendment was meant to allow Putin to be elected for new terms indefinitely). Among the actors and athletes in the video, a veteran of the Great Patriotic War appeared. In a tweet, Alexei called all the participants in the video “a disgrace to the country.” The Investigative Committee therefore accused him of defaming the honor and dignity of a war veteran. He received a fine.

			Over the next three years, he was tried several more times on various pretexts; the trials took place in the prison facilities, and neither relatives nor journalists were allowed to attend. In March 2022, Alexei was sentenced to nine years in a “strict regime” colony for embezzlement. In August 2023, he was sentenced to nineteen years in an even more severe “special regime” colony for “extremism.” After each verdict, Alexei was transferred to a new prison. The conditions of his incarceration deteriorated rapidly. Initially, he was held in a common barracks with other inmates and could move around the prison colony, but after a year he spent all his time in solitary confinement. He was constantly placed in a punishment cell (SHIZO) for violations such as “the top button of his fatigues were unbuttoned.” He spent 295 days there. He was deprived of phone calls and visits, and he was given a pen and paper for only an hour and a half a day—later this would become only half an hour; eventually he could no longer keep a diary.

			Alexei received almost no medical care. In March 2021 this led him to declare a hunger strike, demanding that civilian doctors be allowed to visit him. The hunger strike lasted for twenty-four days, and as a result Alexei was hospitalized. Thanks to public outcry, doctors were then allowed to see him.

			In December 2023, Alexei was taken out of the colony. For almost a month, neither his family nor his lawyers knew where he was. On December 25, he was found to be in a prison beyond the Arctic Circle. On February 16, 2024, Alexei Navalny was killed in that prison.

		

	
		
			2021

			January 21

			I’ve decided I will, after all, keep a diary. First, because Oleg has given me some notebooks. Second, because it would be a shame to let such a fine, magical date as 21.01.21[*1] go to waste. And third, because if I don’t, some amusing goings-on will be forgotten. There was one today. I was taken to see a psychologist, which is where I am now. The room is four by eight meters. It has a table and three chairs (all screwed down to the floor) and a very substantial mirror in an alcove in the wall. It’s like in the movies: I am sure there are people sitting behind it. Observing. I feel a great urge to sneak up to the mirror sideways, then suddenly jump out with a suitably terrifying expression on my face and give my audience a good scare. I saw it done in a comedy, and as I write this, I am laughing remembering that. If there are dudes behind the mirror, they must be thinking, This man is wrong in the head. He keeps writing things down and hooting with laughter.

			The psychologist has gone out, and I’ve been left here to wait. It wouldn’t at all surprise me if that isn’t another moronic psychological test, to see how the subject behaves when locked in someone’s office for no apparent reason. Will he register impatience, pace nervously up and down, or meekly, patiently, stay sitting where he is?

			I first paced impatiently up and down and then sat down to write this diary. That means I have had to use this particular notebook, which is really intended for taking to meetings with the lawyers.

			When I was brought to this room, I thought, Great, I’m finally getting a half-decent place for a meeting with my lawyers. After five minutes, a major in camouflage fatigues arrived. He placed a video recorder on the table (there are already two up on the ceiling).

			“Hello,” he said. “Take a seat.”

			“Thank you, but I’ll just walk around in the office for now,” I replied, thinking he was only there to watch how the meeting with my lawyers went.

			“Take a seat,” he said. “I’m a psychologist. We need to have a talk.” He handed me a folded form. I would have to fill it in.

			I asked the psychologist his name, complaining that no one introduced themselves to me here. It was always “Comrade Major” or “Comrade Lieutenant Colonel.” I could hardly address him as “Comrade Major” for the duration of a psychological interview.

			He evidently felt uncomfortable but, after a moment’s hesitation, managed not to divulge this military secret. “Call me Comrade Psychologist,” he advised. I almost laughed, but stifled it just in time when I realized he was serious.

			Then I was presented with ninety statements along the lines of “I find meeting new people difficult,” and “I am an easygoing, well-balanced person.” A plus or minus in the tick box would signify whether I agreed or disagreed. I duly entered pluses and minuses and concluded that psychology is a pseudoscience. There followed twenty questions meant to identify potential suicides (“My life seems to hold no prospects for the future”). Finally, the culmination of the test: nine cards of different colors. “Choose the colors that most appeal to you right now.”

			I chose the brightest ones, but evidently failed to keep from rolling my eyes. Comrade Psychologist, as if apologizing, explained that the test was, of course, only valid in the context of all the others.

			The interview then followed a predictable pattern (“So, why do you consider you are not guilty?”) and details characteristic of the Federal Penitentiary Service:

			“How are you feeling?”

			“Fine,” I replied, but mentioned that my back really hurts. I noticed he wrote “Fine” on the form.

			The conversation came to a classic end when we started talking about corruption. He prompted me with “The old have had their fill, so the next generation will come to take their place at the trough.” I responded with my standard three-minute lecture, with specific examples of the corruption of Putin and his pals. This immediately reminded Comrade Psychologist that he had other urgent business to attend to, and he said, “We should probably bring this interview to a close.”

			That’s always the effect the body cams have on them. A recording of Putin being criticized (even though it’s me doing the criticizing) always makes them feel evidence is being collected that might implicate them in a crime.

			In this account, the psychologist sounds fairly awful, but in fact he was a regular dude. Polite. Really quite pleasant.

			Then I had my fingerprints taken for the sixth time in four days.

			In the evening, Olga Mikhailova, one of my lawyers, came and started giving me a hard time from the moment she arrived. Yesterday I wrote a note on a piece of paper asking for human rights defenders to be allowed to see me, and everyone decided I was going to be murdered here.

			The Federal Penitentiary Service made the note public (we need to bear in mind for the future that they interest themselves in such minutiae), but nobody believed I wrote it. All because—hip, hip, hooray!—our Putin investigation has already had forty-four million views. Just last night I was hoping we might make it to twenty million.

			January 22

			Every morning I have my blood pressure taken, and it is always as sound as that of a cosmonaut, 120/70. At home it was always a bit higher. Either staying here is having a therapeutic effect, or they always record everyone as having 120/70. The former seems more likely.

			At morning inspection the guards remember to hope you “have a nice day.” At the evening inspection they wish you good night. It is slightly surreal when big, hulking guys in camouflage uniforms are so polite, but they seem entirely sincere.

			

			—

			I have been taken back to the office where I saw the psychologist and am sitting, waiting. You never know here exactly where you are being taken.

			“Get yourself ready, with seasonally appropriate clothing” means they are taking you somewhere outside this pretrial prison.

			“Get yourself ready, have your documents on you” means they are taking you somewhere inside, but that could be for any purpose: to see a lawyer, someone from the Public Monitoring Commission (PMC), or perhaps a psychologist.

			This time I found I was being taken to use the phone. My application to phone Yulia and my mother had been granted. The speaker was turned on, there were two people close at hand, and everything was being recorded on video. I got through to my mother and we were able to talk. But not, as luck would have it, to Yulia.

			

			—

			After the phone call I was taken back not to the second floor but to the ground floor. So here I am, sitting in a tiny room with a telephone, a glass window, and an identical telephone on the other side, and I am writing. Next to the window someone has scrawled with a ballpoint pen, “May they all burn in hell!”

			

			—

			Vadim Kobzev came to see me. He had brought a file of news coverage about me, but everything was confiscated. He said Kira was being held under arrest for nine days, Los[*2] has been deported, and Yulia has written a post that had him almost in tears in the metro. That’s my girl!

			The Putin investigation has now reached fifty-five million views.

			

			—

			I was taken out for the first time for “exercise.” They take us to the seventh floor. There are several cells up there that constitute the “exercise yard.” You can take twenty-seven (small, unhurried) steps around the perimeter. That’s my exercise.

			The four-meter-high walls are painted green, with grimy streaks. Instead of a roof there is a steel grille supported on metal beams. Above that is fine-mesh chicken wire to prevent anything from being thrown from one yard to another.

			A little above that there is boarding for a guard to walk on and make sure the prisoners are swarming correctly and not violating any regulations. It reminds me of an ant farm Zakhar wanted to buy. Only it is not a human being observing the ants but a specialized ant wearing a camouflage uniform, a fur hat, and felt boots.

			Higher still, there is a sloping metal roof, which means that between the outer wall of the yard and the roof there is a gap of about one and a half meters, so you are exercising under a roof, but on one side can see a strip of sky. I say sky, but actually it is coils of barbed wire, then webbing, then chicken wire, then sky.

			You are seeing, quite literally, a “checkered sky,” which was a euphemism for prison in my childhood. A checkered sky, a stripy suit…I don’t have the stripy suit, yet.

			But I do have a black prison overcoat, which they gave me because it’s cold outside and I don’t have “seasonally appropriate clothing.”

			I walk in twenty-seven-step circles. If you walk too fast, you get dizzy.

			The radio is blaring. Not just playing, but blaring. Down there on my third floor, I can usually hear music from the seventh-floor “exercise” yards through a closed window.

			Suddenly I seem to hear a voice breaking through the music. I listen, and there it is again. “Alexei!” Is this for me? But nobody knows I’m exercising and nobody can see me. I yell back nevertheless, “What?” In reply, someone yells again, but it’s impossible to make out over the music. The specialized ant, I can see, is not happy. He says something into his walkie-talkie. I yell back, “What? I can’t hear you!”

			The guy, apparently taking even more air into his lungs and paying no attention to the specialized ant, outblares the radio: “Alexei, hold out. All Russia is with you!”

			I yell back, “Thank you!” and walk on, very moved. An unexpected and inspiring moment. I’m also trying to work out how on earth he knew I was there. There must be some way of finding out who else is exercising.

			In the evening the deputy commandant for conditions of detention pays me a visit.

			“Alexei Anatolievich, I have to inform you that shouting, tapping, and otherwise communicating between cells is prohibited.”

			“I wasn’t tapping.”

			“You were shouting to each other.”

			“Okay,” I say, “I won’t do it again. But one question is driving me crazy. I’ve been thinking about it all day: How could someone find out when I’m exercising?”

			The deputy makes a face indicating displeasure, but answers, “One thing I can say is, beggars live by their wits.”

			Beggars or not, they’re smarter than me. I still can’t work out how he did it.

			January 23

			There are to be protest demonstrations all over Russia today. I tried to discover what was happening by channel-hopping but found only a constantly repeated news report that “Navalny’s headquarters” were involving underage children in the protests. That featured two burly women with general’s epaulets, one from the Ministry of the Interior and the other from the Investigative Committee.

			“They are involving children. They have received instructions from abroad. The emphasis is on spreading false information in opposition and foreign mass media. These are criminal offenses.”

			There is not a word about what kind of information it is, or what the protest is about.

			

			—

			I have ascertained that our yard time lasts as long as it takes to play twenty songs on Retro FM radio.

			

			—

			Two comical bearded officials from the Public Monitoring Commission came. They mentioned our investigation had reached sixty-seven million views.

			There was a chyron on the TV, running on the news: “Navalny’s wife has been arrested.” I had a brief, worrying moment before the line went on, “According to the Ministry of the Interior, she has been released without charge.”

			January 24

			I finally heard someone cursing and swearing in the corridor. I was beginning to doubt this could be a real prison.

			

			—

			Three days ago I subscribed to four newspapers: Novaya Gazeta, Kommersant, Vedomosti, and RBK business news. I was very reluctant to spend money on the latter three, not because of the cost, but because I hate handing a single Kopeck to those venal bastards. I decided, though, that I would be able to glean at least some information from them. After today’s yard time I asked, “When do I get the newspapers?”

			“Your subscription begins in March.”

			So much for keeping up with the news! Is it really possible that in 2021 that moronic rule still applies that you can only subscribe to newspapers from the beginning of the next quarter? No wonder print newspapers are doomed.

			

			—

			Ready-made food from the prison shop is marked “Halal,” which demonstrates the ethnic diversity of this prison.

			The library here contains the complete works of Guy de Maupassant. I had only ever read “Boule de suif” and “Simon’s Papa.” There I found “Boule de suif.” It hadn’t made the slightest impression on me when I read it the first time, but now I’m blown away by how cool it is. I can only imagine what it must be like in French. I need to figure out how to get my hands on the original and find out if my French is good enough to make sense of it.

			I’m just finishing the last book in the library, which is by Shakespeare, and am worried I won’t have anything left to read. Then it’s time for the evening inspection, and the guard on duty brings an enormous stack of mail. There must be at least five or six hundred pieces. Good.

			By the way, I can’t see why feminists don’t demand that The Taming of the Shrew be “canceled” and expelled from libraries. It’s diabolical, even for those times.

			January 25

			I spent a long time answering the letters. I discovered that (1) they were amazingly interesting; (2) I absolutely had to, and wanted to, reply to every one; (3) these were truly the answers to the questions like, Why am I doing this?

			Every second letter brought tears to my eyes, just reading them. People are so good.

			A girl from the medical faculty in Yekaterinburg wonderfully described her qualms over whether to go to the rally. She decided it was scary but necessary. I put her letter to one side.

			One person succinctly wished me strength.

			Another wrote sheets and sheets.

			It was genuinely not just inspiring to read but also very useful. All sorts of intelligent ideas. It was like sitting in on a focus group.

			

			—

			I replied to all of them. It took me a day, even though 85 percent were little more than “Alina, thank you!”

			They brought supper. Then shoved another hefty stack of sheets through the food hatch.

			“Wow,” I said. “More letters.”

			“Yep,” replied the guard.

			Then, with both hands, he shoved a second stack of letters through. Perhaps seven hundred of them.

			Then another.

			Then another.

			We need to do something about it.

			January 26

			This diary is getting monotonous. It’s 7:30 a.m., and I’m sitting replying to mail.

			Some are wild. One is addressed to

			Alexei Navalny

			Moscow

			Death Chamber of Matrosskaya Tishina prison

			It ends with the words “Don’t let your truth stop us from dying.”

			January 27

			Olga came. She said Oleg had gone to our apartment in Maryino to find the door broken down and a bunch of people conducting a search.

			I’ve just turned on Euronews, and there is a chyron: “Searches at the Anti-Corruption Foundation office, at the Navalny home in Maryino, and at a rented apartment on Avtozavodskaya Street.” Poor Yulia. She is all alone there.

			

			—

			The fluorescent light is now flashing brightly at random intervals. My perfectly decent cell has been instantly turned into a torture chamber. It’s impossible to read, or even just sit looking at the wall. You see the flashing even if you close your eyes. There is no escape. Damn! It is just nonsense, but enough to drive you crazy.

			

			—

			Apparently someone has written, “Search all the Navalnys’ premises,” but the system works brainlessly and literally. I have had my cell searched.

			There comes a time when you realize a prison is still a prison, even if it is kept nice and clean.

			“Take all your belongings out of the cell, including the mattress.”

			“What do you mean, ‘all’?”

			“Everything without exception.”

			“But then I’ll have to hang everything up again and put everything back in place.”

			“Take out all your belongings and proceed to the search room.”

			In short, I have to take all my bits and pieces, which I had lovingly arranged on the shelves of a small metal cabinet, and chuck them into a huge sack. All belongings into the bag! Mattress and bed linen alongside it. Then drag it all to the search room. There everything is pointlessly but scrupulously shaken out and checked with a metal detector. Then strip naked. Everything you are wearing gets checked too.

			Then you go back to the cell, where four people conduct a super search, peering into every nook and cranny.

			Then you drag everything back in, cursing everyone, put everything back in place or hang it up.

			At least while I was in the search room, they fixed the light.

			

			—

			
			There is a report on state television that the people who came to the rally on the twenty-third are biological terrorists deliberately spreading COVID.

			And this is being claimed by the very people who organized a parade and nationwide voting in the midst of the pandemic.

			

			—

			I had a letter from a girl in Murmansk, supporting and thanking me.

			She has cerebral palsy and spends her life saving money from her disability allowance to go to Europe for a week every few years. She misses the sun. Murmansk gets less than a month of sunny days in a year.

			You read something like that and lose even the slightest inclination to feel sorry for yourself.

			The lights have been switched off.

			I’ll go to sleep. Hope Yulia is okay. I miss her.

			January 28

			Last night I didn’t turn the radio off myself. It was turned off centrally after lights-out. Accordingly, at 5:50 this morning the singer Sandra blared out so loudly that I nearly jumped out of my skin.

			Here Retro FM radio is played everywhere, incessantly. Not too bad a choice, actually. Its news and hosts are atrocious, but their interruptions are few and far between. The on-air hosts are evidently required to crack jokes after every four songs or so, but these relatively few embarrassing moments are bearable.

			I remember once in a special detention center they played comedy radio all day. It made me want to hang myself. Luckily, that was not my first stay there, so I knew how to mute the radio in the cell using newspapers and soapy water.

			

			—

			Yulia writes really entertaining letters. I asked her how the children were getting on, and yesterday she replied, “The children are fine, only Zakhar is a bit jumpy, because everyone keeps wanting to support and talk to him and he doesn’t like that.”

			He takes after me.

			

			—

			The court hearing of the appeal against my arrest has begun.

			Yesterday Olga was very optimistic. She felt the procedure initiated by the European Court of Human Rights under Article 39 had really bothered the regime. That surprised me. She was talking as if everything were already in the bag and I would be released tomorrow. The only question was whether it would happen in the courtroom or a few days later at the prison.

			She thought in the courtroom would be better, because the release papers often take several days to get from the court to the prison.

			It was very unlike Olga, who seems usually to assume everybody is about to be incarcerated for life.

			I would have liked to tease her about it today, but it’s not the same over videoconferencing.

			I was taken up to the sixth floor, to a room with a large television and a camera attached at the top of the screen. There were two guards, standing to the right and the left of the TV, each filming with their own camera, as if the main one weren’t enough. There was a wall camera too.

			The judge is an old bastard ass-kisser named Musa Musaev. He speaks ungrammatical Russian with a heavy accent. They presumably only keep him on so he can preside at this sort of farce.

			Outwardly, though, everything is polite. Polite but illegal. He even gave me five minutes to consult with my defense.

			Vadim told me they had sawed through the door of our home and performed the most vicious search we have had yet.

			They didn’t allow our lawyer in, were offensive to Yulia, and, of course, took everything away with them.

			It all went on until far into the night. Poor Yulia, I wonder how she is coping with the door being sawed off.

			She passed a message through Olga that “everything is fine.”

			The trial was over with lightning speed. Seventy percent of the time was taken up by my denunciations. I glared into the camera and promised we would never surrender Russia to a regime of villains. It’s a shame speeches always look quite dumb on video.

			January 29

			This is the first time I’ve bawled out the administration of this prison, but I really went for it.

			Two days ago there was that search of the cell, which meant I had to drag everything, including the mattress, to the search room. Now my back hurts like hell. To say “My stay in this prison has been blighted by back pain” may sound ridiculous, but it’s true. It is so painful I can hardly get out of bed in the morning. One wrong movement and I want to cry out in pain. A nerve has been pinched, so all this dragging stuff around hurts. I can’t bend.

			Then this evening the door opens again. I am washing the dishes and take a step to see what’s up. There stands a captain and a few others. He says, “A routine search of your cell is due. Carry out all your belongings.”

			Those scum, I think. They can see in their camera I can hardly walk. They’re doing this on purpose. “I’m not carrying anything anywhere.”

			I continue washing the dishes. They stand there. I wash. They stand there. Rage is coming to a boil inside me. When I have finished washing up, I point to the body cam, and ask if it is recording. The major on duty replies, “Yes.”

			I look straight into it and tell them all exactly what I think of them. I yell so loudly it can be heard the length and breadth of Matrosskaya Tishina prison.

			Then I tell the major, “As I said, I’m not carrying anything anywhere. I am now going to write a formal protest. You can put me in a punishment cell.” They stand there and don’t know what to do.

			Then they started to run around. About ten minutes later a young colonel arrives. “I’m from the administration,” he says. I explain about my back and the “routine searches” coming every two days.

			The colonel should be given his due. He clearly has a talent, both for psychotherapy and as a negotiator.

			“Let’s calm down. You have searches twice a month. This is just a coincidence. We will carry one item at a time if your back is hurting.”

			By now there are some eight people standing outside in the corridor. Backup. A classic situation. Who is going to blink first, and how do both sides avoid losing face?

			We bicker at length over every item. The colonel helps me lift my bag. As a gesture. I refuse to carry the mattress. I don’t take out all the food. That is what causes the most fuss.

			They search everything. I hand them my complaint. An hour later, of course, I regret having yelled at the major. He is getting on in years. At the evening inspection I say, “I apologize for yelling. I think, of course, that basically I am in the right, but I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

			January 30

			Saturday. The lawyers don’t come, or anybody else. I look out of the window. From boredom I decide to learn to shuffle dance, which I unsuccessfully attempted after leaving the hospital in Germany. I wanted to develop coordination of my movements, which was simply not there.

			It went much better this time.

			January 31

			Today is another day of street protests on my behalf. They report on television that the entire center of Moscow has been cordoned off, that even seven metro stations have been closed.

			According to Euronews, sixteen hundred people have been arrested. This is on a chyron, and there is no further information.

			

			—

			Now two thousand have been arrested.

			I pace around the cell, worried for everyone who came out to protest. Another chyron: “Yulia Navalnaya has been arrested.” It’s terrible to be sitting here, not knowing what’s going on.

			Another chyron: “A man has attempted to set himself on fire in central Moscow.” What a nightmare.

			Now four thousand people have been arrested.

			February 1

			In the morning: “Get yourself ready, have your documents on you.”

			In the local dialect, as I’ve mentioned, that means anything may happen, but inside the building. The most important thing about prison is that you should have no control over anything, you should know nothing, and should have not the slightest idea what is going to happen a minute from now. “Have your documents on you”—what will it be this time? A visit from a lawyer, from the Public Monitoring Commission, an investigator, a court appearance (by video link), a psychologist, a phone call?

			One day I asked, “Which documents? I don’t know where I’m going, which means I don’t know which documents to bring.”

			“Your documents.”

			“Which ones exactly?”

			“For your criminal case.”

			“I don’t have a criminal case.”

			“Bring your documents.”

			So I didn’t manage to find out where we were going. There is evidently an order being obeyed here, and a principle at stake. The person under arrest must tremble when contemplating his future.

			This time it turned out it was a court case. I had forgotten all about it. A technical hearing about extending the period for familiarization with the materials in the case of “slandering a veteran.” I didn’t speak, just agreed to everything Vadim suggested, in order to get it over with as quickly as possible. At least I got to talk to him during the break. I learned that right now Yulia is on trial for participating in a rally.

			The hearing over, a captain appeared and told me, “You have been granted the privilege of making a phone call.”

			The timing couldn’t have been worse. I told him my wife was in court right now and wouldn’t be able to take the call. “Let’s make it later.”

			“No, only now.”

			We tried phoning, but of course she didn’t answer.

			Happily, clever Yulia understood the situation. She simply stood up and left the courtroom, saying, “I need a five-minute break.” She called me back.

			I had already been feeling upset that the call had been wasted.

			We talked for seven minutes, but then she had to go back into the courtroom. We were in a classic situation:

			“Please don’t worry about me. Everything is fine. How about you?”

			“Everything’s good. I have everything I need. Don’t worry about me. I’d rather you told me how you and the children are doing.”

			She’s so great.

			We didn’t have time to talk about the children. The call was terminated, and when I called back, she didn’t answer.

			Later, I learned from a chyron on Euronews (my only source of information) that she was fined 20,000 rubles.

			

			—

			I was foolish enough to send three of the five T-shirts I have to the laundry. I thought they would come back in three days, but ten days have now passed and there’s no sign of them. I am having to wash the two remaining shirts on alternate nights.

			The intercom instructed me, “Get yourself ready to go to the shower,” but I didn’t have a single clean T-shirt. I had to take a sleeveless undershirt. Via the internet, Yulia had ordered two from the prison shop for me, one gray and one black, on my first day here. Just in case.

			It is the most basic “made in Russia” cotton undershirt. They are probably sewn by prisoners. In lots of prison photographs people are wearing just such an undershirt. When I pulled it on after the shower, it was somehow crooked and seemed tight under the arms. For the first time I really felt like a prisoner.

			Today has been a very good day, though. I talked to Yulia, took a shower, and had my first delivery of food I had ordered from the shop. I had been waiting for more than a week. Before this, they just brought household goods from what I ordered. But I now have an omelet (which I’ll eat for breakfast tomorrow), radishes, normal bread, boiled eggs, and so on. All these riches were delivered through the food hatch, and I caught myself thinking, Damn, if they release me tomorrow this will all be wasted.

			Tomorrow is a court hearing to potentially convert a suspended sentence into a custodial one.

			

			—

			Yulia was on television! She’s a star.

			February 2

			5:50 a.m. Radio on. 6:00 a.m. Lights on. I get up and immediately the intercom in the wall instructs me, “Put on seasonally appropriate clothing. Get yourself ready, have your documents on you.” Wow, that means they’re taking me to the courtroom rather than using a conference call. But why so early? The hearing isn’t until 10:00.

			

			—

			I asked for a razor (produced instantly), shaved, boiled some water, and made coffee. The door opened. “Come out.”

			“Why all the rush? You haven’t given me five minutes.”

			I had to go out.

			We didn’t go far. First, my “favorite” search room. Strip naked again, every item is inspected and listed. After that, they lock me up in a concrete “pencil case,” a narrow cell one and a half by two and a half meters. I’m waiting there now.

			

			—

			They came for me fairly quickly (fifteen minutes) and took me to the police truck. There were special forces troops in helmets, armed with semiautomatics. We arrived at Moscow City court, for some reason. It was supposed to be Simonovsky court. I had to strip again, but this time only to the waist. I kept my trousers on but took off my socks and boots. Now I’m sitting in another pencil case. This time it is 3.2 meters square. I wait.

			

			—

			I sat in one cell, then was taken to another. I sat there for a while before they took me to the courtroom. The trial was dull.

			A large beautiful hall. The trial has been moved here from Simonovsky because there were so many applications from the press. Even so, not many people have been allowed in. Yulia is in the front row.

			We exchange a wink.

			There is a two-hour break right now.

			They bring me a packed lunch. I ask for hot water, but the plastic cup is cracked.

			I’m in a cell next to the courtroom. “Could you go to the lawyers,” I say, “and ask them to buy me a cup in the cafeteria.”

			“That’s against regulations.”

			The cops evidently find not giving me hot water a bit embarrassing, so they take a plastic bottle, cut it in half, and there’s your cup. Problem solved.

			

			—

			The second part of the hearing was livelier. I spoke and then it was over. The judge retired to consider her decision, which would come as no surprise to us.

			

			—

			That’s it. Now it’s official:

			I am a convict. Three and a half years in a standard conditions prison.

			February 3

			Getting sentenced seems to have a calming effect on me. I slept like a baby. Actually, I do sleep well here, although the bed is uncomfortable and my back hurts when I turn. Tonight, though, was the best night so far. At 5:55, five minutes before I needed to, I woke up feeling completely rested.

			Exactly the same thing happened in 2013 in Kirov. Sentence pronounced, five years, back to the prison, and I immediately fell asleep and slept soundly. Most likely, it’s because the uncertainty is over.

			I’ve had the same frank conversation with myself a hundred times: Do I have any regrets, do I worry?

			Absolutely not. The belief that I am in the right, and the sense of being part of a great cause, outweighs all the worries by a million percent. And then, this was all entirely predictable. I thought it over many times and recognized that the increasing effectiveness of our team would lead to Putin’s giving the order to imprison me. He would have no other way to resolve his problem. Or rather, he would, but it wouldn’t work.

			

			—

			They took me from the cell to meet Olga, and there were priceless crates by the door. Full of tomatoes and cucumbers.

			I’m rich!

			After our meeting, it was all delivered to me in my cell. By some inexplicable and inscrutable logic, part of what I ordered had already arrived this morning. You usually have to wait more than a week. (Okay, what do I mean by “usually,” when I’ve only been here a little over two weeks?)

			In short, we have here a unique situation. In the ordinary world, such coincidences lead to the creation of new life, or at least to volcanic eruptions and tsunamis.

			I have in my cell, at one and the same time, cucumbers, tomatoes, onions, and a choice of sunflower or olive oil. I would, of course, have liked sour cream as well, but such sumptuousness is unacceptable. Even thinking about salad with sour cream would be likely to undermine a convict’s determination to take the first step on the path to reform.

			I have been issued a knife. Today will see the working of culinary magic.

			

			—

			Oh, no! I had prepared everything exquisitely, only to remember there was no salt! And what is a salad without salt?

			

			—

			Yesterday’s mail has been delivered today. People sent the letters after the verdict, so a day’s delay.

			The Euronews chyron says Sergey Smirnov[*3] will spend twenty-five days in custody for the rally. Vadim tells me he is being charged for tweeting, “Good weather is forecast for the thirty-first.” Putin is simply 100 percent copying what Lukashenko does in Belarus.

			February 4

			After lunch I lay down for a nap. I was sleeping so soundly it was really annoying to be wakened by the intercom’s shrieking. However, a voice inquired, “Are you going to the gym?” Even though I really wanted to say no and go back to sleep, I had been trying to get access to the gym for two weeks. So I said, “Sure.”

			The gym turned out to be another cell on my floor, only big. There are wall bars with a horizontal bar, two benches for bench presses (with racks), dumbbells, and a bench where you can do reverse sit-ups. Good for my back. That is a must-have for any self-respecting gym.

			To my great disappointment, there was no one else in the gym, so it never resembled the kind of prison gym you see in the movies, full of taciturn jocks covered in tattoos.

			It’s not great fun working out on your own, but for as long as my back continued to hurt, I went on doing the easiest exercises with minimal weights. Mostly barbells.

			You’re allowed to exercise for an hour, and overall there is nothing wrong with the gym. A change is as good as a rest.

			

			—

			After my shower, the food hatch opened, and I was given a receipt to sign. For a cake. A girl named Christina had ordered me a tiramisu cake from the prison shop. A substantial one.

			There is an idiotic rule here that parcels are delivered not through the open door but only through the food hatch. So they rammed the cake in its box through, and, needless to say, the box got torn and the cake dented.

			In principle I steer clear of cakes. You don’t get much exercise here. But you’re not allowed to refuse it or pass it on to another cell.

			I’ll just have to eat it.

			February 5

			The intercom in the wall wakes me at the same time as the light—which means it’s 6:00—and a voice mumbles something that sounds like “Get yourself ready, with your belongings.” Hmm. Am I being moved on already? I get up and hobble over to it in just my underwear. I press the button and wait for someone to answer. “Yes?”

			“I didn’t hear what you said.”

			“Put on seasonally appropriate clothing, have your documents on you. Ten to fifteen minutes.”

			“But I don’t have a court hearing today. Where am I going?”

			“Get yourself ready.”

			Damn, this is really annoying. There is a court hearing tomorrow, so where are we going today? Are they going to start dragging me off to attend hearings of those pathetically boring lawsuits from “Putin’s cook,” Yevgeny Prigozhin? He is suing me on so many counts I have lost track. Or is there an investigation? That’s most likely it. No time to shave, and in any case why bother for a trip to the Investigative Committee, who are all criminals themselves. I put the kettle on and go to wash. Because I now have milk, I can drink that heavenly drink, instant coffee with milk. Of course, I do drink coffee powder with water (fairly revolting), but only for want of anything better. If you can add fifty milliliters of milk to the mixture, it is transformed into something delicious. However, I am aware that coffee connoisseurs consider my usual drink a disgrace: black coffee from a coffee machine with the addition of ordinary (not heated) milk out of a carton.

			These are my thoughts as I stand, drinking coffee and waiting for the door to open. Last time they didn’t let me finish it, so I try to maintain a balance between gulping it down and enjoying it.

			The head of the shift opens the door, but he too is in the dark. He says the guards escorting me will explain everything.

			The same procedure: the search room, strip naked, have everything X-rayed. The head of the escort guards is the same man as at the last trial. We nod to each other like old acquaintances. He doesn’t know anything either, or, more probably, isn’t saying. They take me out, and the escort brigade is exactly the same dudes. They have evidently been assigned to me. They take me to the metal box inside the police truck. “Where are we going?” I ask. “I don’t have a court hearing today.”

			“I don’t know where we’re going, but your lawyers told you, ‘We’ll see you at the court.’ ”

			“But that trial is on Friday and today is Thursday.”

			“Today is Friday.”

			Damn, I’ve mixed everything up. I must get a calendar.

			The hearing is the case of my supposedly having “slandered a veteran.” It was concocted by the Kremlin PR people, who decided it was a great idea. Think of the headlines: “Navalny Slanders War Veteran.” There will be a lot of filming today, and I’m unshaven and look like a tramp. First he slanders the veteran, then insults him a second time by turning up to the trial unshaven. Disrespecting the memory of the war! Guilty!

			They bring me to Babushkinsky court. Another search. They take me to a cell. Oh, okay, I thought when they opened the door. At least it’s big and bright, not some claustrophobic pencil case.

			Not okay, not okay at all, I realize as the door is slammed shut. The cell has evidently been washed down before my arrival. What does “clean” mean in a district court or a police station? That’s right, lots of bleach.

			This is a natural gas chamber. Everything has been thoroughly washed with bleach, and there is no ventilation. I pace back and forth in the large cell, feeling like a soldier on a World War I battlefield. I console myself with the thought that chlorine proved the least effective variety of chemical weapon and was soon abandoned in favor of mustard gas. What a stroke of luck that cells don’t get washed down with mustard gas.

			I thought I would get used to it in an hour, but when I sat down to write this an hour and a half after being brought here, I no longer smell the chlorine, but it continues to tickle my nose and make my eyes water.

			I have no idea when the trial will be. I was brought here at 7:15 a.m., so it is probably about 9:00 a.m. now.

			

			—

			At 2:00 p.m. they brought me back to the cell. There is a break until 3:00. Ugh! What a repulsive trial! The whole script has clearly been written by some PR person. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was Margarita Simonyan[*4] herself. Everything is absolutely in her spirit, and the case itself is manifestly a response to our “Parasites” investigation into Russia Today and Simonyan and her husband.

			Briefly, the hapless ninety-five-year-old veteran, who clearly didn’t know what was going on, had been positioned some time ago in front of a camera at his home on a video link, wearing his medals. The old man didn’t understand the questions, and you could clearly hear him being told loudly what to say. When it came to the questioning, he read three lines from a piece of paper and then said he wanted the interview stopped because he wasn’t feeling well.

			The prosecutor immediately leaped up joyfully: “Let’s read out his written testimony!” This consisted of twenty pages of memoirs about the war, which had clearly not been written by this old man.

			The judge, no less joyfully, exclaimed, “Yes, let’s do that!”

			It was read out. The old man was looking into the camera. After ten minutes the judge, who was actually in the old man’s house (as required by law), stuck her face into the same camera and said, “He’s feeling ill. An ambulance has arrived.”

			What a performance.

			In September the old man had submitted a notarized letter stating that he was ill and did not wish to be present in court. Whoever was writing the script of the trial said he had to be. And here he is.

			A break has been announced. I’m sitting in my cell, eating hardtack from my “daily ration.” The cops have given me hot water.

			

			—

			Ha ha! I have, of course, been threatened with removal from the courtroom before, but never so many times in succession. Never before have I been given three “final warnings” in a row, or had the judge shout at me that she would “have me moved to the guard room.” The judge is a vile toad, totally off the rails even by the standards of Putin’s judiciary. Actually, not just off the rails, but also as thick as wood. She has been entrusted with a fabricated case and doesn’t know how to behave. As a result, she simply disallows our questions when we catch witnesses contradicting themselves, stops the cross-examination, or announces a break. She doesn’t even understand the procedure for presenting a document from the case file.

			The veteran’s grandson, a clown who colluded with the investigators to concoct this case, loudly declares that neither he nor his grandfather ever made a particular statement. But I happen to know that there is just such a statement in the case file. I string him along in time-honored fashion:

			“Is there really no statement?”

			“No.”

			“Are you sure of that?”

			“Yes.”

			Then I triumphantly demand that the document be produced. The judge declares, “I shall do no such thing!” and halts the trial. She announces a break for a week.

			The grandson had been hoping to use his cross-examination as a platform and had begun with some drivel about how I should “behave like a man.” Also clearly part of the script. I felt obliged to yell at him that he was a prostitute selling his grandfather. He asked the ushers for a drink of water.

			So in the end I returned from the court hungry and angry. While I was being searched, I reflected that I had missed dinner, and all there was in the cell was cake, and Korean carrot salad. I was taken back to the cell to find that a parcel had arrived from my much-loved babe. It contained a bottle of oil, a salad, and four cans of beef. They proved very tasty. I ate two cans of it with rejoicing and love in my heart.

			More good news. I wrote an application to the commandant to the effect that in order to exercise my right to self-education, I needed two dictionaries and books in English and French. He didn’t agree to the books, but there was something even better. They had at some time compiled a catalog of books in foreign languages that can be purchased. It is not extensive, but still…Good for them, they have done their best. I feel positively grateful.

			February 6

			This is the second Saturday I find myself thinking that I like the weekends here. Okay, so there are no parcels, but then no one comes to take you off anywhere or tells you to “get yourself ready, have your documents on you.” There is a stillness, and even the metal doors clang shut far less often than usual.

