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As a teenager in Leningrad, Russia, Vladimir Putin practiced martial

arts. He dreamed of joining the KGB, the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy
Bezopasnosti (Committee for State Security) after school. In this photo,
Putin, bottom, spars with a classmate in a sambo match. Sambo
combines wrestling with judo.
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10 Vladimir Putin

INTRODUCTION

In 1968 a slender young man named Vladimir Putin'
approached KGB?, the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy
Bezopasnosti (Committee for State Security), headquarters
in Leningrad, a city in the republic of Russia?, then part of

the Soviet Union*. The building appeared secretive, with
windows and doors tightly closed to the outside world. Here
was a place of power and authority — but it was power that
worked undercover. It worked at night and in disguise’, us-
ing secret identities and hidden communications devices to
find and punish enemies of the state. It was power that in-
spired fear. Everyone in the Soviet Union knew that to run
afoul® of the KGB was to risk life and limb.

But Vladimir Putin was not afraid. Ever since he could
remember, he had wanted to be a spy. Working in this build-
ing was his dream, although a nearly impossible dream. He
was just a teenager, beginning the ninth grade, and the son
of a factory foreman who had fought in the Soviet army
during World War II (1939-1945). His family had no friends
in powerful places. He knew that rising through the ranks
of the Soviet government and security services required good

connections, a university degree, and membership in the gov-
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ernment-run Communist Party — and Vladimir had none of
the above.

Still, he did not turn away from his dream. He simply
walked to the headquarters building and approached the first
man he saw. “I want to get a job with you,” Vladimir
said.

The man studied the eager and deadly serious teenager.
This kind of encounter was familiar to him. Many people
wanted to talk to the KGB, for many different reasons. Some
of them, like Vladimir Putin, were young people who wanted
to be spies. The man decided not to drive this teenager away,
at least not immediately. “That’s terrific,” he responded,
“but there are several issues. First, we don’t take people
who come to us on their own... Second, you can come to us
only after the army or after some type of civilian higher
education.”

Vladimir was prepared for a refusal. He knew that in
the Soviet Union, one didn’t achieve a goal simply by ea-
gerly asking for it. In this society, the government held power
over each person’s education, job, and place of residence. If
a Soviet citizen asked for something, government officials
could say no for a hundred different reasons, and they did
not have to explain. A citizen simply had to accept their de-
cisions or risk a lot of trouble.

But Vladimir persisted. “What kind of higher
education?” he asked the man.
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“Any!” came the reply.

“But what kind is preferred?”

“Law school.”

The conversation soon ended, and Vladimir walked
away. But just a few years later, he enrolled at the law
school of Leningrad State University. This step was the
beginning of a remarkable political career that would even-
tually bring this purposeful young man to the summit of
power in a new Russia.
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When did Putin want to join KGB?

What did KGB do?

What kind of people did KGB take?

Which university did Putin enroll a few years later?






Chapter ONE

A BoyHooD
DREAM

VIadimir Viadimirovich Putin was the third
son born to Vladimir Spiridonovich Putin and Mariya
Ivanovna Putin. The elder Vladimir Putin worked as a sol-
dier and then as a factory foreman. Mariya held a variety
of jobs during her lifetime, laboring in a factory, a bakery,
and a laboratory, among other workplaces.

Vladimir’s brothers were both born before World War
1I. One died shortly after birth, and the other died of diph-
theria! during the war. Vladimir was born seven years after
the war ended, on October 7, 1952. Because his brothers
had both died before his birth, he was the only child in the
family. Soon after Vladimir was born, family and friends
began to call him by a nickname, Volodya.




