David Satter

Never Speak to Strangers

and Other Writing from Russia and the Soviet Union



VICTIMS OF COMMUNISM
MEMORIAL FOUNDATION

Published with the support of the

Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation.

The Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation is an educational, research,
and human rights nonprofit organization authorized by a unanimous Congres-
sional Act, which was signed as Public Law 103-199 by President William J.
Clinton on December 17, 1993. From 2003 to 2009, President George W. Bush
was Honorary Chairman of the Foundation. On June 12, 2007, he dedicated the
Victims of Communism Memorial in Washington, D.C.



David Satter

NEVER SPEAK TO STRANGERS

and Other Writing from Russia and the Soviet Union

thidem



Bibliografische Information der Deutschen Nationalbibliothek
Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek verzeichnet diese Publikation in der Deutschen

Nationalbibliografie; detaillierte bibliografische Daten sind im Internet iiber
http://dnb.d-nb.de abrufbar.

Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek
Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie; detailed
bibliographic data are available in the Internet at http://dnb.d-nb.de.

Cover picture: © Marie-Helene Gugenheim. Printed with kind permission.

The author would like to thank the following publications or organizations for
permission to reprint his articles: Financial Times, Chicago Sun-Times (on be-
half of the Chicago Daily News), The New York Review of Books, the Jamestown
Foundation, Tablet, Front Page Magazine, National Review, National Review
Online, The Washington Post, Foreign Policy Research Institute, The New Re-
public, Foreign Affairs, Montreal Review, Andrei Sakharov Research Center,
Vytautus Magnus University, Kaunas, Lithuania, Ninth of November Press,
Breitbart.com, Daily Beast, The New York Sun, The University of Chicago Mag-
azine, Forbes.com, The New York Times, The National Interest, Yale University

Press, and the Washington Times.

ISBN: 978-3-8382-7357-0
© ibidem-Verlag, Stuttgart 2020
Alle Rechte vorbehalten

Das Werk einschliefilich aller seiner Teile ist urheberrechtlich geschiitzt. Jede Verwertung
auflerhalb der engen Grenzen des Urheberrechtsgesetzes ist ohne Zustimmung des Verlag-
es unzuldssig und strafbar. Dies gilt insbesondere fiir Vervielfiltigungen,

Ubersetzungen, Mikroverfilmungen und elektronische Speicherformen sowie die
Einspeicherung und Verarbeitung in elektronischen Systemen.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the

prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may
be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.



Content

Abbreviations and Administrative Delineations..............ccccc....... 13
INEFOAUCHON. ... 15
Never Speak to Strangers ..........cocoeeeeciiiinnnneeeeeeecceeeeeens 19
Impressions of Moscow: Beyond the Looking Glass...................... 37
Soviets” Long Queue to Nowhere .........cccoovieieieieccciiiinnnnnee 40
Angry Russians Can’t Understand Inflation ..o 45
The Dissidents Who Strive for Western Freedoms in Russia......... 47
The Ghost in the Machine.........cocovvvieecciinnnnreeccccccenen. 52
The Price of Respectability .........c.cccoceiiinnnniicciccicirnne 57
Taking a Healthy Rest.........ccccooviiiiiiiiccccce 61
The Price of Soviet Achievements...........ccocovuvruerererereccrnincnenenenens 64
A Burning ISsue ... 70
From Russia Without Love ... 73
Trials of the WoTKers.......c.ccoeuioiniiniiicnceccceceens 76
The Price of Calling the Helsinki Bluff .........c.cccooeueeieeeiinnnnce. 79
Shaken, but Ready to Rise Again .........cccccevuvuvurueucueiciiiincnneneae 82
Soviet Dissent and the Cold War...........cccooeeinniinciincineens 86
Why Moscow Has Georgia on Its Mind ..........c.cccceeeccinnnnnenenee 91
Angry Nationalist Struggle Against Soviet Power ......................... 96
Afghanistan’s Rocky Road to Socialism.........c.ccceeueueuciciciiinnnce. 100
Russia’s “Civilised North' ..o 106
Moscow Yields to ‘Interference’ ...........ccccoovrrrrccicciinncecnnenens 109
Tensions Between Systems Show at Summit...........cccccccvurureneee. 112
Bitter-Sweet Search for Ancestors in Ukraine.........c.ccccccceervcnnce. 114
The Crime That Can Only Exist Behind Closed Borders ............. 119



