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It was upsetting to read this book during Vladimir Putin's visit to Sydney for APEC.  Walled up behind barriers, he obtained security that was denied to the brave journalist whose diary for 2003-5 is published posthumously in this book.


Anna Politkovskaya was shot dead in the elevator of her Moscow apartment building on 7 October 2006.  It was Putin's birthday.  Inevitably, suggestions were made that her death was a gift for the Tsar.  The sub-title to the book is "A Journalist's Final Account of Life, Corruption, and Death in Putin's Russia".  In light of the contents, what is remarkable is that the diarist lived as long as she did.


Politkovskaya was a special correspondent for an independent newspaper, Novaya Gazeta.  She had witnessed the fall of the Soviet Union, the emergence of the Russian Federation and the internal wars that sprang up as a consequence.  The most intense of these, successive wars in Chechnya, provide the backdrop for the diary.  The story starts with the day of the parliamentary elections to the Duma in December 2003.  To the diarist's disgust, the Russian people endorsed a betrayal of democracy.  The bright hopes of Mikhail Gorbachev's Glasnost sputtered out in an election that handed power to Putin and his United Russia Party.  The Supreme Court declined to investigate numerous demonstrable violations of the electoral law.  "This judicial sanctioning of the Big Lie", says the author, was justified as necessary 'to avoid destabilising the situation in the country'.  Russians, they say, love a firm ruler.

Many of the celebrations of Putin's persona, described in the diary, remind readers of my age of the cult of personality that gathered around Stalin.  To foreign eyes it seems pretty cynical.  


The darkest pages concern the violence in Chechnya, culminating in the three day siege at a school in Bresland in North Ossetia where pro-Chechan rebels took more than 1,200 schoolchildren and their carers hostage.  The school was quickly surrounded by Russian security personnel.  They stormed the place, leaving nearly 350 people dead.  


Politkovskaya records the terrible suffering of the parents and the children.  But also the shocking deprivations visited on the Russian Army.  Inheritors of the mantle of the Red Army that contributed so proudly to defeat the fascists in the Second World War, the soldiers' brutalisation is painstakingly described.  It matches that of the Chechans.  The latter are denounced as "terrorists".  Extreme sanctions are enacted against them.  The book teaches the need for a questioning attitude to enhancements of state power and the wisdom of vigilant checks against its misuse.


Politkovskaya vividly describe the brutal leader placed by Putin in charge of Chechnya.  His cruelty, vulgarity and violence reduce her to feelings of helpless despair.  This book is a continuation of earlier chronicles in which the author described the horrors of the Chechan wars.  Yet for her, the greatest horror is the supine way in which the Russian people embrace what she calls "the death of Russian parliamentary democracy".


There are few bright lights in this work, save for the reminder that there are still people who stand up, like Garry Kasparov, the former chess champion who laid flowers at the apartment on the second anniversary of Politkovskaya's murder.  Access to the news media is strictly controlled.  Rumours circulated that Politkovskaya was permitted to publish her savage criticisms of Putin and his government so that her voice could be cited when the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg took the Russian regime to task, as it regularly does.  Now, her voice too is stilled.


Learning of the author's death, Putin described the killing as "horrible".  However, in the same breath, he dismissed her influence on Russian politics as "extremely insignificant".  Doubtless this was a correct assessment.  But at least she stood up.  This book is her memorial.


In an afterword titled "Am I Afraid?", Politkovskaya all but admits that she was scared.  Yet:  "If you were born a human being, you cannot behave like a mushroom".  And she concludes:  "By 2016 many of my generation may no longer be around, but our children will be alive, as will our grandchildren.  Do we really not care what kind of life they will have, or even whether they will have a life at all?".


The story of human freedom is written by brave people like Anna Politkovskaya.  She was a journalist honoured by her own profession.  More than that, she can be honoured by lawyers and all people who love freedom as someone who described the truths as she saw it and never lost her faith that human rights would win in the end, even if she would not live to see that day.
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