			

			—

			I spent half a day answering letters. The one I liked best consisted of just one line: “Alexei, I wish to inform you that I am very pleased with you.”

			

			—

			There are still lots of letters from girls, who advise me that I have been designated a “crush” on TikTok. Some go on to explain what a crush is. I rakishly reply that I’m not so behind the times that I don’t know what a crush is.

			It is minus fifteen degrees Celsius [five degrees Fahrenheit] outside by the way. My nose froze.

			February 7

			It’s laughable. The guards have been forbidden to talk to me. They are allowed only orders like “Go in” and “Come out,” and since they are constantly videoing me, they observe the prohibition. They’ve apparently been threatened with terrible retribution if they don’t.

			A major comes in now. He is on duty every other day. Young dude, seems okay.

			“Good morning.”

			“Hi,” I say. “How’s it going?”

			The major is silent and looks at me. I look at him quizzically and repeat, “How’s it going?”

			The major continues to look at me, either in horror or in anguish. He is aware of the absurdity of the situation, but cannot bring himself to commit a crime against the foundations of the constitutional order by answering, “Fine.”

			

			—

			Today is Sunday, and I took a loaf of bread for breakfast. I don’t usually bother with breakfast. I stopped some years ago, when I was under arrest for two months and realized I’m not hungry in the morning. So why eat at that time? Because you were told as a child, “Eat breakfast on your own, share lunch with a friend, and give away dinner to your enemy”? Or because all sorts of scoundrels flogging cornflakes (hellishly bad for you, made of sugar) keep claiming on television that “breakfast is the main meal of the day”? Back then, when I was released, I went online, read up about it, and concluded there was no scientific evidence in favor of breakfast. It doesn’t “charge you up” with energy for the rest of the day. That’s crap. So I now believe you should eat if you’re hungry, and not eat if you aren’t. That’s why I don’t eat breakfast, and they issue bread here only in the morning. I deliberately don’t take it. I also refuse potatoes, which are constantly on the menu. You don’t expend enough energy here to justify gorging yourself on bread and potatoes. I reckon I spend twenty of the twenty-four hours lying down. Eat bread and you’ll soon end up weighing 120 kilos [265 pounds].

			Of course, thousands of years of evolution have instilled an iron rule in our brains: Eat food, pig out! Tomorrow the mammoths will go north and you will be hungry for a month. Is that sugar? Great, guzzle even more, store up fat for hard times.

			That’s why I can’t bring myself to give up on simple carbohydrates completely. (Let’s face it, just two days ago I gobbled up half a tiramisu cake, and would have finished it the next day if I hadn’t forced myself to throw it away.) So I decided to eat bread on Sundays.

			And now, for a third Sunday, I solemnly break a loaf of flavorless white bread and eat it. I break it because I have nothing to cut it with. And today I even have butter. So I make myself coffee, take two fingers’ width of butter with an aluminum spoon, spread it on the chunks of bread, and treat myself to a sumptuous breakfast worthy of a hotel, washing it all down with milky coffee.

			And the great thing is that this simple life hack turns Sunday into a really special day of festivity.

			

			—

			I made a cucumber, tomato, and onion salad, dressed it with oil, but I still don’t have any salt. And so, completely without thinking, I took some dry powder from a packet labeled “chicken stock” and sprinkled that over it.

			It worked! I couldn’t think how I knew to do that. But then I remembered the many times I was irritated by old-timers I met in the detention center. Not a few of them had chicken stock cubes, like Knorr, and they were forever using them to season everything. There was something revolting about the way they crushed the cube with their fingers and sprinkled it into their porridge, but actually the cubes are a mixture of salt, pepper, seasonings, and the smell of chicken.

			Now I have finally found a way of salting the salad decently.

			What’s next? Will I learn how to boil water in a plastic bag?

			

			—

			There is a chyron on Euronews: “Grigory Yavlinsky writes in an article that a democratic Russia and Navalny are incompatible.” That’s the Kremlin ridiculing the old coward, forcing him to write something like that at just this moment. Public humiliation as payment for registering his party and financing it. How awful to turn into something like that.

			

			—

			I have finished reading Madame Bovary. Very disappointing. I was going to write that it is Anna Karenina lite, but there’s no comparison.

			Now that I’ve finished reading idiotic Flaubert, I’ve gone back to the second volume of the collected works of Maupassant. He’s supposed to have been a pupil of Flaubert’s, but is a zillion times better. A real writer. His short stories are mostly crap, but the major works are good. I come across really snappy sentences in them. I just got out of my bunk to note one down; it basically goes: “He had that fortunate appearance that women dream about but which any man finds repellent.” Isn’t that cool?

			I am constantly thinking I need to read it in the original. There are a couple of books in French in the library. There seems also to be Bel-Ami, but I’m afraid I may not be up to it.

			February 8

			It’s cold, minus sixteen Celsius [three degrees Fahrenheit], but I walked in the yard for the full hour and didn’t give up. It’s good that Yulia sent woolen socks.

			I decided to clean the cell, although it is already clean. I swept it and started washing the floor with a new cloth ordered from the shop. I said, “I need a mop.”

			“Mops are against the regulations.”

			“Are we supposed to wash it by hand? That’s a hassle.”

			“Only by hand.”

			How dumb!

			

			—

			“Get yourself ready to see the doctor, have your documents on you.”

			“Should I get ready to go outside?”

			“No, it’s inside the building.”

			Perhaps a week ago I wrote that I needed to see an ophthalmologist so he or she could order new glasses for me.

			I was taken to another floor, where I haven’t been before. It is the hospital wing. The cells and metal doors are just the same, only the signs on the doors say things like “Treatment Room” and everything is painted blue.

			There are two people in the room. I know the nurse, who saw me when I was admitted, and an intelligent, pleasant-looking young doctor from the Caucasus. The nurse is morose, and the doctor is clearly feeling out of place. From that it is obvious who works here and who has been brought in from outside.

			“I’m an ophthalmologist.”

			“Great. What’s your name?”

			“Ilmar Khalilovich.”

			The fact that he has introduced himself and didn’t ask me to call him Comrade Ophthalmologist confirms that he’s not local.

			There is a cage in the room. A real, full-on cage. I am put in it and locked in. The doctor sits outside at a desk and takes notes. Then, through the gaps in the cage, he pushes toward me, rolled up into a tube, a laminated sheet with sample texts in different sizes of print, then, in the same manner, glasses with interchangeable lenses, which he changes for me, putting his hands into the cage. The doctor is clearly embarrassed and mutters, “This is the first time I’ve been prescribing under conditions like these.”

			“Are you from outside, or do you work here?”

			“I’m from outside.”

			It’s so funny, that “from outside,” as if we were not in Sokolniki district, practically in the middle of a city of ten million souls, but in a remote Siberian camp.

			I’m going to get new glasses!

			

			—

			Monday. It’s bathhouse day. Today I was escorted to the shower by a decent dude. He said, “You have fifteen minutes. I’ll warn you five minutes before time’s up.”

			Hey, that’s a lot better. Without a watch you have no idea how much time has passed, and first you hurry because you don’t want to be rushed later and have to put clean clothes on over your wet body, but then you stand around fully dressed, wondering why the hell you were in such a hurry when you could now still be in the shower.

			This time I was able to shower at leisure. Using a loofah! The last time I used one of those (it’s a kind of sponge) must have been when I was still at school. After that I just stood in a wonderful shower of hot water for several minutes before unhurriedly drying myself and getting dressed.

			Life gets encrusted with rituals. I have a lemon and a little jar of honey that Yulia put in my very first parcel. I economize on them both so that after taking a shower I can sip tea with honey and lemon. My ceremony for preparing it is so extended and meticulous that any Japanese person would shoot themselves in envy. The joy of preparing the tea is no less than that of drinking it.

			Here in prison any psychologist would have a ball. You could write a hundred dissertations on the amazing capacity of human beings to adapt and derive pleasure from the most trivial things.

			Olga came and told me all the latest news. She had read that article by Yavlinsky, knowing I would be curious. I thought it would be more of his usual stuff: a load of demagoguery and empty words, with a couple of critical sentences that were the whole reason for writing it. Instead, there was a huge article devoted to me. What a terrible populist I am, how I participated in the Russian Marches, and that I am an agent of the Kremlin. All my investigations and videos are a waste of time, and so forth. It comes close to being a personal attack, which is not characteristic of Yavlinsky.

			Poor guy. I can only imagine the torment he suffered as he was writing this stuff. Quite apart from being forced by the Kremlin to write about me, he must also have understood he would be ripped to pieces as, predictably, he has been. Not particularly because of me, but just because why, for God’s sake, would you write an article like that about someone who has just been thrown in jail? As the saying goes, he missed a great opportunity to keep his mouth shut.

			I don’t know what the long arm of the Kremlin has got on him, but he’s firmly in their grip. You can hardly say of him that he has now buried his prospects, because he didn’t have any to begin with. More precisely, he’s alienated the last of his supporters and torpedoed the chances many of his fellow party members had of being elected. Those most shocked are his party comrades. Here it is, the long-awaited political tidal wave, right on the eve of elections. They just needed to go for it.

			But instead they dived in the opposite direction, swallowed a lot of sand and water, lost their swimming trunks to the waves, and now have to wade ashore, covering themselves with their hands, and everyone is laughing at them.

			

			—

			I’ve been taken out of the cell again, this time to see the commandant. I had been making notes for a long time, and even compiled a list of questions, which have mostly already resolved themselves.

			This was the second time I had seen him. On the first day he came along with the Public Monitoring Commission officials. He was morose and taciturn, like everyone else here. Perhaps it’s the COVID masks? Everyone seems gloomier behind a mask.

			This time he was full of the joys of life, and even joked. I was really surprised. Admittedly, everything was still under the watchful eye of a video recorder he placed on the table. We had a perfectly amicable conversation. He responded to all my questions in great detail, even the silly ones, like how to store the ice cream they sell in the shop. Apparently, part of my refrigerator functions as a freezer.

			We discussed books. We discussed the Public Monitoring Commission. We discussed training. And even the possibility of a longer bed. I’ve gotten out of the habit of expecting anyone to answer questions rather than silently stare at me in horror or robotically repeat, “Put in an application.”

			Alas, he couldn’t answer the big question that has been tormenting me for a month: How does someone in a neighboring “exercise” yard know when I am exercising? It only happened that one time, but he knew for a fact that I was there. It was not just coincidence that he shouted out. I don’t think the guard patrolling on top and looking down at everyone could have told him. There must be a simple answer.

			

			—

			Something funny just happened. The food hatch in the door opened with a clang. Oh, well, I thought, there’s something else to be signed. I took a pen and went over. A cat’s head appeared in the hatch, its mouth joyously wide open. With great difficulty, a huge pile of letters was forced through the hatch. There looked to be at least two thousand of them, and on top of the stack were photographs from someone’s letter: a cat printed to fill the entire page, with its mouth wide open and its paws stretched out toward me, with the caption “Come and I’ll give you a hug!”

			Well, now at least I know what I’ll be doing for the next two days. Or probably three.

			

			—

			“One evening, when they were on the beach, Père Lastique accosted him, and without removing his pipe, the absence of which would possibly have been more remarkable than the loss of his nose…” Isn’t Maupassant just a genius? I am reading A Life and really enjoying the style.

			February 9

			It’s cold, but I spent an hour and a half in the yard. By the end I was absolutely frozen.

			I have invented a salad. You cut up cucumbers, tomatoes, and onions as if for a normal salad, add sunflower oil, then slice herring fillets (which Yulia sent) into it. The herring is salty and nicely compensates for the lack of salt, which I still haven’t managed to get hold of.

			February 10

			I very rarely drink sugary drinks—juice, cola, fruit drinks of any sort. But today I thought, I want some fruit juice.

			They have three kinds in the shop. I thought for a long time before ordering blueberry. Then I crossed that out and wrote, “Cranberry.”

			In the evening they took me back to the cell. I saw a crate by the door. It contained a bottle of cranberry juice. That’s some speed, I thought admiringly.

			An hour later the crate was conveyed to me via the food hatch. There was a receipt to be signed, on which was written, “Parcel from Yulia Navalnaya.”

			How does she do that?

			

			—

			I have spent two days answering letters. Did nothing else. My neck really hurts. There are another two hundred still to go. They’ve just brought another similar batch, at least two thousand.

			February 11

			It’s snowing today, so I had my first “exercise” period walking in the snow. Well, snowflakes managed to fly into the part of the prison yard closest to the one-and-a-half-meter gap you can see through. Even so, it was very beautiful and apocalyptic. Great big New Year snowflakes floating through coils of barbed wire.

			

			—

			In Soviet times, there was a joke about why you can wait ages for a bus, which it seems will never come, and then three arrive all at once. It’s because the drivers at the terminus have been playing cards. When they finish their game, they all get up and go to drive their buses.

			It seems to be the same with my food. I order it, but nothing comes. I decided they must have lost the order and reorder it. Today they brought everything, and I had great difficulty ramming it all into the refrigerator. Even the top shelf is full. Now I have salt, sour cream (two containers), cabbage rolls, fish, and chicken. Wings—Yulia must have ordered them. They even brought the “chicken tabaka with mashed potato” that I ordered twenty days ago. I was certain the order had been lost or that they were no longer making it.

			The chicken tabaka turned out to be half a cold fried chicken.

			I have so many tomatoes I could set up shop. I could build a man-sized pyramid of onions. I have absolutely all I need for bold culinary experimentation.

			

			—

			Lunch arrived. I refused to take it, saying I already had too much food and needed to eat that. The girl who brings the meals said, “Seriously? It’s soup with pickled cucumber today.” She looked at me with an expression that said, You fool, Navalny. For a month you’ve been eating all sorts of garbage, and today you’re turning up your nose at Rassolnik soup.

			I obediently agreed to take the soup. That was the right decision. It was excellent.

			

			—

			I went to the gym. Good. Only, unfortunately, my back still hurts.

			

			—

			The Euronews chyron, my main source of information, is divided into two parts. On the left, taking up about a fifth of the screen, is the name in bold of the country to which the news relates. On the right is the news itself, in small print. All the time there flashes up: Germany, Lithuania, Spain, United States.

			In all the news about me, instead of a country, they write “NAVALNY” in capital letters. It looks funny.

			

			—

			Another, similar bundle of letters has arrived. If it looks as though I am making this all up to try to impress, I’m not. I now have several thousand unanswered letters in my cell. I guesstimate four or five thousand.

			February 12

			Today there is a court hearing. Last night they told me, “You have to go to court tomorrow, so get up a bit earlier.”

			For some reason they really rush me in the mornings. Although 6:00 is when everyone gets up, I’m always ready, having shaved and washed, by 6:25, even though I may not be leaving until 10:00. There is oodles of time! I tell them, “Okay, but you’ll have to wake me at 5:45.”

			“Come off it!” (Like, you think this is a hotel?) “You need to wake up by yourself somehow.”

			“How can I wake myself up? I don’t know the time. There’s no clock; the radio isn’t yet on. Even if I did wake up at 5:45, how would I know that was the time?”

			No reply.

			This morning they turned on the lights before the radio. I said over the intercom, “Good morning. What is the exact time?”

			“Good morning. It’s 5:46.”

			There now, almost like being in a hotel. The receptionist woke me up at the right time.

			And every time this rush makes no sense whatsoever. Today I get fully dressed; they take me to the search room, which is the next cell. Here again I have to strip naked. All my clothing is patted and checked with a metal detector. Then I get dressed again. Then I get locked up in a tiny box, and right now I’m sitting there waiting for something I don’t know about.

			

			—

			Good news. They are playing decent music in the police truck. We had a great trip. I’m getting a bit tired of Retro FM.

			

			—

			It is impossible to imagine a more fiendish, malicious, and—most important—completely stupid judge than the one presiding at the “slander” trial. She had obviously found herself in hot water last time for letting us appear in the eyes of the public to have had a stronger and more persuasive case, and now she had been told simply not to let us speak. To that end, she constantly issued reprimands. Olga received two in the first minute of the trial merely for starting to speak. In the course of the day I ran up three hundred.

			The most unlawful trials are usually entrusted to reasonably sophisticated judges who can be relied on to do the necessary politely and are fully familiar with the case. This judge, however, was stupid and vindictive and had no idea how to perform with aplomb. This was greatly to our advantage, because the more aggressive she got, the more obvious her bias. But it did mean we had to yell all the time.

			

			—

			The prosecutor licked her fingers as she leafed through the case materials. Revolting! Even more revolting was the performance she put on when reading the old veteran’s reminiscences of the war, which they were pretending was testimony from him. She wept crocodile tears and paused at great length. What a bunch of bastards! They fake his statement and then weep over it.

			For her grand finale, the prosecutor asked me questions like “Did you go on the Russian Marches?” and “Why do you want to destroy historical memory?” Of course this had nothing to do with the case. These were her best efforts at rigorous cross-examination. Sometimes she added, “You are at liberty not to answer.” Her questions shocked even the judge, who did not, however, rule them out of order. (All my questions to witnesses, she did.) She just stared at me in goggle-eyed surprise.

			I allowed myself to let off steam a little when responding.

			

			—

			Olga and Vadim were jubilant when the expert witness from the Investigative Committee was cross-examined and agreed that what was in my tweet were “value judgments,” which means the charges ought to be dropped. This legal nicety clearly didn’t interest the judge or the prosecutor.

			

			—

			The driver of the police van drove like a madman on the return journey, and I was carsick.

			Got back at 9:45 p.m., hungry.

			“Let me eat.”

			“No, it’s too late.”

			All day I had been dreaming of making a salad of tomatoes, cucumbers, and sour cream. I had seasoned it before with oil, but I’ve always really wanted to try it with sour cream. I must let it go, I decided. It could wait until lunch tomorrow, and for now there was a piece of cold chicken. The chicken, though, looked as disgusting as today’s trial had been, and I decided to follow my dream. The salad it would be, even though the lights might shortly be turned out and leave me to finish making it in the dark.

			At last I have plastic cutlery in my cell, even a knife, although naturally you can’t actually cut anything with it. In the end everything had to be torn and mangled rather than sliced.

			The salad was then salted, because now I have salt, too. There is even bread. Yulia brought it to be passed to me, even though I told her not to.

			Bliss.

			February 13

			There is snow outside, and it is even lying on the window grille. I look forward to my yard time. There is sure to be a snowdrift though.

			

			—

			This is so great. I am answering letters. Lots of them. I reply and reply. And here is one from the bartender in the wine bar across from our offices. He writes that he looks forward to seeing me and Yulia again, and me ordering the usual. That is such a lovely surprise. I’m still smiling five minutes later.

			

			—

			Alas, no snowdrift.

			I was taken out to the yard quite late, at 12:45, although it’s supposed to be between 9:45 and 10:30. Evidently at that time a prisoner was being made to spread the snowdrift evenly over the courtyard.

			On the plus side, the whole area was covered with snow rather than the usual asphalt. There was a very uneven circle trampled down by earlier users. Walking on the snow, you could feel it crunching. You have to feel it rather than hear it, because the radio is deafening.

			Even so, it feels like New Year’s.

			February 14

			Early this morning I started doing my tabata sets—well done, me—and the radio reminded me this is Valentine’s Day.

			I pulled off a special op and passed on a message for Instagram without Yulia knowing. It should be posted today at noon. Which photo will they choose to go with it?

			

			—

			I seem to have invented a new way of treating burns. About three weeks ago I scalded my left hand, very seriously, with boiling water. Obviously I need to see a doctor. Something had to be applied to it, burn ointment of some kind. That is a real headache here, though, especially in the evening, and the accident happened at 9:00 p.m. Every request to see a doctor is treated as malingering, especially if you caused the accident yourself. I needed to ask for treatment and did not want to.

			I pictured going to court with a bandaged hand, and everyone asking what had happened, and the general public thinking I must have been tortured.

			To top it all, under the regulations all bandages have to be unwound for searches.

			A nightmare!

			Literally the day before, I had been brought some Dove hand and body lotion from the prison shop. Standard, very cheap, and very oily. Heaven knows why I bought it. A lucky coincidence. I figured it could hardly make things worse. In any case, the way burn ointments work is probably through hydration.

			I covered the burn with a layer of the cream. It soaked up the ointment unbelievably fast. I rubbed it on for the rest of the day, and three times a day after that. The skin peeled away, but it was far less awful than expected, and now there is no sign of anything left. It looks better than it did before.

			

			—

			My Sunday tradition: for breakfast I took half a loaf of bread, which today is not white but dark, apparently made with rye flour. I got some butter, and I also have cheese. Poured myself a coffee. Classy!

			February 15

			It’s my yard time today and again it is cold. It must be far colder for the guard patrolling on the iron mesh above us, monitoring all the yards. The prisoners are at least within four walls, albeit without a roof, while he is patrolling at our ceiling height. It must be diabolically windy up there all the time. That is why the guard has felt boots and a sheepskin coat on top of his heavy army jacket. An authentic-looking brown sheepskin coat.

			He goes past. I look after him and see a sizable triangular lump has been torn out of the back at one side, as if a dog had ripped it off or he had been in a fight. It looks amazing. Not just an archaic sheepskin coat, but a tattered one, like what you might see in a movie or Pushkin’s Captain’s Daughter. Like in books.

			

			—

			I am taken for a shower. I walk through our floor, where there are plastic bins by the cells containing food to be passed to the prisoners. These are brought at lunchtime but distributed into the cells only in the evening. One bin contains a cake and a pineapple! An actual, magnificent pineapple with all its leaves, the top growth or whatever the prickly bit is called. It looks exotic, and weird in a plastic bin next to an iron cell door.

			

			—

			Ha! Eat your heart out, pineapple! Now a woman I don’t know has paid the prison store to provide me with a hamburger and fresh blueberries and a whole bunch more. I need to figure out how to stop strangers from ordering food for me, or word will get out and I will be inundated by well-wishers who are trying to keep me cheerful and save me from starvation.

			And, of course, more salt arrived, from Yulia this time. And cucumbers. So I have two kilos of salt and a whole lot of cucumbers. I am seriously thinking I should get a recipe and start pickling them. Only I have no jars.

			

			—

			Hooray! I have answered every letter. I really felt pressured by those piles of paper filling every corner of the cell and reminding me of unfinished business. I had to limit 90 percent of the answers to “Thank you!” or “Thank you :),” but even so it took many, many hours.

			February 16

			It’s still only 7:30 in the morning, but already I have

			—got up

			—shaved

			—dressed

			—drunk coffee

			—undressed

			—got dressed again

			—been transported in a police van

			—undressed

			—got dressed again

			and am now sitting drinking tea in a secured area waiting to be taken into a courtroom.

			

			—

			The second half of the day, after the court appearance, was devoted to tedious, pointless, dumb consideration of whether I am breaking the rules by sleeping in one place but reading in another. The place where I sleep is too dark for reading.

			For a month nobody cared one way or the other, but now they are saying there has been a breach of the regulations. Have they been instructed to move me to a punishment cell and are now just looking for an excuse?

			

			—

			In the evening there was, of course, a search. I didn’t doubt there would be. If you carefully organize the items being searched, afterward there isn’t such a mess, so it no longer triggers such a frenzy in me. This is called “getting used to it.”

			February 17

			Taken out to the “exercise” yard earlier than usual. Not yet ten in the morning. I went out and wondered, Why am I feeling so pleased? Everything seems great.

			I am suddenly dumbfounded: no music!

			It is a wonderful feeling to walk and be able to hear the sound of your own footsteps. And on snow, too.

			You can hear sounds coming from outside. Cars being driven.

			You are walking about like a normal human being.

			After seven minutes or so, however, they turned the loudspeaker on, so I was again walking like a prisoner.

			
				Hi, this is Navalny.

				I want to tell you that everything is fine, because I have the most important thing someone in my situation needs: your support. Believe me, I feel it.

				Unfortunately, I can’t comment on the news or events, because I don’t know what they are. So I’ve decided to share some facts about my life here.

				I’m commonly asked if I’m depressed. No, I’m not depressed. Prison, as we know, is in the mind. And when you really think about it, you’ll see that I’m not in prison. I’m on a journey into space.

				Judge for yourself. I have a simple, spartan cabin: metal bedstead, table, locker. There’s no room in a spacecraft for luxuries. The cabin door can only be opened from the command center. People in uniform come. They utter only a few standard sentences. The light of an active video camera is switched on on their chest. They are androids. I don’t cook for myself. Food is delivered straight to the cabin on an automatic trolley. My plates and spoons are made of a shiny metal.

				The spacecraft’s command center communicates with me in exactly the same way as in a space movie. A voice coming out of the wall says over an intercom, “Three-Zero-Two, prepare for sanitization.” I reply, “Yeah, sure. Give it ten minutes. I need to finish my tea.”

				Naturally, at that moment I realize I’m on a journey into space and flying toward a brave new world.

				Could I, a fan of space books and movies, refuse a flight like that, even if it were going to last three years? Obviously not. Okay, space travel is risky. You might arrive and find nothing there. The flight might last much longer owing to a navigation error. A chance asteroid might destroy the ship and you would die.

				But then, help often arrives. There is a friendly signal, a hyperspace tunnel, and you are at your destination. Hugging your family and friends in a brave new world.

				There is just one big difference from space films. I am completely unarmed. What if the ship is attacked by xenomorphs? I doubt you can fight them off with a kettle.

				Perhaps I’ll sharpen that spoon against the wall.

			

			February 18

			It’s hilarious. I’m sitting having lunch and watching a report on Euronews that the European Court of Human Rights is demanding my release, which the Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation has called outrageous interference in Russia’s internal affairs.

			Then there is a burst of hysterical activity: get yourself ready and bring your documents upstairs. That usually indicates an interview with the Public Monitoring Commission or other internal prison matters.

			And so it proves. They take me to a room in which there are a captain, a lieutenant colonel (a deputy commandant of the prison), and a colonel I do not recognize. “This,” they inform me, “is a meeting of the Preventative Commission.” The captain reads the charge. Blah blah blah, detected—blah blah blah, prisoner Navalny—blah blah blah, to be placed under preventative monitoring as liable to attempt to escape.

			I could only laugh.

			They immediately thrust a piece of paper in front of me stating that I am now under preventative monitoring as liable to attempt to escape.

			Knowing the way the Federal Penitentiary Service works, and that for a second day I have had to write an official explanation of why I do my reading in an unsanctioned location, I realize they have been instructed to think up a penalty to impose on me and have come up with this garbage. I’m impressed they manage to keep a straight face themselves.

			Preventative monitoring is a pain in the neck in a penitentiary: you need to report your presence more frequently, and there are special arrangements for escorting you under guard. In popular writing this is known as “slapping a stripe” on someone. Cons have an ID card on their chest with their surname and photo. You can have a diagonal stripe added to it to indicate (1) suicide risk or (2) escape risk. Being an escape risk is worse. What it might mean in practical terms is unclear. Nothing, I suspect.

			I am in any case already stuck in my cell all the time.

			February 19

			I didn’t reply to any letters today. Decided to take the day off. Tomorrow I have two court appearances and will be given the chance for two final remarks, and I need to think about what to say.

			And also I am really, really sick of writing by hand.

			

			—

			My glasses have been brought out of storage. Hooray, but they are in a cellophane bag.

			“Where’s the case?”

			“The case was disallowed.”

			“I thought I mentioned it was not metal.”

			“It is leather. The prison regulations allow only plastic.”

			I now have a pair of glasses in a plastic bag.

			

			—

			I have made myself some “ice cream” for tomorrow after all the court hearings. Using a more advanced recipe, I have added prunes and walnuts and adjusted the proportions of butter and sour cream. I boiled and stirred it all for a long time. When I come back tomorrow, I’ll change my clothes, take out my “ice cream,” and lie down to watch myself being called a fascist and a traitor on television.

			February 20

			It’s such fun being driven along in a police van. They play music, loudly. They really like modern music. After exposure to high doses of Retro Radio it is a delight.

			I’m really enjoying (ha ha) being driven around in this police van, although such rides are usually awful and one of the most uncomfortable experiences in the world. It must look funny. I’m sitting in a metal box with my knees pressed against its grille door, clutching the grille with both hands so as not to bang my head while being shaken around. I’m thrown in the air by every pothole and have a hard landing on the wooden bench.

			I nod my head in time to wailing electronic music or rap. I am being watched from their nook by a guard and two special operations troops wearing helmets and holding machine guns.

			

			—

			The first trial is over. A shrewd old judge was sent from the Moscow Municipal Court. (He was conducting a circuit session out here in the Babushkin court, supposedly as a favor to me, so I wouldn’t have to be driven so far, and so my lawyers didn’t get held up in traffic jams. The real aim, of course, was to limit the number of journalists and members of the public at the trial.) A pleasant guy, good at resolving issues. He made a point of immediately telling me several times that I would have three opportunities to speak without restriction. He asked me to behave in an orderly manner. Like, let’s agree: you get to talk as much as you like; don’t interrupt me and I won’t interrupt you.

			And on that basis of mutual courtesy everything proceeded. At least it ended with smiles and without a lot of yelling. He took a month and a half off my sentence. I delivered a speech I had rehearsed at length in my head: “Russia Will Be Happy.” It seemed to me that today, unlike an earlier court appearance, where I spoke off the cuff and everyone was very complimentary afterward, it didn’t go particularly well. It was too long, and the philosophical and religious considerations don’t go down well with the general public. When I asked Vadim and Olga what they thought about the speech, they looked at each other skeptically and smiled. After the break they said that if the target audience was religious believers, then I had scored a bull’s-eye. I had to accept that as a consolation prize. The corollary is that nonbelievers will now consider me a nutjob with a messiah complex.

			I really did want to get all that out, though. Sometimes your thoughts are just ready to explode.

			Now there is a two-hour break before the next trial.

			Alexei's Final Words at the Appeal of the Yves Rocher Case

			I so often find myself uttering my last words! Our trial is about to end, but then there will be my next trial, and there too I will be given a final word. I suspect that if someone were to decide to publish all my last words, it would turn out to be quite a hefty volume. I feel I am being sent a weird signal by the regime as a whole and by the possessor of that remarkable palace, Vladimir Putin, personally. Okay, they are saying, this looks odd, but we can get away with it. Just watch. See, we really can. Like a juggler or a magician, in a court of law he spins a ball on one finger, then—hop-la!—on a different finger, then on his foot, then on his head. What they are saying is, Look, we can spin this judicial system on any part of our body. You think you can stand up to us? We can do anything we like. Look, just like this.

			It seems to me they are a bunch of show-offs. Of course they do, and are doing, bad things to me. But I’m not the only one who sees it. And ordinary people who look at this find it discouraging. Because each of them thinks, Oh, right, so if I have a run-in with that court system, what chance have I got of achieving anything there?

			However, back to my last words. I have to deliver them.

			Really, Your Honor, I’m not sure anymore what to talk about. Do you think, perhaps, we should talk about God? And salvation? Should I turn the pathos up to maximum, so to speak? The fact is, I’m religious. Which exposes me to constant ridicule within the Anti-Corruption Foundation and from people around me, because most of them are atheists. I was one myself, and even quite a militant one. But I’m a believer now, and I find it helps me a lot in the work I do. Everything becomes just much more straightforward. I spend less time making my mind up and face fewer dilemmas in life because, you see, there is this book and it fairly clearly says what you need to do in any given situation. It’s not always easy to do what this book says, but I try. And that’s why it’s easier for me than for many other people to do politics in Russia. Recently someone wrote me. “Navalny,” he says, “why is everyone telling you to ‘stay strong,’ ‘don’t give up,’ ‘stick it out,’ and ‘grit your teeth’? What is it you’re having to put up with? Didn’t you say a while back in an interview that you believe in God, and it says in the Bible, ‘Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be fulfilled.’ Well, that’s great. You’ve got it made!” And I thought, How about that! How well this person understands me. I’m not sure I’ve got it made exactly, but I’ve always accepted that particular precept as pretty much an instruction on how to act.

			That’s why, while of course I’m not particularly enjoying my present situation, I feel no regret about having returned here and what I’m doing. Because everything I did was right. On the contrary, I feel, well, a certain satisfaction. Because at a difficult moment I did as I was supposed to and didn’t fall short of that precept. And there is something important here. For a modern person that whole sentence—with its “blessed,” “hunger,” “thirst for righteousness,” “for they shall be fulfilled”—sounds, to be honest, a bit odd. And people who say things like that, frankly speaking, look like they have gone nuts. Weird, crazy, strange people sitting there in a cell with their hair disheveled, trying to find something to cheer them up, because they are lonely, they are loners, nobody needs them. And that is the main thing our government and the entire system are trying to tell such people. You are alone. You are isolated.

			The first aim is to intimidate you and then to prove that you are on your own. After all, what kinds of normal human beings, and that’s what we are, normal people, people with common sense, are going to start obeying some kind of commandment, for God’s sake? This business about being on your own is a big deal. It’s very important. It is vital for the regime to make it stick. Incidentally, that wonderful philosopher Luna Lovegood (remember her from Harry Potter?) had something to say about this. Talking to Harry, she tells him, “When times are hard, it’s important not to feel lonely, because if I were Voldemort, I would really want you to feel lonely.” Our own Voldemort with his palace wants that too.

			The guards in my prison are great guys. They’re normal people but they don’t talk to me. They’ve evidently been forbidden to. They only say standard phrases. That’s important as well, as a way of making someone feel constantly lonely. Only I don’t, and let me explain why. Because those words—“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness”—seem exotic and a bit weird, but they actually express the most important political idea in Russia at this moment. Your Honor, what is the most popular political phrase in Russia? What is the most popular political slogan? Someone help me. Where does power lie? Oh, that’s right, power is in the truth. That is what everyone repeats, that phrase. And it is the same idea that is in the beatitude, only without all that “for they shall be” and “hunger and thirst.” It’s just been compressed down to the size of a tweet. The whole country is constantly, insistently repeating that power is in the truth. Whoever has truth on their side will win. This is really important. Even though our country is today built on unrighteousness (we constantly face it, and the worst form of it is armed unrighteousness), we see that nevertheless, at the same time, millions of people, tens of millions of people, want the truth. They hunger after righteousness, and sooner or later they will achieve their goal. They will be fulfilled.

			Some things everyone can see. That palace of Putin’s does exist. You can say it does not belong to you, or that it is not there, but it is there. There are people living in poverty. You can say as often as you like that we have a high standard of living, but Russia is poor and everyone can see that. Those people should be rich. We’ve built an oil pipeline and there’s money being made, but where is it going? That is the truth, and you can’t argue against it. Sooner or later those people who want the truth will get it.

			There is one more important thing I want to say to you, and through you to the prosecutor and to all those who are part of the regime. And to everyone else, too. It is important for you not to be afraid of those who seek the truth. Many people are scared: Oh my God, what will happen? There will be a revolution, there will be shocks, everything will be a nightmare. But just think for yourself how good life would be without this constant deceit, without all this lying. Being able not to lie is just amazing. Think for yourself how great it would be to work as a judge if there was no “telephone justice,” nobody calling you up, and you could just be a top judge with a big salary, even more than what you get now. You would be a respected pillar of society with no one giving you instructions on what verdicts to reach. And you could come home to your children and grandchildren and tell them that, yes, you are a genuinely independent judge. And all other judges are absolutely independent too. That would be great. It would be terrific to be a prosecutor who worked within an adversarial system, playing an interesting legal game, defending some, prosecuting others who are real villains. I can’t believe that people enter law school and become prosecutors because they want to join in fabricating criminal cases and forging signatures for somebody. Neither do I believe that people want to become police officers in order to say at the end of the day, “We did a great job of splitting someone’s head open at a rally!” Or, “We escorted this guy who is actually innocent. We’ll be listening to his final words any minute now.”

			Nobody wants that! Nobody wants to be like that. Policemen want to be normal. Because all this lying has only downsides and no upside. You don’t even get paid better. And for anyone in business—any business in the country is worth half what it should be because there is no judicial system, because there is injustice, because everywhere there is chaos and poverty. Everyone would be much better off if the lying and injustice stopped. It would be far better if those people who want the truth were able to get it. The same goes for FSB officers. Nobody, not a single person in the world, was a schoolboy with shining eyes who said, “I want to be in the FSB and be sent to wash an oppositionist’s underpants because someone smeared poison on them.” Nobody is like that! Nobody wants to do that! They all want to be normal, respected people who catch terrorists, gangsters, and spies, and fight all that.

			It is very important not to be fearful of people who are seeking the truth, and perhaps even to find ways of supporting them, directly, indirectly. Perhaps even not supporting them, but at least not contributing to the lie, not contributing to the deceit, not making the world around you a worse place. There is, of course, a risk in this, but it is not a big risk; as Rick Sanchez, another outstanding philosopher of today, has said, “To live is to risk it all; otherwise you’re just an inert chunk of randomly assembled molecules drifting wherever the universe blows you.”

			The last thing I want to say is, I’m getting a lot of letters, and every other letter ends with the words “Russia will be free!” That is a great slogan. I say it all the time too, repeating it, writing it in my replies, chanting it at rallies. But I keep thinking I’m missing something. Don’t get me wrong. I do, of course, want Russia to be free. That is necessary but not sufficient. It can’t be an end in itself.

