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ladimir Putin was born, on

October 7, 1952, in Leningrad

(later St. Peterburh), Russia.
An only child, Putin grew up living with
his mother and father, a factory foreman
and World War Il veteran, in a communal
apartment with several other families. As
a young boy, he began studying martial
arts, and by age 16 had become an expert at
sambo, a Russian combination of judo and
wresting. Around that same time, Putin was
selected to attend Leningrad School No.
281, a college-preparatory school for the
city’s best students. In 1970, he enrolled at
the prestigious Leningrad State University,
where he majored in civil law and continued

his study of martial arts. From all accounts,

he devoted himself to the martial art,
attracted by both its physical demands and
its contemplative philosophical core. “It’s
respect for your elders and opponents,”
he says in First Person, his question-and-
answer memoir published in 2000. “It’s not

for weaklings.”
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t was the KGB, the Soviet Union’s

national security organization, that

rescued Putin from obscurity—and
turned the child into the man. Putin had
begun to apply himself to schoolwork, and
in 1975, during his senior year at Leningrad
State University, he was approached by an
impressive stranger who said, “I need to
talk to you about your career assignment. [
wouldn’t like to specify exactly what it is
yet.” Putin, who had dreamed of becoming
a spy, was intrigued. Within months he was
being trained in counterintelligence. Putin
joined the KGB’s First Directorate as a
foreign intelligent agent.

By the mid-1980s he was assigned to
former East Germany, where he worked
undercover, pursuing intelligence on NATO
and German politicians. He was in Dresden,
not Berlin where the action was, and
probably would have been only a bit player
in the Le Carré version of the cold war.

With the rise to power of Mikhail
Gorbache, Putin’s work in East Germany
was precipitously drawing to a close. He
returned to Russia in 1990, after the fall
of the Berlin Wall and the reunification
of Germany, as a KGB agent. The agency
rewarded him with an administrative post at
his alma mater, Leningrad State University,
which was largely a cover for him to

continue intelligence work.

N E AR R T K LR
o R E T —0 T, BT
A FEPAR E AT A, o N
LR EMAIR S| Sk 8% . (H21996
A, BT RAAH R FCHRIK T LA
BBWORS , WA MISEE, SaidpE
ZHTRFMILE, EREEEREA A
Ji R A

utin’s big break was a friend’s

introduction to Anatoli Sobchak,

the liberal mayor of St. Petersburg,
who was happy to bring in an intelligent,
no-nonsense outsider to help push his
reformist agenda. Putin ran the office that
registered businesses and promoted foreign
investment. He was responsible for ensuring
that President Clinton’s visit to the city in
1996 went smoothly—it was the first time
American officials saw Putin in action.
But later that year, Sobchak, damaged by

a perception of ineffectiveness and rumors

of corruption, lost his re-election bid. Putin
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as a member of the losing team, he was
suddenly untouchable. “Nobody would hire

me there,” he says.
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o Putin headed to Moscow. He

became deputy to the head of

Yeltsin’s general-affairs department.
Within two years he was asked to head
the FSB, the spy-agency successor to the
disbanded KGB. Putin, in his memoir, says
he received a call out of the blue asking
him to head to the airport to meet Russia’s
Prime Minister, Sergei Kirienko. Kirienko
offered congratulations. When Putin asked
why, he replied, “The decree is signed. You
have been appointed director of the FSB.”
Then, in August 1999, Putin was named
Prime Minister. It’s a grand title, but it
doesn’t come with much security: Putin was

Yeltsin’s fifth Prime Minister in 17 months.

But Putin did far better than survive; within
four months a declining Yeltsin asked Putin
to take over as acting President. Putin tells
us he initially declined but that Yeltsin raised
it again, saying, “Don’t say no.” By the last
day of 1999 Putin was running the country.

We ask if it had ever occurred to Putin
that history would place him in such a role.
“It never occurred to me,” he says. “It still
surprises me.”

Experts generally believe that Putin
won Yeltsin’s endorsement because he was
competent, because he wasn’t part of any
of the major Moscow factions competing
for power and because his KGB past gave
him a source of authority. Putin explains
things: “Mr. Yeltsin realized that I would be
totally sincere and would spare no effort to
fulfill my duties and would be honest and
see that the interest of the country could be

secured.”
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n 1999, when he assumed the role

of acting President, he was a relative

unknown. It was his response to a
Chechen rebel incursion in the Russian
republic of Dagestan in the North Caucasus
that quickly set him on a path toward
national glory. Alexei Gromov, who has
served with Putin as press secretary since
he came to power, remembers being in the
room when Putin told his wife Lyudmila
that he was preparing to go on a New
Year’s Eve trip to the war zone to meet with
the troops. She was worried about his safety
and went along with him. In the end, the trip
may have been no more than a calculated,
if risky, photo op, but it was effective.
Russians met their new leader and admired

his courage and energy.