Planning and Politics Strangle the Soviet Economy ..................... 123

Josef Stalin’s Legacy Leaves Soviet Leaders in Dilemma............. 127
Sakharov’s Arrest Links Dissidence with Detente........................ 132
The Limits of Detente..........ccccoeeviviiniiiiiniiiiccecens 135
200 Soviet Officials Held............cccoevviviiniiiniiiine 140
Fighting a War of Shadows.........cccccceiiiiiiiniicccccce, 143
Moscow Starts ‘Phoney War” Over Peace...........c.ccccccucivniinanee. 147
Why the Russians Think They Have Taken Schmidt for a Ride ... 150
Russia Through the Looking Glass ...........cccccceovrrnrvircicrcccncane 153
View from Middle Russia..........cccccoeuviniiiicnnniiccccniccenee, 158
How the Kremlin Kept Moscow Under Wraps........c.cccccceurururunace. 163
Russia Keeping Its Hands off Poland ...........cccccoeeiiiccciinnnce. 165
Where Some Miners Are More Equal Than Others...................... 168
Moscow Weighs Gains and Losses Against Dictates of Ideology .... 174
Soviet Defeat in Poland..........ccccoooivviiiinnne, 178
Few Goods in Grocery Store 7 ..........ccceeeeiiinienninincicncccnnnns 181
The Soviet View of Information............ccccceoevvnnicccinnincenne, 185
A Match for the Soviets...........cccvviiiiiiiiiie, 187
The KGB Puts Down a Marker ..o, 189
The System of Forced Labor in Russia.........ccccccovueieucucrinninnecnee 195
The Soviets Freeze a Peace Worker ...........cccccovviiniinnincnnn, 199
What Russia Tells Russians About Afghanistan............c.ccceeeee.. 203
The Legacy of Leonid Brezhnev ............cccccovvniicccinnnincenee. 208
The Soviets Slam the Door on Jewish Emigration............c.c.......... 213
Soviet Threat Is One of Ideas More Than Arms.........ccccccccucuneees 216
Treating Soviet Psychiatric Abuse...........cccccccoovviinnniiiiiiae. 221
The Kremlin Tortures a Psychiatrist ..........ccccccovniiciciinniinnee. 226



Private Soviet Screenings of Forbidden Films? Insanel................ 236
In New Gulag, Soviets Turning to Murder by Neglect................ 239
Don’t Talk with Murderers ... 243
Moscow Feeds a Lap-Dog Foreign Press..........cccocovureieuccuincnnee. 248
Moscow’s ‘New Openness’ I1IUSioN.......c.ccecevreveineccinnrecnnnnennes 253
A Test Case.....ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 258
Why Glasnost Can't Work..........cccevvvneieeeecniinennnreeenenenes 265
A Journalist Who Loved His Country ..........cccococeueueuecuecuccccnane. 276
Response to Fukuyama.........coeveveeeeveveuceicninnnrneeeeeeeceneenen. 279
Winter in MOSCOW ... 283
Setting the Sverdlovsk Story Straight ... 285
Moscow Believes in Tears............cccccuiiiiininniiniccccciicens 289
The Seeds of Soviet Instability ..........ccccceeeeeeieinrrrrreecrecccenen. 298
Yeltsin: Shadow of a Doubt..........cccccvvvviiiiiiiiiie, 303
A Tragic Master Plan............cccooviiiiiiiiiicccccce, 313
The Failure of Russian Reformers .............cccccooiiiiinnnnicnnne, 316
Rude AWaKENING........c.ceueuiiiiririreeeieteeeiceeer e 321
Yeltsin: Modified VICtOry ... 330
Organized Crime Is Smothering Russian Civil Society................. 334
The Wild East ... 337
The Shadow of Aum Shinri Kyo........c.cccccoeoinnnnncciiiiinene 346
The Cost of the Yeltsin Presidency...........ccccccovvniiccinnininnee. 349
The Rise of the Russian Criminal State.............c.cocooeeiiiniinnnen. 352
The Human Rights Situation in Russia.........ccccovrrreeccinnnnce. 382
Anatomy of @ Massacre ...........ccoovviuiieeicciininnnreeeecceaee 384
The Shadow of Ryazan ...........cccccceuvvininiicicienniniccccccscces 387



INOE SO QUICK.....eviiveeerierietieteeteeee ettt ettt eve e et ereeereeereere e 397