			I want Russia to be as rich as it should be, given its national resources. I want them more fairly distributed so that everyone gets their share of the oil and gas pie. I want us to be not only free but also to have decent health care. I want men to live long enough to reach retirement age, because at present half the men in Russia don’t, and women are not much better off. I would like to see people in Russia get paid the same amount for doing the same job as in an average European country, because right now it is far less. Everybody—a policeman, a computer programmer, a journalist, anyone you can think of—they all get much less. I want normal education and for people to be able to study normally.

			I would like many other things to happen in our country. We need to fight not so much because Russia is not free as because overall it is unhappy in every respect. We have everything we need, but still, for some reason, we are not a happy country. Dip into Russian literature, our great literature. It’s all descriptions of misfortune and suffering. We are a very unhappy country and can’t break out of this circle of misfortune, though we want to. So I propose that we change our slogan and say that Russia should be not only free but also happy. Russia will be happy!

			

			—

			I gave my second closing speech, again off the cuff. To get started, I used that sheet of paper listing the social welfare assistance the war veteran received from the state. I copied it from the case materials on the first day and decided I would use it to start my concluding speech. I spoke for ten minutes or so, after which the judge left to consider her verdict.

			She said she would announce it at 6:00 p.m. That is, I would be hanging around in the security pen for four hours. It was hot and stuffy in there. I slept on a bench for an hour. Very uncomfortable. The bench was narrow; my arm kept slipping down to the floor. If I put it under me it went numb. I needed another hour after that just for everything to stop aching. I adapted. You can get used to anything.

			

			—

			The judge was an hour late and then spent the next hour and a half reading her verdict. There was evidently some idiotic rule requiring me to listen to the verdict standing up and handcuffed. So I did.

			Olga started arguing with the guards. The cops were clearly uncomfortable about it. They could see how dumb the regulation was. I was already in that fish tank, already in handcuffs. But there was nothing they could do. Twenty cameras were filming me, and they would be in trouble if they took the handcuffs off. They stood there in silence, looking fixedly ahead and saying nothing.

			The verdict is as we thought it would be. They needed me to be sentenced by the Moscow Municipal Court first, and then a second time for libel. Once again the libel judge activated a suspended sentence to an actual sentence. Now they will be able to say on television, “Navalny has been imprisoned for insulting a war veteran.” They have also sent materials to the Investigative Committee alleging I insulted the judge and the prosecutor.

			

			—

			We had a great journey back. They turned the music up even louder.

			I feel so tired I can hardly walk. My back is very sore. I was standing all day except for the hour I slept on that bench. I still can’t sit, only stand or lie down.

			I have just eaten my “ice cream.” It turned out fine. I’m waiting for it to be 10:00 p.m. (it is now 9:15) so I can undress and get into bed.

			I’ll take tomorrow off. No working out, no letters, only reading. The more so because tomorrow is Sunday and I can again look forward to my morning feast of bread, butter, and coffee.

			February 21

			For just the second time since I have been here, I didn’t get up at 5:55, didn’t stomp around to warm up before doing the tabatas. Instead, I got up, made the bed, got dressed, and lay down again to sleep. I didn’t actually fall asleep, just lay down for half an hour. You are allowed to sleep here after 6:00. If you wanted, you could sleep all day. The only thing is, your bed must be made up from 6:00 a.m. until 10:00 p.m. That is an important regulation.

			By breakfast I had resolved a very serious dilemma, having accumulated about ten thousand unanswered letters. I had read them all, but answered only the most heartrending ones and letters from people I knew. In the past I answered all of them, if only with a single word.

			Yesterday evening, however, another bundle arrived. I reckon the fact that, from today, I am in jail serving a sentence that has received the sanction of the law gives me the right to make a new start and only reply to new letters.

			

			—

			After yard time, I asked the duty officer whether it might be possible to change the radio station, if only for a day, and was amazed by his answer.

			“It is a decision that has been made collectively. By a vote.”

			Awesome.

			I somehow doubt whether the prisoners took part in the vote.

			

			—

			The commandant of this prison told me at a meeting that the top shelf of my refrigerator is a freezer. It doesn’t look like one. There is no frost. I kept wondering how to check if it really can freeze, so I ordered ice cream from the shop. In the yard today, as I was walking in the snow, I realized how dumb I’ve been. When I got back to the cell, I poured some water onto a plate and put it on the top shelf.

			February 22

			Sleeping during the day yesterday was a mistake. I put on a mask and slept from lunch to dinnertime. Needless to say, the upshot was that I couldn’t get to sleep at night and later had difficulty waking up when the radio came on. I immediately turned it off, got dressed, made the bed, put on the mask, and lay down again to sleep. I didn’t sleep properly and now don’t feel like doing my workout. That is how people start going downhill.

			Today is cleaning and bathhouse day. There is a problem: Yesterday I washed the trousers I had been wearing to court hearings every day and on Saturday when I slept on the bench. I decided they needed a wash. But now it is 7:00 a.m. and they haven’t dried. “Exercise” often begins at 9:30 and the temperature is below freezing. There are, of course, always my jeans, but they are clean and ironed and being kept for a special occasion (ha ha). It is not clear what kind of special occasion there might be in here, but the daily yard time definitely does not qualify.

			

			—

			That claim about the freezer was unfounded. The water didn’t freeze. Thus does physics come to the aid of prisoners, enabling them to expose the lying ways of the Federal Penitentiary Service.

			

			—

			I start answering the rest of the letters and am greatly taken by one from Alexander, who asks me to bless his marriage to Anna.

			

			—

			And this is a real anomaly. I am being written to by an unimaginable number of girls called Alina. It is a statistical impossibility.

			

			—

			I showed the duty officer that my trousers were not yet dry and asked him to take me to the yard as late as possible. I was taken out around 12:30, far later than usual, and was clearly one of the last to “exercise,” because at the end the radio was turned off. One minute I was exercising, someone in Spanish was bawling, then suddenly—wham!—there was a total, blanketing silence and only the crump, crump of my own footsteps. I tramped around for another ten minutes without music and it was complete bliss.

			It just shows how little a person needs to be happy.

			February 23

			Somehow I feel bleak today. My back hurts. I haven’t done tabata for three days.

			

			—

			Finished reading Airport by Arthur Hailey, in English. It’s the same as his Hotel, which I read at school or college. I preferred Hotel, because aviation leaves me completely cold. The parts about how an airport operates are more interesting than the stuff about flights and control towers, but it still does not add up to much.

			All the same, the goal was to significantly improve my English and—what a stroke of luck—there was a short glossary at the end of the book. Almost all the words I don’t know (which I write down in a notebook) come from Agatha Christie, diabolical Anglicisms nobody has been using for decades. In the glossary of Hailey’s book, there were only five.

			In a month I have read six books in English. A good score, only we’re going to run out of them here soon.

			

			—

			Brrr! Freezing weather. They said on the radio it was minus twenty-five degrees Celsius [minus thirteen degrees Fahrenheit], fifteen degrees below average. I “exercised” outside through six songs before having to ask to be let back in.

			February 24

			I’m not getting books in English or French delivered. It’s unclear whether they are never going to bring them or whether delivery just takes a month. In the hope that it’s the latter, I’ll order a couple more today.

			I’ll ask for a periodicals catalog and see what other interesting items I can subscribe to.

			

			—

			After a certain time in any prison you develop a “favorite” and a “least favorite” shift. Here it is taking me a lot of time to decide. The guys almost never say anything, and behave neutrally. Some character traits do show through, however. For me what matters is always who is most fun, because I can never expect concessions from any of them. And I haven’t yet figured out who is the cheeriest.

			The likeliest candidate for the title of least favorite is currently headed by an aging major. He is obnoxious and constantly coming out with pointless nonsense. Today he announced I was required to “line up” during the inspection. There really is such a regulation in the rule book, only it says, “Line up in the designated location.”

			“But,” I pointed out, “there is no location designated for me to line up in.”

			“Over there,” he barked, pointing to the window at the far end of the cell. The cell is long and narrow, and standing at the window is simply not convenient for talking to whoever has come in. They will be four meters away.

			It is comical that he has decided to bug me with this now, when I’ve been here for more than a month. Although it is so trivial that I’m not sure it is really enough to justify awarding his shift the title of least favorite. The others on it are all perfectly ordinary dudes. Which means they just don’t say anything :)

			Oddly enough, I quite like the personnel here. They’re all so polite.

			

			—

			I prepared an absolutely delicious salad from a can of meat, two tomatoes, and a green pepper. And all without a knife!

			February 25

			Here we go. I’ve been waiting so long and now today’s the day.

			I got up, did my tabatas, and then a voice out of the wall said, “Get your possessions together!” It is not clear what I should do with the food, jars, packets, housekeeping items, and so on.

			If I am simply being moved to another cell, I can just chuck it all in garbage bags, but if I am being transferred to another prison, it will all have to be thrown away. I asked the voice from the wall for clarification and was told simply, “Pack all your possessions, including food.” At least he said, “No rush.”

			

			—

			I am writing now in Vladimir Region, from Kolchugino Pretrial Prison 3 (the same type of prison as Matrosskaya Tishina). It’s been a tiring day. With the benefit of hindsight, I did, of course, do everything wrong with regard to my possessions.

			I have read in books, and my brother, Oleg, also told me, it is best to travel light. In the end I shoved everything into a bag, initially planning to put that into another bag in storage. That second bag has straps and can be worn as a backpack, so I thought I would make the transfer with a convenient backpack bag. Everyone else would be dragging huge bundles with their hands and teeth while I walked insouciantly along, whistling, past rows of barking German shepherds, hands in pockets, backpack on back.

			In the end, my cell bag on its own was already enormous, full of clothes and all sorts of stuff I had accumulated, including crockery and a chopping board. I packed all the food in garbage bags, thinking I might be able to donate it to another cell. Some chance!

			After two hours the duty officer came. He did not taunt me with the usual Get your possessions. You’ll find out where you’re going when you arrive, but just said in a normal sort of voice, “That’s it, then. You’re leaving. I signed you in, and I’m signing you out.”

			It really was the same dude who had been on duty when they brought me in and who, when I asked when I would be taken to a more isolated “special block,” replied, “You’re already here.”

			He was an ordinary Joe who even joked sometimes. That in itself was sensational.

			Like a naive fool, I decided to abandon all the food and utensils. Okay, the vegetable oil had been opened and might have spilled, but the canned food, the cereals, and such? The salt and dried fruit? I thought it wouldn’t fit into one bag, and didn’t want a second, because a dangling bag of foodstuffs would spoil my pleasing idea of strolling along with a backpack, whistling.

			When I told the duty officer I was going to throw away all the bags of food, he pointed out that it wasn’t as if I would be traveling on foot.

			As I said, it was impossible to donate it all to another prisoner. Such an outrageous violation of the prison regulations was beyond the wildest imaginings of Kremlin Central.

			Then it was a matter of rolling up the mattress, together with one state-owned spoon and bowl, and proceeding to the “assembly point,” a room where you and your belongings are thoroughly searched when you arrive at the prison and when you leave it. There it became apparent that I had still another big problem. My possessions consisted not only of the bag in the cell and the bag from storage but also of a large box of books. Which was heavy. There were some twenty of them, of which I had personally ordered just two or three. The rest had been bought by kind people who had gone to the prison’s website and purchased books for me to keep me from getting bored. They were right about that. I had enormous fun with enormously heavy books, like Vladimir Gilyarovsky’s Moscow and Muscovites and Leonid Panfyonov’s huge large-format volumes of Yesteryear, about Soviet and Russian history. The main concern of the center was to make sure I could not accuse them if anything was missing, so they insisted I take every last book.

			“Give them to the library,” I said.

			“Not permitted.”

			“Give them to other prisoners.”

			“Not permitted.”

			“Help yourselves, they are good new books.”

			“Not permitted.”

			“Then I disown them.”

			“Not permitted.”

			“Then I’ll throw them away.”

			“It’s too late for you to throw them away.”

			“Look, I’ve thrown the food away. If right now I had a kilo of squashed tomatoes, you wouldn’t force me to take them.” (I had left all the food, packed in black bags, against a wall in the corridor on the third floor.)

			“You could have thrown them out before, but now we won’t be going to the place for throwing things out.”

			In the end I tried writing an application to have them recycled or to have them passed to my lawyers. There were several phone calls to a higher authority, but they were dead set on kicking me out with all my possessions.

			They put me in a small cell: “Wait here!” Ten minutes later there is a stamping of boots and the sound of voices outside the door. It is opened to reveal a scene resembling prison life as depicted in books and films. There are three huge men—as tall as me but with broad shoulders, fleshy faces, and wearing military jackets. The lieutenant colonel (no less!) in charge of them bawls, “Name?”

			“Navalny.”

			“Article?”

			“I don’t know,” I say, and start laughing. “It’s complicated. I’m accused of a lot of crimes.”

			The lieutenant colonel stares at me and doesn’t know what to do.

			For a prisoner this is the most basic and, in a sense, the most sacred rite. He is endlessly asked his name, the article of the legal code under which he has been convicted, and when his sentence started and will end. That is why the giggly girl in the Khimki court told me, “It is a date you are likely to remember very, very well. Your sentence dates from today, and you will have to repeat this date many times.” Today, though, I don’t know which of my court verdicts is referred to in the guards’ papers.

			“Date your sentence began?” The lieutenant colonel adopts his sternest expression and yells for everyone in the assembly point to hear.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Date your sentence ends?”

			“I don’t know that either.”

			My guards from the prison (accompanied by the deputy head) smile and exchange looks with each other. They find it amusing that the lieutenant colonel has prepared everything so carefully and is trying so hard to impress me. (Before the door was opened, I could hear the guards whispering loudly and checking that everybody had their body cameras turned on.) The whole impact has been lost. I genuinely do not know my dates, so this stirring scene where the prisoner, standing to attention, reports his details to the chief guard has fallen flat. In any normal situation, the prisoner would simply have been punched in the face and begun responding more obligingly. The present situation is not normal, though. Several cameras are filming, and the massive lieutenant colonel clearly lacks the usual tools for communicating with inmates.

			In the end, they somehow managed to establish the prisoner’s identity.

			“Get your possessions. Come with us.”

			I take the bags, and tell the prison guys how much I have enjoyed my stay. I prepare to leave.

			“No, wait a minute. What about the books?”

			“I’m not taking them.”

			“You must.”

			“They’re not mine.”

			“They are your possessions. They are on the list of your possessions.”

			“But you can see that it is physically impossible for me to take them.”

			A magic wallop on the back with a police truncheon normally increases a prisoner’s carrying capacity by 150 percent and doubles the number of hands he has, but it would be inexpedient to beat me on camera.

			The deputy commandant nods to one of the guards, who takes my ill-starred box of books and carries it for me.

			Outside there are two vehicles waiting. One is a truck, positioned apparently to screen what is going on, perhaps to prevent prisoners from looking out the windows and filming with their phones.

			I pile into the police van, which is not easy with the bags, and, wonder of wonders, there are people in there. Prisoners. How about that? I’d completely forgotten what it’s like to have company.

			In the left-hand cage there are three young guys. The cage on the right is open, and there are two guys in there. They look at me wild-eyed. This is the “jailed celebrity” scene, always the most comical and ironical.

			“Is it really you?” The older one asks the classic question I hear all the time.

			“You’re very tall,” says the younger guy.

			Sergei is the older guy. He got five years for fraud and is sad and upset. Dima got two years for theft. This all comes out as we travel along. Discovering that I am an ordinary human being like them, my traveling companions have started chatting and telling me stories about their prison experiences, mainly about all sorts of stupid procedures that were put in place at Matrosskaya Tishina prison in anticipation of closer scrutiny from above because of me.

			Sergei entertainingly relates how a corridor duty officer came into their cell and warned them, “Navalny’s been brought in.” The authorities might come to check up on them too, so they needed to shape up and “get everything back to gray.” In practice, this was achieved by removing extra washtubs—leaving just one in the cell—and books and thermal mugs. What a perfectly brilliant expression, right on the money, like so many other prison metaphors. Evidently, harsh conditions sharpen thinking, trimming away anything superfluous.

			We don’t know where we are going. It is a core principle of the prison system that the cons must be kept in the dark and worried about what is going to happen to them. Actually, guards might sometimes whisper where you are going. Oleg told me that when he was being transferred, his guard looked to one side and quietly said to no one in particular, “Penal Institution 5, Oryol Region.” And so it was.

			I ask my three burly escorts crowded together on a bench on the other side of the grille, “Don’t prison regulations stipulate that you should quietly whisper to me where we are going? I’m sure I read that in a book.”

			The big fellas smile good-naturedly, but shake their heads and squint down at the body cams on their chests.

			Pretty soon it becomes clear that the police van has left Moscow and is driving along a highway. The big fellas are often looking out the window with curiosity and whispering among themselves. Most likely even they don’t know where we are going.

			My travel companions carry on telling their stories. The day after I was brought in, the heating and hot water were turned off, they say. In the morning I had it politely explained to me that there had been an accident and everybody’s heating had been disabled. The other prisoners in Matrosskaya Tishina decided that it had been done to demonstrate to me where I now was. Everyone else’s discomfort was just collateral damage.

			I listen to their stories and laugh but am really only thinking about my back. I can stand or I can lie down, but sitting on a metal bench in this mobile doghouse is a problem. Especially when the road gets rough. (Aha! We’ve come off the intercity highway.) In our cage we now look—a strange simile occurs to me—like vegetables in a refrigerator that has been pushed down a mountainside and is somersaulting in the air.

			Actually, the young guy, Dima, is suffering much worse than I am. It is odd that nobody told him about the prisoner’s golden rule, which even I am aware of. Before being sent off on a transfer to another prison, do not eat or drink. They won’t let you go to the toilet en route. Dima was taken to the van at 6:00 a.m. and very cleverly decided to drink a third of a  one-and-a-half-liter bottle of water. Now there is real pain etched on his face. He stirs uneasily, shifting from one side to the other, suffering greatly. The guards, of course, looked at him as if he were mad when he said he needed to pee. Like, how do you picture that? We stop the van, open the doors, and take you to the roadside?

			We turned off the main highway after two hours or so, which suggests we are in Vladimir Region. I am thinking out loud, which does nothing to cheer up my companions. Vladimir Region has a bad reputation among convicts. People get murdered there. If you only get beaten up, it’s nothing to complain about. The region is considered “redder than red,” which means the prison authorities combat the traditions of thieves with methods that make the latter look positively humane.

			The jolting intensifies, meaning we are nearly there. We stop. Sounds of gates opening: a first, then a second.

			“Vladimir Region?” I ask the guards. They nod.

			“Everybody out.”

			Predictably, they take me out first and separately from the others. I say goodbye to my companions, haul the bag onto my back, and can barely straighten up. In the course of a four-hour trip, my back has again turned into one big pain. I descend the rickety steps from the van and do not want falling down them to be the first impression I make.

			Once outside, I have the familiar dialogue with the guards: Name, article, sentence? I look around. Well, here we have it: the classic image of a Russian prison, Hollywood-style. Huge snowdrifts, people in fur hats and heavy jackets, with epaulets denoting rank. A low, down-at-the-heels building, a shabby porch. Only German shepherds baying and straining at their chains are missing.

			My first thought is, Russia needs to stop feeding Moscow. This whole image of “a Russian prison” results not from human brutality, not from some artificially induced national susceptibility to depression. It results from poverty. Perfectly ordinary officers of the Federal Penitentiary Service stand next to a perfectly ordinary building. It is just that the last time there was any money for maintenance was twenty years ago. As in every other sphere, all the money drains away to Moscow, where the institutions are rich, while here there is no money for anything.

			My second thought is how great it is here, because I am standing in a more or less open space and, even more important, in the open air. Since my arrest I have never for an instant not had a roof of some kind over my head. And all the times I was being taken to or brought back from court, it was still dark or already dark. So to stand now, in the middle of the day, under a white sky is a first. It is an amazing feeling and, of course, another prompt to think about how people adapt psychologically and how rapidly their pyramid of needs changes. If the psychologist Abraham Maslow could have come here for a couple of weeks, he would have seen how right his hierarchy of needs was.

			The assembly point here is just as poor, shabby, and wretched. In short, provincial. But there is nothing fundamentally dreadful about it, although it is clear that unlike my last place of detention this is a factory for mass processing of convicts. When I was first arrested, there were few other prisoners, so each could be searched and escorted in full accordance with the rules, but here there is no such possibility. Five other people arrived together with me, and judging by the sounds, more police vans came in after us. If all the prisoners were to be searched, documented, and fingerprinted as scrupulously as at Kremlin Central, where every item was passed through an X-ray machine, it would take days. In general, though, the procedure is the same. Strip naked and squat. Behind a curtain. Provincial chastity.

			A warrant officer inspects my possessions. He is subordinate to a senior lieutenant, who addresses me and is clearly going to be responsible for me. In the room there are also a lieutenant colonel and a major. They say nothing. In fact, everyone tries to stay silent, not uttering a word unless absolutely necessary. There is filming on three body cams, and there are cameras in the corners of the room.

			I see immediately how right people in the know were when they warned that rules written on paper carry much less weight than those communicated orally by the head of each particular location. Here, for example, all the plastic utensils I had bought in the prison shop are confiscated. I say, “What are you doing? A plastic plate, spoon, and fork are specifically allowed in the prison regulations.” They don’t argue with me, or dispute the prison regulations, and are indeed emphatically polite, but their horror at anything so scandalous and unacceptable in this pretrial prison as a plastic plate in a cell is so strong that, flouting the regulations, they confiscate my plastic tableware and invite me to complain about it in writing.

			What they inspect most closely are the books. I noticed this long ago, and it is plainly a legacy of the U.S.S.R. Books are a source of instability and dissidence. In a prison it is conceivable that your jacket will not be adequately examined and a mobile phone will be overlooked. You can be sure, however, that every one of your books will be taken away, listed, examined, stamped “Checked for Extremist Content,” and only then given back to you. Such is the power of the written word.

			Despite my protestations and explanations that the books have been purchased “from the commercial network through the prison administration” and that inside each one there is a bunch of highly official blue stamps entered by my previous prison, they take them all away. Books, they make clear, are so important that their censorship department will inspect them, and only after that will they be returned to me.

			Again, fingerprints, photograph, medical examination, and all the rest. Then I am taken to my cell. It holds three prisoners, but the bunks are not two tier. It measures four meters by five. The “snails”—a rolled-up mattress, bed linen, and towels in prison jargon—are on the beds. On top of each is a metal bowl and mug.

			The senior lieutenant points out my bed and warns against touching any of the other things, because I will be having cellmates. I have no doubt these will be the same people I shared the cage with in the police van.

			It would be unfair to say the cell is dirty, but it is not clean. The walls are smeared with hand- and fingerprints. Why is it there are always degenerates who, after being fingerprinted, instead of washing their hands, start pawing the walls, covering them with these greasy black marks?

			The floor has rough wooden floorboards, also very worn, and, under the sink, completely reduced to a rotten pit. It is a demonstration of the superiority of the painted concrete floors in Matrosskaya Tishina. Although it is cold, and disagreeably hard, concrete is at least easy to wash, and when it’s washed, you can see the floor is clean and can confidently walk on it in socks or barefoot. Here, though, I take one look and think, Thank God for slippers.

			No fridge, no kettle. I rejoice at my foresight. On the price list of the shop in Moscow was a suspiciously cheap kettle that I ordered out of curiosity. It proved to be a complete monstrosity, some kind of fake produced specifically for luckless prisoners. It most resembles a plastic jug with rough, sharp edges, at the bottom of which is a heating element with a very short cord. When it arrived, I was tempted to throw it away but didn’t get around to it. Later, when I was instructed, “Get your possessions together,” I had to take it with me. But now it’s clear that the little monster is going to be the most useful and most used item in the cell. What is there to do here that doesn’t involve drinking something hot? How are you going to cook without boiling water and reheating food?

			I sorted and put stuff away. I changed my clothes, drank some tea, ate canned meat from the packed lunch issued back in Moscow. I checked the television (of course there is a TV set; where would we be without one?) and had one big disappointment: there is no Euronews here, so I am going to be denied even scraps of information.

			The door rattles—aha, I was right!—my traveling companions. I greet them like old buddies.

			
				March 3

				Hi! This is still Navalny!

				Only not from Kremlin Central, but from Kolchugino Pretrial Prison 3 in Vladimir Region.

				When a prisoner being transferred hears “Vladimir Region,” his heart sinks. Such is the reputation of the institutions here. But I’m fine. There’s even a horizontal bar in the “exercise” yard.

				I haven’t received any letters yet, and know even less about what’s happening in the outside world than when I was in Moscow.

				I also have not yet been able to get into the library, so my only entertainment is experimenting in the field of haute cuisine. This is encouraged by the fact that food from the prison shop is also not yet available to me.

				Believe it or not, we are drying bite-sized pieces of bread, and I never realized that could be so exciting. We currently have a standoff between two cuisines: street food and molecular food.

				The street food school is represented by Dmitry (Article 158, Theft). He insists the bread must be cut into rectangles and placed in a plastic bag. Then you add two packets of condiments from Rollton instant noodles, which he brought with him when he was being transferred. The bag must then be given a good shake and placed on the radiator.

				Molecular cuisine is represented by Sergei (Article 159, Fraud), who cuts the bread into perfect cubes, on each of which he places a few grains of condiments. Only then is it put in a bag and placed on the radiator.

				Sergei insists that bite-sized toasties can be perfected only if you cut them to the sound of a TV show discussing what a dangerous agent of the West I am. This makes him rapturous, and as he slices the bread cubes, he murmurs to himself, “I’d never have believed it if someone had told me a year ago I would end up making bite-sized toasts with Navalny.”

				I hope all is well with you and that you are not bored.

				Remember to eat healthily.

			

			March 8

			I have written nothing in my diary for more than a week. The rhythm of life in a cell with other people is fundamentally different from solitary confinement. There are pluses and minuses. I have been lucky with my cellmates—they are great guys—only now there is perpetual cigarette smoke (both are smokers), and the television is on sixteen hours a day. I hate it, but it is a typical prison thing.

			This is a “red” prison, and not only is every last idiotic rule observed, but they even invent new ones. For example, you are not allowed to sleep during the day, but you can “watch TV.” That is, you can lie on your back as if you were watching it, but whether or not your eyes are open is nobody’s business but your own. I tend not to sleep during the day, but Dima, the youngest, is constantly falling asleep and curling up in a ball. For this he has already come within a whisker of getting a penalty, but for a first offense the authorities limited themselves to a warning. Accordingly, the television is permanently on, with or without sound.

			This obligation to be “watching TV” has already generated our local meme. Dima got tired of “watching” on his back, rolled over on one side, and tucked up his legs. Five minutes later, the intercom squawked. Here you have to go over to it and press a button. Sergei did, but “my” senior lieutenant (whom I easily recognized by his voice) summoned Kharchikov, that is, Dima.

			“Hello. Kharchikov here.”

			“Kharchikov, what were you up to? Are you asleep a little bit?”

			“No. I wasn’t sleeping; I was watching TV.”

			“Sure. I saw your way of watching TV. You are not allowed to sleep. It is an infringement of the daily routine.”

			Now that phrase, “Are you asleep a little bit?,” gets repeated with a laugh twenty times a day.

			

			—

			There are no books in English here, or in any other foreign languages. I’m reading very little. I’m not writing in my diary. In short, I’m going downhill.

			It is morning now, and it would be good to read two hundred pages of Vanity Fair—a really dull, crappy novel full of third-rate satire, but so well known that for the sake of decency it has to be read—but on television there is a new sequel of Die Hard, and then all the earlier parts in succession. I’ll watch it and go a bit more downhill.

			March 9

			The television is switched off at 10:00 p.m. and at 6:00 a.m. starts again on the same channel and at the same volume as the night before. We left Muz-TV on so as to wake up to music. Today, though, instead of music there is Stas Kostyushkin of the Tea for Two pop band in a dumb cooking mini-show.

			“This is the start of Maslenitsa,[*5] so now we are going to make some pancakes.”

			I naturally prick up my ears, because I became something of a pancake expert last November.

			It is impossible to look at him without weeping as he adds a heaped tablespoon of sugar (which he calls “half a teaspoon”) to one egg. He can neither beat the batter nor fry the pancake properly. It drives me crazy. As he goes on talking about pancakes, I want, like in the Batman meme, to slap him and yell, Shut up!

			It is good that my thoughts turn quickly to Yulia, as I recall feeding her pancakes while I was learning how to make them. It is amusing, the way I bristle, like a jealous cook, at anyone who claims they can cook pancakes.

			There is, however, a problem. If this is Maslenitsa, it will soon be Great Lent. And what Lent is going to be like here I cannot imagine. The only decent food is porridge with canned meat, which is served at lunchtime. Bread and eggs, for sure. On the other hand, this Lent will be a real test. I will be going around seriously hungry, and thinking about eternal matters, as you are supposed to.

			

			—

			We are constantly drinking here. Hot drinks, that is. There is not much choice: it’s either tea or coffee. So I asked to be sent different coffees, teas, and “anything else you can brew with boiling water and drink.”

			I have been sent two kinds of coffee, two kinds of tea, and a yellow powder. There is no packaging, because at reception all packets are opened and anything loose gets poured into a pouch. So what we have is a polyethylene bag containing two hundred grams of yellow powder.

			Dima tried it. He had thought it was cocoa but he didn’t like it, and couldn’t actually say what it was. He calls this powdered drink “Flowers of Chuvashia.” [*6] Ha ha ha. I laugh at the name. How hilarious if what we’ve been infusing in boiling water and drinking turns out to be some kind of cleaning product.

			Now I make myself a mug of Flowers of Chuvashia. I, too, can’t figure out what it is.

			March 10

			So, today it is Habeeb the TikToker making the pancakes. Evidently every morning this week some different jerk is going to be making pancakes.

			“Take two eggs, add three tablespoons of sugar…”

			Are they out of their minds? Who is writing these recipes? As if that weren’t enough, he goes on to spread a finger-thick topping of chocolate paste on a pancake that already contains a stratospheric amount of sugar.

			

			—

			The rules here and in all prisons of this kind are absurd. I would even say emphatically absurd. You are supposed to take good care of state property. Here they took from me the chopping board I bought in Matrosskaya Tishina. So I am going to have to slice bread and sausage on the table, which is going to be marked as a result. It is precisely in order to avoid that that chopping boards are sold in prison shops. Only not here.

			

			—

			If you are not looking to find fault, there is really not much wrong with the cell we are in. It is just that the floor is these ridiculous wooden floorboards, which are rough and make you think the floor is dirty. Overall, though, this is one of the cleanest and most decent cells I’ve been in.

			When I first came in, as you know, I thought, Hell, this place is filthy. Sergei—God bless him—set us a good example. He took a sponge and washed the wall around our table (which for some reason is called “the oak” in prison slang). We found that the ugly stains could easily be washed off with soapy water.

			He was threatening to wash the whole cell, but I would feel bad about him washing above my bed. So today I’ve spent all morning scrubbing away at the corner where my bed stands. The wall has dried now and looks wonderful. It is a pleasure to look at and touch. I lie on my bunk, gaze at the wall, and am overcome with admiration.

			March 11

			Today the pancakes were being made by RASA, not a band I know, but they did at least manage to make the pancake batter. The cooking side didn’t work out for them. The girl (the band is a male-female duo) fried the pancake on one side, after which she announced, “The pancake is ready,” and tossed it onto a plate. It was, of course, a flop.

			

			—

			
			We had an emergency yesterday. At about 8:00 p.m., Dima decided to eat a cup of instant noodles. He extolled its virtues, but afterward suddenly announced, “I swallowed a piece of the fork while I was eating it.”

			He showed us the plastic fork with one tine missing. We expressed great sympathy but also made a lot of fun of him. We agreed, though, that it shouldn’t cause him any problems. A quarter of an hour later, however, Dima said the piece of fork was stabbing him “right here.” He pointed to the middle of his chest, just above the solar plexus. He was obviously worried. “I’m going to die,” he said. Only yesterday we had been discussing at some length the fact that suffering appendicitis here would be certain death. No one would believe your stomach was really hurting, and you would not be taken to a hospital.

			“I’d better call the doctor,” I said.

			Dima did not want us to contact the authorities. The situation was comical. While afraid of dying, he was also afraid of having his head bashed in by the authorities.

			In any case, it was already half past eight, and where would they find a doctor at that hour?

			I said, “Well, let’s ask the duty officer to google it. Loads of people must swallow bits of plastic fork. There will be a whole bunch of advice on what to do.” Dima agonized for a long time, but then his fear of death overwhelmed him and he buzzed the intercom.

			Needless to say, nobody answered. He started banging on the door (the “brakes,” another inexplicable term in prison-speak). He pounded away for ages, all the while trying to get through on the intercom. After twenty minutes or so, the woman on duty answered.

			Dima hesitated, feeling he could hardly say “I’ve swallowed a bit of fork,” and muttered something about a pain in his stomach and having swallowed a foreign object.

			“I’ll report the matter,” the woman on duty said, and cut him off.

			If this were a normal situation, the outcome 99 percent of the time would be that she would retort, “Kharchikov, hit the brakes one more time and you’ll find yourself in the punishment cell. The doctor will be here in the morning. You can tell him all about it then.” The logic is, die first, then tell us about it.

			But I am in this cell, which means that neither can it be ignored nor can the door be opened. They don’t even open the “feeding hatch” in the door for us without recording it on video. (“Attention, recording on” from outside the door indicates that lunch has arrived.) And always present is Vlad, aka Vladislav Vladimirovich, the senior lieutenant who admitted me, who takes me everywhere and is assigned to keep an eye on me. I have been here for two weeks, and the poor guy has yet to have a day off. He has to be present when breakfast, lunch, and dinner are served; at every inspection; and when I am taken out for “exercise.” He is clearly the only junior officer here the authorities feel they can trust not to screw up. He’s not going to say anything out of turn, he will be polite, he knows the prison regulations, and will make sure I don’t see anything I ought not to.

			Half an hour passed. I said, “It’s certain they’ve sent for Vlad and are waiting for him to get here.” And so it was. Another half hour later, the door opened and Vlad was standing there, ashen-faced.

			“Who has the stomachache?”

			Dima, looking sheepish, stepped forward and showed the fork with its missing tine.

			“Look! I swallowed a bit of fork, and now it’s stabbing me inside.”

			Sergei and I couldn’t help doubling up with laughter.

			Vlad looked at Dima for a couple of seconds, then pressed his head in its fur hat against the wall, rolled his eyes, and sighed. With his body cam on, that was as much as he could allow himself. But on his face much was written that he would have liked to say on the subject of Dima and his fork.

			“Come out.”

			Some forty minutes later, Dima was brought back. In the medical unit he was examined by a drunk captain, who was asleep in the office when they arrived.

			“So, what did he say?”

			“He assured me everything is fine,” Dima said with a sigh. “He scrutinized me and said, ‘I see you are sleeping very little and hardly eating anything. Don’t argue with me; I can see right through you. You need more sleep and you need to eat more.’ ”

			The diagnosis was exceptional. Dima sleeps for days at a time (hence our meme about him being “asleep a little bit”) and eats like a horse.

			Closing the door, Vlad said, “If it gets worse, buzz the intercom.”

			We gathered he really had been dragged out from where he lives and had had to drive almost fifty kilometers.

			March 12

			Today is Friday and seemingly some petty-minded cops have stolen my diary, so many days’ entries have been lost. Too bad. I’m starting again in a new notebook.

			A lot has happened, but the main thing is that I am writing now from Pokrov Penal Colony 2, which is where the Federal Penitentiary Service claimed in a “leak” I already was two weeks ago.

			I have to say the Federal Penitentiary Service has managed to spring a surprise on me. They have set up a truly fascist-style concentration camp just two hundred kilometers from Moscow. They brought me here early in the evening yesterday. It’s now 9:00 p.m., and for the first time I have a few minutes to jot something down. I am writing in the educational facilities room, where five other prisoners in their black prison uniforms are watching a 1971 Soviet film, Gentlemen of Fortune, and laughing at the jokes about prison, escaping, and criminals being reformed.

			How ironic!

			March 13

			I have very little time to write. You are permitted to take up a pen and notebook only between the hours of 7:00 p.m. and 8:00 p.m., which is listed on the timetable as “free time.” This is a real concentration camp. What I call it to myself is “a friendly concentration camp.”

			The dudes are all very polite, pleasant even. Well, except that they are constantly recording everything on their body cams, which kind of detracts from the friendliness. But it is clear they genuinely do not want to see me setting off down the Punishment Cell–Strict Conditions Regime–Cell-Type Area route, and are constantly urging me not to flout the regulations. They are saying, Just put up with it; this is only while you are in the quarantine process. What you have to remember is that, although friendly, it is still a concentration camp. You can fulfill all the requirements only by becoming a robotic slave.

			So there is an endless, quite unpleasant dialogue going on here. From the cops’ viewpoint, they are trying to help and do what is best for me, but I am stubbornly refusing to comply. If they were harsh and crude, everything would be more straightforward.

