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The couple could have been raken for lovers, as they
strolled along the banks of the Gribovedov Canal in the
heart of 5t Petersburg late at night. They might have
been seeking a few secluded moments as they ducked
into the arched entrance of one of the decayving blocks
of 18th-century apartments backing onto the central
artery of this city's network of waterways.

But this pair had more sinister intentons. With
sophisticared weapons concealed benearth their jackets,
they had made their way past the heavily guarded
headquarters of the city’s paramilitary police on the
corner of the street. They seem to have assumed there
was little risk of apprehension. On November 20, 1998,
the lights on that stretch of street were not working,

In retrospect this technical detail has been raken as a
sign of a carefully arranged plot, executed with the
collusion of some higher authority. On the night,
neighbours simply shrugged it off as the latest annoying
symptom of a slowly decaying stare.

The gunman and his female accomplice climbed the
broad staircase of Building 91 and huddled together,
waiting on a first-floor landing. Shortly after 10.45pm
the heavy steel door on the ground floor clanked open
and, echoing up the stairwell, came the unmistakable
raucous laugh of Galina Starovoitova, parliamentary
deputy and one of Russia’s leading democrats.

Whether or not her killers heard Starovoitova joking
ro her aide Ruslan Linkov thar™all communists and
fascists must be psychologically disturbed” is unknown.
What is certain are the last words she heard before she
died. As her assassin stepped out of the shadows his
accomplice, brandishing a Beretta pistol, urged him to
shoot, with the chilling insult “Kill the snake!”

Taking aim with an Agram 2000 sub-machinegun, the
assassin pumped three bullets into his victim’s skull and
neck, then turned the gun on Linkov, skimming the side
of the 28-vear-old’s head with one bullet and lodging
another in his chest. Flinging their weapons to the
ground — the hallmark of a contracr killing in Russia,
where weapons can rarely be traced — the couple fled.

Linkov staggered to the nearest door for help.
Instructing his wife to call an ambulance and staunch
the blood from Linkov’s wounds, Valeri Andreev, a
doctor and forensics expert, knelt beside the body of his
neighbour to feel for a pulse. There was none. Within the
hour, news of Starovoitova’s murder had reached the
office of the Russian news service Interfax. News
agencies around the world were soon wiring flashes on
the death of “Russia’s last democrat”. Even before her
body had been moved to the morgue, the murder of this
52-vear-old grandmother, who had once stood shoulder
to shoulder with Andrei Sakharov as one of the country’s
leading human rights activists, was being described on
international news bulletins as the darkest stain on
Russia’s ailing democracy in the seven vears since the
collapse of the Soviet Union.

For 10 hours Starovoitova lay sprawled face down on
the concrete steps of her apartment block. The
procession of policemen, politicians and, finally,
government ministers who came to inspect the corpse
appalled her sister Olga, who arrived at the scene less
than an hour after the murder.

She recoils at the memory of police dogs sniffing
around her sister’s body: “When I first arrived [ took
Galva’s hand. It was still warm. [ wanred to move her
legs to make her more comfortable. | wanted to protect
her from the dogs. But I just had to stand to one side
and could do nothing.”

Olga recalls Russia's interior minister, Sergei
Stepashin, arriving shortly before 5am: "He stood by my
sister’s body speaking urgently into his mobile phone.
He was speaking to Yeltsin. I did not hear the words he
spoke.” One of Boris Yeltsin's aides said the shock of
hearing of his former adviser's murder prompted
another decline in the Russian leader’s health. The next

Left: Starovoitova at the duma. Above, from left: General
Albert Makashov, Vladimir Yakovlev, and Yuri Shutov

day he was admitted to hospital with pneumonia.

Too ill to attend her funeral four davs later, he sent a
message to her parents praising his former adviser as“a
noble and courageous woman... She was among the
pioneers in our common struggle for a new Russia. I
always considered her a comrade-in-arms and a person
of like mind”.

Starovoitova's funeral became a mass ourpouring of
pro-democracy sentiment — 20,000 mourners filed past
her open caskert in the Alexander Nevski Monastery in St
Petersburg. Judging by the dramatic drop in household
electricity consumption that night, more than 5m
Russians observed a call for two minutes silence in her
memory by turning off their lights.