The following year, the year he was
elected President, Putin stepped up Russia’s
invasion of the breakaway republic of
Chechnya. Rambo-style, he promised a
quick and decisive victory, reiterating his
earlier pledge to defeat enemy fighters “even
in the toilet.” Grozny, Chechnya’s capital,
was all but obliterated(5%#4); Russia
reassumed power and installed a puppet
leader. Despite heartbreaking subsequent
Chechen terrorist attacks—including a 2004
assault on a school in Beslan, North Ossetia,
where 339 civilians, most of them children,
were killed—Russians by and large admire
Putin for drawing the line in the south.
Having watched Eastern Europe and the
Soviet republics slip from Moscow’s grip,
Russians were happy to keep Chechnya—

even a bombed-out Chechnya—in the fold.
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o the West, meanwhile, Putin
was a mystery. Russia watchers
debated endlessly: Was he a
pro-Western reformer? (He had worked
for Sobchak.) Or a hard-liner? (He was a
career KGB man.) Yet just as 9/11 helped
define President Bush, so did external
challenges allow Putin to grow into a
leader. His first steps on the world stage
were tentative. His global coming-out had
occurred in Auckland at a 1999 meeting
of heads of APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation) nations. Sestanovich, who was
traveling with President Clinton, remembers
meeting Putin at Clinton’s hotel suite. “He
was new on the job then,” says Sestanovich,
“not at all sure of himself.” But Clinton
was willing to work with him. Putin tells us
how, at an APEC dinner at which he was
feeling somewhat lost, Clinton crossed the
room past other world leaders and leaned
down to talk to him. “Volodya,” Clinton
said, using the familiar form of the name
Vladimir, “I suggest we walk out together
from this room.” Putin rose to his feet, and
the two men strolled out together. “Everyone
applauded,” Putin recalls. “T will remember
that forever.”
Clinton was not the only American
who found something to like about Putin.
Two years later, in a line that has haunted

him ever since, President Bush declared that

he had looked inside Putin’s soul. It was
their first meeting, at a summit in Slovenia,
and Bush said, “T looked the man in the eye.
I found him to be very straightforward and
trustworthy...I was able to get a sense of his
soul.”

The terrorist attacks on 9/11 provided
Putin with another defining moment. He
was one of the first world leaders to offer
condolences and help to President Bush.
That probably led the U.S. to back off from
stridently (I H-9, 275 1)) criticizing the
Chechnya adventure. But the initial shared
objectives between Putin and the Bush
Administration did not last. Putin strongly

opposed America’s invasion of Iraq.
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here are scores of Russians who
quietly applaud Putin’s efforts
to reassert stability. Once a year,
when Putin takes phone calls from citizens
around the country, tens of thousands of

people try to get through. Listening to the



calls, however screened and rehearsed they
may be, one is struck by the ardor of the
appeals to the President to get things done
and by the broad range of information at
Putin’s fingertips. (A woman who lives
on an island off Vladivostok complained
about the local ferry service. Putin told her
a bridge will soon be built to link the island
to the mainland.)

Certainly life in Russia today is better
than it has been for years. The stores are
stocked with goods. The once worthless
ruble is a genuine currency, strengthening
against the dollar these days. Crime persists,
but the cities are not as rough as in previous
years.

And then there are the President’s
loudest and most visible defenders:
members of Nashi (Ours, in Russian),
the cultish pro-Putin youth movement. In
mid-December, about 20,000 of the Nashi
faithful from all over Russia gathered for
a rally by the Kremlin walls to celebrate
the recent victory of Putin’s United Russia
Party in elections to the parliament. From
the stage, speakers, rock singers and rappers
(W0 145, M%) declared their patriotism
and love for the President. A banner
read, into the future with putin! Someone
introduced Dasha, a 10-year-old member

of Mishki (Bear Cubs), the new children’s

division of Nashi. “I love Russia,” said
Dasha. “I love teddy bears. I love Putin.

Together we will win!”
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utin’s mission is not to win over the

West. It is to restore to Russians a

sense of their nation’s greatness,
something they have not known for years.
This is not idle dreaming. When historians
talk about Putin’s place in Russian history,
they draw parallels with Stalin or the Tsars.
Putin, one can’t stress enough, is not a
Stalin. There are no mass purges in Russia
today, no broad climate of terror. But Putin
is reconstituting a strong state, and anyone

who stands in his way will pay for it.
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There are various ways to control the situation; we will undertake
all steps necessary to settle all these problems and issues, not
aggravate them.
FEHRAAGIRZMITE ROTSRR—UILER LR, Rk f
P, S fd [a] R
Nobody should pin their hopes on a miracle.
TSN %5 A B 47 38
The path towards a free society has not been simple. There are
tragic and glorious pages in our history.
WA A A2 B RO AEIR SR . FEFRATT0Y Iy s b R AT DR (R B
NAARIR AT .
Our aims are absolutely clear: They are a high living standard in
thg country and a secure, free and comfortable life.
FAT HFRAER . REESEREML S, Ak, SFEMNE
.
No references to the need to fight terror can be an argument for
restricting human rights.
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Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin was the second President of Russia and is the current
Prime Minister of Russia. He became acting President on 31 December 1999, when
President Boris Yeltsin resigned in a surprising move, and then Putin won the 2000
presidential election. In 2004, he was re-elected for a second term lasting until 7 May
2008.

Due to constitutionally mandated term limits, Putin was ineligible to run for a third
consecutive Presidential term. After the victory of his successor, Dmitry Medvedev, in
the 2008 presidential elections, he was then nominated by the latter to be Russia’s Prime
Minister; Putin took the post on 8 May 2008.

Throughout his presidential terms and into his second term as Prime Minister,
Putin has enjoyed high approval ratings amongst the Russian public. He is credited with

bringing political stability and re-establishing the rule of the law.
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