			By the way, yesterday I bad-mouthed them unfairly. I accused them of stealing my notebook. Today I learned it had been stored with my personal possessions. I feel a bit ashamed. It is Stockholm syndrome, of course. Here I am, innocent, imprisoned in a concentration camp, and worrying about the feelings of the camp guards. But on the other hand, there is such a thing as emotional intelligence.

			

			—

			Yesterday I was writing to the accompaniment of Gentlemen of Fortune. Today it is the 1973 film Ivan Vasilievich Changes His Profession. The educational facilities room has eighteen chairs in three rows in front of a television. Seven men in black fatigues and wearing hygienic masks are sitting morosely on the chairs in identical poses and watching the Soviet comedy. I am in the back row, writing. Quite a picture.

			It is my third day here, and for a third time I’ve been wishing it was 10:00 p.m., when I would be permitted to lie down. The pain in my back is driving me crazy. This morning I could hardly get out of bed. I need to be able to lie down for a few days, but lying-down time is strictly rationed. As I sit here, I’m wondering whether I will be able to stand up again.

			Why did my back have to go wrong at precisely the most inconvenient moment in my life?

			

			—

			At 9:30 we “commence preparation for sleeping.” I would like to continue writing but don’t have the strength. One final thing, though, before I forget: the local band[*7] is called God’s Grace.

			March 14

			Today is Sunday. Lent begins tomorrow, and I have again celebrated a ceremonial breakfast with bread and coffee. Without butter, though, because there is none, but it was still a great celebration because of the coffee. This is the first time since I was brought here that I have been able to drink anything other than the regulation sweet tea. The fact that everyone in prison is constantly drinking tea and coffee doesn’t apply here. Idiotically, there is no access to a kettle, tea, or a mug except “in accordance with the timetable for the partaking of food.”

			When “you have seven minutes left for breakfast,” there isn’t much time for boiling water. When there was, it turned out that the kettle was broken and had to be switched on in a special way known only to Yevgeny, the trustee[*8] who is on duty at night.

			The real problem is that all the convicts are too afraid to ask for tea, boiling water, and such, and Yevgeny sees it as a crisis situation if someone performs an act as outrageous as drinking tea in the kitchen. You are supposed to eat in three minutes flat and rush to clear everything away.

			But, as always, the Bible provides the answer: “Ask and you shall receive.”

			You only have to say, “I would like to drink coffee with my breakfast.” Vasily, the entirely well-adjusted lieutenant in charge of our unit, replies, “No problem. Go right ahead.”

			It took another two days of iterations of that negotiation, and time to discover how the kettle works, but with a little persistence you have coffee to drink with your breakfast on the last Sunday before Lent.

			It’s also interesting to observe the degrading of your own wishes and thoughts. Ought I to be thinking something philosophical about life and politics? In fact, all my thoughts are of coffee, my sore back, and other routine stuff. In the past four days I have read not one page of a book. I have heard not a single news item about what’s happening in the country. I don’t suppose I’ve been in that situation since I was eight years old.

			There is no Federal Penitentiary Service email here, so everyone is obliged to do a lot of writing on notebook paper. From sending a letter to getting a reply takes a minimum of three weeks.

			I need to write Yulia a long letter.

			

			—

			I am again sitting in the educational facilities room. Everyone is watching Planet Earth, and I am writing.

			We were all supposed to be taken to the bathhouse today (this being bathhouse day). We were even lined up outside, but then the head of our unit spoke to someone on the phone and said the plan had been changed. We were to wash in our dormitory. There is only one shower there, and the water is heated by a boiler and quickly runs out. It is all very inconvenient. They usually don’t do things this way, but the administration evidently doesn’t want me to see the bathhouse, or doesn’t want the other prisoners to see me on the way there. Fine. We’ll shower here.

			But there is a big plus. Yesterday I was given permission to use the horizontal bar. We have one in our local area (our “locality”), only I didn’t have permission to use it. That would be classified as “sports activities,” which are permitted only during the times allotted in the timetable. And the daily routine while we are in quarantine has no such time allocation. Ha ha! Incidentally, there is no allocation of an “exercise” period either. We get to go outside during inspections, ventilation of the premises, and unpaid work. I take no part in the last, which is the cause of constant tiresome discussions with the dudes. They should impose punishments on me, but I refer them to my state of health. So they demand a medical certificate. So I demand a medical examination to get one. But they say there is no medical unit. We go around in circles.

			To cut a long story short, during one of the bouts of our discussion I mentioned that the horizontal bar could help my back, which is perfectly true. So I am permitted to use it. A classic negotiation. If both sides need a compromise, one will be found.

			It is also important that from the outset everyone is very polite. That is essential. Both the staff and me. Otherwise you have the more usual situation, where someone acts up and pandemonium ensues.

			So, for now, I’m doing pull-ups.

			

			—

			It’s so great to be taking a shower, even in our tiny quarantine facility. And even greater to wash your shaved head. I’m seriously considering adopting that as my permanent hairstyle.

			And it just occurred to me that this is the perfect moment in my life to sport a Mohawk. According to the prison regulations, hair should be no more than two centimeters in length, but no one is prohibiting me from shaving my head and leaving a strip of two-centimeter-long hair down the middle. This calls for further consideration.

			March 15

			There was a positively biblical situation today at breakfast. I am fasting for Lent, and in any case don’t usually eat breakfast. I am sitting there, drinking tea. There are two others with me, who were put into the quarantine process at the same time I was. Valera is Armenian and speaks Russian very badly; and Artyom, a local from Vladimir, is hunched over because he has lost a vertebra as a result of his job as a freight handler. Artyom has tattoos on the sides of his hands: “For the Special Forces” and “For the Parachute Regiments.” The numbers 1, 4, 8, and 8 are tattooed on the fingers of his right hand.

			In the kitchen there is also Yevgeny and the head of our unit, Lieutenant Roman Vladimirovich. The unit has two officers in charge of it. Every two days, Vasily Anatolievich replaces Roman Vladimirovich.

			So this is what happened. We are sitting there. In front of each of us is a plate of porridge, two pieces of bread (one white, one brown), and a mug of tea. The others are eating their porridge, and I am drinking my tea. Artyom, knowing I don’t eat breakfast, asks, “Are you going to eat that white bread?”

			“All yours,” I say.

			He takes it and is about to break it in two when the unit officer says, “That’s not allowed. Put the bread back. Prisoners are not permitted to give their property away.”

			The situation deserves to be in a painting. Everyone is well aware you are not permitted to give, sell, or buy property. But this is communal bread at a breakfast provided by the state. Until today I had been helping myself to brown bread left by the others.

			Artyom silently returns the bread, placing it in front of me.

			I start arguing, politely. This is ridiculous. The bread is not my personal property; it is food provided for everyone.

			Roman Vladimirovich comes out with a whole spiel to the effect that the rules have been written for a reason and must be followed. The nutritional quota has been precisely specified, and so “during the quarantine period a convict must accustom himself to that norm.” That is how he is being “processed.”

			I say, “Well, you must see you have created a whole theory to support the plain fact that you have just taken someone’s bread away. Literally.”

			Everyone is silent and clearly thinking along the same lines. Roman Vladimirovich goes on again about rules being the top priority.

			Breakfast comes to an end. We leave, and the leftover bread is thrown out.

			

			—

			I’m sitting at a “lecture.” People come and read bits out of the prison regulations.

			After I flatly refused to attend any more such events, and following several rounds of negotiations, I won the right to attend the lecture with a notebook. To take notes, as it were.

			

			—

			I learn that new passports are issued in the prison when someone needs theirs renewed. I will be forty-five this summer, and accordingly need mine renewed. That will be done here.

			I ask another guy in quarantine, who has been in prison in the past and spent several years here, “So, how does this work? Is my passport photo going to show me bald and wearing prison fatigues?”

			“Bald, certainly, but in place of the fatigues they’ll Photoshop you into a suit.”

			I don’t want to be in a suit. I’d prefer my passport photo to show me in prison fatigues.

			

			—

			We carry on “watching lectures.” It is complete nonsense and an offense against human dignity. The video lecture is a movie shown on some local network. The dude on the screen is in mid-sentence when the picture and sound freeze for ten seconds. He carries on from the eleventh second. The result is that we watch a lecture, two-thirds of which is missing.

			
				March 15

				Three things never cease to amaze me. The starry sky above us, the categorical imperative within us, and the amazing sensation you get when you run your hand over your freshly shaved head.

				Hi, everyone, from Intensive Surveillance Sector A.

				I have to admit that the Russian prison system has managed to surprise me. I would never have supposed it was possible to set up a full-fledged concentration camp within two hundred kilometers of Moscow.

				I have not yet witnessed any violence, or even a hint of it. Although judging by the tense posture of the convicts standing at attention and afraid of turning their heads unnecessarily, I can believe the numerous tales that here, in Pokrov Penal Colony 2, people were until quite recently beaten half to death with wooden mallets. The methods have changed now, and I can’t remember a place where everyone addresses you so politely and even, to a degree, civilly.

				That’s why I call my new home “our friendly concentration camp.”

				Regulations, red tape, daily routine. Literal implementation of endless rules. Swearing and slang are prohibited, and the prohibition is strictly enforced. Can you imagine a prison where there is no swearing? Scary.

				There are video cameras everywhere. Everyone is under surveillance, and a report is completed over the slightest violation. I think someone upstairs must have read Orwell’s 1984 and said, “Hey, that’s cool. Why don’t we do that? Education through dehumanization.”

				But as long as you can see the funny side of things, it’s not too bad.

				Overall, I’m fine.

				There are even some bright spots in the black-and-white world of everyday life. For instance, I have a name tag with a photo on my chest that is highlighted with a pretty red stripe. You’ll recall that I am an escape risk. I am woken up every hour during the night by the fact that a man in an overcoat is standing beside my bed. He videos me and says, “Two-thirty a.m., convict Navalny. Videoed on preventative measures as likely to attempt escape. Present.” I go back to sleep, reassured that there are people who are thinking of me and will never let me get lost. Isn’t that great?

				And you, too, don’t lose touch with your loved ones. Hugs to everyone.

			

			March 16

			Olga and Vadim arrived last night. Just as I suspected, last Friday they had been told I was not here, but they worked out where I was anyway.

			I wrote them the Instagram post in which I called the colony “a friendly concentration camp.” Unsurprisingly, the Public Monitoring Commission arrived today. The Vladimir PMC is notorious for shamelessly endorsing the prison administration. Unaccountability is one of the reasons there is so much bad stuff going on here. The PMC officials go everywhere, then report that everything is fine. No one is getting beaten up; no laws are being violated. They are here because of yesterday. It is the Federal Penitentiary Service’s response to the fact that everyone got stirred up after yesterday’s Instagram post.

			So, when the head of our unit told me, “Two members of the Public Monitoring Commission want to see you,” I politely declined. I said I would be grateful if they would leave their phone numbers and names, but that I couldn’t come out to see them right then.

			To myself I thought, I bet they bring them in here.

			They did. A few minutes later the trustee puts on a very fierce expression and indicates that all should rise.

			Everyone leaps up and stands at attention. I get to my feet. Our unit officer comes in and asks me to come out to the corridor, where there are two people in civilian clothing, also the camp commandant and a colonel I don’t know who is obviously from the regional government.

			“How do you do? We are from the Public Monitoring Commission.”

			I tried to talk to them without saying anything. It was glaringly obvious they were fake “human rights defenders” in cahoots with the cops, but there seemed no need to be rude to them.

			I asked them with politeness about their work and said it was too early for me to comment on how the camp functioned because I had only just arrived.

			“So you don’t have any complaints. Is that right?”

			I separately stipulated what they could say to the media.

			We parted very amicably.

			

			—

			Alexei Liptser, one of my new lawyers, came. He is a grandson of the genuine human rights activist Lev Ponomaryov.

			While I was sitting talking to my lawyer, my back became unbearably sore. The pain started spreading to my right leg. It was really difficult to walk. Alexei alarmed me. He too has back problems and said that if it spreads to the leg, there can be serious complications.

			I decided to ask the officer who escorts me to meetings with my lawyers to take me to a medical unit for an injection of Ketorolac.

			The officer, Senior Lieutenant Alexander Leonidovich, is a decent enough dude. At one point we had a bit of a run-in, but afterward remained on polite terms. He took me to the infirmary immediately, and they gave me the injection.

			It did no good.

			March 18

			The simple truth is that everything is totally screwed up. I was in real pain all night, just like in my first days at Matrosskaya Tishina prison. In the morning I could hardly get out of bed. I was going to refuse to go to morning “exercise,” but in the end got my clothes on and hobbled out. I couldn’t make the bed. I wrote another request to see a doctor.

			They took me to the infirmary. There was only a nurse there. She sort of examined me and said a doctor would be coming in a week.

			In a week I won’t be able to walk.

			The administration clearly believes I am faking it.

			What a nuisance this all is. Why has my back decided to act up right now? It is the worst place it could happen.

			This whole diary is turning into whining about my back.

			

			—

			I’m watching another “lecture.” This time it’s a video about the city of Vladimir. Among its sights they include Vladimir Central, their renowned prison with its famous inmates.

			How typical of Russia. We are proud of those we have put in prison.

			We have watched all their idiot video lectures. We have watched all the documentaries. But the daily timetable is sacred, so come what may, everyone has to sit in that room in front of the television. I switched it to the music channel, Muz-TV.

			The head of the unit was there in a flash. “That’s not allowed. Only Channel One or Russia-24.”[*9]

			March 19

			We are again sitting in my favorite educational facilities room, watching a lecture titled “Prevention of Terrorism.” The camera shows a woman at a lectern giving a talk in some camp or other. The woman says some words by way of introduction and starts showing a film on a screen behind her.

			That’s right, we are watching a film of a film being shown in another camp. Only we can see just about half of their screen.

			

			—

			In the morning I was taken to the infirmary. The nurse was a fairly pleasant woman, but for some reason became terribly nervous when she wanted to take some blood. She tried three times but couldn’t find a vein. She began cursing, pacing around the office, and wailing, “I just don’t need all this!”

			I asked, “Do you want me to clench and unclench my fist a bit longer?”

			“What do I want? I want to retire and the sooner the better.”

			“I’m prepared to let you do so, and will see that your pension is enhanced.”

			She didn’t laugh. On the contrary, she angrily got out a new syringe. She managed to get some blood on the fourth attempt, from the other arm. The good news is that she said the doctor would finally be arriving.

			

			—

			The director of a vocational college came. Here, if you want to qualify for early parole, you need to take a training course and then practice the job in the prisoners’ working zone. He was a good, well-meaning man, clearly someone who “believes in what he’s doing,” and he explained everything in detail. Oleg wrote to me, though, that going to study at a vocational college was not a good move, and my whole idea of training to become a baker would look dubious.[*10] That’s a shame. I’ll need to give it some more thought.

			

			—

			They assembled everyone and lined us up in the yard.

			“You will now be taken to the medical unit to be seen by doctors. Several specialists have arrived and will examine all of you.” I was pleased.

			We arrived, and I was taken to a neurologist who examined me for about fifteen minutes.

			I came out to find everyone standing at attention in the corridor in their outdoor clothing.

			“Time to leave.”

			“What’s going on?” I asked. “Does nobody have any questions for the doctors? Why has nobody gone in?”

			“They said we’d be seen after you, but the moment you came out, they told us we were leaving,” hapless Artyom said. The guy who lacks a fifth vertebra.

			On paper, we had been taken to see the doctors. In reality, everyone except for me had stood at attention for fifteen minutes.

			My doctor had proved to be the typical prison doctor whose job is to confirm that a prisoner is completely healthy until he stops breathing. At least she seems to have recommended providing a board for my bed. I’ll get to sleep on a flat surface, not directly on the mesh.

			After the inspection, Vadim and Olga arrived and we discussed the complaints to the European Court of Human Rights, but when I got back I was told, “Keep your outdoor clothing on. We’re about to go before the Disciplinary Commission.”

			The penal service always has the same routine. They get up to their tricks on Thursday or Friday evenings. The lawyers have left, so they can cause trouble and, because of the weekend, no one will be any the wiser for another three days. There are no phone calls or witnesses, and no one is allowed to go anywhere.

			They took me to a large building, visible from our “locality.” Prisoners were constantly being marched there, and I imagined it was just a canteen. It turned out to be the main administration office building. It has a canteen, a club, study rooms, and the senior managers’ offices.

			Before setting off, I was instructed by the head of our unit not to talk to other prisoners. I looked around as we were walking to the office. It was a large, shabby, peeling building, like a vocational college. A staircase, small rooms. People were walking around inside still wearing outdoor jackets and hats. I was amazed. Our quarantine unit looks shabby from the outside, but everything inside is reasonably clean and pleasant. I do exercises lying on the floor of the dormitory, and it isn’t disgusting. Clean, in fact. Your fatigues stay clean, without even any dust on them. This place, though, was dreary and pretty dirty and felt uncomfortable. Inhospitable, somehow.

			The commandant’s office was a positive iconostasis, with photographs of Putin, Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin (ha ha!), Alexander Kalashnikov (head of the Federal Penitentiary Service), and two other goons (presumably local bosses). A quotation from Peter the Great was carved on the wooden wall in old-world lettering: “Running the prisons is a damnable craft, so the people engaged therein must needs be rigorous, good-hearted, and of a cheerful disposition.”

			I’ve heard that quoted twice here already. They like it.

			In the office there are the commandant and seven others. It looks like a committee of teachers. I said as much when introducing myself. “I’m glad to be attending such a major meeting of the teaching staff.”

			The staff meeting unanimously awarded me a reprimand for refusing to sign my name in the compulsory work chart. On the recommendation of the head of our unit.

			March 20

			Last night was the worst so far. I hardly slept at all. The pain in my lower back moved down into my leg, and I had terrible jerking, aching, and tremors. I have never felt anything like it before. It was dreadful, and I really suffered. Before going to bed, I had put in earplugs and used an eye mask in order not to see or hear the dudes doing their nighttime checks. It didn’t help. I got up six times during the night, as if I were going to the toilet, but really just to exercise my back.

			Everything is dire. I have decided to do exercises twelve times today. Let’s see if that helps.

			

			—

			I was summoned to another of their teachers’ meetings, and this time they slapped on me a major reprimand from the camp commandant for refusing to go out to do their fitness exercises. Just an hour before, I had given an explanation to Alexander Leonidovich, the officer who takes me to meetings with my lawyers. I learned that he is my “primary mentor” for discipline and preventative monitoring. I explained I hadn’t gone because of my back. Afterward I did go. “That is a valid excuse,” he said. “You’ll get away with a caution.”

			When, an hour later, I received the “reprimand,” he said, “The situation is ambiguous,” but in the end agreed with the rest of them. Proving again the golden rule, Don’t trust them, don’t fear them, don’t ask them for anything.

			At the end of their meeting I inquired, “When will I get medical support?” They explained that they were not doctors and had sent off a sheaf of documents. At least none of them seemed in favor of deliberately denying me treatment. I have been here now for twelve days without any. They won’t allow my doctor to see me, or my medication to be sent in.

			March 21

			The workout exercises seem to be helping a bit. I repeat them fifteen times a day. For the first time, I managed to sleep (using the earplugs and eye mask) until 2:30 a.m. and, when I did wake up, got a buzz from feeling how well rested my body was. Or was I so fucking tired that I had gone out like a light and the exercises had nothing to do with it? From 2:30 to 6:00 I slept less well. Today’s fuckwit on duty was a real pain. He made a point of stomping around loudly and turned his body cam on and off next to my bed. (“The Patrol program[*11] is operating. Fifty percent charge. Recording in progress. Recording has been stopped.”) He then announced for the whole room to hear, “Prisoner Navalny is present.” He was determined to wake me up, the freak. I need to find out his name.

			What a joke that this diary has turned into rambling on about how well I have slept, when all my life I have been falling asleep the moment my head hits the pillow and waking up ten minutes before I have to.

			

			—

			Today (Sunday) is bathhouse day. As I was getting dressed after the shower, I discovered something that freaked me out: my right calf, from the back of my knee to my foot, had lost all sensation. It felt the same as my left thigh had when I came to in the hospital, only worse in terms of freezing up. This is stressing me out.

			

			—

			Our quarantine unit is on the ground floor, and above it is a unit for those fortunate enough to be in lenient conditions. They have separate rooms with showers, a kitchen, permission to receive lots of parcels, and the right to buy limitless food from the shop. We were standing lined up in our area and could hear music playing through the open windows of their unit.

			Except that they aren’t fortunate. The path leading to inclusion in their unit requires servile, unquestioning submissiveness and carrying out even the pettiest, most ridiculous orders.

			

			—

			Shit! I tried hopping on my right leg while I was walking and fell over! My leg simply stopped working, although I can’t say I feel any worse. Not exactly, but I do feel a bit odd. My leg tingles all over. Strange sensations. It’s worrying, and I can’t wait for my injections to arrive. I’m hoping they will be allowed in tomorrow at lunchtime, with the injections beginning Tuesday morning. I also hope I will still be able to walk by then.

			March 22

			I just love the moment when we are taken out for fitness exercises at 6:05 a.m. and the national anthem is played. Prisoners in black fatigues stand with their hands behind their backs in the snow in the prison yard and they play, “Glory to our free Fatherland…” over loudspeakers through the camp.

			

			—

			I had to listen to a disciplinary talk on the topic of “The Daily Routine.” The reason is a report on my conduct that reads, “Got out of bed ten minutes before the command to get up.”

			

			—

			I was taken to see a doctor. It turned out my treatment had already been prescribed: two ibuprofen tablets a day. Words fail me! Everything else has been refused. Even the request for a plywood base for the bed.

			I was summoned to the “teachers’ staff meeting” again for another reprimand on the recommendation of the camp commandant—for walking out of a lecture. I have now amassed three reprimands and twenty reports. They are ready to classify me as a repeat offender.

			March 23

			The kettle drama. We have a night trustee named Zhenya.[*12] He works from 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. We also have a kettle. I have written about it before. It is an old, cheap electric kettle that doesn’t work well. It has a problem with its contacts. You can plug it in only if you know the special technique required. The duty trustees and one of the unit officers don’t like prisoners trying to use it. So they don’t. They understand that it’s best not to. But so what? I agreed to the prohibition “outside mealtimes,” but at breakfast, lunch, and dinner I obstinately take the kettle, boil water, and brew myself some tea. Not because I am trying to demonstrate anything, but just because the tea they bring from the canteen is sweetened and I don’t like it.

			In the mornings I get the kettle from the unit officer, pour water into it, put it on its stand, press the lever down, and go to the bedroom. The water in the kettle boils, and the little lever pops up. It does that automatically. I checked it out.

			But then Zhenya comes running after me in great indignation that I have left the kettle without waiting for it to boil. It must be switched off because otherwise it will catch fire!

			The prisoners are not exactly afraid of duty trustees but prefer not to tangle with them. They, after all, are in contact with the administration, and it’s not a good idea to rub them the wrong way. I don’t quarrel with them either. I decided I wouldn’t quarrel with anyone here. I made a resolution that this Lent I would not get angry or raise my voice to anyone, and firmly intend to stick to that for the first time in my life.

			So I start joking with Zhenya about his kettle. Like, how terrible it is that I didn’t keep it under surveillance. Zhenya comes to a boil no less than the kettle, and is really upset. He talks of contacts catching fire, the kettle being broken, and him being left without one.

			At this, I recognize that I am completely in the wrong. I am laughing at Zhenya and his kettle, while he has been stuck here for several years and has two more to go. If this vulnerable 1,000-ruble kettle catches fire, where will that leave him? Boil coils are banned here. There is no hot plate, so he will be sitting all night with no way of making tea or coffee. You can get hot water only during the day, when Zhenya is asleep. If the kettle catches fire, he will be doomed to go without hot food for months. Because here, the least thing, like repairing a broken kettle, takes months to be resolved. You can’t even think of buying a new one or getting one sent in from outside. I have shown myself to be an insensitive person of low emotional intelligence. I need to have a chat this evening with Zhenya.

			

			—

			I discussed the kettle with its owner and said I had been wrong. I feel I have done the right thing, something praiseworthy. At the same time, though, I wonder if this is not just a lot of hypocritical bullshit. You feel you are pretending to be some meek little Christian, constantly apologizing to everyone and speaking in a kind, well-meaning tone of voice. People find that worrying. Zhenya, for example, seems to have felt I was laughing at him, only more subtly, when I started on again about the stupid kettle and admitted I was wrong.

			March 24

			Today they were supposed to be “moving us up” to our new units, but then they said the allocation commission was meeting today and we would actually be transferred tomorrow. The weather is great, and it looks like spring is finally coming. It is Zakhar’s birthday in two days. I need to write him a letter.

			

			—

			That’s it. The Sorting Hat of Penal Colony 2 has spoken. We have just been taken to the commission that allocates prisoners to particular units. Everyone has been put in Slytherin House. All five of us are in Unit 2. They have created a new unit specially for me. We know the units were recently reorganized. Not only that, but our unit officer will be Roman Vladimirovich, the same man who was one of our unit officers during the quarantine period (including the biblical drama with the chunk of bread). He’s all right, really. Too given to nitpicking over implementation of the regulations, but otherwise he seems fairly reasonable. I get on all right with him.

			Along with us rookies, our two “returnees” have also landed in Unit 2. These are prisoners who had already been doing time here but were sent away as part of an investigation and consequently ended up back in quarantine.

			There was no way both of them could stay in the new unit with me. Alexander Alexandrovich works in the repair team, which operates in every part of the camp. Kostya was even in a sector with a “moderate” level of monitoring and lenient conditions. Now he finds himself in a sector with “standard” conditions. He is clearly upset. He’s a super-exemplary prisoner who does everything right, doesn’t break anything, and sweeps up more than anyone else. Mac

			March 26

			I don’t remember what that “Mac” was all about. I was given something else to do, a lot happened, and I got distracted. First, we were “moved up to the camp.” That is, transferred to a unit in the main prison. It is a laugh. During the quarantine period I was the most “adult” (that is, old) person in our unit. Now I am definitely in the “young offender” category. There are seventeen people in the new unit, and ten of them are gray-haired old-age pensioners who sit in the educational facilities room watching television with a stern look on their faces, and don’t take it well if anyone walks in front of the screen or changes channels. If you take Uncle June from The Sopranos and add in a couple of years spent homeless on the streets, that will give you an idea of a typical member of Unit 2. All of them are amusing and nice, though.

			Right now, it’s 7:30 a.m. We have a new daily timetable, with free time until noon. Everyone woke up, got washed, made the beds, went to the educational facilities room, and turned on the television. Muz-TV. I sat down here at a table and am writing. Right now, Billie Eilish is on the TV. The old men start arguing about how old she is. I say, “She’s seventeen, I would guess.” But a grizzled and gray-haired dude with no teeth says that she is eighteen, because she started when she was sixteen, and that was two years ago. Another guy, who looks much the same, tells us the details of her biography. They watch television all the time, so they know these things. It’s a pity Dasha can’t see them. She would die laughing.

			

			—

			Yesterday the administration decided they needed to stage a performance: they stood us all in a long line and obliged us to sign a schedule of work, cleaning, and so on. Everyone signed except, of course, me. There was an hour-long fuss. Are you refusing? Are you not refusing? Then I was hauled off to the “teachers’ staff meeting” and reprimanded yet again. This time, for wearing a T-shirt when I went to meet my lawyers. That was said to be a violation of prison uniform regulations. After that, I was taken to see my lawyers, and forty minutes later that caused a huge fuss with my “disciplinary mentor,” Alexander Leonidovich.

			I didn’t, of course, have a pen with me or the notebooks with my notes, because I had come directly from the “teachers’ staff meeting.” They brought in the lawyers, behind glass. I had a bunch of papers to sign but no pen. I asked politely, “Can you give me a pen?” Alexander Leonidovich smirked and closed the door behind him.

			Well, that was the end of my Lent resolution. Vadim pressed the button, Alexander Leonidovich came back, I yelled at him, and he went off in a great huff to consult his superiors. They said no. I carried on making a fuss. In the end, we agreed Vadim could lend me his pen. The upshot was, however, that I had broken my resolution. I had failed to go forty days without raising my voice to anyone. And not only had I just raised my voice, I had bawled him out so loudly it could be heard in Vladimir. I apologized afterward, but he muttered, “Now we know your true attitude toward the prison staff.”

			In fact, I am 100 percent in the right. They are playing mean little games, and taking someone to see their lawyer without a pen is a clear violation of the right to legal defense. But I was wrong to yell.

			Olga, though, was pleased. “There,” she said, “you’re your old self again. You weren’t confronting anyone; you were behaving meekly. I was getting worried.” It was only because I was fasting for Lent and had to love everyone.

			Ah, just as I was writing that, I remembered why I was interrupted the day before yesterday. That too was a big dustup. I was being taken to the meeting with my lawyers. We came to the search room, only they didn’t search me. They were up to something, looking pleased with themselves, smirking. It was the usual pointless, senseless, smart-ass cop stuff. Their main ambition is invariably to lie and fuck you over.

			An escort party of guards arrived. I recognized them as the same guys who had brought me here. Where was I going? To a hospital? What about my lawyers? There was silence. Well, would they tell them I have been taken away? They said nothing.

			I can’t be bothered to describe it all in detail, but we drove for two and a half hours and arrived at some dump to do an MRI scan. I asked several times where I was, but they weren’t saying. It was a civilian hospital. Or rather, not a hospital, but some premises in a half basement. They did the scan, and we drove the two and a half hours back.

			They kept my lawyers in the dark. And Olga and Vadim, afraid they wouldn’t get to see me, posted everything about my back, my leg, and my illness. So now everyone knows.

			

			—

			
			I’ve started a new notebook. Let’s begin with a funny story.

			In accordance with the daily timetable, we endure two hours of complete garbage every evening. It’s called “a patriotic lecture.” In practice, everyone just watches a film. There are some twenty films on the local network, and they all get watched in turn. Very patriotic. If you’re here for a year, you get to see each film ten times. And it is compulsory. You are not permitted to leave.

			Today we are watching Thor: Ragnarok. There’s an uprising on a planet under tyrannical rule. The affected Grandmaster asks:

			“How did this happen?”

			Head of the guards: “The slaves have armed themselves.”

			“Ooh, I don’t like that word. The s word.”

			“Sorry. The prisoners with jobs have armed themselves.”

			That’s us. “Prisoners with jobs.”

			They finally take us to the shop. I went primarily to buy notebooks but ended up buying coffee, cabbage, carrots, milk, and canned meat. I didn’t buy notebooks.

			The next time I can go there is two weeks from now.

			March 28

			I’ve stopped eating bread again, except on Sundays, which gives me a festive feeling on Sundays, like today.

			Everything is really grim with my back and leg.

			My lower back hurts a lot. The shin area on my right leg is simultaneously numb and burning. I don’t know how that’s possible, but it’s how it is.

			Two toes on my left foot have also gone numb, as if they were frostbitten.

			

			—

			I went to the bathhouse. Here the bathhouse is simply a shower room. But it was amazing. I don’t remember the last time I had such a great shower. It really is perfect. The showerhead is high up; there is a powerful stream of water. Cold if that’s what you want, hot if you prefer. Everything is clean. In the quarantine there was a revolting shower cubicle where touching anything was disgusting. It was the same in Kolchugino, except that there it was even more disgusting: the water was a trickle, and you had to hold the showerhead in your hand.

			In Matrosskaya Tishina the shower was okay, but it’s much better here. If it weren’t for the crowd of naked dudes, I would declare this the ablution of the year.

			Today was a day of war games. I was treated to the classic prison crap, where the trustees on duty start throwing their weight around and stirring the other cons up with lines like “Navalny, you’re not doing your fair share of the cleaning. Why should we be doing your cleaning for you? We aren’t going to clean around your bed.” In the evening they even demonstratively put my bedside table on top of another one, as if to say, “Lyokha,[*13] you have to clean up here yourself.”

			It took real discipline not to get angry and to speak politely and jokily to everyone, but in the end it all blew over.

			The guys are very intimidated, and the administration pushes everyone around as it pleases, using the trustees on duty.

			It’s also comical the way the trustees have been instructed to keep an eye on me. There are three of them, and wherever I go, no matter whom I talk to, no matter what I do, one always comes and stands next to me. I know from my reading how informing is encouraged in “red” zones. Everyone is endlessly denouncing everyone else in return for food and a pack of cigarettes. But to observe it live and be at the center of that kind of intrigue is a curious experience.

			In spite of everything, I quite like things here. I get on well with the prisoners, and it’s interesting talking to them. Even to the trustees. Of course, they’re angry that they’re failing to reach any of their psychological pressure targets, but apart from that there is nothing too terrible about them. They just love to slave for the administration in return for food.

			March 29

			Early in the morning I was summoned to the “teachers’ staff meeting” and given yet another reprimand, for “categorical refusal to report one’s presence correctly.” This is the first time they’ve gone for that, but it’s important. I report my presence at least eight times a day when they photograph me every two hours for their checks. In practice, there are more like twelve to fourteen reports every day, and a single day of noncompliance will be enough to send me off to a punishment cell, classify me as a persistent offender, and move me on to “strict regime” conditions of detention.

			March 31

			Ouch! Right now I’m lying on my bed, Seleznyov is standing next to me, ordering me to get up. The whole unit is horrified.

			Everything has come to a head.

			As usual, their policy is nothing but random chaos. Later someone may see a plot behind this, a coincidence of dates.

			In practice, though, it is just that moron Seleznyov deciding to play politics and conspiracies and try to turn “the popular masses”[*14] against me. A bad back plus a moronic unit officer equals me lying on my bed, which for Penal Colony 2 is a completely unheard-of form of protest. The dudes from the repairs brigade come in. They are not from our unit, and shy away when they see me.

			Our own guys are all trying to keep their distance, not talking to me or being seen in suspicious contact.

			They’ve started changing the beds in our area as a matter of urgency, removing the regulation beds and replacing them with new ones. Plainly, the authorities are soon going to be coming to inspect.

			

			—

			
			We’ve just had the funniest moment of my time here. I’m lying on my bed. Everyone is moping around, trying not to look at me. They are summoned to lunch. Everyone leaves. I hear them changing into their outdoor clothing. Then they are brought back and lined up in the corridor in front of me. Silly Seleznyov comes running, having realized he had gone too far with his plots and games. Apparently for my benefit, he announces he is organizing some kind of checkers tournament. Runners-up will receive rewards, and the overall winner will be entitled to an extra parcel, which, by the way, is a big deal.

			His thinking is that he will win the people over to his side, as well as show me that, naysayer that I am, I can just lie there if I want to. I’m no longer on his team, and everybody else is having fun, and there’s an extra parcel to be won.

			

			—

			I was intending to announce my hunger strike later through Instagram, but I have to do it right here and now. No way will they be taking me to see a lawyer.

			I hadn’t expected I would have to resort to a hunger strike in the first month of being here, but what option is there?

			
				Why do prisoners go on hunger strike?

				This is a question that worries only people who have never been in prison. It’s only from outside that it all seems complicated. From the inside everything is very simple: it’s your only weapon, so you use it. Ha ha ha.

				Actually, there are a couple of others, but it’s better to keep them in reserve.

				Who lies in bed in fatigues, is bald, wears glasses, and is holding a Bible?

				Me.

				The Bible is because it’s the only book I’ve been able to obtain in three weeks. And I’m in bed (a super-scandalous infringement of the rules) because I’m on hunger strike.

				What else could I do?

				I have the right to call a doctor and receive medication. They (the prison authorities) stupidly failed to allow me either. The pain in my back spread to my leg. Parts of my right leg, and now of my left, have no sensation. Joking apart, this is really annoying.

				Instead of receiving medical care, I am being tortured by sleep deprivation. (I am woken up eight times a night.) And the administration is urging its “activist” prisoners (also known as the goats)[*15] to intimidate ordinary prisoners so they will not clean up around my bed. They say, “Lyosha, sorry, but we are scared stiff. This is Vladimir Region. A prisoner’s life is worth less than a pack of cigarettes.”

				What could I do? I went on hunger strike to demand the law be obeyed and the doctor I asked for be allowed in to see me. I’m lying here hungry, but so far with both legs.

				And you stay well too!

			

			April 1

			The first day of my hunger strike is a day like any other.

			Yesterday that gang of bastards turned off the drinking water, meaning I had nothing to eat or drink all day. This morning I had water to drink and felt slightly drunk.

			I was taken to the medical unit. Anyone who goes on hunger strike is required to be examined. They weighed me, of course. Eighty-five kilos [187 pounds]. I weighed ninety-three [205 pounds] when I arrived. That is related to the fact that I am not allowed to sleep undisturbed. There is a very thorough search being conducted. Probably someone in authority will be along.

			

			—

			Ha ha ha! Would you believe it, all that nonsense, making everything spotless, I thought it was probably an indication the prosecutor was coming from Moscow, but it is just one of the pathetic Russia Today propagandists, Maria Butina.[*16]

			Everyone was lined up; I stayed in bed. She came toward me with a camera and a cameraman. Her plan was to file a report about how wonderful this colony is, how medical care is being provided, and how I’m faking it.