Some commentators compared the outpouring of
grief to the shock felt in the United States after the
assassination of JFK, and the mourning in Britain
following the deach of Princess Diana. Such over-
sentimental comparisons obscure a more complicated
reality. While to some, Starovoitova's murder symbolised
the death of a dream that the country could transform
itself from a rotalitarian state into a western-style
democracy, many of her compatriots did not mourn her.
To understand this is to go to the heart of the idenin
crisis that is gripping Russia.
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On the ourskirts of 5t Petersburg, Ruslan Linkov gazes
out over the frozen Gulf of Finland from the window of
a small tavern near the White Nighrs Military Hospiral,
where he is still undergoing medical treatment. The
young political aide says he is prevented by a police
gagging order from discussing in detail what he knows
about their investigation into Starovoitova’s murder. Yer,
piecing together his own disjointed recollection of the
crime and other accounts of the events that night and
since — the authorites decline to discuss the progress of
their investigation — it is difficulr to believe thar any
serious attempt is being made to find her killers.

Linkov is likely to remain partially paralysed in his left
hand and arm because of nerve damage caused by the
bullet wounds. The pain he feels talking abour the death
of the woman he worked for is also palpable. Yet one
line of inquiry pursued by police is that Linkov himself
organised the shooting to avenge a personal venderta.

Some of those interviewed by police say they have
been subjected to leading, offensive questions
suggesting that Starovoitova’s associates regularly
engaged in orgies involving animals. It has even been
suggested that the politician engineered her own death
to make herself a martyr.
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Linkov, “She regularly received marriage proposals from

complete strangers. But she was widely hated oo, and
got two or three anonymous death threars a week. Afrer
many vears of the same thing it became almost natural.
But of course now we deeply regret we did not insist she
employ security guards like many deputies in the duma
[the Russian parliament’s lower house] do.”

Among those who testifv to Linkov's devotion to
Starovoitova is her son, Platon Borschevski. "My mother
is the subject of a smear campaign thar started even
betore her death. The people leading the investigation
into her murder are the same people who tried to
compile a criminal case against her alleging corruption
before she died,” says Borschevski, who lives in London.

Yer Starovoitova was thart rarity in Russia — a clean
politician. Few dispute that both she and her family lived
frugally. Unlike most of her fellow parliamentarians she
did not use her privileged position to amass a private
forrune, and she sought to expose those who did. But
this moral integrity made her mortal enemies.

To list all those with motives for murdering
Starovoitova would fill a small book, such was her zeal in
fighting corruption, bigotry and extremism. But her
opponents fall into roughly three categories: die-hard
communists, the country’s strengthening fascist and
extreme nationalist forces and numerous corrupt
politicians, both in St Petersburg and ar the state level in
Moscow. Immediately before her death she had
succeeded in enraging all three factions.

Two weeks betore she died, Starovoitova and Linkov
had inhlrrated a meeting organised by Communist party
supporters to discuss the formarion ot a body dubbed
the Academy of Naronal Security. Its organisers claimed
the academy would organise conferences to discuss
matters of national importance; Starovoitova was
convinced it was a front for fundraising, extortion and
links with organised crime gangs to finance the
Communist party. She was expected to reveal details of
her investigation in a series of television interviews
scheduled for the weeks tollowing her death.

At the same time, Starovoitova was engaged in a
bitter dispute with one of the Communist party’s most
xenophobic leaders, General Albert Makashov, as a
result of his ultra-natonalistic and rampantly anti-semitic
ravings. She and several other deputies had
unsuccessfully pushed for legal proceedings against
Makashov for inciting racial hatred. She received
numerous anonymous death threarts as a result, and
hate mail saying that “in Sralin's nme she would have
been strung up”.

Starovoitova also evoked deep hatred simply because
she was a woman daring to speak her mind, refusing to
kowtow to the boorish, vodka-swilling old > 23



men who dominate the duma. Warm-hearted, she was
often too open for her own good. She was fearless.