Death in MOSCOW ...c..c.coirieiirrieiiirieicinieiceneeieeneeieereeieeseeres e neee 402
Stalin’s LeGaCy .....c.cvoiiririririricicicccicrrre e 408
A Low, Dishonest Decadence ........oceeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeens 411
Terror in Russia: Myths and Facts.........c.cccccovnnnnicccciccnnn. 424
Ordinary MONSETS .........cccociiiririiiiiiccccccccerree e 427
The Murder of Paul KIebnikow ..........ccccoveinneinnininreeeeeen 430
The Tragedy of Beslan ..o, 434
The Communist CUTSE......c.ccvveverriereiriereiniereerere et 439
Stalin Is Back ...c.covevieirieiiinieieeicee e 443
What Andropov KNew .........cccccccceoiininnnnineicececcceesseeeenenenes 447
G-8 Crasher....cuoucivieiiiieicireicnteetrec ettt 451
Nikita Khrushchev’s Hard Bargains........cc.cccoovviveeiniinincccnnen 455
Who Killed Litvinenko?.........ccoeivrieinneiineeeereeeseeesenee 459
BOTIS YEIESIN..eeriieiiiieiiiriciciriet ettt 463
Russia on Trial ....cceoveevieininieiiice s 467
Land fOr PeACE. .....c.covueiririeiirieerees s 470
Putin Changes Jobs —and Russia ........c.cccccoeeeinnnnnrciccccccnen. 473
Poisonous PatriotiSm .........cocceivieieinccinincneeeneeeeeeeeeeenes 476
Obama and RUSSIa........cceeeririeiriinieirieiereeeeeeseteee s 479
Who Murdered These Russian Journalists?..........ccccceevevvervennennee. 482
Obama’s Outreach to Muslims Won't Achieve Its Goal .............. 485
Putin Runs the Russian State —and the Russian Church Too ..... 488
MiSSIiON t0 MOSCOW .....coveieuiiiieiiniiicirietcereeetereeeeeie et e 491
Obama’s Russian Odyssey ........c.ccceeueueueecciininrrrreieeeeceeenene 492
Psyching out U.S. Leaders...........cccoeuecuiiiiiinininrccccccnee 498
The President’s Mission to0 MOSCOW.........cceireruevenirieinenieieerienenenes 500



The Summit: Day 2.....c.cccceiirnnnreeeeccceererer e 503

Natalya EStemirova........ccccccovrvrreeieieccciciinrreeeeeeeceeane 505
A Wounded Bear Is Dangerous............cccccevvvuruecucucuciinncecncnenns 508
Pining for AuthoritarianiSm...........cccceeeeieevinnrrereeeeeeeeeeenen. 509
Remembering Beslan............cocooveieiiiiiininnrceeecceecceeens 514
Afghanistan: Lessons from the Soviet Invasion ...............cccoco...... 521
Yesterday Communism, Today Radical Islam.............ccccceuvueeece 523
A Passion to Relive the Past..........cccccccoviiiiiiniiiiiien, 527
Road t0 "Zero’ ... s 528
Symposium: Is Hannah Arendt Still Relevant?...............cccccceu..e. 530
Women Who Blow Themselves Up ........cccovveueeuecuciiienecneneneens 534
A Hollow Achievement in Prague ..........cccccccoevvvnnnnnccccccnnee. 537
Symposium: When Does a Religion Become an Ideology? ......... 539
That Russian Spy Ring: The Broader Meaning...........c.cccccccvueucee. 546
Never Forget: New Fanatical Ideology, Same Prescription:

Defeat ......ooiviiiiiiiii s 548
Khodorkovsky’s Fate ..........ccccovvviiiiiiiiiiiiincccccce, 550
Putin’s Facade Begins to Crumble...........cccccoonnrnnieeierercnnccnn. 552
Why Putin Is TOering .......ccccceeeoiiriniririricieeieeiicceseseeeeenenenenes 554
The Character of RUSSIa........ccccvviviiiiiiiiiiie 558
Obama’s Open MiCrOphone............cccueueuieiininnnereeeeeieeeeeeeenen. 561
Russia’s Chance for Redemption..........ccccevveveeicieiccuccinnincnnenens 564
Russia and the Communist Past...........ccccccovvviviiinniiiinnn 567
Awaiting the Next Revolution..........cccceceevnnniicccinniicenee, 572
Clinton in the WSJ Strays on Russia Relations..........c.ccccovevenenee. 575
Punk-Rock Authoritarianism............cccooivviiiniiiiiiiinen, 577
The Long Shadow of “Nord Ost” .........ccccceeuevvninicccinniiiee 579
Russia’s OIphans ........c.cccvvrrrrieieieieicceeennseeeee s 584