			I got out of bed (probably a mistake) and for twenty minutes, in front of the prisoners and the administration, took her to task for being a parasite and political prostitute. I imagine that bit may get edited out.

			Everyone in the unit was startled by what was happening and all the passion it aroused.

			Butina went to interview the “activists.” From our unit they summoned Kostya Mikhalkin. He’s a good guy, one of the few who look decent and speak decently (a fraud, of course). He’s the person I talk to most here, but he is a super-activist and does everything they tell him to. His sentence is very long—eight and a half years—and he found his salvation in making friends with the administration. He’s like a robot prisoner. In return, he is already being held under more lenient conditions, working as a librarian and all that. I’m curious to hear what he’s going to say for them.

			

			—

			A box of letters has been brought in. One had a great quotation from Ernst Jünger: “Defeat begins with the loss of unconstrained behavior.”

			I don’t know who Ernst Jünger is. I need to ask someone to print out his Wikipedia entry.

			April 2

			I didn’t go to the canteen a couple of times when that douche bag Seleznyov was in the unit. Yesterday and today, however, there are other staff in the unit. Everything is orderly and polite and so not to look rude I went to the canteen but didn’t, of course, get any food. I went straight to a table. One terrifically cunning sergeant tried to persuade me to stand in line, get food, sit at the table with it, but then give it to others. Give me a break! What a very good idea it was never to go into the kitchen unless accompanied by a cop. It is obvious their strategy will be to try to undermine the hunger strike. That’s all they know.

			I’ve already twice found candy planted in my coat pockets. The first time it wasn’t even me who “discovered” it, but them, during a search. They started sniggering, “Oh, my, Alexei Anatolievich, what’s this candy doing here?”

			After that, I started checking my pockets, and in the evening found more candy.

			It’s funny that the most important thing in a prison hunger strike should be knowing to check your pockets.

			

			—

			I got two letters at once from Yuliashka, with additional slips of paper inside reading “Good morning!” and “Good evening!” She’s sweet. She thinks I have a bedside table here and will wake up, stretch, take her slip of paper, and read it. However, I can at least put it on my bed.

			

			—

			Oh, I forgot what I was going to say when I was writing about the canteen. When I went there the first time, I thought it would be a test of willpower to have to sit and watch people next to me eating. But nothing of the sort. I watched them with complete indifference. I’m just now back from dinner, where the guy opposite me pulled his fried fish to pieces and mashed it into the potato. Evidently prison swill does not have the same impact on the brain. If he had been munching fried chicken from a plate instead of slop in a dirty metal bowl, it might have been more of an ordeal.

			Although, this may be premature. It is only the end of the third day of my hunger strike. By day 10, even that bowlful of swill may seem appetizing.

			April 3

			I went to breakfast and felt again not the least discomfort at the sight of people munching their food. On the other hand, I am beginning to feel cold all the time. I’ve picked up a temperature from somewhere. Last night it was 37°C [98.6°F], and today it’s already 37.4°C [99.3°F].

			Blood pressure is fine: 99/77.

			April 4

			Today everything got sharply worse. I am limping. My hip hurts a lot. Weight loss is at a rate of one kilo a day. I am keeping to my hunger strike and drinking only boiled water. My mother’s birthday. I sent her a note and asked Ilya to send flowers. I hope that works out.

			Yes, Butina’s report is being shown on every channel. I saw it on NTV, but it was also on Zvezda, Vesti-24, and Ren TV.

			This camp is the absolute best, she says, the conditions are ideal, Navalny is a hypocrite and malingerer. Nothing is causing him any pain.

			Under the code of practice, prisoners may be filmed or photographed only with their consent, but here that is all thrown out the window. They show footage of me protesting and of me walking with a cup of coffee straight down the corridor—a lanky, stooped dude wearing clothes three sizes too large for him.

			It looked a lot less cool than I imagined.

			

			—

			Everything is getting more farcical. On Friday I discussed with Liptser the tricks the Federal Penitentiary Service use to combat hunger strikes. He said, “They moved this dude in with my client, who was on a hunger strike, and then gave the guy a huge pile of fried chicken so he could set it in front of the hunger striker.” I laughed.

			Now I go to the kitchen to get some water, and find they have installed an electric cooker (!!!), and today’s trustee is standing there looking joyful and frying chicken—which he then shares with the entire unit.

			I am glad to say my spirit did not succumb to the fried chicken.

			

			—

			After the chicken, they started frying bread, deliberately leaving open the door to the kitchen. Bread is trickier. It’s my weakness. The smell of frying rye bread really does attract me. However, I just focused my attention on it and then moved on. Do they think the smell of food is going to make me abandon the hunger strike?

			On Russia-24 there is a fifteen-minute report about what a wonderful camp this is. Also, that I “don’t look like someone on a hunger strike.” Indeed, I “regularly go to the shop for food,” and “according to other prisoners” I secretly eat cookies.

			Those scumbags. That last claim appalled even the godforsaken trustees. There is absolutely nobody in this prison who is going to claim that my hunger strike is not 100 percent real.

			April 5

			I have, regrettably, fallen ill. How inconvenient. I was freezing cold and coughing all night. In the morning I took my temperature. It was 37.8°C [100°F].

			From early morning they compiled four negative reports on me. I didn’t go out to exercise, I didn’t go to the inspection, I introduced myself to the camera by adding that I was being illegally detained, and so on.

			

			—

			Another candy in my jacket pocket.

			

			—

			I went to the medical unit. The hapless nurse, Natalya Sergeyevna, clearly feels that in this whole situation she may well be the one who takes the rap. She is upset. She can see the hunger strike is for real (my weight is still unambiguously falling by one kilo each day; blood pressure is 97/64) and tries very hard to persuade me to abandon it. There was also a wonderful moment when she said, “Well, at least take some medicine. Let’s get your temperature down. I can give you Arbidol and Kagocel.”

			It’s unbelievable. These are two snake oil remedies of questionable medicinal merit, which the fraudster Tatyana Golikova[*17] and Anatoly Chubais (who both stood to make money off them) pushed everyone in government to purchase.

			

			—

			In the kitchen, unspeakable liberties continue to be taken. The cooker is still there and everyone is cooking fragrant soup. Where on earth did they get the ingredients? Issued to them by the canteen, presumably.

			

			—

			Here is a snippet of information about Russia’s best prison camp. In three weeks, in my tiny unit alone, no fewer than three prisoners have been taken to the hospital suffering from tuberculosis.

			April 6

			I wrote a post for Instagram about the chicken. I also mentioned that I was coughing and had a temperature of 38.4°C [101.1°F]. I finished with seconds to spare. At 4:00 p.m. one of the staff informed us that “the alarm has been sounded.” My lawyer was shown out. (We are usually able to sit and talk until 5:00.)

			Well, I thought, they’ll come running this evening when they read that post.

			By evening my temperature had gone up to 39°C [102.2°F]. I don’t know what kicked in where, but I was called to the medical unit and told I would be staying there. They put me in a double ward. Great. On my own I would at least be able to rest. But then it was back to farce.

			Guys from my unit arrived and brought in my mattress and bags. Then they brought another bag. Not mine. The idiots, I thought, they’ve brought the wrong bag. I looked in it and found a second mattress.

			The trustee assigned to keep me under constant surveillance, and inform on me accordingly, is being hospitalized with me. It’s hard not to notice him. He always comes up if I’m talking to anyone. He’s always in the kitchen if I’m there. If I leave a room, he will leave it thirty seconds later. But this is really clever. Here I am with a temperature of 39 degrees and a cough, and they are putting a healthy dude in to share a ward with me. So he can still keep an eye on me.

			I had been hoping to sleep soundly, but that didn’t happen. All night I was getting up and coughing, and having crazy dreams about Dasha marrying someone Chinese and sending us our grandchildren, and we were trying to make sure they learned Russian and French.

			

			—

			The inpatient hospital here offers an answer to the question of the prison’s sky-high mortality rate. Not least, it is because here too the compulsory timetable regime applies. At six in the morning, wake up, get up, get dressed, make the bed, take your temperature (38.8°C [101.8°F]).

			“Can you explain to me,” I say, “what the logic of the routine here is? I’ve been admitted because I have a fever and cough. In order to get rid of them, I need to lie under the covers and drink a lot of liquid. But your practice is to ensure everyone has to sweat out their fever on their feet.”

			What I found really staggering was the drinking water tank. It didn’t have a tap. You have to take your mug and scoop the water out. In a hospital! Each patient brings his own mug and scoops water out of the communal tank.

			I had a visit from the bosses of the Medical and Sanitary Unit 33, which has achieved legendary status with me. All my complaints for the last month and a half were sent there, with zero response.

			It is an outfit into which all the medical facilities of all Russia’s prison camps were shoehorned. For example, I am currently not in the medical unit of Penal Colony 2 but in Branch 2 of the Medical and Sanitary Unit 33.

			The woman who arrived outranks our commandant. She’s a colonel. With her was a bald major, the director of the prison hospital in the notorious Vladimir Central.

			Nothing constructive resulted from their visit. Their sole concern was to defend their diagnoses and protect their medical turf. They said, completely openly (I was taken aback), “How can we allow some Moscow professor in here? If he wrote a report with a diagnosis, how could we be expected to argue with him? What is our standing, and what is his?”

			You can’t get much more cynical than that.

			The female colonel had a reasonable, pleasant manner, but the major was straight out of a book of stereotypes in which there is the description about “a bald, evil, dumb, thieving doctor from a prison hospital where everyone dies.”

			He was an appalling thug and immediately started talking down to me. “You’ve been squealing on the internet,” “Go tell the Anti-Corruption Foundation what you want. They’ll be the only ones who will care,” and so on. He was not deterred by the video recording.

			He interrupted constantly, but more to the point he was completely stupid, coming out with dumb examples that didn’t make his point.

			We had a bickering match. I discovered it’s not so easy to argue with someone on the seventh day of a hunger strike.

			

			—

			Damn! Why did they have to have this bright idea? They are going to take my temperature at night too. To do so, they gave one of the staff a Chinese device that takes your temperature and that, like all such cheap gadgets, doesn’t work. My mercury thermometer is reading 38.2°C [100.8°F], while their pistol reads 35°C [95°F], then 37°C [98.6°F], then 34°C [93.2°F].

			It seems to mean that four times a night a guy will come, shine a light in my eyes, and beep this wretched device. That’s going to wake me up, while the whole point of being here is so I can sleep better. That’s the main thing someone with a fever needs. A fat chance I’ve got of sleeping properly now.

			April 7

			They seem to have recognized the stupidity of this temperature taking and left me in peace last night.

			They took it in the morning, and it was 36.6°C [97.9°F].

			By the way, I still don’t have a six-pack. Yesterday I weighed eighty kilos [176.4 pounds]. Today, to judge by the trajectory, I will be seventy-nine [174.2 pounds]. That’s probably roughly what I weighed in eighth grade. Everywhere on the internet you read that your abs become clearly visible when your body mass is less than 10 percent fat. Mine seems now to be down to 3 percent, but there’s still no sign of them.

			I have read only two books in a month. What a nightmare! I finished both of them today: Oliver Twist by Dickens, and The Hero with a Thousand Faces by Joseph Campbell. I’ve wanted to read the former for a long time; the second is fashionable and everybody recommended it. I really enjoyed reading the Dickens, but found the second a pain. I unambiguously prefer fiction. Anything that talks about “a master of psychology” on the cover turns me off. In my opinion it’s wildly pompous and far-fetched poppycock. Oliver Twist is a million times better. The book is only seriously marred by Dickens’s pathetic efforts to replicate the conversation of people in the “lower depths” of London. He is hopeless at it.

			April 9

			Oleg’s birthday. Mustn’t forget to send greetings.

			April 10

			“You are being returned to your unit.”

			And suddenly I’m going back. Again the mattress, the bags, other belongings. The whole move.

			The unit has a new, improved spying policy. Or rather, a parody of spying. They have appointed two snoops to watch me. One is a scared old man from Pskov (bribe taking). The other is a guy from Vladimir (causing grievous bodily harm while under the influence of drink). Their job is to keep me under relentless surveillance in a rectangular room of two hundred square meters. They stand talking by my bed. I go to the window on the other side of the room. They sidle over. I turn around and walk back. They dally but then follow me. I go to the washroom. After twenty seconds they too come in to wash. I decide to go in there three times at one-minute intervals. Each time they follow me. The third time I laugh and say, “Well, guys, you’re not great spies.”

			One of them says, “Well, it’s not that simple. They make us do it, force us to.”

			He doesn’t see the joke. On the contrary, they themselves are very stressed and scared. Someone has really frightened them.

			April 11

			Yesterday I was in a great mood, and surprised all day at how full of energy I was. I felt great. What a lot I can do without food.

			Today I feel crushed. We went to the bathhouse. I could hardly tolerate standing under the hot shower. My legs gave way. It’s evening now and I have no strength at all. I just want to lie down, and for the first time I’m feeling emotionally and morally down.

			April 19

			Evening. Lights-out soon. I have no strength to write anything, although quite a lot has happened. This is my second day in Vladimir. There is a hospital here at Penal Colony 3, a strict regime camp. That’s where I am. The Federal Penitentiary Service officials are clearly alarmed by the results of my tests.

			It was quite some trip. First I had to drag my stuff to the assembly point, then undergo an unbearably long two-hour search, with every item being examined. Then two and a half hours being tossed around in a police truck. Then a repetition of the two-hour search plus the whole admission procedure. And I’ve had nothing to eat for nineteen days. I was so barely alive I didn’t resist a glucose drip. That too was an ordeal. My arms were covered in punctures. The veins on my skeletal body really stick out, but they only managed to link me up to the drip on the fourth attempt. That was nothing. Today three nurses tried to do it six times and still couldn’t.

			Prison medical care!

			But at least I have been found. In the tradition of these bastards, they wouldn’t say anything to my lawyers for ages, and they kept Liptser waiting several hours at the entrance. They let him in at 5:55 p.m., and on the dot of 6:00 said, “That’s it. We’re closing now; the meeting is over.”

			Strip-searching me before the meeting took longer than the meeting itself.

			But at least I heard a little news. It seems that a lot of people are supporting me, including no fewer than five Nobel Prize winners.[*18]

			And J. K. Rowling!

			Everyone is just so good.

			The Anti-Corruption Foundation is about to be declared an “extremist organization.” They’re scared of us.

			
				April 20

				If you saw me now, you would laugh. A skeleton staggers around the cell. In its hands is a court order rolled up into a paper tube. With this resolution the skeleton is desperately swatting mosquitoes sitting on the walls and ceiling. These whining, biting creatures can finish a person off faster than any hunger strike.

				I really could be used now to scare children who won’t eat their meals.

				“Mashenka, if you don’t eat your porridge, you’ll look like that man with the huge ears, the skin pulled tight over his skull, and the sunken eyes.”

				“No, Mommy, no! I’ll eat it all and ask for a second helping!”

				Even so, life gives you wonderful moments when you can laugh and be happy.

				Over the weekend, things were fairly grim. I was sent for treatment in the prison hospital at another camp. That involved a search lasting for many hours. Then there was the transfer, which was basically just being shaken around in a metal box. Followed by another search. Take off your shoes, squat, show your feet, open your mouth.

				You sit in your cell, not knowing where you are. You concentrate on a prisoner’s most important task: driving away all thoughts of loneliness. You remember the main thing, that for the villains and scoundrels it is very important to make you feel isolated.

				But then last night my lawyer broke through to me, literally for five minutes, and told me about your enormous support. Both in Russia and around the world. That was a precious moment.

				How I laughed when he read quotes from medical luminaries that with the level of potassium I had in my specimens, I should either be in intensive care or in a coffin. Oh no, guys, they won’t take me that easily. After Novichok, potassium is a piece of cake.

				Thank you very, very much. There are a lot of people who, like me, have nothing but a mug of water, and hope and faith in their beliefs, both in Russia and all over the world. In prisons and in the outside world, too. It is just so important for them, too, to feel your support and solidarity. It might not seem like much or all that difficult. But there is no better weapon against injustice and lawlessness.

				This is essential for us to live and survive. However high our potassium levels.

			

			
				April 23

				As the Red Queen says to Alice in Through the Looking-Glass, “Here, you see, it takes all the running you can do to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!”

				I ran, did my best, fell, went on hunger strike, but still, without your help, was only banging my head.

				Thanks to the enormous support of people of goodwill throughout Russia and around the world, we have made tremendous progress. Two months ago, when I asked for medical treatment, they just smirked, gave me no medicine, and did not allow any to be sent to me.

				Thanks to you, I have now been examined twice by a team of civilian doctors. They do examinations and take specimens and give me the results and their conclusions.

				The doctors, whom I trust implicitly, issued a statement yesterday saying that you and I have achieved enough for me to end my hunger strike. I think their comments that the tests show that “in a very short period of time there will be no one left to treat” seem, well, to deserve attention.

				Another reason, which is perhaps even more important for me, is that, as a token of solidarity with me, several people have individually gone on hunger strike themselves, including members of the Mothers of Beslan. Tears ran down my cheeks when I read that. I don’t even know these people, and they are going to such lengths for me.

				Friends, my heart is full of gratitude and love for you, but I don’t want anyone to endure physical suffering because of me. I am not giving up my demand to be allowed to see the doctor I need. I have lost feeling in parts of my arms and legs, and I want to know what is causing that and how it should be treated. But taking account of the progress made and all the circumstances, I am bringing the hunger strike to an end. According to medical opinion, this will take the same twenty-four days and, they say, it’s even more difficult. So wish me luck!

				Once again: This is entirely due to you. To kind, caring people all over the world. Thank you. I won’t let you down.

			

			April 24

			My weight continues to fall. It’s 73.4 kilos [161.82 pounds] today and my lowest blood pressure ever. Today’s plan is for 120 calories. Four thirty-gram [one-ounce] cups of a nutrient mixture per day.

			April 25

			Now it’s 72.55 kilos [160 pounds]. A record.

			May 1

			What a monstrous shambles everything is here. You can’t decide which is worse—the shambles that is the Federal Penitentiary Service, its poverty, or the bungling incompetence of its staff.

			Well, for what it’s worth, I think the worst thing is the chaos and incompetence.

			Today is day 9 after the ending of my hunger strike. I weigh 72.7 kilos [160.3 pounds]. The way I am emerging from it is by eating small portions of porridge five times a day plus, they insisted, I take a German drink called Nutricomp. It’s highly nutritious.

			Also, according to the plan, I should be drinking the most basic vegetable soup and eating sixty grams [two ounces] of carrots daily. For a week now my family has been trying every day to send me a parcel with the food I need. Those assholes in boots, of course, refuse to allow in any food or medicine. We already have everything we need, don’t worry. Needless to say, we have found out that the lying, stupid asses don’t have anything. Seriously. I’ve been waiting for a slice of apple for five days. They haven’t got any. I put in an application for it in writing. We don’t fucking have any. Vegetable soup? We don’t have any vegetables, none at all. I was even brought a note from the kitchen about what they do have. Several kinds of grains, beef, pork, sauerkraut. That’s it. So they’re saying they don’t even have fresh cabbage or carrots for making a semblance of vegetable soup.

			Well, okay, you dumb morons, I’ll recover by relying on porridge, and get protein and vitamins from this Nutricomp they’re pushing. Actually, it’s not too bad. Very high in calories and there’s lots of protein.

			And they clearly have limitless supplies of Nutricomp here. It keeps for twenty-four hours, and in the first days I was taking ninety grams [three ounces] of it each day. Virtually the whole bottle was thrown away and a new one was opened.

			Now it’s day 9 and I need an intake of 530 calories a day. Six spoonfuls of porridge five times a day is on the low side. I have cheerfully written this Nutricomp into my schedule in increasing quantities. Although it is claimed that these are the people who are helping me emerge from the hunger strike, nobody here actually knows anything. They haven’t read up on anything. Their idea of the way to emerge from an uncompromising twenty-four-day hunger strike is, Here’s a plate of strong pork broth for you. Damn it, the people here give the impression they haven’t even graduated from medical school but were awarded their degrees by an old woman in the countryside whose remedy for all illnesses was broth.

			In the end I wrote out my own detailed plan for emerging from the hunger strike. Because these dumbos, who are good only for being made into pork broth themselves, are incapable of remembering it, or writing it down, or passing it on from one shift to the next, I write out every evening an hourly goddamn meal timetable for the following day. How many milliliters of Nutricomp I should drink at 6:00 a.m. and at 9:00 p.m. How many spoonfuls of porridge (and what kind) I should eat at what time.

			So, today at 8:00 a.m. they brought porridge (yesterday’s leftovers) when it should have been Nutricomp. I’m already getting angry, but say politely, “I make a timetable for you every day. There is no need to invent anything. Just do what is written there.” By 10:00 a.m. nothing has been brought. They’ve forgotten. I say to the cop (and around the clock there is a cop sitting outside the door of my cell), “Tell them they’ve forgotten again.”

			Thirty minutes later they bring more porridge. “Where’s the Nutricomp?” “We’ve run out.” “Fuck, how can it have run out?” “I certainly don’t know.” “Who can tell me?” “The doctor, but today’s a holiday. He’ll be back in a few days.” There’s no way of finding out anything. Well, are they idiots or are they idiots?

			They don’t genuinely treat patients in this hospital. That’s no exaggeration. There are two guys in my ward. These people are seriously ill. One has HIV and is really suffering. Like me, they get their blood pressure and temperature checked, and are then given one tablet a day. That is the sum total of their medication. The staff is incapable of anything else. No wonder people receiving medical treatment in prisons are dying like flies.

			Nobody gives a damn. They take a patient’s temperature in the morning, note it is zero degrees, and move on to the next one.

			May 2

			Easter. I was really looking forward to it this year. Of course, I look forward to it every year because I observe Lent, but this year my fast was extra special (ha ha!), and I’ve gotten quite into religion (ha ha!). In short, I’m very happy. From the moment I woke up I’ve been feeling especially good, and the weather has been great.

			I’m not allowed in the canteen, but my cellmate, Roman Chastukhin (ten years in prison and counting), went there. They gave the two of us a small kulich (“Easter cake”) and a boiled egg each. I didn’t want the Easter cake—I’ve given up sugary food after all—but felt I should eat it purely for symbolism. I picked off a piece and stirred it with hot water. Sooo sweet! I’m not used to such sweet food anymore. The egg, though, was excellent. I took the white and crumbled it into the millet porridge. Glorious!

			And something else happened today, a Federal Penitentiary Service Easter Bible story.

			As you know, I’ve been after an apple. I’ve been asking for one for a week now. Actually, not even an apple but a slice of one. And it came to pass that Roman’s wife barged in to see him. Yes, she literally barged in. I can’t imagine how they let her in on May 1, a day off for a lot of staff here. Anyway, not only did she find him in the hospital here, despite expecting to find him in the main prison area, she even succeeded in delivering him a small parcel. In which were two apples! Well, Roman gave me one this morning. He had witnessed my battle for that slice of apple. I put it on my bedside table. But those evil, dumb bastards in jackboots saw him give me the apple on CCTV. They summoned him, gave him a dressing-down, and forced him to take all his food to the kitchen and said he could only eat it there. They made him take my apple, too, because it is prohibited to give your food to another prisoner. So I was left without my Easter apple (fool that I am, I should have taken a bite for breakfast, but I postponed that pleasure to lunchtime), and learned a little more about just what a repulsive, monstrous, perverted organization the Federal Penitentiary Service is.

			May 4

			I’m starting a new notebook.

			I have been abruptly called to see my lawyer, although I seem to remember they said no one would be allowed in before May 10–11. On the one hand, it’s great they’re here. On the other hand, meeting a lawyer takes at least three hours out of your day, if you include the search before your meeting and the search after it. On days when I’m not meeting the lawyers, I have loads of time and can relax.

			It will sound like an odd thing to say about prison, but you never have time here to get through everything. Or perhaps it’s just me. I always set myself different tasks to do in the day ahead, and often haven’t had time to finish them all by evening.

			While I was having my meeting, they moved Roman out. It’s a shame we didn’t have a chance to say goodbye. He was a good guy: a junkie and a prisoner with ten years’ experience of jail. It’s always better to share a cell with people who have that amount of prison knowledge rather than with first-timers. He told me a lot of stories about the world of drug addiction. I loved them. It’s a shame he’s been moved. Two is more fun.

			There is, however, a huge plus. At last! The television has been turned off. It was unbearable. He was a complete TV addict. For me, television is the scourge of prison. No matter how great a cellmate he was, he did watch the godforsaken idiot glow-box nonstop. News about Ukraine. Incidents. Drama series. Roman even watched series on Ren TV, which is the pits.

			

			—

			Oh! They have brought in someone interesting. Dmitry Turakov. Fifty-four years old. He has attached a notice to his bed. I read it: “Article 158, Part 3. Aggravated theft.” So far he has said only that this is his fifth sentence. (He arrived from Pakino Penal Colony 7, a strict regime camp.) Also that he is always jailed for the same crime: stealing antiques from exhibition openings. This is so interesting. A real antiques thief! He is perpetually angry. Swears about everything. I told him I was in under Article 159, fraud. “Fuck all you Muscovites. You’re in for either 228—purchase and possession of drugs—or 159. There’s never anything else.” He has already shown me his photos: here he is with his wife in Zaryadiye Park; here he is in Murom; here in Kazan.

			He looks so respectable in the photos. His wife is pleasant and likable. If you met him in the world outside, you would never in your life imagine he had served five sentences.

			

			—

			Ha ha! He put on his glasses, read the name on my notice and on the breast of my fatigues, and five seconds later asked, “Is this really you? I don’t believe it!”

			It’s a fun moment every time.

			May 13

			I’ve started putting on weight, like an animal being fattened. Only everything goes to my belly. Literally. My legs are still just as spindly, my arms are like sticks. My belly seems to be visibly growing by the day.

			The more I eat, the hungrier I get. I am doing a lot of exercises daily, I alternate: day one, fifty pull-ups; day two, sixty times on the horizontal bar; day three, a hundred squats. Plus tabata every day. And I have started doing half burpees. Even so, neither my arms nor my legs are putting on mass. For the last two days I have pulled myself together: I have not put on weight but actually lost it. By the day of my release I plan not to weigh more than 79.5 kilos [175 pounds].

			Actually, I’m going to abandon my plan to hold my weight at 80. Two days ago I was 79.7 (now 77.8 [171.5 pounds]), and still look as if I were on my last legs and skeletal. Probably anything less than 83 kilos [183 pounds] is going to look painfully thin.

			May 16

			On the one hand, a hunger strike and emerging from it teach you perseverance, asceticism, and willpower. On the other hand, though, it makes you obsessed with food. You think and talk about it incessantly. You plan what you are going to eat afterward. You even dream about it. I have been waiting for this day to arrive and dreamed vivid dreams of coffee and white bread and butter. I have had no coffee for at least forty-six days. No bread and butter for, well, I don’t know. I definitely haven’t had any for two months. Maybe longer.

			Luckily, my roommate had some butter, so I was able to realize my plan. He also has proper coffee, so I slowly brewed myself a mug. They brought porridge and white bread to go with it. I broke off an end, buttered it, took a bite, and washed it down with the coffee. Usually such moments are a letdown: in dreams and plans everything is always better and more delicious. Not this time. It was just as good as I had imagined.

			My considered opinion on the hunger strike is that I did everything right. From the viewpoint of the bigger picture, I was right to declare it. Otherwise I would simply have died here without medical treatment. I forced them to treat me. I also broke the mold of being imprisoned here. I managed to impose my own agenda.

			From the moral viewpoint, it was far from easy. The pressure from “the goats” was unexpectedly aggressive. From the viewpoint of determination, willpower, and endurance—which was what worried me most—everything went perfectly. A hundred and forty-six percent. I discovered a reserve of willpower in myself and was able to endure everything without difficulty. When I ask myself the direct question, Could I have carried on the hunger strike to the death?, I now have the answer. Yes, I could.

			From a purely physical viewpoint, it is hard. Really hard. After day 18 you are barely alive. By days 22–23 you feel it’s already a battle between life and death. You notice a change in your attitude. To those who are starving themselves like this, hard-core—respect.

			However, I could immediately see that most hunger strikes are not the real thing. Neither is fasting with glucose injections. I was given those here, but that was on day 22, purely to keep me alive and able to move. But when people are injecting glucose and vitamins from day 5 to 10, it’s not exactly deception—they are, after all, abstaining from food, and that is difficult—but it’s a trick.

			It was a valuable experience in my life, a powerful and dangerous form of combat. It should not be embarked on unless absolutely necessary, and unless you are sure of your own strength and the rightness of your cause.

			
				May 25

				In prison some find their way to the path of correction, but I seem to be sliding down the slippery slope. With every day I become a more and more hardened criminal.

				Yesterday morning a guard came and escorted me to a room where there was a samovar! I’m not joking. And teacups. There was also an investigator for Especially Serious Cases from the Main Investigation Department of the Investigative Committee.

				He informed me that three new Especially Serious Cases are being investigated. They are being dealt with at the highest level by twenty-one investigators. And the criminal at the heart of all three of these criminal cases is none other than me.

				According to the investigators, I have stolen all the donations you sent to the Anti-Corruption Foundation. The statement covers three sheets of paper. There is no evidence. It just says “embezzled.” What proof is needed? Haven’t you seen his name? That’s enough to bring any case that we choose against him.

				A charge is also being brought against me under the highly exotic Article 239: “Creation of a nonprofit organization violating a person and the rights of citizens.” The investigators accuse me of “inciting citizens to refuse to perform their civic duties.” This statement also runs to three sheets of paper, and the evidence to back it up is that I published the Putin’s Palace film without authorization. Ha, ha, ha.

				My third crime, which is being investigated by the supreme investigative authority, is to have shown contempt for Judge Akimova. That is the sad lady who conducted the fabricated case in which I was accused of “insulting a war veteran” and which so baffled all the lawyers of Russia. How exactly she was insulted is also not specified. Here too there is, simply, Navalny insulted her, and here’s a new criminal charge for him to face.

				So don’t imagine for a moment that I am sitting here in a prison cell just drinking tea and being idle.

				My all-powerful crime syndicate is expanding. I’m committing more and more crimes. More and more investigators are preoccupied with me rather than with such trivial matters as murders, robberies, and kidnappings. And we thought that was why we needed a Main Investigation Department with all its investigators of Especially Serious Cases!

				So there we have it: I am the mastermind and puppet master of the criminal underworld—Professor Navariarty.

			

			
				June 9

				When corruption is the very foundation of a regime, those who battle it are extremists.

				This evening a court in Moscow designated the Anti-Corruption Foundation and my network of “regional headquarters” extremist organizations.

				I won’t begin to discuss the legal aspect of that farcical entity known in Russia as “the judiciary.” Suffice it to say that all materials in the case have been declared a “State Secret.” The “trial” was held behind closed doors, and I was barred from participation, although we demanded it. I was not even invited as an observer. Why involve Navalny? It is, after all, only the Anti-Corruption Foundation, founded by Navalny, that is being examined. The charges refer to “Navalny’s regional headquarters,” so what does he have to do with it and why would he need to be given a voice in this court case?

				It is symbolic that Putin’s representative at the trial was the prosecutor of Moscow, Denis Popov. It was he who devised this initiative and, as the state’s representative, brought the charges to have us officially designated extremists.

				He steals, takes bribes, robs the citizens of Russia. He invests money in villas and hotels in Spain and Montenegro and has moved his family to the latter. And here he walks around in his blue uniform and protects Putin’s and his officials’ right to live the way they do. Robbing Russia and its people so that they can live a life of luxury.

				Who cares what we are called? The Anti-Corruption Foundation or something else. Regional headquarters or something else. We are not a name, not a piece of paper, and not an office.

				We are a group of people who unite and organize those citizens who are against corruption, who are for justice in the courts and equality of all before the law. There are millions of such people. You are such people. For as long as you are there, we are not going away.

				We will rethink everything. We’ll see what’s what. We’ll change, evolve, adapt. But we will not back down from our aims and ideas. This is our country, and we have no other.

				Please stay with us. Follow what we’re doing and support us. We’re really going to need your support.

				And by the way, register to vote and take part in “smart voting” in the State Duma elections in the autumn. I’m sure that all this haste is due to the fact that the authorities are scared of smart voting.

			

			
				July 24

				I hate glass.

				Because for six months now I’ve only seen you through glass. In the courtroom, through glass. During visits, through glass. Sometimes they show a glimpse of you on television, also behind glass.

				And, of course, during visits we do that classic thing everyone knows from the movies (and let’s hope it remains known to you only from the movies), when everyone presses their hand to the glass on their side and says something good into the telephone. It’s nice, but it’s still only glass we’re touching.

				And another amazing fact: Comedy films are less funny now. Does that happen with you? You laugh at something comical, and for a split second you meet the eyes of the person you love, laughing next to you? In that split second, a whole dialogue occurs:

				“Hey, isn’t that funny!”

				“Yes, very.”

				“I love looking at you when you’re laughing.”

				“I know.”

				Laughing together makes a funny moment 25 percent funnier. Sometimes even 30 percent.

				Yulia, babe, happy birthday! I adore you, I miss you. Stay well and don’t get discouraged (although, I don’t need to say that).

				As for the glass, sooner or later we’ll melt it with the heat of our hands. And comedies will be funny again. I love you.

			

			
				August 5

				A riddle: A loudspeaker is turned on, and through the entire camp there resounds, “Attention! The order to get up has been given. All units must turn off the nighttime lighting and commence preparation for this morning’s mass activities.” The national anthem is played and fitness exercises begin. Meanwhile, two people wake up, look at each other, and say, “No way.” They go back to sleep. What’s going on here?

				The answer: Yulia came to see me for the long visit.

				They were three brilliant days. Appreciate the simple moments of life, my friends. They are very, very good, as you realize when you lose them. For example, your parents have probably been urging you to visit for months, but you don’t feel like it. You know they will feed you to bursting and ask you all sorts of prying questions. And anyway, you can’t spare the time. But do it.

				For instance, I asked absolutely everyone to come and visit. They came for a few hours and we reenacted mealtime at the dacha, but only Yulia stayed for a full three days. Yesterday I sat, completely happy, gazing at a saucepan of sorrel borscht (which in our family has sacramental status) and a frying pan full of potatoes.

				Or when, on the spur of the moment, you just say to each other at two in the morning those most romantic words, “Want something to eat?” And you go to the kitchen and eat and chat. That is so fantastically wonderful.

				Or drink coffee, watch videos on TV, and lazily discuss the latest celebrity gossip. That might not seem like a particularly amazing activity, unless you are usually subjected at this hour to compulsory “patriotic education.” Not to mention the fact that for the first time in many months you are able to talk to your family without bars and glass separating you. You can hug your wife, your children, your parents, and your brother. When you can do that whenever you like, it does not seem that special. But try conducting a mental experiment: imagine you have had that taken away, and you will instantly feel an urge to hug everyone.

				I really didn’t intend to write a stupid, banal post urging everyone to phone their parents. But, like, yeah, do it. And turn up for a family meal together. And get up and have a snack with your wife or husband at two in the morning. And hug everyone at every opportunity you get.

			

			
				September 30

				There’s that moment when your lawyers have come to see you and you ask them, “Well, how are things on the outside?”

				They say, “Oh, okay. No change.”

				But then, after a pause, “Oh, yes, of course. A new case has been opened against you. Creating an extremist community. You could get up to ten years.”

				It transpires that for the past seven years I have been “destabilizing the situation in the regions and actively calling for terrorist activities.”

				Okay, then. That makes four cases open against me now. In two, I face up to ten years for each. In the third it is up to three years. In the fourth, up to six months’ detention.

				If they put all that together with nothing running concurrently, we are looking at twenty-three years. They may, of course, come up with something else, but the maximum total allowed for all sentences against one individual is thirty years.

				So don’t worry, I’ll be freed no later than spring 2051.

			

			
				October 11

				My red stripe has been changed to green.

				The officer says, “You’re required at a meeting of the commission.”

				The commission was the biggest I have ever seen. It looked more like a wedding party. A T-shaped table, loads of people. Only where the bride and groom should have been sitting, there was the prison director beneath portraits of the leaders. Intriguing, I thought. Why all the ceremony? There are too many participants for a run-of-the-mill reprimand. Are they going to sentence me to execution by firing squad?

				Official: “Convict Navalny arrived here on March 11 and was placed on the intensive surveillance register as an escape risk. Detective officer so-and-so has submitted a report and proposes removing Navalny from the register.”

				Wow! I couldn’t believe my ears.

				The commission voted unanimously in favor.

				My joy was so boundless that the director had to ask me to be calm and speak only when permitted to do so. And he added, “Wait. We have not finished yet.”

				Okay…

				Official: “Detective officer so-and-so has submitted a report that convict Navalny professes extremist and terrorist ideology. It is proposed that Navalny be placed on the intensive surveillance register as an extremist and a terrorist.”

				The commission voted unanimously in favor.