Just hours before her death, she and another duma
deputy had flown back to St Petersburg from Moscow.
On the airport bus, there was a birter exchange:
Starovoitova disparaged the former Communist party
member as a“long-distance runner” because he had
switched party so many times according to his chances
of winning election. As he alighted, in the company of a
notorious senior officer of the former KGB, he warned
her that she should learn to control her tongue.
According to Linkov, there to pick her up, she turned
around and said to both men:*You don't scare me.”

High on Starovoitova's list of suspect politicians was
the autocratic governor of St Petersburg, Vladimir
Yakovlev. Already hoping to challenge the ultra-
nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky for leadership of the
region, in the long term she also planned to run against
Yakovlev for the governorship of the city, once the cradle
of modern democracy in Russia but now regarded as the
country’s criminal capital. More immediately she was
campaigning against candidates in December’s local
legislative elections who supported Yakovlev's secretive
Soviet-style regime in local legislative elections. In the
days following her death a local newspaper published
transcripts of telephone conversations between
organised crime figures that Starovoitova had in her
possession. The transcripts suggested that Yakovlev had
been approached by underworld figures.

Yakovlev was noticeably absent from her funeral and
he vanished from public view for several days. There
were conflicting reports that he had hurt his back
playing handball and was being treated in Finland, or
had suffered a tennis injury and was undergoing
treatment in North Osseta. They raised suspicions that
he was feigning illness. When he did reappear, he
caused widespread outrage by initially describing
Starovoitova’s murder as merely “unusual”

Last month a political associate of Yakovlev's was
arrested. Yuri Shutov, a member of the city’s legislative
assembly, has been charged with conspiring to murder
another duma deputy, but investigators believe he could
be behind a string of assassinarions, and the interior
minister said investigators were “looking into the
possibility that he (Shutov) may have participated in the
contract killing of Galina Starovoitova’

“To try to find motive in only one faction is a mistake.
All of them are linked in some shape or form,” says
Brian Whitmore, an American reporter with The 5t
Petersburg Times, who was subpoenaed ro testify before
investigators about what he knew of Starovoitova’s
activities. “The left wing of the Communist party is
closely aligned with the far right and extreme Russian
nationalists here. They form a red-brown coalition
and have strong links with paramilitary groups and
retired military officers.”

Few will talk on the record about the links between
these groups and organised crime. But Whitmore echoes
the conviction of many when he stresses that he believes
Starovoitova’s death had little to do with ideology:
“Ideclogy is a smoke screen. It was abour interests. It
seems almost certain that the motive for her murder was
a fear that she was gerring too close to exposing specific
details of corrupt dealings between some of the
country’s most powerful politicians and the criminal
underworld. For this reason it is unlikely it will ever be
known who hired her assassins.
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Surrounded by photographs of their beloved daughter, a
portly redhead with a prominent chin and gentle eyes,
her parents are resigned to the fact that Starovoitova’s
killers will never be caught. Despite assurances by the
Kremlin that the investigation is being given top priority,
Vasili Starovoitov and his wife, Rimma, are certain the
truth about her death will never come out.

Above: Ruslan

Linkov, who survived
the attack. Right:
Starovoitova’s state
funeral. Below: her
parents, who saw her
just before she died

“We saw Galina half an hour before she died,” says
Rimma Starovoitova, sitting bare-legged at a table in the
couple’s small apartment, in a dilapidated block on the
city outskirts. “She called in to bring us some caviare and
smoked eel to celebrate her father’s 80th birthday. She
told me, as she always did, that I should wear stockings
to keep my legs warm. Then she rold us ro take care of
ourselves and that she would see us soon.”

Observing the stoicism and dignity with which she
and her husband talk about their daughter, it is clear
where Galina Starovoitova's strength of characrer came
from. Although ourwardly her childhood had been
“typically Soviet”, as she once remarked, the values her
parents instilled in her from a young age clearly
encouraged her to question the system.

“We were members of the Communist party. But
nobody believed in the communist claims of paradise on
Earth. We were always sceptical of all the promises.
Although I played a role in party life I was always very
honest with my daughters about how pointless and
bureaucratic it all was,” says Vasili Starovoitov, once head
of a rank construction factory and a local Communist
party official in the city then known as Leningrad.