David Satter on Life in the Soviet Police State...........ccccccovveuneenee. 586

Russians Arrest CIA Agent..........ccccoviiiiiiiiiinniie 590
The NSA and the Soviet Union...........cccccovvveverinininiiiiinnen 592
Obama Defends Putin..........cccocevvveeieiereccccinnnnnreeeeeeeeenene 593
Russia’s False Concern for Children.........cccovrrrnecccnccnnce. 595
Putin and Obama in St. Petersburg..........cccccovvvrnvccciicnnne. 597
The Curse of Russian “Exceptionalism”.......c.cccoeeueveverercreernnccnc. 598
Snowden’s New Identity .........cccceceueueeeeinnnnnnieeeeccccceneens 602
Did Putin Insult the POpe? ........cccccoeiiiiiiiieecccccee 604
Why Journalists Frighten Putin...........ccoooeeiinniccinnnnee. 606
Open Letter to Margarita Simonyan, Chief Editor of

RusSia TOAAY ..ot 609
My Expulsion from RuUssia........c.cceeueueuciiciinnirrreecccccne, 610
Putin’s Shaky Hold on POWer..........cccccccevvnnnneeecccrieecneneens 613
The Russian State of Murder Under Putin.........c.cocoeeveucucucucncnnne. 616
Putin Is No Partner on Terrorism...........cccoceoevivviiniinncninnnene, 619
Russia Questions for Rex Tillerson .........ccceeeveeeveeeveeeieecveeeneeenne 625
The “Trump Report’ Is a Russian Provocation............cccccceereeucnee. 628
Trump Gives a Boost to Putin’s Propaganda..........c.cccccceeveieenenencne 631
From Russia With Chaos...........cccccovviiviviiiiiiine, 634
Trump Must Stand Strong Against Putin ..........cecceeeecrcircnnce. 637
How America Helped Make Vladimir Putin Dictator for Life.... 640
Who Killed Boris Nemtsov?.........ccccovvviviviiniininiiceennen, 649
100 Years of Communism—and 100 Million Dead..........c..c....... 655
A Christmas Encounter With the ‘Russian Soul'............ccceueunenv. 659
How to Answer Russia’s Escalation ...........cccoevriieccciccnnce. 662
Putin’s Aggression Is the Issue in Helsinki..........ccccccocvunininnnnnee. 665

The Satirist Who Mocked the Kremlin —and Russian Character .... 668

10



When Russian Democracy Died........c.cocoveeueieveucirincnnnnneenenenes 671

Contribution to “We Need Sakharov”............cccccoevevneecnnccnnnnee 675
Collusion or Russian Disinformation?............ccceececenveccnneinennenee 678
A Pioneer Who Witnessed Revolutions ............cccoveeenvuecnienenne. 682
Hold Russia Accountable for MH17 ........cccccoveinneconecncnnnenene. 684
Afterword to English Language Edition of Judgment in Moscow ......687
Acknowledgements............cccocevniniiiicieiinicce s 690

11






Abbreviations and
Administrative Delineations

FSB — Federal Security Service

FSO — Federal Guard Service

IMF — International Monetary Fund

KGB — Committee for State Security

RUBOP (formerly RUOP) — Regional Directorate for the Struggle
with Organized Crime

SVR — Foreign Intelligence Service

Krai — Province or territory

Oblast — Region

Raion — District

Okrug — Administrative subdivision, for example, of Moscow or
military district
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Introduction

The Marquis de Coustine, writing in the early 19th century, said
that it was possible for a foreigner to travel from one end of Russia
to the other and see nothing but false facades. In June, 1976, when 1
arrived in Moscow as the accredited correspondent of the Financial
Times of London, I was confronted by a country that resembled
nothing so much as a giant theater of the absurd.

I spent six years in the Soviet Union, from 1976-82. During this
period, I sensed the uniqueness of the situation and began collect-
ing the personal stories of Soviet citizens with the intent of preserv-
ing them for posterity. I was banned from the Soviet Union after
1982, allowed back in 1990, and finally expelled from Russia in 2013
on the grounds that the security organs regarded my presence as
“undesirable.”