				So I unstitched the tags with the red stripe across my face from all my clothing, and sewed on new ones with a green stripe. And merged with the innumerable ranks of Muslims (the “extremist” stripe was invented for them; 70 percent of “extremists” in prison are Muslims), nationalists, and football fans.

				This is actually good news. The “extremist” and “terrorist” registers are less onerous than the “escapee” one. I counted that I had repeated the phrase “Alexei Anatolievich Navalny, born 1976, is illegally being detained in Penal Colony 2, Unit No. 2” on a body cam 1,669 times. (They check every two hours during the day that you have not escaped. I am sick and tired of it.)

				But extremism is a bed of roses. Nobody checks you. I was worried they would insist I kiss portraits of Putin and learn to quote from Medvedev by heart, but I don’t need to do that either.

				It’s just that now there’s a sign above my bunk saying I’m a terrorist.

			

			October 21

			We had the first snowfall of the year yesterday, and I decided it was a sign that I should start writing again. We have been thoroughly prepared for the snow for a while, having been given the standard-issue padded jackets, fur hats, and winter boots some weeks ago. Since then we have been paddling through puddles in our boots, and the fur hats, wet with rain, have felt thoroughly unpleasant. So when we were filed out of the canteen after dinner, a succession of people remarked, “Oh, it’s the first snow,” and tried catching the fine, almost invisible, floating white powder in their hands.

			It brought me back to thinking about the book. I do think about it a lot, and look for signs and additional reasons to get back to writing it. I also look for excuses to put that off for another week, and then another, when actually it is something I really need to get on with.

			There are good reasons why.

			In the first place, because I very much want to write it. It was my idea, and I feel I have something to say.

			In the second place, my agents, gently and politely, with sincere sympathy for my situation, aware of my circumstances, remind me about it ever more frequently.

			My agents, Kathy and Susanna, are first class. I have always wanted to write a good book and hoped I’d have agents like them, people I could seek advice from and be friends and chat with. And tell everybody, “Well, my literary agent…”

			I also remember (extremely well) how my agents put me in touch with publishers who are also tops, just as I had imagined the most delightful publishers to be, but they were all saying something like, Alexei, you’ve announced you will be going back to Russia. Of course, we admire your courage, but anything can happen in that country of yours, and then what would become of the book? How would you ever be able to get it written?

			“I understand,” I would reply, jokingly, “that you are saying ‘courage’ because you are polite, but you are thinking ‘stupidity.’ In fact, though, if I’m jailed, it will be all to the good for you, because then I will have heaps of time for writing.” We would laugh.

			I was dreadfully, indeed catastrophically, mistaken. In a red colony like mine you are kept constantly busy. There is no time to read, let alone write. Here you are by no means the sage captive seated next to a stack of books; you are a blockhead in a wet fur hat who is constantly being marched off somewhere.

			Whatever the circumstances, though, an agreement is an agreement and this book is something I myself need.

			Reasons three and four for writing this book may sound overly dramatic, and if everything ends badly, this will be the point at which my more emotional readers may shed a tear. (Oh my God, he could see it all coming; imagine how that must have felt!) On the other hand, if everything works out for the best, this could be the most pathetic part. It could be tidied up with a bit of editing or simply omitted, but I have promised myself that this is to be a very honest book.

			Reason three, then, is that if they do finally whack me, the book will be my memorial.

			Reason four is that, again, if they whack me, my family will get the advance and royalties that, I hope, there will be. Let’s face it, if a murky assassination attempt using a chemical weapon, followed by a tragic demise in prison, can’t move a book, it is hard to imagine what would. The book’s author has been murdered by a villainous president; what more could the marketing department ask for?

			Anyway, I am getting nowhere for the following reasons:

			a) I have no time. That is a genuine problem, although I have to admit it is also an excuse. There is no reason anyone could not be writing half a page a day.

			b) Everything that I write and keep, or take along when I meet my lawyer or bring back afterward, is both attentively read and photographed by my keepers.

			c) What I write is simply moronically confiscated. I wrote one chapter in Matrosskaya Tishina on the surge of emotion from flying back to Russia, my trial, and my imprisonment. I had to devise a whole clandestine operation to bamboozle the guards, involving the substitution of identical notebooks bought specially for the purpose. After that there were court appearances where I was able physically to pass items to someone, although they still had to go through the hands of the guards. Since March, however, I have been able to see people from the outside world only through glass and have no property rights whatsoever. A second chapter, written in the prison hospital, was taken from me with the explanation “This will need to be inspected.” It was not returned. For the next three months I was repeatedly fobbed off with “Next week. The place where it is stored isn’t open at the moment.” When I finally got really angry and said I would take them to court, they admitted frankly, “We can’t give it back, because we don’t know where it is.” It had evidently been impounded by the FSB.

			Needless to say, this has all dented my motivation. In earlier times I would have shrugged and thought, So they have filched it—what’s the problem? Sit down and do a rewrite. Writing for me, however—I can’t speak for other people—doesn’t work like that. You seize a moment of inspiration, impetus, emotion, and the work takes off. You write quickly because the words come of their own accord, and they come really well. If you rewrite it afterward, the result isn’t the same.

			The main reason for my writer’s block, though, is that I am stymied as to what sort of book I am going to produce. I began with the poisoning to get off to an interesting start, then moved on to my autobiography. There is a mishmash of bits and pieces, a traditional narrative followed by a prison diary. I so much do not want my book to be yet another prison diary. Personally I find them interesting to read, but as a genre—enough is surely enough.

			To say nothing of the fact that the ID on my chest, with my name, my photo, and an emphatic oblique line designating me an “extremist,” seriously undermines the approach of, Now, readers, I am going to tell you how I became the man I am today.

			But then, with that first snowfall, as I trudged over the asphalt in my winter boots, I thought, What the hell. I’ll just write about the way things are, whatever I feel like, in whichever order it comes out. After all, there have been plenty of books where the plotline goes from the end to the beginning, or from the middle outward, or just zigs and zags all over the place for no apparent reason.

			So let’s regard this as gonzo journalism. Only, I venture to suggest, I have outgonzoed Hunter S. Thompson, even with his convertible, his “seventy-five pellets of mescaline…a salt shaker half full of cocaine,” and who knows what else (I don’t remember exactly). But I just love that book and the film.

			Well, so what! I have a fur hat, a heavy outdoor jacket, boots, a prison, guards and their “activists,” barking German shepherds, and all the rest of it. And while at times Thompson is plainly embellishing, everything I write will be 100 percent authentic and real.

			And I’ve just been awarded the Sakharov Prize, the most important human rights prize there is. (It struck me that in so many photographs Sakharov had the exact same kind of hat I have now. That has to be another sign.)

			And if I could manage to see snow in October as being a sign (when obviously snow in October proves only that this is Russia, baby, it’s cold here), then today’s date is itself unquestionably a sign.

			I remember very clearly the date on which I started my prison diary in Matrosskaya Tishina, just some modest notes for myself: 21.01.21. I started then because it seemed a shame to let such an excellent date go to waste.

			And now today’s date is 21.10.21. Pretty symbolic, eh?

			Let me make it clear, I am not obsessive about signs and symbols, or even unduly superstitious. Okay, so I don’t like handing anything over through a doorway, and don’t like for Yulia and me to pass a post on different sides when out for a walk. I do cross myself when passing a church, which for “true Christians” is manifest superstition. In reality I do it more to bolster a sense of Christian fortitude in myself, because everybody is amused when I do it. I have decided that this is my own pared-down version of suffering for the faith, a moment of suffering for being a believer. Happily it does not entail being dismembered, stoned to death, or having the lions set on me.

			I rationalize my recent sign-seeking propensities as due to many months on my own in a hostile environment. Nobody is allowed to hang out with me, other than those instructed to snoop on my morale and plans. I have no one to turn to for advice, or just for a pleasant chat. In all this time there has been only one occasion, when Yulia came for that extended visit and we were able to go out into the corridor and whisper into each other’s ears without being overheard by the microphones in the cameras installed at three-meter intervals. So this is how the mind looks for endorsement of its decisions and tries to verify them, by seeking out coincidences or something out of the ordinary that it can declare to be a sign. It is in any case very cheering to be given a sign, and that too is evidently a natural psychological reaction to the stress of living in hostile surroundings.

			Because I am writing such a lot about this, let me mention the two signs that to date have had the greatest impact on me.

			The first: In here I am studying the Sermon on the Mount, because for more than a month, believe it or not, I was allowed no books other than the Bible. The Sermon on the Mount is a delight, and I decided that if I was constantly going to find myself standing in line looking at a wall or a fence, I might as well learn it by heart. While I was standing there, I would be able to repeat it to myself. There are only 111 verses, but the language is archaic and it takes quite an effort to memorize it accurately, getting all those “wherefore”s and “thou shall not”s in the right order. To complicate matters, I decided I would take my time and gradually memorize it in Russian, English, French, and Latin. After an intricate covert operation extending over two months, I managed to acquire (in prison jargon, “pull in”) 111 cards that my press secretary, Kira, made for me at my request. Each has on one side the number of a verse, and on the other its text in four languages. For example, “7:20” and “by their fruits ye shall know them,” and so on.

			Today, for example, I have the last five cards in my pocket, and eventually I will be able, given the number of a verse, to recite the text promptly in Russian and English. It is slow work, and I have already had the cards confiscated and “inspected” for more than a month, presumably for evidence of extremist content. During that interruption I forgot everything and had to start again from the beginning.

			So there we were. It was April, the first days of my hunger strike. I was not in good shape physically, and in addition the order was given to bully me into abandoning the strike. The prisoners in my unit were forbidden to talk to me and the only conversation available was from the “activists” on duty. Our conversation consisted of their yelling insults and threats at me, and in my yelling back. Here the many speeches I delivered at political rallies came to my aid, enabling me to yell without difficulty for forty minutes at a time.

			Reading the Bible was the only pastime available, and memorizing the Sermon on the Mount my only entertainment. That was fairly grim. Members of our unit who wished to attend church were invited to raise their hands. I did. The “activists” who follow hot on my heels, literally within arm’s reach (I will write about that later; it is a really effective way of exerting psychological pressure), promptly raised their hands too, suddenly possessed of an urgent need to go to church. In church you stand in proximity to other people anyway, so I don’t give a damn.

			Two prisoners conducted the service and also kept the place tidy and were, in effect, indentured to the church. The older one was self-important to the point of arrogance, which is not unusual in church servitors. The second was young and pleasant, but with something written on his face that made you think he must have murdered somebody and was now seeking to absolve himself of the sin. Out of politeness I asked them some questions and they replied, very tersely. Evidently they too had been informed of the ban on talking to me. Well, that’s life.

			The service began, the prison congregation standing there in our socks while the prisoner-priests got to wear slippers and surplices. Next to them stood a cop with a body cam recording it all. I could not get on the right wavelength for the service, let alone private prayer, distracted as I was by dark thoughts about how to sort everything out and the sheer comicality of the present situation: the prisoners in their stockinged feet, the body cam, and, to cap it all, my shadowers, who at every “Lord, have mercy upon us” (of which there were many) crossed themselves and bowed so zealously you would have thought tomorrow’s morning roll call was being replaced by the Last Judgment.

			But then a moment came when the elder prisoner-priest said, “Brethren, let us read from Holy Scripture.” The younger one took the tome lying before him, with its plethora of bookmarks, opened at one of them, and began, with the monotony customary in churches, to intone, “Chapter 5. ‘And seeing the multitudes, he went up into a mountain, and when he was set, his disciples came unto him.’ ”

			Sweet Jesus! I almost fainted, and only with immense difficulty kept my teardrops from turning into torrents. I left the church dazed and walking on air. And no longer hungry.

			Of course, to be levelheaded, it was not that miraculous. Wow, you’ll never believe this: the Sermon on the Mount was read in a Christian church. Now, that doesn’t happen every day! And yet…wasn’t that really something! The right time and the right place. Okay, so maybe my brain was feverishly on the lookout for something to cheer me up, imagining a sign. But it worked!

			The second miraculous sign was also associated with religion, and I feel that at this point I probably need to beef up my assurance about not being superstitious with a further assurance that neither have I lapsed into religious mania.

			I was already in day 18 or 19 of my hunger strike. I was walking, or it might be better to say shuffling, along the corridor, a long, straight stretch of the barracks—a prison dormitory for forty inmates—lined by metal bunks. I did not in the least feel like taking a walk, but a doctor I know, one of our supporters who had contacted me on Instagram and offered to teach me how to wakeboard, by a happy coincidence had his own therapeutic fasting clinic. He wrote to say I should force myself to keep moving. Accordingly, morning and evening I performed something akin to fitness exercises, paying no attention to the “activists,” who exercised only their particular sense of humor. We were still yelling and swearing at each other as part of the daily routine, but I was no longer as robust as I had been and was trying to conserve my energy.

			I walked past the bunks with their adjacent metal stools. These must be the world’s most uncomfortable form of furniture, but you have no choice. If you want to read, or just sit, you have to sit on a stool. It is strictly prohibited to sit on the bed.

			Sitting on his stool is Valeriy Nikitin, the prisoner I find most intriguing. Or did. I can’t focus on him now as I once did, with everything else that is going on. But he is certainly enigmatic. He is fifty-four. Here everybody knows exactly how old everybody else is, because your bunk displays a notice of the legal article under which you were sentenced, how long for, and the year of your birth. If you are subject to preventative surveillance, as I am, the note bears a slanting colored stripe.

			Nikitin suffers from religious mania. He prays for days at a time, and he is very obedient. That is not to say he would uncomplainingly do anything he was ordered to: this is, as I said, a red penal colony, but even here there are clear limits to what can be demanded of an inmate and what cannot. Nikitin, though, not only does not get indignant—nobody here does—but he tolerates with total calm and equanimity every instruction, no matter how stupid or absurd. Are you being compelled to watch the same film for a fifth time, even though this is the only hour in the day when you are permitted to go into the “room for the consumption of food” to enjoy a cup of tea? Another person might sigh or mutter to themselves or simply have written on their face, Damn, what a bummer. There will be nothing written on Nikitin’s face. He does as he is told. He watches what he is told to watch. He will come out, line up, and stand to attention in the gully however many times the administration wants him to. Here, in Pokrov prison, where I am now, there is nothing particularly unusual about that, except for one thing.

			Nikitin has stars tattooed on his knees. This in the idiom of the prison indicates that he “did not bend the knee.” In the brief period before everyone was forbidden to talk to me, I exchanged a few words with him. I learned he had initially been sentenced only to detention in a minimum-security prison (for a severe car accident), the most lenient form of imprisonment. You have to sleep overnight in a dorm, but during the day you are free to work in the outside world, to have money, and so on.

			Nikitin, however, was “recategorized” and moved from that institution to our prison. For that to happen, you would have to have been classified as a persistent offender against the prison regulations, to have been sent several times to the punishment isolation cell. “You must have seriously got on someone’s nerves,” I suggested. Nikitin reluctantly explained, “The policemen wanted me to work for them, and I had absolutely no inclination to do so.”

			In other words, there was a man in “denial,” as they say here, and he was now in this prison, talking to no one and praying. I was extremely curious, but one of the main rules here is not to poke your nose into other people’s business.

			When talking to me was banned, Nikitin no less obediently accepted that. It is something they all go along with, without aggressiveness. If he is asked to move away, he will. If in the kitchen he’s asked to leave some hot water for me, he will nod his head. If he has no option but to reply yes or no, he will. But the general approach is that people pretend not to notice I am there.

			I felt that in addition Nikitin viewed me with a degree of understandable irritation. I had brought into the unit a trebling of the surveillance, extra cameras, enforcement of the rules down to the last letter. You could hardly expect gratitude for that.

			So here I am time after time passing Nikitin. He sits there with his legs crossed, looking straight ahead. On each circuit I pass him twice. If sometimes I make eye contact, he immediately looks away with an expression of annoyance, which I read as meaning I wish I’d never set eyes on you, Navalny. Why should we have to be stuck with you?

			Only suddenly, as I was once again shuffling past, he looked up intently, and it was clear there was something he wanted to say.

			“Alexei, here, take this and keep it with you.”

			He held out a small rectangle of laminated paper. It was a miniature icon such as taxi drivers attach to their dashboards with a magnet. I took it and looked at it closely. On one side was “A Prayer to the Archangel,” written in pseudo-Slavonic script as such things always are. It’s the same in every religion: there seems to be a consensus that angels and archangels alight more readily where there is Gothic script, prerevolutionary Russian script, or the word “shalt.” If, in addition, the word order in the sentence suggests it must have been composed by Master Yoda, then God is going to be mightily pleased and more likely to extend his boundless grace.

			On the other side was somebody with wings and a halo. Clearly the archangel.

			“Thank you,” I responded, taken aback. I stood there motionless.

			“Take it, put it in your pocket, and keep it with you wherever you go,” said Nikitin, after which he turned away with that familiar expression of indifference and mild irritation.

			Understanding that he was not going to say any more and clearly did not want to be seen talking to me, I again mumbled, “Thank you very much, Valera,”[*19] and shuffled off. Although, perhaps, now I stepped along firmly rather than shuffled. It is very difficult to describe my feelings at that moment, but the little card (which I put in my breast pocket and always keep with me; it is with me now) warmed my heart. I felt like going over to the camera, thrusting the icon in front of its lens, and yelling, See, you bastards, I am not alone! But that would not have been very Christian and would have disappointed the archangel in my pocket, and it probably would have gotten Nikitin into a lot of trouble.

			That gesture of his, simple though it was, struck me as having come so perfectly in the right place and at the right time that it too felt like an indisputable sign.

			Of course, everything would have continued in exactly the same way even if there had been no amazing Nikitin and no archangel in my pocket. But the two of them left me feeling morally and physically better. For the next couple of days, in response to all the hysterical shrieking of the “activists,” I no longer wanted to yell back at them but just to treat them to a knowing smirk. Their main task is to make you feel you are on your own and that society disapproves of you, the masses are against you. That is what they say here in prison: “the masses.” If everybody is against you, you must be wrong, and you are certainly in danger. At any moment, they can do whatever they like to you and “the masses” will tacitly approve.

			But now I know a secret: the disapproval of the masses is fabricated and is just one of the same lies as the television programs, the election results, and everything else in Putin’s Russia. The proof of that is fluttering its little wings in my breast pocket. Or beating mighty wings, rather.

			From that moment, Nikitin did not change his outward attitude to me in any respect. We exchanged no conspiratorial glances, winks, nothing. Even so, before he was released (which he was a couple of weeks ago, and that is why I can write all this down, knowing that everything I write is recorded by a concealed high-definition camera built into the ceiling), he featured in another wonderful episode.

			Anyone who is due to be released is plied with questions about the outside world and endless jokes. The number of jokes is in inverse proportion to the remaining number of days in prison, so in the kitchen the traditional daily question was, “Well, now, Valera, how many days do you still have to go?”

			Valera breaks into a broad smile, which he is powerless to resist. (I believe this was the one and only time I saw him smile.)

			“Sixty-four hours.”

			Everyone laughs and jokes that from the following day Valera will be counting down in minutes, and then in seconds. But then somebody says, “No. You must have gotten that wrong. You’re getting out on Thursday, so four more days. It can’t be less than ninety hours.”

			Nikitin is genuinely surprised by our lack of understanding and, speaking to us in the tone of a kindergarten teacher addressing small children, explains, “Well, I don’t count the hours of night, of course. While you are sleeping you are not in jail.”

			Wow! That is quite a thought. I don’t know how original it is, but it is very cool. I thought immediately, Yes, he’s right. My main thought every night (and I know the same goes for all the others) as I am making up my bed is, How fed up I am with all this nonsense—can’t wait to get to sleep. In a few moments you will close your eyes, and until you open them again, you will have left it all behind.

			I was so impressed by that insight that since that day I often think to myself as I am falling asleep, Well, Alexei, now we have a few hours of freedom.

			On the day of Nikitin’s release, I wanted to say a proper goodbye. For some reason I felt it should be like in a movie. There would no longer be anything to fear, the mask would fall from his face, we would hug, and he would say some words of farewell, simple but profound. I would give him a wink and pull the card with the archangel out of my pocket, showing only the edge of it because everything would be perfectly clear. But I was called away somewhere, and when I came back, the “snail,” the mattress rolled up for carrying, was no longer on Nikitin’s bunk. We didn’t get to say goodbye.

			That’s precisely why I’m lamenting that my book, originally an autobiography with an intriguing thriller about uncovering an assassination attempt using chemical weapons, has turned into a prison diary. It’s a genre so saturated with clichés that it’s impossible not to write them. If I got a dollar for every “We didn’t get to say goodbye” encountered in such literature, I’d be like Elon Musk.

			

			—

			In my unit there is an Uzbek called Ilyar, not a name that lends itself to comical distortion in the traditional way of prisons. But for some reason I am the only person who calls him Ilyar. The others call him either Edgar (I would like to imagine in honor of Edgar Allan Poe, but I am clearly the only person here who knows of such a person) or (get this) Balthazar.

			“What?” I said when I heard that for the first time. How Ilyar could be turned into Balthazar beats me. Now I can’t help laughing every time I hear the nickname, for personal reasons, with awareness of the irony of the situation.

			Yulia and I are really not way-out bohemians, but have somehow developed a decadent bohemian habit. We have a favorite restaurant in New York, Balthazar. Unsurprisingly, we are not the only people who love it, and it is usually difficult to get in. So if we find ourselves in New York on a weekend, we make sure we ask the concierge at our hotel to reserve us a table. We like to have brunch at Balthazar on a Saturday or Sunday and call this our decadent spree (if fairly low-key) because we usually only eat oysters and drink Bloody Marys.

			The hapless Uzbek has, additionally, become a member of the prison caste of untouchables and made to do the most disgusting jobs. “Hey, Balthazar!” was accordingly usually followed by something along the lines of “Take these rags and mops” or “Why the fuck have you made such a mess of cleaning the sink?” which makes the comparison of the two Balthazars so vivid and ironic it is impossible not to laugh.

			I also find myself thinking of a situation that is bound to recur if I ever find myself back in the New York Balthazar. It will be impossible, as we wash the oysters down with our Bloody Marys, to banish the hapless Uzbek from my thoughts.

			Actually, it is now unlikely, even if we do return there, that Yulia and I would again indulge in our decadent brunch. I am more likely to be recognized now, and so is she, and New York is full of Russians. It would not be great to hear someone at a neighboring table say, “Oh, look, the Navalnys are sitting over there. He is a politician and once won a European Parliament award for freedom of thought. Such a delightful couple, if only they didn’t drink vodka at nine in the morning.”

			
				November 18

				In prison you are constantly waiting.

				Anyone who’s been in prison will tell you that the sentence breaks down into large and small periods of waiting. In your endless Groundhog Day there are some regular events (and it’s good if they are pleasant), so you live in anticipation from one to the next.

				Unsurprisingly, the overall period of the sentence is also seen in this light. Most prisoners can unhesitatingly answer exactly how many days they “have left.” The prospects for the ending of my sentence are, to put it mildly, uncertain, so it makes no sense to count the days.

				The passage of time is perceived in intervals. The shortest of these is from egg to egg. On Mondays and Fridays, you get a boiled egg with breakfast. This is not only an important (and enjoyable) culinary event but also a calendar one.

				If you had an egg for breakfast, the working week is coming to an end. You get an egg again, and the next working week begins.

				A longer period has to do with the prison shop. You are taken there once a fortnight. Here it is not simply a matter of waiting; you actively plan and try to determine whether you will be in time to buy milk or whether you will draw a blank and it will all be gone before you arrive. You can even indulge in bold fantasies and imagine that there may still be cheese or cabbage left. You need to go easy on such flights of fancy, though, because the disappointment can be bitter.

				Parcels involve a major and precisely determined time period. Six times a year. One every two months. Everyone knows the date when their parcel window opens. If you received one on, say, September 15, that means that on November 15 you are eligible to receive another twenty kilos of food and necessities from your family.

				Most important of all is the long visit, which is four times a year for a standard regime prisoner. Your family can come to visit you once every three months, and you can see them not behind glass and over the telephone but—oh, joy!—in the flesh.

				Three days before the visit, I caught myself sitting in the kitchen (also known as the “room for the consumption of food”) in the cellblock with a mug of tea, looking at the empty stool beside me, and imagining Yulia sitting there. I was talking to her in my mind. Like, I’ll say this to her, and she’ll tell me that, and then I’ll joke about it and she’ll laugh.

				This is such an easy and pleasant way of going crazy. The closer you get to the date of the visit, the more agitated you become. You write a list on a piece of paper of what you want to talk about and what questions you want to ask—so as not to forget something important.

				On the day of the visit, time comes to a stop and then drags on at an intolerably slow pace. The gods are teasing you and having a laugh. And then—hooray, hooray, finally—“Convict Navalny, prepare for a visit.”

				Right now, I’m writing this sitting in a real kitchen (with a hot plate!) in the rooms for visits. Yulia is still asleep in our room, and I have come for a coffee and to fry us some eggs and brisket. Is that brilliant? It is. In five hours, though, I will again hear, “Convict Navalny, gather up your belongings,” and I will start a new countdown.
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				January 17

				Exactly one year ago today I came home, to Russia.

				I didn’t manage to take a single step on the soil of my country as a free man: I was arrested even before border control.

				The hero of one of my favorite books, Resurrection by Leo Tolstoy, says, “Yes, the only suitable place for an honest man in Russia at the present time is prison.”

				It sounds fine, but it was wrong then and it’s even more wrong now.

				There are a lot of honest people in Russia—tens of millions. There are far more than is commonly believed.

				The authorities, however, who were repugnant then and are even more so now, are afraid not of honest people but of those who are not afraid of them. Or let me be more precise: those who may be afraid, but overcome their fear.

				There are a lot of them too. We meet them all the time in all sorts of places, from rallies to the media, people who remain independent. Indeed, even here, on Instagram. I recently read that the Ministry of the Interior was firing staff who had “liked” my posts. So in Russia in 2022, even a “like” can take courage.

				In every period, the essence of politics has been that a tin-pot tsar who wants to arrogate to himself the right to personal, unaccountable power needs to intimidate the honest people who are not afraid of him. And they, in turn, need to convince everyone around them that they should not be afraid, that there are, by an order of magnitude, more honest people than the mean little tsar’s security guards. Why live your whole life in fear, even being robbed in the process, if everything can be arranged differently and more justly?

				The pendulum swings endlessly. Or the tug-of-war. Today you are brave. Tomorrow they seem to have scared you a bit. And the day after tomorrow they have scared you so much that you despair and become brave again.

				I have no idea when my journey into space will end, if ever, but on Friday I was informed that another criminal case is being brought against me and going to court. And there is yet another coming up, in which I am supposedly an extremist and a terrorist. So I’m one of those cosmonauts who don’t count the days until the end of their term. What is there to count? People have been kept in prison for as long as twenty-seven years.

				But I find myself in this company of cosmonauts precisely because I tried my utmost to tug my end of the rope. I pulled over to this side those among the honest people who would not or could no longer bear to be afraid.

				That is what I did. I don’t for a second regret it. And I will continue to do it.

				Having spent my first year in prison, I want to tell everyone exactly the same thing I shouted to those who gathered outside the court when the guards were taking me off to the police truck. Don’t be afraid of anything. This is our country and it’s the only one we have.

				The only thing we should fear is that we will surrender our homeland to be plundered by a gang of liars, thieves, and hypocrites. That we will surrender without a fight, voluntarily, our own future and the future of our children.

				Huge thanks to all of you for your support. I can feel it.

				I’d just like to add: This year has gone by incredibly quickly. It seems only yesterday I was boarding the plane to Moscow, and now I’ve already completed a year in prison. It’s true what they say in science books: time on earth and in space passes at different speeds.

				I love you all. Hugs to everyone.

			

			
				February 9

				A word of truth has tremendous power. And here’s a perfect example for you.

				Now I’m just another prisoner. I don’t have any power. I have no party. I am barred from running for office. And it has been deemed appropriate to attach the prefix “extremist” to my surname.

				In all probability, the Kremlin believes that in this way they have defeated me and all of us. They will be congratulating each other.

				But now see how they are planning to judge me on their latest fabricated charge. Right here, in this prison. That is truly unprecedented. I have become a collector of Putin’s Most Amazing Trials.

				The court is a Moscow court, the court of Lefortovo district.

				Everybody—the judge, the court clerk, the prosecutors, lawyers, investigators, the witnesses—is in Moscow. And they are all going to have to come here to me, to this prison.

				The cause of all this is straightforward: It is the word of truth. The gang of thieves and liars headed by Putin shuns it as vampires shun sunlight. They know I have nothing but the word of truth, and I’m not afraid to use it, even if they lumber me with a dozen more sentences.

				That is why they want to try me where I have to strip naked twice before I can even talk to my lawyers through glass. That is, right here in this penal colony.

				As if to say, talk all you like. No one except the police dog is going to hear you.

				It is worth looking separately at the court order for the holding of the session. There is no hint of an explanation as to why the trial is scheduled to be held in this prison, but it is twice asserted that it will be an open sitting of the court. That is an iconic example of what we can only call Putin’s signature hypocrisy. As if to say, “What’s the problem? We are trying Navalny in open court. Okay, so it’s inside a prison, but that’s a nuance. And we guarantee that anybody who can get into the courtroom, by teleporting, say, or parachuting in (if they don’t get shot on the way down), will be free to attend.”

				I won’t deny it: What is happening infuriates me. How can anyone so openly and ostentatiously spit on the law? But also, if I am honest, I have a feeling of great satisfaction at just how scared our bunker-palace, bribe-taking old man is of what I say at these trials. It doesn’t seem like anything out of the ordinary, and yet it absolutely grates on their nerves in the Kremlin. And he shrieks at his meetings, “I don’t want a single living soul to hear a word of it!”

				I don’t think things are going to work out the way they want. Their whole strategy is to stop anybody from hearing me. But there is you. Not all of Russia by any means has been intimidated and is cowering under a rotting log, trembling, ready to resign themselves to the poverty and degradation. There are many honest people, armed as I am, with the word of truth. Millions of them.

				Support us. Let every day of this closed “open trial” in  a prison be a day when you share what is driving that old man out of his mind, that he insists must be banned. From information about the trial itself to the Anti-Corruption Foundation investigations (and more). Make sure that in these  few days many more people learn about the palaces and yachts of those people of modest means. About the mistresses and second families of these conservative Orthodox Christians. About the foreign real estate of the patriots of United Russia.

				They will not be able to silence or intimidate everyone. In Russia, quite apart from me, there are many who will continue to tell the truth.

			

			
				February 22

				Yesterday I watched, in a meeting of the Security Council of Russia, a collection of dotards and thieves (I think our Anti-Corruption Foundation investigated every one of them for corruption) and was reminded of just such a collection of highly placed dotards in the Politburo of the Communist Party’s Central Committee who, in much the same way, on a whim, imagining they were geopolitical players at the “great chessboard,” decided to send Soviet troops into Afghanistan.

				That resulted in hundreds of thousands of casualties, a traumatizing of nations, with consequences neither we nor Afghanistan can put behind us, and the emergence of one of the main reasons for the collapse of the U.S.S.R.

				Those senile idiots in the Politburo hid behind a fig leaf of a duplicitous ideology. Putin’s senile idiots don’t have an ideology, only their incessant, blatant lying. They don’t even bother to think up a remotely plausible casus belli.

				Both groups needed just one thing: to distract the attention of the Russian people from the country’s real problems—lack of economic development, rising prices, rampant lawlessness—and redirect it toward imperial hysteria.

				Have you watched the news on the state channels recently? That’s all I get to watch, and I can assure you there is no news about Russia there at all. Every news item is about Ukraine, the United States, Europe.

				Barefaced propaganda is no longer enough for the dotards and thieves. They thirst for blood. They want to move models of tanks around on a map of a theater of military operations.

				And then the head of the Politburo of the twenty-first century came out with a lunatic speech. The most accurate characterization of it was on Twitter: “It’s absolutely just like my grandfather getting drunk at a family gathering and embarrassing everyone with his version of how global politics work.”

				It would be funny, if only the drunken grandfather was not this sixty-nine-year-old who is clinging to power in a country with nuclear weapons.

				Replace “Ukraine” in his speech with “Kazakhstan,” “Belarus,” “the Baltic republics,” “Azerbaijan,” “Uzbekistan,” including even “Finland.” Imagine where the geopolitical thinking of that senile grandfather will take him next. The decision in 1979 ended very badly for all concerned. And this decision will end no less badly. Afghanistan was ruined, but the U.S.S.R. was also dealt a mortal blow.

				Because of Putin, hundreds now, and in the future tens of thousands, of Ukrainians and Russian citizens will die. Yes, he will stop Ukraine from developing, he will drag it into the swamp, but Russia too will pay a high price.

				We have everything for massive twenty-first-century development, but we will again squander the historic opportunity of leading a rich, healthy life as a nation, in exchange for war, filth, lies, and a palace with golden eagles in Gelendzhik.

				Putin and his senile thieves in the Security Council and United Russia party are the enemies of Russia and the main threat to it. Not Ukraine. Not the West. Putin is a murderer and wants more killing. It is the Kremlin that is making you poorer, not Washington. It is not in London but in Moscow that economic policy is conducted in a way that means a pensioner’s food “shopping basket” has doubled in price.

				To fight for Russia, to save Russia, is to fight for the removal of Putin and his kleptocrats. But now that also means to fight for peace.

			

			
				February 24

				Well, so what kind of platform do I have now? This is not a platform; I’m in the dock.

				But that has its advantages. You know the way people sometimes say in a dispute, “I just want to say for the record…” Even if there plainly is no record.

				But I have one.

				Everything I say goes on the record. So I started today’s court appearance with a petition: “Esteemed court, I wish officially and for the record to declare that I am against this war [in Ukraine]. I consider it immoral, fratricidal, and criminal. It has been started by the Kremlin gang to make it easier for them to steal.

				“They are killing so they can thieve.”

				It was important for me to say that on the record. So that it would be permanent. So that I myself could always be reminded that I had said these words at the moment they needed to be said: I am against the war.

				You should say that too.

			

			
				March 26

				The ghastliest days in prison are the birthdays of close family, especially children.

				What sort of pathetic greeting is it to send a letter to your son on his fourteenth birthday? What kind of memory will that be of being close to his father?

				“For my birthday my dad took me on a hike.”

				“Well, on my birthday my dad taught me how to drive a car.”

				“For my birthday my dad sent me a letter from prison on a piece of notepaper. He promised that when he gets out, he’ll teach me how to boil water in a plastic bag.”

				Let’s face it, you don’t get to choose your parents. Some kids get stuck with jailbirds.

				But it is on my children’s birthdays that I am particularly aware why I’m in jail. We need to build the Beautiful Russia of the Future for them to live in.

				Zakhar, happy birthday!

				I really miss you and love you very much!

			

			April 3

			It’s a real Russian spring day. That is, the snowdrifts are up to my waist, and it’s been snowing all weekend. Snow is something prisoners hate, because what do they do when it snows and after it snows? That’s right, they clear the snow away. Arguing that it is, after all, April, and in at most ten days it will all just melt anyway, not only doesn’t work, but draws heartfelt indignation from the prison administration. If anything is lying anywhere in violation of the regulations and the normal routine of doing things, it must be shoveled up, scraped off, and removed. That said, clearing snow actually is one of the most meaningful activities in prison life, because most of the others are an inane response to the need to generate work at all costs. The prisoners have a saying: “It doesn’t matter where what gets chucked, as long as the con feels completely fucked.”

			This describes my feeling every weekend, because although you can find at least an inkling of sense in shoveling snow in April, the work is genuinely exhausting. Because I am classified as a non-trusted prisoner, they don’t allow me to shovel the snow like everyone else and to break the ice on the “main line,” the camp’s principal street, along which the commandant walks. In my local area and with my own squad, though, I have to shovel.

			We all have that classic labor camp look that belongs in a movie about the Gulag. The heavy jackets, fur hats, and mittens, the enormous wooden shovels, each of which is so heavy you would think it was made of cast iron, especially after it gets saturated with water, which freezes. They are the selfsame shovels used by the soldiers who cleared the streets of my military hometown when I was a child. You might have thought that in the thirty years that have passed since then, shovel technology would have progressed toward production of lighter shovels, but in Russia, as with so many other things, we didn’t hack it. We were brought a couple of lightweight shovels that immediately broke. The response was the usual “Oh, well, what the hell, let them use the wooden shovels. We’ve used them for shoveling snow all our lives. They are reliable.” As if to say, Our grandfathers invented these shovels and far be it for us to doubt their wisdom by trying to improve something that is already ideal.

			So there I was, scowling, wearing a heavy winter jacket, and wielding a wooden shovel with snow frozen to it. The only thing that amused me, and at least partly enabled me to accept this reality, is that on these occasions I feel like the hero of my all-time favorite joke. It is a Soviet joke, but has a certain relevance today.

			A boy goes out for a stroll in the courtyard of his apartment block. Boys playing soccer there invite him to join in. The boy is a bit of a stay-at-home, but he’s interested and runs over to play with them. He eventually manages to kick the ball, very hard, but unfortunately it crashes through the window of the basement room where the janitor lives. Unsurprisingly, the janitor emerges. He is unshaven, wearing a fur hat and quilted jacket, and clearly the worse for a hangover. Infuriated, the janitor stares at the boy before rushing at him.