Born in Chelyabinsk in 1946, Starovoitova also
inherited her mother’s approach to life: “The hard
climate of the Urals toughens people’s characters. [ was
very strong. My mother was very strong and my
daughters became very strong. It was clear from a young
age that Galya was a girl of special abilities. She was
serious and clever and asked unexpected questions.”

So it came as little surprise to her parents that
Starovoitova quickly became involved in dissident
student activities. Studying first engineering at a military
academy, then psychology at Leningrad State University
in the 1960s, she and other students eagerly read and
circulated samizdat copies of banned books such as
Solzhenitsyn's The Gulag Archipelago. "My mother used
to talk about how it was possible to fir 16 cigarerre
papers on a typewriter at once to copy out pages of
these books and pass them around,” her son says.

In 1968 Starovoitova was one of very few students
who openly protested when Sovier troops crushed the

brief flowering of democracy in Czechoslovakia. But
political activism gave way to marriage, motherhood and
an academic career for the next two decades as she
worked for a variety of research institutes specialising in
psychology and ethnology.

“For most of her life Galina was very strong, but she
was also very shy. So even for me it was a surprise when
she went into politics,” says Mikhail Borschevski, her first
husband, who also now lives in Britain. Even after the
couple divorced (Starovoitova had recently remarried
another academic), they remained in close contact and
Borschevski ralks with obvious pride of her honesty,
sincerity and passionate commitment.

The real turning point in Starovoitova’s life was her
friendship with the Nobel prize-winning physicist and
human rights campaigner Andrei Sakharov. As a Helsinki
Group member she had campaigned tirelessly for his
release from internal exile in the closed city of Gorki
(now Nizhny Novgorod) and after he was finally freed in
1986 the two became close friends.“Galina was not a
person for heroes,” says her sister Olga.” Bur Sakharov
was a rare man who she adored. He was a god for her
and when he died she suffered a mild heart artack.”

It was Starovoitova's research into ethnic minorities,
especially in the Nagorno-Karabakh enclave of
Azerbaijan, however, that thrust her into the political
arena. Stuck in bed with a broken leg in 1988, she wrote
a letter of support to the Armenian minority in the
region, which was reprinted and widely circulated.
Owernight she became a hero. When she was asked ro
represent Armenia in the Congress of People' s Depunes,
she accepted, becoming a formidable force in the Inter-
Regional Group of People’s Deputies, the nearest thing
to an opposition that the Soviet Union had ever had.

Starovoitova’s understanding of the concerns of
ethnic minorities brought her to international
prominence. As long-suppressed ethnic tensions
exploded in the USSR at the end of the 1980s, she was
among those who advocated a loosening of the Soviet
Union and the creation of a voluntary commonwealth
along British lines. When Mikhail Gorbachev, the then
Soviet leader, began to implement some of these #—
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ideas and enraged communist hard-liners, who retaliared
by mounting a coup in August 1991, Starovoitova was
thrust into the internatonal spotlight.

In Britain visiting her son at the time, it was she who
called for an international team to visit the Soviet Union
to verity Gorbachev's state of health. It was also
Starovoitova who patched a phone call from Margaret
Tharcher through to an embattled Boris Yeltsin as shells
bombarded the Russian White House during the first
hours of the coup. Starovoitova then flew home to join
him as he introduced a fledgling multi-party system and
saw the foundarion of the Russian Federation.

Starovoitova became a key adviser to Yeltsin on
national and ethnic questions during the early days of
his leadership, when many of the first wave of democrars
were given a free hand to guide the country’s transition
to capitalism, The seeds of his own decline lay in the
swiftness with which he fell our with advisers like her
and surrounded himself with communist cronies and
aides intent only on furthering their own interests.

Starovoitova and Yeltsin first fell out after she
opposed Moscow’s backing of the Ossetians against the
Ingush in a short but bitter conflict in Russia’s North
Caucasus in 1992, She was dismissed as an adviser, but
still remained loval to the president until he sent troops
into Chechnya rwo vears later. Yeltsin's disregard for that
region’s claim to national sovereignty appalled her. Her
highly vocal opposition to the man once hailed as the
saviour of modern Russia saw her quickly frozen out.