During these years, I observed four different Russias which
managed to differ radically from each other while remaining essen-
tially the same. From 1976 to 1982, I witnessed the Soviet Union at
the height of its world power and a people in a state of ideological
stupefaction. With the advent of Gorbachev’s perestroika, the So-
viet population was liberated from the unreal world of the ideology
and the state hurtled to its inevitable collapse. When independent
Russia emerged from the wreckage, the failure to replace the miss-
ing ideology with a genuine set of universal moral values led to
Russia’s complete criminalization.

Finally, the unreal world of the Soviet ideology took its re-
venge in September, 1999 with the bombing of four Russian apart-
ment buildings that made possible Vladimir Putin’s rise to power
and the resurrection in Russia of the Soviet Union in a different
guise.

The imaginary world of Marxist-Leninist ideology never re-
ally went away because the issue was never its validity but rather
its political effectiveness. Mentally subjugated individuals can be
treated as raw material for the purposes of the state which is why
an ideology is so useful. By the time I was expelled from Russia in
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2013, the re-propagandizing of Russia had been long accomplished
and Russia is in a state of ideological control without an ideology
to this day.

As Russia evolved, the conditions of work for a journalist also
changed. During the Brezhnev period, all official information was
organized to confirm the truth of the imaginary world. Real infor-
mation was available but it was unofficial and getting it entailed
taking a risk. This accounted for the unique role of the Soviet dissi-
dents. They took it upon themselves —and often paid for their ef-
forts with terms in Soviet labor camps—to provide truthful infor-
mation about historical events and the conditions in the country to
diplomats and journalists. The best informed foreign journalists
were those with the closest ties to dissidents.

During the perestroika period, the regime itself began to re-
lease information that, had it been published months earlier by a
dissident would have led to the latter’s arrest. Gorbachev wanted
to use limited freedom to, as he put it, “unleash the potential of so-
cialism”. This was only possible, however, by lifting the dead hand
of the ideology which meant free information. For journalists, this
situation was nearly incomprehensible. The regime seemed to be
organizing its own demise. But journalists were not the only ones
who were confused. Gorbachev’s effort to reform the Soviet Union
by undermining the credibility of its ideology led inevitably to the
Soviet Union’s collapse.

After the fall of the Soviet Union, journalists faced a country
that, while no longer communist, was taken over by criminals and
so was not truly free. If the Soviet Union was justified by the myths
of communism, Yeltsin’s Russia was justified by the myth of dem-
ocratic, anti-communist reform. Foreign journalists could travel
and write freely (although Russian journalists were frequently
killed) but they had to struggle to distinguish appearance from re-
ality. The endurance of the belief that the Yeltsin period was the
flowering of Russian democracy is a tribute to the fact that very few
journalists passed that test.

In September, 1999, Western journalists in Russia faced their
greatest challenge as apartment buildings were blown up in the
middle of the night and evidence mounted that the perpetrators
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were agents of the Russian Federal Security Service (FSB). The
bombings were used to justify a new invasion of Chechnya which
helped Putin to become Russia’s new president. Putin restored the
institutions of the Soviet Union — false propaganda, militarism and
hostility to the West. But as Putin’s grip on power tightened and
the apartment bombings were followed by assassinations and new
provocations, journalists largely restricted themselves to the official
version of events, leaving the reality of Putin’s Russia concealed by
ever more elaborate lies.

The articles in this collection are a chronicle of Russia almost
from the day I arrived in the Soviet Union as a young correspond-
ent in 1976 until the present. Depicted here are the things I saw, the
people I met and the events I witnessed as reported by me to my
readers in the West. In the broad sense, this is a record of one per-
son’s attempt to penetrate the false reality of a country which was
not like other countries but always sought to depict itself as some-
thing it is not.

Emigres from the former Soviet Union often despair of their
inability to convey the truth of their experiences to the West. Arthur
Koestler, a former communist and the author of Darkness at Noon,
the classic novel about the Moscow purge trials of the 1930s, told a
colleague that it was always the same with the comfortable and in-
sular West. “You hate our Cassandra cries and resent us as allies,”
he said. “But when all is said, we ex-communists are the only peo-
ple ... who know what it’s all about.”

In fact, it is not necessary to be an ex-communist to understand
what it is all about. But penetrating the veil of Russian mystification
requires effort and the ability to understand that seeing is not al-
ways believing. The Russians have created an entire false world for
our benefit. The articles in this collection reflect my 40 year attempt
to see them as they are.
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