			The boy runs away as fast as he can and thinks, What do I need this for? After all, I’m a quiet, stay-at-home sort of boy. I like reading. Why play soccer with the other boys? Why am I running away right now from this scary janitor when I could be lying at home on the couch reading a book by my favorite American writer, Hemingway?

			Meanwhile, Hemingway is reclining on a chaise longue in Cuba with a glass of rum in his hand and thinking, God, I’m so tired of this rum and Cuba. All this dancing, and shouting, and the sea. Damn it, I’m a clever guy. Why am I here instead of being in Paris discussing existentialism with my colleague Jean-Paul Sartre over a glass of Calvados?

			Meanwhile, Jean-Paul Sartre, sipping Calvados, is looking at the scene in front of him and thinking, How I hate Paris. I can’t stand the sight of these boulevards. I’m sick and tired of all these rapturous students and their revolutions. Why do I have to be here when I long to be in Moscow, engaging in fascinating dialogue with my friend Andrei Platonov, the great Russian writer?

			Meanwhile, in Moscow, Platonov is running across a snow-covered courtyard and thinking, If I catch that little bastard, I’ll fucking kill him.

			Although, of course, I am no Andrei Platonov, I have the quilted jacket and the fur hat, and I too am writing a book. Next I’ll finish the chapter about how I met Yulia.

			
				April 5

				This is how the Russian TV viewers have seen it. And I am one of them.

				I heard yesterday morning about the monstrous events in Bucha from the news that Russia is calling a meeting of the UN Security Council in connection with the massacre carried out there by Ukrainian Nazis.

				In the evening, the anchor of Channel One explained it all:

				“NATO has been preparing the provocation in Bucha for a long time and at the highest level. This is further confirmed by the fact that President Biden recently called Putin a ‘butcher.’ Listen to how similar the English words ‘butcher’ and ‘Bucha’ sound. That is how the Western public was subconsciously prepared for this provocation.”

				You cannot imagine the monstrousness of the deceit on national channels. And, unfortunately, how persuasive it is for people who have no access to alternative news sources.

				I’m saying all this to make the point that Putin’s propagandists long ago ceased to be merely a tool. They are committed warmongers and have become a party of their own.

				They demand war to a victorious conclusion. The threat of nuclear war does not deter them. Live on air they smear and destroy their fellow Putinites if they so much as hint that peace negotiations are a good thing.

				Their politics is a propaganda snake biting its own tail. Propagandists create a public opinion that no longer simply enables Putin to commit war crimes but demands them from him.

				Warmongers must be treated as war criminals. All this Rwandan-style Radio of a Thousand Hills needs to be subjected to sanctions and someday brought to justice.

				I want to remind you that the National Media Group, which owns the greater part of this apparatus of deceit, is the personal property of Putin himself, and that is why it is officially directed by Putin’s mistress, Alina Kabaeva.

				It is essential that decisive measures be taken to obstruct the work of these heirs of Goebbels, from a complete ban on the supply and maintenance of equipment, to a search for their assets in the West and visa blacklisting.

				Monstrous atrocities in Bucha, Irpin, and other Ukrainian cities were committed not only by those who tied the hands of civilians behind their backs, not only by those who shot them in the back of the head, but also by those who stood close by, whispering, “Shoot them, shoot them. We’ll spin this so well on tonight’s TV show.”

			

			
				June 15

				My journey into space continues. I’ve been transferred from one spaceship to another.

				In other words, hello, everyone, from a strict regime camp.

				Yesterday I was moved to Melekhovo Penal Colony 6.

				I’m in quarantine, so there’s not much to tell. Here are just a couple of fresh impressions about cultural life and outrages.

				On the cultural front: I almost went nuts carrying my books kept in prison storage to and from the police truck. The jailers almost went nuts listing them all. That’s despite the fact that, worrying about just such a situation, I managed a month ago, with great difficulty, to persuade the administration to let me donate fifty books to the prison library. Yesterday, for the first time in my life, as I was carrying those sacks, I wondered whether book burning is necessarily a bad thing.

				As for the outrages: In quarantine there is a notice listing the jobs you can be trained for here and how long the courses last. In just three months you can become, like me, a garment worker—essentially, a seamstress—that elite of the working class who can instantly distinguish a linen seam from a lapped seam. But can you imagine it, those who choose the profession of “poultry deboner” also have a three-month course! In other words, in that respect they are being equated with us seamstresses. I mean, come on, what is there in deboning a chicken you would need to study for three months? Are they rolling the carcasses in rhinestones or what?

				I am outraged.

				As for everything else, it is okay for now.

				Hello to everyone, hugs for you all.

			

			
				July 1

				I live like Putin and Medvedev.

				At least I think so when I look at the fence around my barracks. Everyone has the usual fence, and inside there are rods to dry the laundry on. But I have a six-meter-high fence, the kind I have only seen in our investigations of Putin’s and Medvedev’s palaces.

				Putin both lives and works in such a place—in Novo-Ogaryovo or Sochi. And I live in a similar place. Putin lets ministers sit in the waiting room for six hours, and my lawyers have to wait five or six hours to see me. I have a loudspeaker in my barracks that plays songs like “Glory to the FSB,” and I think Putin has one too.

				That’s where the similarities end, though.

				Putin, as you know, sleeps until 10:00 a.m., then swims in the pool and eats cottage cheese with honey.

				But for me 10:00 a.m. is lunchtime, because work starts at 6:40 a.m.

				6:00—Wake up. Ten minutes to make my bed, wash, shave, and so on.

				6:10—Exercise.

				6:20—Escorted to breakfast.

				6:40—Searched and escorted to work.

				At work, you sit for seven hours at the sewing machine on a stool below knee height.

				10:20—Fifteen-minute lunch break.

				After work, you continue to sit for a few hours on a wooden bench under a portrait of Putin. This is called “disciplinary activity.”

				On Saturday, you work for five hours and sit on the bench under the portrait again.

				Sunday, in theory, is a day off. But in the Putin administration, or wherever my unique routine was set up, they are experts at relaxation. On Sunday we sit in a room on a wooden bench for ten hours.

				I don’t know who can be “disciplined” by such activities, except a cripple with a bad back. But maybe that’s their goal.

				But you know me, I’m an optimist and look for the bright side even in my dark existence. I have as much fun as I can. While sewing, I’ve memorized Hamlet’s soliloquy in English.

				However, the inmates in my shift say that when I close my eyes and mutter something in Shakespearean English like “in thy orisons be all my sins remembered,” it looks as if I were summoning a demon.

				But I have no such thoughts: summoning a demon would be a violation of the prison regulations.

			

			August 15

			A bed, fastened to the wall, handing in the mattress early in the morning, writing materials for one hour each day, and an egg for breakfast on Saturdays. Anyone with the necessary prison experience will have worked out my current whereabouts—a punishment cell, better known by its sinister abbreviation, SHIZO. It is the customary place for the tormenting, torturing, and murdering of prisoners. The SHIZO is the main legal way to punish a convict and is considered extremely severe. So severe, indeed, that the maximum legal period of detention in it is fifteen days. If you are here, it means the administration is very displeased with you. If they are very, very displeased with you, they circumvent the fifteen-day rule using a procedure known as the “one-mattress treatment.” You are incarcerated for fifteen days, released, issued a mattress to spend one night in an ordinary barracks or cell, and the following morning you are sent back to the SHIZO for another fifteen days. This can be repeated many times.

			The cell here is a concrete black hole, two and a half by five meters, for three prisoners. It is so hot in my cell you can hardly breathe. You feel like a fish tossed onto the shore, yearning for fresh air. Most often, though, it is like a cold, dank cellar. There is often a puddle of water on the floor. It is torturous to be kept here for long. In the SHIZO, in order to prevent a prisoner from managing to be a little warmer in fatigues he has covertly insulated with pieces of fabric, they take away almost all of your clothes. They leave only your underpants (and until quite recently those were taken away too), replacing any customized clothing with a standard set. This has one distinguishing feature, only too familiar throughout the prisons of Russia: stenciled with white paint on the back of the jacket and on the right leg in large letters is the word “SHIZO.” You are branded an enemy. When moving around, you are required to keep your hands behind your back.

			More important than the fact that the punishment cell is a concrete doghouse where your sole possession is a mug, the SHIZO is a place for torture. It is invariably isolated, with loud music constantly playing. In theory, this is to prevent prisoners in different cells from being able to shout to each other; in practice, it is to drown out the screams of those being tortured.

			In some cases the prison officers do the torturing; in others it is done by other prisoners, the “activists” working at the behest of their jailers in return for cigarettes, food, and possible early release.

			In the time since I was imprisoned, there has been a major scandal. The prison administrations of several regions not only organized a system for torturing and raping convicts, they recorded it on video. It was subsequently uploaded to a central server so that they themselves or FSB officers could have access to the recording so someone could be intimidated by being shown what could happen to them. Alternatively (and, as I understand it, this was the main purpose), having raped a local convict, they could recruit him by blackmail, threatening to distribute the recording. That would make his fellow prisoners relegate him to the caste of “the degraded.”

			The rapists were mainly “activists” who recorded everything on video recorders provided by the prison staff. But then some brainbox in the Federal Penitentiary Service instructed a prisoner who formerly specialized in information technology to upload the recordings. This luckless man had himself been recruited as an activist after analogous torture. Unsurprisingly, at the first opportunity, he downloaded the entire archive—several terabytes of torture recordings. Only a small part of them had been made public before negotiations began, and, I gather, the system struck a deal with the wily IT specialist to drop certain charges against him, or perhaps he was simply bribed. Be that as it may, the several dozen videos that were published were sufficient to bring about the resignation of the director of the Federal Penitentiary Service and the bringing of criminal charges. This all happened despite it being clear that Putin personally wanted the scandal suppressed. When he was asked about it at a couple of press conferences, he reluctantly replied that everything was being looked into. That comes as no surprise, because it transpired that the FSB was the main instigator of the torture. These were no “excesses within the prison service,” but systematic torture organized from the very top.

			It is interesting that the first trailers about the leaked recordings mentioned Vladimir Region, where I am, the worst region in Russia for torture. And that undoubtedly included my own penitentiary, proclaimed on internet forums to be “one of the main centers for torture in Russia.”

			Almost all the videos included a scene of a man being raped with a mop handle. I don’t know why. Perhaps it is just “house style.” Or perhaps some sick pervert in the Federal Penitentiary Service or the FSB secretly fantasizes over that sort of thing and so decided to give orders that everyone be tortured that way.

			This morning when I was brought the tools for cleaning the cell and there was a broom made of twigs, a dustpan, and a rag but no mop, I had to restrain myself from saying, So where’s the mop? You can’t tell me you don’t have one.

			
				I’m an icon of conscious consumption.

				There’s only a mug and a book in my cell. They even took away my prison clothes and gave me temporary ones. Now I have the huge white letters SHIZO on my back.

				Hi, everyone, from inside a punishment cell.

				The struggle to unionize is never easy, let alone in prison. The path from the unionization paper to the SHIZO was even shorter than I thought it would be.[*1]

				The Kremlin wants to see its Gulag composed of silent slaves. But here I am, rallying people and demanding that some laws be obeyed, instead of begging to be pardoned.

				So I was summoned from my cell to the prison commission, where they announced that video footage showed me regularly undoing the top button of my prison uniform while in the prisoners’ working zone (the uniform is a few sizes too small).

				This, of course, establishes that I am an unrepentant and incorrigible miscreant. That is why the decision was made to place me in SHIZO.

				I must admit, it’s quite ironic. Oh, for the prison workers you wanted chairs with backs to replace the old wooden stools? Well, now you’ll be sitting on an iron bench yourself, ha ha.

				It’s been only three days so far, but in the middle of September I’m scheduled to have a visit from my relatives, which I am supposed to have once every four months. No visits are allowed if you are in a punishment cell, so they say that unless I “reconsider my attitude,” it will become my permanent residence, with no visitors.

				It is not clear which attitude I need to reconsider. Toward slave labor? Or toward Putin?

				The iron bunk is fastened to the wall, like in a train, but the lever that lowers it is outside. At 5:00 a.m. they take away your mattress and pillow and raise your bunk. At 9:00 p.m. the bunk is lowered again and the mattress is returned. There’s a metal table, a metal bench, a sink, a hole in the floor, and two cameras up on the ceiling.

				No visits, no letters, no parcels. This is the only place in the prison where smoking is prohibited. They give me pen and paper for only an hour and a half a day.

				The daily “exercise” I get is just one hour in a similar cell, but with a slice of sky above. There are constant searches; I always need to keep my hands behind my back. All in all, it’s fun, just like in the movies. It’s okay, it could be worse.

				I’m going to finish this post and write a manual for inmates about their workplace rights before they take the paper away. The commission is right: I really do seem to be incorrigible.

				The book I’m reading now is 21 Lessons for the 21st Century by Yuval Noah Harari. A perfect fusion of content and environment.

			

			
				August 24

				I’m back in the punishment cell. In programming this is called an “infinite loop.” They send me to the SHIZO for three days for an undone button. While taking me there, they shout, “Hands behind your back!” “Uh-huh,” I reply, and put my hands behind my back.

				But for three seconds, I walked normally, without my hands behind my back. I committed a crime!

				So they summon me to the commission: “Convict Navalny, you have violated the rules for being taken to a SHIZO. The video shows that it lasted three seconds, but since your conduct is unsatisfactory and you have already been put in the SHIZO before, we decided to send you there again.”

				Five days.

				That’s amusing. At this rate, the SHIZO is going to become my permanent place of residence.

				A directive has obviously come from Moscow. Even by the standards of a Russian prison, sending you to the punishment cell just for three seconds without your hands behind your back is over the top.

				So here I am, sitting once again in my hellish closet with a mug and a book. It’s kind of boring. I think I need to learn how to meditate.

				So far, I can’t do it; as it turns out, not thinking about anything is incredibly difficult. Instead of just paying attention to my breath, I think about the fact that my cell is basically Vipassana. It’s a spiritual practice for rich people suffering from a midlife crisis.

				These people pay to be locked in a room where they remain silent for two weeks, eat scant food, and have no contact with the outside world. They just meditate and reflect. And I’m getting all that for free.

				Jealous?

			

			September 2

			It seems my jailers are beginning to think I am mad. That is what I read in their apprehensive but sympathetic expressions.

			I am back in a punishment cell, and the single book to which I am entitled by prison rules is currently A Short History of England. It is a great read but completely unfathomable until toward the end, when the rulers of Europe stopped their endless stabbing and marrying, marrying and stabbing, and invariably calling their children Henry or Edward. Family relationships ceased to matter so much, and everyone was able to settle down in a civilized manner to slaughter hundreds of thousands and millions of people.

			Before that, however, in dark and bloody times, there are dynastic tangles of people with very similar names on every page of English history. To make matters worse, the names keep changing. One moment we have a Gloucester, the next he is a Richard. But I have sixteen hours a day of free time, which I spend seated at my metal table whose springy surface reminds me of the bottom of a rusty capsized boat. So I pick up the gauntlet of English history.

			Unfortunately, my main weapons for combating the Henrys—pen and paper—are issued to me only twice a day, for a total of one and a half hours, when the daily timetable provides for “the writing of correspondence, complaints, and applications.” So I mainly reread, for a second or third time, what I have already read, and, when given a pen, sit down and, page by page, draw a chart indicating who was whose son, lover, or murderer.

			The more interesting the episode of history being described, the crazier the charts look. More interesting, of course, for us in the present day: those living in the times of Anne Boleyn were freaked out by what was going on.

			Invariably, every one of my notes is meticulously photographed, even if it is only squiggles on a scrap of paper or the little squares and triangles I draw while talking to my lawyer. This has been the norm for almost two years now and the vigilance has never slackened. On the contrary, I notice the photographing is now even more meticulous. Everything is being read or, rather, in the case of my papers, deciphered.

			I am confident that the FSB officer covertly shadowing me, and the relevant prison officials, will have been taken aback as they perused the papers brought from my cell yesterday. That is because I had decided to really come to grips with the Wars of the Roses. What a mess! They leave Game of Thrones smoking nervously on the sidelines. In fact, I’m almost certain Game of Thrones is pretty much copied from them. Only dragons were added.

			The real problem, though, is that I analyzed everything. I broke down all the houses into separate columns, described all the family ties, and established conclusively that the Red Rose was the winner. The author was obviously not writing for people as ignorant as me, so he does not directly say in the book which Rose won. That is a fact well known to anyone who ever went to school. I remember it in our history textbooks, but I forgot everything as soon as I had completed the course.

			Anyway, the chapter ends with the fact that the winner, Henry VII (the Red Rose), married Elizabeth of York, the niece of Richard III (the White Rose), to bring the civil strife to an end, and henceforth there are two roses on the coat of arms that even today is found hanging all over the country in hotels and bars. But a conundrum has tied me in knots: On the royal coat of arms in the book, the White Rose is depicted on top of the Red Rose. What is the significance of that? Who could possibly have painted such a thing?

			Or perhaps the White Rose won.

			I check everything scrupulously; no, the Red Rose won.

			I look at the photo of the coat of arms on the color insert and a photo in the middle of the book. It is impossible to decide what is “on top.” These absurd roses are drawn with blooms that alternate red and white. In life outside prison there would be no problem: you would just google it to ask who won.

			I push all my charts aside and redraw everything. The Red Rose won.

			It is no simple matter to follow the ins and outs of the conflict, but what is clear is which guy did eventually become king. So why is the White Rose uppermost? Oh, those English!

			Whatever. I’ll sort it all out some other time. I do hope my research at least prompts the officers of the FSB to compile an analytical report to the Kremlin warning that I am conspiring to engage in antigovernment activities together with citizens Lancaster, Percy, York, and others. Outlining the roles in my criminal organization, I make a note about citizen Warwick, registering his tendency to perfidy.

			Among my 150-odd books in the “store of personal belongings” I still have A Short History of France, and others of the United States, Germany, and Europe. The history of France is fairly alarming. If I am going to chart all this, it really could tip me over the edge. But if I am constantly going to be put in the SHIZO, there will be no choice. I will have to come to grips with France.

			

			—

			I also try meditation, in spite of my highly skeptical view of such spiritual practices. But then, what else is there to do when you get tired of reading and your eyes hurt from trying to do so by the light of the opaque plastic ceiling fixture in this metal cage? A good thing about meditation is that it should in theory kill a couple of the sixteen hours available daily; most important, it does not require anything other than yourself. Sport doesn’t need anything either, but you can’t do it when the temperature is thirty-two degrees Celsius [ninety degrees Fahrenheit] outside and thirty-five degrees [ninety-five degrees Fahrenheit] in the cell.

			This was amusing: I write to my wife, “Please find a simple tutorial on the internet on how to meditate, because I want to start but don’t know how.” She replies, “Really? When a few years back you were sitting wailing every morning in the lotus position and I was anxiously drinking tea in the kitchen not knowing what to think—wasn’t that meditation?” I told her she was an ignorant woman, and that had been pranayama yoga breathing exercises. But I had to laugh. In 2008, I had indeed decided to try yoga. I knew nothing about it. I had just joined a health club, having signed on in order to swim, and asked for a trainer. One was found, and he practiced kundalini yoga. I enjoyed the exercises so much that I abandoned swimming and started going for yoga several times a week. I warned the trainer that while I had due respect for all the spiritual accoutrements that came with it, I was skeptical. Accordingly, I’d be grateful if he would spare me all that stuff. He did. I only started and ended the workout with the yoga chanting that is common knowledge to an esoteric circle: “Onnnng nnnamooooo guru dev nnnamooooo” and so on. At first, my main preoccupation was not to laugh while he was doing it. Then my trainer made matters easier by telling me to forget the meaning and regard it as merely a breathing exercise. I gradually came on board with his onnnng… I did it at home too, unsettling the whole family, especially Yulia. She understands I easily get carried away, but where exactly someone can get carried away to by sitting at home in the lotus position and chanting onnnng with their eyes closed is something only the Buddha knows.

			The problem with people who quickly get carried away is that they also quickly lose interest. My trainer’s schedule was changed, so he could not help me early in the morning, and evenings were not convenient for me. I abandoned yoga without attaining enlightenment. Well, perhaps now is the time to catch up.

			Yuval Noah Harari prompted me to meditate. I rate his book Sapiens very highly and recommend it. I read his 21 Lessons for the 21st Century in the SHIZO last time. At the end of the book, Harari recommends meditation as a practical way to explore yourself, your brain, and the process of cognition. He writes about it succinctly and rationally, without any “etheric bodies” or “flows of energy up the spine,” and that gained my trust.

			Meditation is just a way of learning to control your thoughts. This is far from simple, as you will see if you try not to think about anything for just five seconds.

			I am trying several times a day. I sit on the floor in the half-lotus posture (I can’t manage the lotus anymore. Why ever did I give up yoga?) and attempt to concentrate totally on my breathing. Breathe in—out—in—out. I’m not very good at it. Within a few seconds I catch myself thinking about something. Harari writes, though, that it will come. The main thing is practice and self-discipline. Okay. That’s what a SHIZO is for: disciplining convicts. I’ll keep practicing.

			Meditation has also prompted the following thoughts, which further convince me that it may be a good thing.

			If only I had a computer with games in my cell, with strategies and RPG games, the way I like it, I wouldn’t even want to get out of here. Everything would change instantly if, right here in this cramped, hot, horrible cell, a space appeared that I could look into, focusing my attention. There would be pixels of light, and my brain would be in ecstasy over my looking at them, discerning patterns in how they behave, and being in control of them. Already that metal bench would be less infuriatingly uncomfortable. I wouldn’t be feeling hungry. I would forget the heat. So, theoretically, if I am in control of my brain and thought processes, I should be able to learn to plug in in the same way to the void, the process of breathing, or an imagined point the same way as I do into a computer screen. This, of course, is taking it to the extreme, and to an alarming extreme at that. If that is how everything is, people are capable of learning to do nothing and want nothing beyond being in a state of suspended animation in meditation. The truth may lie somewhere in the middle, with meditation proving a useful pastime that simultaneously enables you to work on your ability to concentrate and helps one more hour to pass until you get out of the SHIZO.

			
				September 7

				Whoa, I’ve just hit the jackpot. As soon as I got out of the SHIZO, they sent me back there for another fifteen days and labeled me a “persistent offender.”

				This means I will now be placed under strict conditions inside a strict regime penal colony. I wonder if these conditions will be closer to those of Hannibal Lecter or those of Magneto from X-Men…

				In short, the Kremlin’s reaction to me not “settling down,” continuing to call for sanctions against Putin’s elite (the “6,000 list”),[*2] and calling once again for the “smart voting” they so hate was predictable.

				I hope our tsar was yelling, “Let him rot, let him rot!” and throwing stuff at his courtiers.

				You have to admire the pettiness of these crooks. My wife and parents had been waiting four months to visit me, and now it’s coming up, and they’re moving me to strict conditions, where visits are allowed only every six months. Tough luck for me.

				Well, I guess my starship was attacked by some nasty monsters. It got damaged, and in order to survive, I have to move to a tiny surviving compartment, where there’ll be less food and more cold, but also more time for thinking. Maybe I’ll think of something interesting.

				By the way, here’s what occurred to me: It seems that only two of the political prisoners in Putin’s Russia have been recognized as “persistent offenders” so far. The second one is me. And the first was my brother, Oleg. What a family we have.

			

			
				September 8

				They brought me out of my cell to the commission, where the administration solemnly announced, “It has been established that you continue your criminal activity; you are committing crimes directly from the prison facilities. And you communicate with your accomplices through your lawyers. Therefore, we are canceling your attorney-client privilege. All incoming and outgoing lawyer documents will henceforth be subject to a three-day check.”

				To my question, “May I ask what terrible extremist crimes I am committing?” they replied, “That is secret information, you are not allowed to know it, we will not give you the inspection materials. All you need to know is that the attorney-client privilege no longer applies in your case.”

				Not only that, but they also nailed down the tiny slot in the lawyers’ room for the transfer of documents. So the lawyers and I now communicate through double plastic glass with bars inside. Our communication is now more like a pantomime, to be honest. How great. Now, if my lawyer wants to consult with me on a draft of a complaint against the prison camp, he has to give it to the camp itself, it will reach me three days later, and then it will take three more days to get back to him with my revisions. Very convenient. However, this leaves nothing of my right to a defense, which was already wholly illusory.

				I don’t know what has incensed the regime: the 6,000 list, smart voting, or the prisoners’ union. All three seem great to me.

			

			
				October 20

				I am a genius of the underworld. Professor Moriarty is no match for me. You all thought I had been isolated in prison for two years, but it turns out I have not just been violating prison rules but also actively committing criminal offenses.

				Luckily, the Investigative Committee was vigilant and didn’t miss a thing.

				I received an official notification that a new criminal case was opened against me due to the fact that I, while in prison,

				—promoted and called for terrorism

				—publicly called for extremism

				—financed extremist activities

				—rehabilitated Nazism

				Isn’t it impressive? Rarely has a criminal done as much on the outside as I have done while behind bars. The only thing that casts a shadow on my smugness is the fact that these achievements aren’t just my own but also the work of my accomplices: Leonid Volkov, Ivan Zhdanov, Liliya Chanysheva. I am the leader of a criminal group, and they follow my orders.

				For example, as I understood from the ruling, my fault in promoting Nazism lies in the fact that Leonid said on Popular Politics, one of the ACF’s YouTube channels, “Colonel Stauffenberg was right to try to kill Hitler; he had to be killed.” From the point of view of the Investigative Committee and Putin, Hitler was the legitimate authority, and blowing him up was an act of extremism.

				Everything else follows the same line. Every Popular Politics video is an act of terrorist and extremist activity at my behest.

				My attorneys calculated that taking into account the punishments under each of these articles, my cumulative sentence must now be about thirty years.

				What can I say? Subscribe to Popular Politics.

			

			
				November 17

				Congratulations to me, once again I’ve moved up another level in the hierarchy of prison offenders.

				Navalny, get yourself ready, we’re going to your board of mentors.

				That’s how I found out that I had a board of mentors. They were five grumpy cops and a blonde with sharp, bright red fingernails about seven centimeters long. I tried not to get close to her, just in case.

				At this point, I expected them to announce something like It has been decided that for your bad behavior, one of the counselors is going to rip your heart out. But it wasn’t that bad:

				“Convict Navalny, you are an egregious offender. The strict regime unit has not been sufficient to reform you. The board of mentors recommends transferring you to punitive solitary confinement.”

				I was immediately taken to the commission at the commandant’s office, where it was decided to implement the mentors’ recommendation. So now I am in punitive solitary confinement.

				A convict in a Russian prison camp lives in barracks. A convict the prison administration is very mad at is kept in a SHIZO, where there is absolutely nothing and everything is forbidden, but you can keep him there for only fifteen days at a time. That’s why the strict detention conditions exist: special barracks with all the doors locked, from which you are not let out and where all sorts of other restrictions can be imposed.

				And for the most egregious ones, there is punitive solitary confinement. You are kept in a cramped cell, like the punishment cell, except that you can have not one but two books with you and use the prison shop, albeit with a very limited budget.

				The really despicable piece of nastiness, very characteristic of the Kremlin, which manually controls all aspects of my incarceration, is what has happened to my visiting schedule.

				I was supposed to have a long visit from my relatives as soon as I arrived in the colony, but they didn’t allow it, saying that I had to wait four months. So I waited.

				Three days before the visit I was told that I would be transferred to the strict regime, where visits are only allowed once every six months. I had to wait once again. So I waited.

				My mother and father had already packed their bags; the children were supposed to come, Yulia too. But with just four days to go, I was told I would be transferred to punitive solitary confinement, where no long visits are allowed.

				So I will be having no more visits, while the administration rejoices, pleased with their efforts to satisfy their superiors. Oh, well, I’ll take it philosophically. They’re doing it to shut me up. So what’s my first duty? That’s right, not to be intimidated and not to shut up.

				That’s what I urge everyone else to do as well. At every opportunity, campaign against the war, Putin, and United Russia. Hugs to you all.

			

			
				November 21

				Being in prison sends you to the bottom of the Maslow pyramid. You know, the one from the textbooks, where on the first level you want to survive and eat, and on the higher levels you want to go to the theater or become a rock star or a monk.

				Right now, while members of the progressive public seek to discuss the international situation on Twitter, or deceive their friends by telling them that they have read Ulysses, I am suing my prison, demanding to be issued winter boots. They don’t issue them at all and I really need them. It’s been weeks since the whole colony switched to winter clothes, and my evil prison guards are brazenly not giving me my winter boots.

				My “exercise” yard is an ice-covered concrete well smaller than my cell. See if you can walk in it in everyday shoes. But you have to walk. It’s the only hour and a half of fresh air you can get.

				Why would prison officers need to engage in such petty nonsense? Well, this is a perfect example of the cunning and thoughtfulness of the penitentiary pressure system.

				You don’t get winter boots. That means either you don’t go outside (and suffer) or you do go out and get sick (which has already happened to me). Getting a cold is nothing if you’re at home with a blanket, tea, and honey. But in a cell where hot water comes in only three cups—for breakfast, lunch, and dinner—getting sick is strongly discouraged, even if it’s just a cold. If you get sick, you will have to ask the administration for things like pills, medical care, permission to wear woolen socks. Feeling that they have additional leverage, the administration will demand that you give up some of your stated positions. Prison struggle is a never-ending search for mutual vulnerabilities. And the stupid winter boots make me vulnerable.

				It’s not my point here to complain. But I’ve been getting a lot of letters lately from the outside about depression, gloom, and apathy. Seriously? Come on, cheer up. If you’re alive and well and out there, you’re doing all right. Finish your pumpkin latte and go do something to bring Russia closer to freedom.

				Hi, everyone, from the bottom of the Maslow pyramid.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  Alexei organized a prisoners’ union (since the inmates were all forced to work) and demanded better working conditions.

				

				
					*2  An ACF project seeking sanctions on Russian bribe takers and warmongers.
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				January 12

				In my two years behind bars, my only truly original story is the one about the psycho. Everything else has been told and described numerous times. If you open any book by a Soviet dissident, there will be endless stories of punishment cells, hunger strikes, violence, provocations, lack of medical care. Nothing new. But my story about the psycho is fresh; at least I’ve never seen or heard anything like it.

				So, let me give you an idea about SHIZO, the place where I sit all the time. It is a narrow corridor with cells on either side. The metal doors offer little to no soundproofing, plus there are ventilation holes above the doors, so two people sitting in opposite cells can have a conversation without even raising their voices. This is the main reason there has never been anyone in the cell opposite mine, nor in my entire eight-cell section. I am the only one there, and I have never seen any other punished convicts the whole time.

				And then about a month ago, they put a psycho in the cell across from mine. At first, I thought he was faking it. He was very active. If you tell a kid to act like a madman, that’s what he’ll come up with. Screaming, growling, hitting, barking, arguing with himself in three different voices. But in the case of my psycho, 70 percent of the words are obscene. There are a lot of videos online of people who think that they’ve been possessed by demons. This is very similar—the growling wail (my favorite of his three personas) comes on periodically and doesn’t cease for hours. That’s why I stopped thinking he was a faker; no normal person can yell for fourteen hours every day and three hours at night for a month. And when I say “yell,” I mean the kind of yelling that makes your neck veins swell up.

				For the past month, I’ve been going nuts and starting every checkup by demanding this lunatic be transferred elsewhere. It’s impossible to sleep at night or read during the day. They don’t transfer him, and they go out of their way to emphasize that he is a convict just like me.

				And then I find out a wonderful detail: this nutcase was incarcerated (he got twenty-four years for killing someone) in another place, and a month ago they moved him here, and now they keep him in a punishment cell so that he can, so to speak, keep me entertained.

				I have to admit that this plan is working: I never get bored, nor do I ever get a good night’s sleep. Being ill here is something else: during the day you suffer in a cell with a fever and long for it to be night, when they lower your bunk bed and give you a mattress, but at night you listen to the cheerful barking of your neighbor. As you know, sleep deprivation is one of the most effective tortures, but formally I can’t complain: he’s an inmate like me, he was also put in a punishment cell, and it’s up to the administration to decide who gets put into which cell.

				But as usual in such situations I am amazed at something else.

				This was all planned. Someone thought of this and implemented it at the regional or federal level. You can’t transfer a convict for no reason at all; there’s a rule about serving your whole term in one camp. So there was an order from above: put pressure on him. And the generals and colonels at lower levels held a meeting: So, how shall we put pressure on him? And someone wanting to distinguish himself said, We have a madman in such and such prison; he screams day and night. Let’s take him to Navalny.

				What a great idea, fellow officers. Comrade Colonel, proceed and report on it.

				I wouldn’t be surprised if it turns out that they took a raving madman from a prison hospital and declared him sane, just to keep him in a cell across from mine.

				The moral of this story is simple: The Russian prison system, the Federal Penitentiary Service, is run by a collection of perverts. Everything in their system has a sick twist: the infamous mop rapes, sticking things up people’s anuses, and so on. It wouldn’t occur to a bad-but-sane person to do such a thing. Everything you read about the horrors and fascist crimes of our prison system is true. There’s just one correction needed: the reality is even worse.

			

			
				January 17

				It has been exactly two years since I returned to Russia. I have spent these two years in prison. When you write a post like this, you have to ask yourself: How many more such anniversary posts will you have to write?

				Life and the events around us prompt the answer: however many it may take. Our miserable, exhausted motherland needs to be saved. It has been pillaged, wounded, dragged into an aggressive war, and turned into a prison run by the most unscrupulous and deceitful scoundrels. Any opposition to this gang—even if only symbolic in my current limited capacity—is important.

				I said it two years ago, and I will say it again: Russia is my country. I was born and raised here, my parents are here, and I made a family here; I found someone I loved and had kids with her. I am a full-fledged citizen, and I have the right to unite with like-minded people and be politically active. There are plenty of us, certainly more than corrupt judges, lying propagandists, and Kremlin crooks.

				I’m not going to surrender my country to them, and I believe that the darkness will eventually yield. But as long as it persists, I will do all I can, try to do what is right, and urge everyone not to abandon hope.

				Russia will be happy!

			

			
				February 20

				On the eve of the anniversary of the full-scale and unprovoked invasion of Ukraine by Russian troops, I have summarized my political platform and, hopefully, that of many other decent people:

				Fifteen theses of a Russian citizen who desires the best for his country.

				What was all this about, and what are we dealing with now?

				1. President Putin has unleashed an unjust war of aggression against Ukraine on ridiculous pretexts. He’s desperately trying to make this a “people’s war,” trying to turn all Russian citizens into his accomplices, but his attempts are failing. There are almost no volunteers for this war, so Putin’s army has to rely on convicts and forcibly mobilized individuals.

				2. The real reasons for this war are the political and economic problems within Russia, Putin’s desire to hold on to power at any cost, and his obsession with his own historical legacy. He wants to go down in history as “the conqueror tsar” and “the gatherer of Russian lands.”

				3. Tens of thousands of innocent Ukrainians have been murdered, and pain and suffering have befallen millions more. War crimes have been committed. Ukrainian cities and infrastructure have been destroyed.

				4. Russia is suffering a military defeat. It was the realization of this fact that changed the rhetoric of the regime from claims that “Kiev will fall within three days” to hysterical threats of using nuclear weapons should Russia lose. The lives of tens of thousands of Russian soldiers have been needlessly ruined. The ultimate military defeat may be delayed at the cost of the lives of hundreds of thousands more mobilized soldiers, but it is inevitable. The combination of aggressive warfare, corruption, inept generals, our weak economy, and the heroism and high motivation of the defending forces can result only in defeat.

				The Kremlin’s deceitful and hypocritical calls for negotiations and ceasefire are nothing more than a realistic assessment of the prospects of further military action.

				What’s to be done?

				5. What are Ukraine’s borders with Russia? The same as Russia’s with Ukraine, which we internationally recognized and defined in 1991. There’s nothing to discuss here. Almost all borders in the world are more or less accidental and cause someone discontent. But in the twenty-first century, we can’t start wars just to redraw them. Otherwise, the world will sink into chaos.

				6. Russia has to leave Ukraine alone and allow it to develop the way its people want. Stop the aggression, end the war, and withdraw all its troops from Ukraine. Continuation of this war is just hysteria caused by powerlessness, and putting an end to it would be a strong move.

				7. Together with Ukraine, the United States, the EU, and the UK, we have to look for acceptable ways to compensate for the damage done to Ukraine. One way to achieve this would be lifting the restrictions imposed on our oil and gas, but directing part of the income Russia receives from hydrocarbon exports toward reparations. This should only be done after a change of power in Russia and the end of the war.

				8. War crimes committed during this war have to be investigated in cooperation with international institutions.

				Why would stopping Putin’s aggression benefit Russia?