As Yeltsin's popularity plummeted — hitting just 1%
tollowing August’s financial crisis — rhere were signs that
the ailing leader missed the support of independent
voices such as Starovoitova's. At a presidential cockrail
party last summer, the first she had been invited to for
several vears, Yeltsin greeted her warmly and instructed
an aide o make a permanent pass for her to visit the
Kremlin. Her family says Starovoitova had contacted
Yeltsin's daughter Tatvana Dyvachenko several times in
the months thar followed, but was killed before another
meeting with the president could be arranged.

The personal and political tragedy of Yeltsin's decline
greatly troubled Starovoirova. It is left to those whao
worked closely with her to voice her fears about whar
she believed lay in store for Russia.
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Since the heady earlv days of Yeltsin's administration,
Galina Srarovoirova had played a key role as a mediator
between the conflicting ambitions of the country’s
warring democratic factions, “She was one of the
cleverest women in Russia, one of our brightest lights.
Nobody can fill her place,” says Boris Nemtsov, depury
prime minister until six months ago and the man brietly
hailed as Yeltsin's heir apparent.

Thwarted in her 1996 bid to stand as a presidential
candidare, Starovoitova planned to try for the post again
next year. She knew she stood little chance of winning
and would privatelv admir the country was not ready for
“a leader in a skirt”, But she hoped to act as a unifying
force for Russia’s disparate democratic partues. Nemtsov
believes thar her dearh could still have thar effect.

Just how the democratic dreams of the early 1990s
were derailed is open to very different interpretations.
Yegor Gaidar, deputy prime minister in the early days of
Yeltsin's presidency, blames the problems of the first
wave of democrats on their diversity:“The democrartic
movement in Russia in 1991 was a verv broad anti-
communist coalition of very different people united only
bv the single goal of breaking down communist rule.”
Once that goal was achieved, political rivalries within
the movement led to the formarion of so many small
parties that some failed to pass the minimum chreshold
allowing parliamentary representation, opening the way
for communist candidates to seize the majority of seats,

“Usually the first wave of democrars are unsuccessful

26 in post-socialist worlds. The position 1s very unstable and

the transition to democracy is very difficult and painful,”
says Gaidar, who is still hared by most Russians for his
“shock therapy” that thrust the country’s economy into
the free market, sold off state enterprises to those with
government links, allowed capital to flow out of the
country unchecked and saw savings wiped out overnight
as inflacion rose by 250% in one month alone.

Vvacheslav Nikonov, a respected political columnist
and adviser to Yeltsin, is more brutal in his assessment:
“That brand of liberal reformers turned our to be the
most impractical people — not in terms of stealing
money from the national budgert, in thar they turned our
to be more practical than the previous communists, but
in terms of understanding the essence of power,
consolidating rtheir positions and directing the country.
They were grear at rallies and excellent human rights
protectors, but they were absolutely weak governors and
whart thev did with the economy was disastrous.”
Nikonov believes even Starovoitova, while an “excellent
human rights activist’, was too idealistic: "She wanted
Russia to become a perfect land and sometimes acted as
if it already was. That was her major weakness.”

Many agree that the fundamental mistake of Yeltsin's
early administration was the failure to ban the
Communist party, as many former Soviet satellites have
done.“We had the full moral right to make this ideology
illegal,” says Yuli Ribakov, a St Petersburg MP and close
political ally of Starovoitova, who has replaced her as
head of the reformist Democratic Russia party.” The
genocide carried out in the name of communism made
Nazi Germany look like a kindergarten... Now we are in
a position where we have the mechanisms in place for a
working democracy but it is the vast communist-
controlled bureaucracy which sall runs the show.”

Yeltsin's failure to groom a successor has also
guaranteed thar a power struggle will further destabilise
the country. Just as he sidelined Starovoitova when she
dared to oppose him, so too has he sacked or frozen out
every adviser who has challenged him or posed a threar
because of their growing popularity.

“The situation is very fragile,” savs Ribakov.“The
combination of the economic crisis and legislarive
elections later this vear poses a serious threar. [ think we
are heading for a period of neo-communism, with
communists raking an overall majority in the duma. This
will be a most dangerous period, not only for Russia,
because the communists will have weapons of mass
destruction in their hands.”

Nikonov is more perturbed about the presidential
elections in the vear 2000;: “As long as Yeltsin is in
power, even if he is permanently in the hospital, he is a
stabilising force. Even though there is a power vacuum
and the government is paralysed because 80% of
executive powers rests in the president’s hands, in fact
this means we have the most laissez-faire government in
our historv. Mavbe for the hrst time ever, free market
forces are being given a chance. What happens when
Yeltsin goes is a very different marter.”

“One cannot exclude the possibility of a fascist
period in Russia,” Starovoitova once warned. The
benefits of a“short-term” military dictatorship to restore
order is discussed with surprising frequency.

"I know some very intelligent people who believe we
have to move from a left-wing dictatorship to a right-

wing dictatorship before coming to democracy,” says
Boris Nemtsov, sirting in a Congress hall in Moscow
where only minutes before leatherjacketed thugs
shouting pro-Stalin slogans had disrupted a meerting of
leading democrats. 1 think it is a popular idea, not a
good idea. People here believe in fairy stories about the
success of Pinocher in Chile, for instance. They forget
about the little problem he had with political prisoners.”

Seeking a measured response to such pessimism, 1
sought out one of the country’s most venerated scholars,
Dimutri Likhachev, widely regarded as the moral
conscience of Russia. The 91-vear-old professor and
former head of the Russian Cultural Foundation has
experienced the full sweep of Russia’s turbulent history
this century and is a former inmate of Stalin's gulags, Yet
his analvsis was equally ominous:“I am verv much afraid
that the communists will grab power again. There is a
verv serious danger of a communist restoration,”

Sitting in a draughty salon of Pushkin House that
overlooks the Neva River, Likhachev, bent nearly
double with age, bangs his frail hand on the table: “The
people who suffered most under the communist regime
are dyving and the vounger generation believe the
lies that life was better then. They know lirtle abour the
terror of those times.”
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In the last week of November, Galina Starovoitova was
to deliver an address on the importance of democracy at
Lyvceum No 144 in her constituency of Kalinin, north 5t
Petersburg. Two months after her death, students at one
of the most liberal schools in Russia’s most progressive
city seem to confirm Likhachev's worst fears.

The temperature is —27C bue there is virtually no
heatng. A dozen shivering senior students squeeze into
the otfice of the headmistress, Naralia Fedorenko, who
stresses that the school’s “priority is to teach pupils to
think critically and work out their own point of view™.
Staff at Lyceum 144 were among the lucky few state
emplovees who still received their meagre salaries.

Most families face a daily struggle for survival, so it is
not surprising that the students’ mood is bleak. But their
response to the country's crisis is startling.“The
mentality of our people is to need to be controlled from
the top, savs Alla, a pale 16-vear-old. “Unforrunately
what happened to Galina Starovoitova shows us thar this
country 15 in the hands of criminals. [ would prefer to
live in a roralitarian state than a criminal state.”

It 1s a view many share; when a senior class was
recently asked what form of government they thought
would most benefit Russia, half cired a constitrutional
democracy. The rest favoured a toralitarian state.

Only one of this class wants to pursue a career in
politics — 17-vear-old Yevgenia. Her cure tor Russiass ills
is drastic: several vears of military dicratorship to fight
bureaucracy and implement new economic laws.

“This transition from a totalitarian state happened
too quickly for us,” says 16-vear-old Vladislav.“We are not
used to a democraric way of living. Freedom has made
us drunk. We do not know what to do with ir.”

“It is like Russia is full of a lot of crying princesses
just waiting for a Prince Charming to come along and
rescue them,” Marina, also 16, explains. But it is 15-vear-
old Ivan who sums up the attitude of most: “The
problem is thar most voung people do not think the
future of this country depends on them. We learnrt this
attitude from our parents. So, many do not pay much
arrention to democracy.’
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In the srairwell of Building 91, Gribovedov Canal, the
onlv reminders of Galina Starovoitova’s murder are two
deep buller holes in the crumbling plaster walls. Around
them someone has drawn a circle and painted the word
“Golosuy!” (“Vore!” ). Wherther this admonition serves as
a poignant epitaph to Starovoitova or as a rallving crv 1o
her comparriots will determine the fate of Russia ll
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