				9. Are all Russians inherently imperialistic?

				That’s nonsense. For example, Belarus is also involved in the war against Ukraine. Does this mean that the Belarusians also have an imperial mindset? No, they merely also have a dictator in power. There will always be people with imperial views in Russia, as in any other country with historical prerequisites for this, but they are far from the majority. There’s no reason to weep and wail about it. Such people should be defeated in elections, just as both right-wing and left-wing radicals get defeated in developed countries.

				10. Does Russia need new territories?

				Russia is a vast country with a shrinking population and rural areas dying out. Imperialism and the urge to seize territory is the most harmful and destructive path. Once again, the Russian government is destroying our future with its own hands simply in order to make our country look bigger on the map. But Russia is big enough as it is. Our objective should be preserving our people and developing what we have in abundance.

				11. For Russia, the legacy of this war will be a whole tangle of complex and, at first glance, almost unsolvable problems. It’s important to establish for ourselves that we want to solve them and then begin to do so honestly and openly. The key to success lies in understanding that ending the war as soon as possible will not only be good for Russia and its people but also very profitable: this is the only way to start progressing toward removal of sanctions, the return of those who left, restoration of business confidence, and economic growth.

				12. After the war we will have to reimburse Ukraine for all the damage caused by Putin’s aggression. However, the restoration of normal economic relations with the civilized world and the return of economic growth will allow us to do so without interfering with the development of our country.

				We’ve hit rock bottom, and in order to resurface, we need to bounce back from it. This would be morally correct, rational, and profitable.

				13. We need to dismantle the Putin regime and its dictatorship, ideally through conducting free general elections and convoking a Constitutional Assembly.

				14. We need to establish a parliamentary republic based on the alternation of power through fair elections, independent courts, federalism, local self-governance, complete economic freedom, and social justice.

				15. Recognizing our history and traditions, we need to be part of Europe and follow the European path of development. We have no other choice, nor do we need any.

			

			
				March 8

				About women. Taking one as an example. My accomplice. “Accomplice” is a stupid word, right? In the outside world you hardly ever hear it, but in prison it’s very common, most often in the context of “I’m in jail because my accomplice ratted on me.”

				My accomplice scares the Putin regime so much that even though she is being charged in the same case as me, she is being given a separate trial in Ufa. They have even announced the trial will be behind closed doors. They won’t allow journalists or the public to witness it.

				A few years ago I was brought a CV. “Here’s a really cool girl who wants to head our headquarters in Ufa.” Liliya Chanysheva. An auditor in one of the Big Four accounting firms, excellent education, successful career, great prospects. Her salary was several times more than we could pay.

				We always have a lot of supercool volunteers, but this was in a different category. Here was someone not just volunteering for three months but quitting her job to head our regional headquarters in one of the most challenging regions. Politics in Bashkortostan is lawlessness, corruption, total falsification of everything moral, and violent suppression of all opposition. When we asked Liliya about this, she was quite indignant: “You think fighting for freedom is the top priority. Why would you suppose it is any different for me? I love my region, I love Ufa. I want to live there and make life normal.”

				Chanysheva gave us all a master class. In a region where political life was suppressed, she held rallies and marches. She was not afraid of being arrested for that, and frequently was. At public hearings on the budget of Bashkortostan, she spoke out in a way that made it clear to everyone she was head and shoulders above the officials. She fought against the local mafia to conserve Mount Kushtau. She disrupted corrupt contracts, conducted and released investigations. She has become a federal politician and leader of the regional opposition, and she has a positive agenda, courage, and the ability to talk to people that outclasses the president and his lackeys.

				They came to hate her. Radiy Khabirov, the head of the region, personally ensured not only that a case against her was opened, as has been done with many of the leaders of our regional headquarters, but that she was arrested, transported to Moscow, and had a lunatic charge fabricated that would guarantee a long sentence. The closed hearing in Ufa has begun.

				But Liliya is still giving a master class. She is no longer writing about the budget process but about armed guards, searches, and the joys of being a political prisoner: she was given a whole minute to talk to her husband through glass.

				From these posts, too, it is clear what a remarkable woman she is, and what a force. A brave, principled woman in her politics. So when I’m asked about accomplices, I reply that I do, in fact, have an accomplice, and one I know for sure will not rat on me.

				Someday someone will write the history of the opposition movement of the early twenty-first century, and everyone will see that its best and most fearless, hardworking, and principled members were women. And still are.

				Happy International Women’s Day, everyone! Free Liliya Chanysheva! And may Russia soon have a woman president, a woman prime minister, and a woman minister of defense. That is in Russia’s interests.

			

			
				March 15

				A few words on the Oscars from the guy who’s always the last to find out.

				As usual, the cell radio went on at 5:00 a.m. At 6:00, they had the first news of the day: they spoke in detail about all the winners of the Academy Awards, except for Best Documentary. I thought that was a good sign.

				Closer to lunch, they took me to a court hearing. I was on a video link, and my lawyer placed a piece of paper in front of the camera.

				“I don’t see anything,” I said. After manipulating the sheet a while longer, my lawyer couldn’t stand it and said, “Your movie won an Oscar!”[*1]

				I had a very strange feeling at that moment. It was as if those words didn’t belong in this world, but, on the other hand, everything here is so weird and crazy that this world is the only one they belong in.

				I am, of course, really glad, but while rejoicing, I try not to forget that it wasn’t me who won the Oscar. These were exciting and sometimes dramatic events, but it takes a genius team to show them in a way that was Oscar-worthy: Daniel Roher, Odessa Rae, Diane Becker, Melanie Miller, Shane Boris, and the many others who worked on the film. Guys, I congratulate you from the bottom of my heart.

				Christo Grozev[*2] (hugs to you, man, you are the true star of this film) and Maria Pevchikh, without you even a rough concept of all this would not exist.

				Yulia, thank you for participating, being supportive, and, on a couple of occasions, keeping me from killing the crew.

				Friends and colleagues at the ACF, as usual, you did all the work, and I merely provided my face to be put on the cover.

				Finally, let me reiterate: This is not my movie, I didn’t win the Oscar, and I’m not in a position to dedicate this award to anyone. However, I dedicate my contribution to this film to honest and courageous people across the world who day after day find the strength to confront the monster of dictatorship and its constant companion, war.

			

			
				June 4

				It’s my birthday today. When I woke up, I joked to myself that I can now add the SHIZO to the list of places where I’ve celebrated it over the years. And then, like many other people who reach a certain age (I turned forty-seven today, wow), I thought about my accomplishments over the past year and my plans for the next.

				I haven’t accomplished much, and this was best summed up the other day by the psychologist at our penal colony. The procedure requires that before you are sent to the SHIZO, you must be examined by a medical officer (to check whether you will be able to withstand it) and a psychologist (to make sure you don’t hang yourself). Well, after our meeting the psychologist said, “This is the sixteenth time we’ve put you in the SHIZO, but you keep cracking jokes, and your mood is much better than that of the commission members.” That’s true, but on the morning of your birthday you have to be honest with yourself, so I ask myself the question, Am I really in a good mood, or do I force myself to feel that way?

				My answer is, I really am. Let’s face it, of course I wish I didn’t have to wake up in this hellhole and could instead have breakfast with my family, receive kisses on the cheek from my children, unwrap presents, and say, “Wow, this is exactly what I dreamed of!” But life works in such a way that social progress and a better future can only be achieved if a certain number of people are willing to pay the price for their right to have their own beliefs. The more of them there are, the less everyone has to pay. And the day will come when speaking the truth and advocating for justice will be commonplace and not dangerous in Russia.

				But until that day comes, I see my situation not as a heavy burden or a yoke but as a job that needs to be done. Every job has its unpleasant aspects, right? So I’m going through the unpleasant part of my favorite job right now.

				My plan for the previous year was not to become brutalized and bitter and lose my laid-back demeanor; that would mean the beginning of my defeat. And all my success in this was only possible because of your support.

				As always, on my birthday, I want to thank all the people I’ve met in my life. The good ones for having helped and still helping me. The bad ones for the fact that my experience with them has taught me something. Thanks to my family for always being there for me!

				But the biggest thank-you and biggest salute I want to give today goes to all political prisoners in Russia, Belarus, and other countries. Most of them have it much harder than me. I think about them all the time. Their resilience inspires me every day.

			

			
				June 19

				Some people collect stamps. Some collect coins. And I have a growing collection of amazing court trials. I was tried in the Khimki police station, where I was sitting under the portrait of Genrikh Yagoda. I was tried in a standard regime penal colony, and they called it an “open trial.”

				And now they’re trying me in a closed trial in a maximum-security penal colony.

				In a sense, this is the new sincerity. They now say openly, We are afraid of you. We are afraid of what you will say. We are afraid of the truth.

				This is an important confession. And it makes practical sense for all of us. We must do what they fear—tell the truth, spread the truth. This is the most powerful weapon against this regime of liars, thieves, and hypocrites. Everyone has this weapon. So make use of it.

			

			
				August 4[*3]

				Nineteen years in a maximum-security penal colony. The number of years does not matter. I understand perfectly well that, like many political prisoners, I am serving a life sentence. Where “life” is defined by either the length of my life or the length of the life of this regime.

				The sentencing figure is not for me. It is for you. You, not I, are being frightened and deprived of the will to resist. You are being forced to surrender your country without a fight to the gang of traitors, thieves, and scoundrels who have seized power. Putin must not achieve his goal. Do not lose the will to resist.

			

			
				September 27

				I continue to compile a collection of acronyms from the “Punishments” section of the prison rules. I already had a SUON (strict conditions of serving a sentence), SHIZO (punishment cell), and PKT (punitive solitary confinement).

				Yesterday, right after my appeal, they took me to the commission and announced that due to my incorrigibility I would be transferred to EPKT (single-cell punitive solitary confinement) for twelve months.

				So I have a new prison cell and a new inscription on my back.

				A year of EPKT is the strictest possible punishment in any kinds of prisons.

				I feel like a tired rock star on the verge of depression because I’ve reached the top of the charts and there’s nothing more to strive for.

				Except I’m the one who didn’t rocket to the top but sank to the bottom. And there, as we know, you might hear someone tapping from below.

			

			
				October 19

				The trembling knees of Putin’s crumbling system are on display. It attempts to project an image of strength and stability, but it lacks a solid foundation—the necessary support of the people. That’s why these hysterical arrests are taking place.

				On Friday, I learned from journalists covering the trial that my lawyers were being raided. Then, on Monday, journalists at the court told me that my defense lawyer Vadim Kobzev, along with two other defenders whom I had last worked with more than a year ago—Alexei Liptser and Igor Sergunin—had been arrested. I was also informed by the court that my lawyers Olga Mikhailova and Alexander Fedulov had “turned off their phones.”

				I want to express my immense pride in my defense team. I appreciate every person who has been a part of it, both past and present. They are exceptional professionals who have diligently represented my interests within the confines of the law and upheld the highest standards of ethical conduct. They have successfully refuted every baseless accusation against me; their extraordinary efforts in challenging my prison conditions have resulted in approximately three hundred court hearings in just one year.

				It is absolutely absurd to accuse them of spreading “extremist messages.” Any correspondence between me and them is carefully censored for three consecutive days. Moreover, the room where I contact my lawyers is under constant audio and video surveillance.

				The persecution of my defense lawyers is clearly against the law and has only two purposes: (1) to retaliate against them for their outstanding work; (2) to threaten society and, above all, the lawyers who dare to defend political prisoners.

				I want to express my gratitude and support to Vadim, Alexei, Igor, Olga, and Alexander. I also want to extend my support and wish resilience to their families. Your loved ones are true heroes and the pride of their profession.

				As someone who was once part of the legal community, I strongly encourage my fellow lawyers not to stay silent. We need to unite and speak out in support of our colleagues who are being persecuted for fulfilling their duty to help their clients. By doing so, we can work toward preserving the fundamental right to a fair defense.

				Regarding the so-called extremist activity that the authorities label me with, I don’t need something like secrets, codes, or messengers for it.

				My activity is grounded in my constitutional rights as a Russian citizen. In our country, no particular ideology can be imposed as the state ideology. Every individual has the freedom to openly express their political beliefs.

				I express mine. I am against Vladimir Putin. I believe that he has illegally seized power. I believe that he is an illegitimate ruler and a promoter of corruption. I consider his entire team of accomplices to be criminals. They are crooks and thieves.

				I have consistently encouraged citizens in the past, and I am continuing to do so now: Whenever an opportunity arises, it is crucial to take action, express discontent, and vote against Putin and his United Russia party.

				This is not extremism but a legitimate fight against an illegitimate government.

			

			
				November 13

				When you are looking for a wife, be sure to check the potential spouse to see whether she has been registered as a juvenile delinquent. I didn’t do that and here I am.

				On a daily basis, the administration informs me that they are unable to deliver another letter from Navalnaya Y.B. The correspondence was seized by the censor because it contained evidence of preparation of a crime. It applies to all recent correspondence.

				I wrote to her, saying, “Yulia, stop preparing crimes! Instead, cook some borscht for the kids.”

				However, she can’t stop. She carries on inventing new crimes and keeps writing to me about them in her letters.

				Once upon a time, about a hundred years ago, she told me that in her school days, she, along with her friends, conspired to steal a briefcase from a classmate and study the trajectory of an object flying out of a second-floor window. Just to clarify, the flying object was the briefcase, not the classmate. Although, actually, I’m not so sure now.

				Even back then, her criminal inclinations were evident.

				Not a spouse, but more like some kind of outlaw.

			

			
				December 1

				I have no idea which word to use to describe my latest news. Is it sad, funny, or absurd?

				I am brought letters and the conversation begins:

				“Any letters from my wife?”

				“Censored.”

				“Any papers from my lawyer?”

				“Censored.”

				“So what do you have?”

				“There’s one from the investigator.”

				I open the letter from the State Investigative Committee: “We inform you that a criminal case has been opened against you for a crime under Part 2 of Article 214 of the Criminal Code of the Russian Federation. Two episodes.”

				They initiate a new criminal case against me every three months. Rarely has an inmate in solitary confinement for more than a year had such a vibrant social and political life.

				I have no idea what Article 214 is, and there’s nowhere to look. You’ll know about it before I do.

				Nevertheless, this seems to be a case of positive feedback, as the scientists might say. If this Kremlin gang of corrupters, traitors, and occupiers does not like what I (we) are doing we must be on the right path.

			

			
				December 6

				Prison is the best place to improve your stamina. Here they constantly try to piss you off in ways that are both sophisticated and so stupid that it’s sometimes hard not to get angry.

				I have been trying to go to the dentist for a year and a half. At the new trial, I told both the judge and the prison officials, “Let’s solve this issue humanely, quit leaving me hanging, I just need to see a dentist.”

				The representatives of the camp surprised me, by saying, “You have already collected so many permissions on so many documents, you just need to write one more application and everything will be fine.”

				Well, okay. I said to my lawyers, “Please write me a statement, and I’ll give it to them.” (The statement is large, with lots of attachments, you can’t just write it yourself.)

				I then wait for a while and…nothing. I asked the prison guards where my application for a medical appointment was.

				“It was withdrawn by the censors as containing evidence of a crime.”

				They look at you with such attentive, shining eyes, like a meerkat in all those wildlife TV programs. Let’s see how he is gonna react. Will he yell? Will he be desperate? Will he complain? Will he accept it and start being submissive?

				Every single day they come up with some bullshit like this to piss off the rebellious prisoner and test his strength.

				One hundred percent of the letters coming from my lawyers are withdrawn by the censors as “criminal,” so I can’t receive a single legal document.

				I’ve been working on my inner Zen for three years now to just shrug my shoulders in response to all this. In general, I can say that I have already made good progress along this path, but I am still far from perfection. Otherwise, I would not be dragged periodically around the prison with my hands twisted behind my back.

				But after all, every person should have a psychological release valve.

			

			
				December 26

				I am your new Santa Claus.

				Well, I now have a sheepskin coat and an ushanka fur hat, and soon I will get felt boots. I have grown a beard during the twenty days of my travels under escort. Unfortunately, there are no reindeer, but there are huge, fluffy, and very beautiful German shepherds.

				And the most important thing: I now live above the Arctic Circle in the village of Kharp on the Yamal Peninsula. The nearest town has the delightful name of Labytnangi.

				I don’t say “Ho ho ho,” but I do say “Oh oh oh” when I look out of the window, where I can see night, then evening, and then night again.

				The twenty days of my trip were pretty exhausting, but I’m in a good mood, as befits a Santa Claus.

				They brought me here on Saturday night. I was transported with such precautions and by such a strange route (Vladimir—Moscow—Chelyabinsk—Yekaterinburg—Kirov—Vorkuta—Kharp) that I didn’t expect anyone to find me here before mid-January.

				So I was very surprised when the cell door was opened yesterday with the words “A lawyer is here to see you.” The lawyer told me that you had lost track of me, and some of you were quite worried. Thanks very much for your support!

				I can’t regale you with stories about polar exotica yet, because I can only see the fence, which is very close.

				I also went for a walk. The “exercise” yard is a neighboring cell, a bit bigger, with snow on the ground. And I saw guards, not like in central Russia, but like in the movies, with machine guns, warm mittens, and felt boots. And with the same beautiful fluffy German shepherds.

				Anyway, don’t worry about me. I’m fine. I’m totally relieved that I’ve finally made it here.

				Thanks again to everyone for your support. And happy holidays!

				Since I’m Santa Claus, you’re probably wondering about the presents. But I am a special-regime Santa Claus, so only those who have behaved really badly get presents.

			

			
				December 31

				This is the third New Year’s Eve I have taken the traditional family New Year’s Eve photo using Photoshop. I am trying to keep up with the times, and on this occasion I asked to be drawn by artificial intelligence. I hope it turned out fantastic; I won’t see the picture myself until the letter reaches Yamal.

				“I miss you terribly” is kind of incorrect from the point of view of Russian syntax. It’s better to say, “I miss you a lot” or “I miss you so much.”

				But from my point of view, it is more accurate and correct. I miss my family terribly. Yulia, my children, my parents, my brother. I miss my friends, my colleagues, our offices, and my work. I miss you all terribly.

				I have no feelings of loneliness, abandonment, or isolation. My mood is great and quite Christmassy. But there is no substitute for normal human communication in all its forms: from jokes at the New Year’s feast to correspondence on Telegram and comments on Instagram and Twitter.

				I miss being able to argue with people who send stupid, identical greetings and pictures via their WhatsApp list on New Year’s Eve. It used to annoy me, but now I just think it’s cute. Imagine someone sitting down and sending everyone a couple of kittens with hats under a Christmas tree.

				Happy New Year to everyone.

				Don’t miss anyone. Not terribly, not much, or very much. Don’t miss your loved ones, and don’t let your loved ones miss you. Continue to be a good, honest person, and try to be a little better and more honest in the coming year. That’s pretty much what I wish for myself. Don’t get sick, and take care of yourself.

				Arctic hugs and polar greetings.

				Love you all.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  The Navalny documentary premiered in 2022; it followed Alexei’s poisoning and related events. It was awarded Best Documentary Feature at the ninety-fifth Academy Awards.

				

				
					*2  One of the investigators.

				

				
					*3  The day of Alexei’s latest sentencing at the time.

				

			

		

	
		
			2024

			
				January 9

				This idea I had, that Putin would now be satisfied with the simple fact of having me in a cell in the far north rather than just keeping me in the SHIZO, was not only overoptimistic but also naive.

				I had just come out of quarantine when it was reported that “the convict Navalny refused to present himself according to the regulations, did not respond to the educative work, and did not draw appropriate conclusions for himself.” I got seven days in a SHIZO.

				A wonderful detail: In a punishment cell, the daily routine is slightly different. In a normal cell, your “exercise” takes place in the afternoon. Even though it is a polar night, it is still a few degrees warmer in the afternoon. In the SHIZO, however, “exercise” starts at 6:30 in the morning. But I have already promised myself that I will try to go for a walk no matter what the weather is.

				My “exercise” yard is eleven steps from one wall and three to the other; not much of a walk, but at least there’s something, so I go outside.

				It hasn’t gotten colder than −32°C [−25.6°F]. Even at that temperature you can walk for more than half an hour, but only if you are sure you can grow a new nose, ears, and fingers.

				Few things are as refreshing as a walk in Yamal at 6:30 in the morning. And what a wonderful breeze blows into the courtyard despite the concrete fence, it’s just wow!

				Today I went for a walk, got frozen, and thought of Leonardo DiCaprio and his character’s dead horse trick in The Revenant. I don’t think it would work here. A dead horse would freeze in about fifteen minutes.

				Here you need an elephant. A hot or even a roasted elephant. If you cut open the belly of a freshly roasted elephant and crawl inside, you can keep warm for a while. But where am I going to get a hot, roasted elephant in Yamal, especially at 6:30 in the morning? So I will continue to freeze.

			

			
				January 17

				Exactly three years ago, I came back to Russia after treatment following my poisoning. I was arrested at the airport. And for three years, I’ve been in prison.

				And for three years, I’ve been answering the same question.

				Prisoners ask it simply and directly.

				Prison officials inquire about it cautiously, with the recording devices turned off.

				“Why did you come back?”

				Responding to this question, I feel frustrated in two ways. First, there’s a dissatisfaction with myself for failing to find the right words to make everyone understand and put an end to this incessant questioning. Second, there’s frustration at the political landscape of recent decades in Russia. This landscape has implanted cynicism and conspiracy theories so deeply in society that people inherently distrust straightforward motives. They seem to believe, If you came back, there must have been some deal you made. It just didn’t work out. Or hasn’t yet. There’s a hidden plan involving the Kremlin towers. There must be a secret lurking beneath the surface. Because in politics, nothing is as straightforward as it appears.

				But there are no secrets or twisted meanings. Everything really is that simple.

				I have my country and my convictions. I don’t want to give up my country or betray it. If your convictions mean something, you must be prepared to stand up for them and make sacrifices if necessary.

				And if you’re not prepared to do that, you have no convictions. You just think you do. But those are not convictions and principles; they’re only thoughts in your head.

				Of course, this doesn’t mean that everyone who’s not currently in prison lacks convictions. Everyone pays their price. For many people, the price is high even without being imprisoned.

				I took part in elections and vied for leadership positions. The call for me is different. I traveled the length and breadth of the country, declaring everywhere from the stage, “I promise that I won’t let you down, I won’t deceive you, and I won’t abandon you.” By coming back to Russia, I fulfilled my promise to the voters. There need to be some people in Russia who don’t lie to them.

				It turned out that in Russia, to defend the right to have and not to hide your beliefs, you have to pay by sitting in a solitary cell. Of course, I don’t like being there. But I will not give up either my ideas or my homeland.

				My convictions are not exotic, sectarian, or radical. On the contrary, everything I believe in is based on science and historical experience.

				Those in power should change. The best way to elect leaders is through honest and free elections. Everyone needs a fair legal system. Corruption destroys the state. There should be no censorship.

				The future lies in these principles.

				But for the present, sectarians and marginals are in power. They have absolutely no ideas. Their only goal is to cling to power. Total hypocrisy allows them to wrap themselves in any cover. So polygamists have become conservatives. Members of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union have become Orthodox. Owners of “golden passports” and offshore accounts are aggressive patriots.

				Lies, and nothing but lies.

				It will crumble and collapse. The Putinist state is not sustainable.

				One day, we will look at it, and it won’t be there.

				Victory is inevitable.

				But for now, we must not give up, and we must stand by our beliefs.

			

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Nine years of strict regime. Today, on March 22,[*1] a new sentence was announced. Before that, I ran a sweepstakes with my lawyers. The losers would have to buy whoever won a drink. Olga reckoned eleven to fifteen years. Vadim surprised everyone with his prediction of precisely twelve years and six months. I guessed seven to eight years and was the winner.

			I decided to record my feelings right away, because all year I had been training for situations like today, developing what I call my “prison Zen.”

			Whatever way you look at it, nine years, especially in “strict” conditions, is an extremely long sentence. In Russia the average punishment for murder is seven years.

			A prisoner sentenced to an extra term of nine years is going to be upset, to say the least. When I got back to the prison, everyone—who of course already knew about the sentence—furtively gave me a particular kind of look. How was I taking it? What was the expression on my face? It is, after all, intriguing to see someone’s reaction when they have just been told they will be serving the longest sentence of anyone in the entire prison complex. And that they are going to be sent somewhere especially grim and usually reserved for murderers. Nobody is going to come over and ask how I feel, but everyone is curious to see how this plays out. It’s an occasion when a person might hang themselves or slash their wrists.

			But I am completely fine. Even “my” jailer said in the course of a really annoying full strip search, “You don’t look to me to be all that upset.” I am really okay. I am writing this not because I am willing myself to keep up a pretense of being carefree and blasé but because my prison Zen has kicked in.

			I knew from the outset that I would be imprisoned for life—either for the rest of my life or until the end of the life of this regime.

			Regimes like this one are resilient, and the most foolish thing I could do is pay attention to people who say, “Lyosha, sure, the regime is going to last at least another year, but the year after that, two at most, it will fall apart and you will be a free man.” And everything along those lines. People write that to me frequently.

			The U.S.S.R. lasted seventy years. The repressive regimes in North Korea and Cuba survive to this day. China, with a whole bunch of political prisoners, has lasted so long that those prisoners grow old and die in prison. The Chinese regime does not relent. It releases no one, despite all the international pressure.

			The truth of the matter is that we underestimate just how resilient autocracies are in the modern world. With very, very rare exceptions, they are protected from external invasion by the UN, by international law, by the rights of sovereignty. Russia, which right now is waging a classic war of aggression against Ukraine (which has increased tenfold the predictions of the regime’s imminent collapse), is additionally protected by its membership in the UN Security Council and its nuclear weapons.

			Economic collapse and impoverishment await us most likely. But it is far from obvious the regime will come crashing down in such a way that its falling debris breaks open the doors of its prisons.

			My approach to the situation is certainly not one of contemplative passivity. I am trying to do everything I can from here to put an end to authoritarianism (or, more modestly, to contribute to ending it). Every single day I ponder how to act more effectively, what constructive advice to give my colleagues who are still at liberty, where the regime’s greatest vulnerabilities lie.

			As I said, giving in to wishful thinking (about when the regime will collapse and I will be released) would be the worst thing I could do. What if I’m not free in a year? Or three years? Would I lapse into depression? Blame everyone else for not trying hard enough to get me released? Curse world leaders and public opinion for having forgotten me?

			Relying on being released any time soon, waiting for it to happen, is only a way of tormenting myself.

			I decided from the beginning that if I was going to be released as a result of pressure or a political scenario, it would happen within six months of my arrest, “while the iron was hot.” And if it didn’t, I was up the creek for the foreseeable future. I needed to adjust my thinking so that when they did extend my sentence, I would feel even more sure I was doing the right thing when I boarded that plane back to Moscow.

			Here are the techniques I worked out. Perhaps others may find them helpful in the future (but let’s hope they are not needed).

			The first is frequently to be found in self-help books: Imagine the worst thing that can happen, and accept it. This works, even if it’s a masochistic exercise. I can imagine that it’s not suitable for people suffering from clinical depression. They might do it so successfully they end up hanging themselves.

			It’s a fairly easy exercise because it involves a skill everyone developed in childhood. You may remember crying your eyes out in your bed and exultantly imagining you are going to die right then and there just to spite everyone. Imagine the look on the faces of your parents! How they will cry when it finally dawns on them who they have lost! Choked with tears, they’ll beg you as you lie quiet and still in your little coffin to get up and come and watch TV, not just until ten o’clock but until eleven, if only you would be alive. But it is too late, you are dead, which means you are unrelenting and deaf to their pleas.

			Well, mine is much the same idea.

			Get into your prison bunk and wait to hear “Lights out.” The lights are switched off. You invite yourself to imagine, as realistically as possible, the worst thing that could happen. And then, as I said, accept it (skipping the stages of denial, anger, and bargaining).

			I will spend the rest of my life in prison and die here. There will not be anybody to say goodbye to. Or while I am still in prison, people I know outside will die and I won’t be able to say goodbye to them. I will miss graduations from school and college. Tasseled mortarboards will be tossed in the air in my absence. All anniversaries will be celebrated without me. I’ll never see my grandchildren. I won’t be the subject of any family stories. I’ll be missing from all the photos.

			You need to think about this seriously, and your cruel imagination will whisk you through your fears so swiftly that you will arrive at your “eyes filled with tears” destination in next to no time. The important thing is not to torment yourself with anger, hatred, fantasies of revenge, but to move instantly to acceptance. That can be hard.

			I remember having to stop one of my first sessions at the idea that I will die here, forgotten by everybody, and be buried in an unmarked grave. My family will be informed that “in accordance with the law the burial site cannot be disclosed.” I had difficulty restraining an urge to start furiously smashing everything around me, overturning bunks and bedside tables and yelling, You bastards! You have no right to bury me in an unmarked grave. It’s against the law! It isn’t fair! I actually wanted to shout that out.

			Instead of yelling, you need to think about the situation calmly. So what if that comes to pass? Worse things happen.

			I’m forty-five. I have a family and children. I’ve had a life to live, worked on some interesting things, done some things that were useful. But there’s a war on right now. Suppose a nineteen-year-old is riding in an armored vehicle, he gets a piece of shrapnel in his head, and that’s it. He has had no family, no children, no life. Right now, dead civilians are lying in the streets in Mariupol, their bodies gnawed at by dogs, and many of them will be lucky if they end up in even a mass grave—through no fault of their own. I made my choices, but these people were just living their lives. They had jobs. They were family breadwinners. Then one fine evening a vengeful runt on television, the president of a neighboring country, announces that you are all “Nazis” and have to die because Ukraine was invented by Lenin. The next day a shell comes flying in your window and you no longer have a wife, a husband, or children—and maybe you yourself are also no longer alive.

			And how many guiltless prisoners there are here! While you are sitting with your bagful of letters, other prisoners have never had a letter or package from anyone. Some of them will get sick and die in the prison hospital. Alone.

			The Soviet dissidents? Anatoly Marchenko died from a hunger strike in 1986, and a couple of years later the satanic Soviet Union fell to pieces. So even the worst possible scenario is not actually all that bad. I resigned myself and accept it.

			Yulia has been such a help in this. I didn’t want her to be tormented by all that “perhaps they’ll let him out after a month” stuff. Most important, I wanted her to know I was not suffering here. On her first extended visit we walked down a corridor and spoke at a spot as far removed as possible from the cameras wired for sound that are tucked in all over the place. I whispered in her ear, “Listen, I don’t want to sound dramatic, but I think there’s a high probability I’ll never get out of here. Even if everything starts falling apart, they will bump me off at the first sign the regime is collapsing. They will poison me.”

			“I know,” she said with a nod, in a voice that was calm and firm. “I was thinking that myself.”

			At that moment I wanted to seize her in my arms and hug her joyfully, as hard as I could. That was so great! No tears! It was one of those moments when you realize you found the right person. Or perhaps she found you.

			“Let’s just decide for ourselves that this is most likely what’s going to happen. Let’s accept it as the base scenario and arrange our lives on that basis. If things turn out better, that will be marvelous, but we won’t count on it or have ill-founded hopes.”

			“Yep. Let’s do it.”

			As usual her voice sounded as if it belonged to a character in a cartoon, but she was dead serious. She looked up at me and flapped her eyes with those big eyelashes, at which point I swept her up in my arms, hugging her in delight. Where else could I ever have found someone who could discuss the most difficult matters with me without a lot of drama and hand-wringing? She entirely got it and, like me, would hope for the best, but expect and prepare for the worst.

			Yulia laughed and broke free. I kissed her on the nose and felt much better.

			There is, of course, a hint of trickery and self-deception in all this. You have accepted the worst-case scenario, but there is an inner voice you can’t stifle: Come off it, the worst is never going to happen. Even as you tell yourself your direst fate is unavoidable, you’re hoping against hope that someone will change your mind for you.

			The process going on in your head is by no means straightforward, but if you find yourself in a bad situation, you should try this. It works, as long as you think everything through seriously.

			The second technique is so old you may roll your eyes heavenward when you hear it. It is religion. It is doable only for believers but does not demand zealous, fervent prayer by the prison barracks window three times a day (a very common phenomenon in prisons).

			I have always thought, and said openly, that being a believer makes it easier to live your life and, to an even greater extent, engage in opposition politics. Faith makes life simpler.

			The initial position for this exercise is the same as for the previous one. You lie in your bunk looking up at the one above and ask yourself whether you are a Christian in your heart of hearts. It is not essential for you to believe some old guys in the desert once lived to be eight hundred years old or that the sea was literally parted in front of someone. But are you a disciple of the religion whose founder sacrificed himself for others, paying the price for their sins? Do you believe in the immortality of the soul and the rest of that cool stuff? If you can honestly answer yes, what is there left for you to worry about? Why, under your breath, would you mumble a hundred times something you read from a hefty tome you keep in your bedside table? Don’t worry about the morrow, because the morrow is perfectly capable of taking care of itself.

			My job is to seek the Kingdom of God and his righteousness, and leave it to good old Jesus and the rest of his family to deal with everything else. They won’t let me down and will sort out all my headaches. As they say in prison here: they will take my punches for me.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1  2022.
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				Anatoly and Lyudmila Navalny with their newborn son, Alexei, 1976
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				Lyudmila, Anatoly, Alexei (standing), and his brother, Oleg
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				Alexei, 1992. On the wall behind him are posters of Russian rock bands.
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				Alexei and Yulia before their wedding, 1999
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				At the wedding, 2000
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				Alexei (center stage) hosts a political debate in a Moscow bar, 2006
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				Alexei with his son, Zakhar, 2010

			
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Alexei and Yulia in the Kirov courtroom immediately after Alexei’s release, 2013 (Evdeny Feldman)
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				Alexei and Pyotr Ofitserov return to Moscow after being released from the Kirov prison. Supporters meet them at the train station, 2013.
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				Alexei meeting voters during the mayoral campaign, 2013
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				Alexei (bottom center) signs autographs after meeting with voters during the mayoral campaign, 2013. (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Yulia and Alexei at a rally-concert to support him before the Moscow mayoral election, 2013

			
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Vladimir Ashurkov (left), Alexei, and Leonid Volkov on Moscow mayoral election day, 2013 (Maxim Shemetov/Reuters/Scanpix)
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				Alexei and Oleg during the Yves Rocher trial in 2014, when they both were unjustly charged with crimes (Sergei Karpukhin/Reuters/Scanpix)

			
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Alexei with his daughter, Dasha, 2015 (Alexei Konstantinov/APE agency)
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				Alexei during the filming of an investigation video, 2016
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				Alexei with his family, 2016 (Alexei Konstantinov/APE agency)

			
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Alexei is detained by police during a rally in 2017. He was later sentenced to fifteen days in prison. (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Opening of the headquarters in Volgograd in 2017. Provocateurs drag Alexei outside while supporters try to pull him back in. (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Alexei live on air in 2017 immediately after an attacker threw a toxic liquid in his face. He almost lost an eye as a result.

			
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Alexei on the air a week after the attack
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				Alexei, Yulia, and Zakhar at a rally in Moscow, 2017. Police surrounded them and escorted them out of the rally without explanation, preventing Alexei from speaking. Meanwhile, his eye continued to heal after surgery. (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Alexei at a staff meeting in the office of the Anti-Corruption Foundation, 2017 (APE agency)
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				Alexei at a rally in Omsk during the presidential campaign, 2017 (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Alexei debating with an activist from the United Russia party at a rally in Novosibirsk during the presidential campaign, 2017 (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Alexei’s nomination as a presidential candidate at a meeting in Serebryany Bor, 2017 (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Alexei and his colleagues on their way to the Central Election Commission to submit documents for his candidacy to the Russian presidency, 2017 (Evgeny Feldman)
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				Alexei at the Voter Strike rally after being prevented from running for president, 2018. Alexei was detained at the rally and jailed for fifteen days. (Evgeny Feldman)
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				In 2018, Alexei meets his brother at the gates of the prison colony where Oleg spent three and a half years after the trumped-up Yves Rocher case. (Vasily Maximov/AFP/East News)
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				Alexei and Yulia at a 2019 rally demanding the admission of independent candidates to the Moscow City Duma elections (Tatyana Makeyeva/Reuters/Scanpix)
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				Alexei speaks at a rally, 2019.
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				Alexei in the ACF office. On the wall hangs a photo of the Solvay Conference, 2019. (APE agency)
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				Alexei and his family at the Charité clinic in 2020 shortly after his coming out of a coma caused by Novichok poisoning
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				Alexei and his family during his rehabilitation after the poisoning
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				Alexei with his family, 2020
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				Alexei returns to Moscow in 2021, after five months of rehabilitation in Germany. (Mstyslav Chernov/AP/East News)
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				Alexei via video link from the prison during one of his trials, 2022 (Denis Kaminev/AP/East News)

			
		
	
		
			A Note About the Author

			Alexei Navalny was a Russian opposition leader, politician, anti-corruption campaigner, and political prisoner who won international recognition and respect. His many international honors included the Sakharov Prize, the European Parliament’s annual human rights prize; the Courage Award from the Geneva Summit for Human Rights and Democracy; and the Dresden Peace Prize, among others. Navalny also appeared on Time magazine’s “100 Most Influential People” and “25 Most Influential People on the Internet” lists. He died in 2024.
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