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They were, they declared, just tourists. Alexander Petrov and Ruslan Boshirov — identified by British

authorities as the Russian intelligence agents who poisoned four people in the English town of Salisbury

— were simply on vacation: “Our friends had been suggesting for some time that we visit this wonderful

town.”

Sweating, nervous, thuggishly coiffed and wearing similar sweaters, this is what Petrov and Boshirov

(not their real names, say the British) told Margarita Simonyan, the editor in chief of the propaganda

channel RT (formerly Russia Today): Yes, they are the men in the videos and photographs produced by

British police. Yes, they were in Salisbury at the time of the attack on Sergei Skripal, a former Russian

spy, and his daughter. But no, they knew nothing of the Skripals or their house. “I wish somebody told us

where it was,” said Petrov. “Maybe we passed it, or maybe we didn’t,” said Boshirov.

The two men offered a reason for their visit: “They have a famous cathedral there, Salisbury Cathedral.

It’s famous throughout Europe and, in fact, throughout the world, I think. It’s famous for its 123-meter

spire.” Inspired, as it were, by the 123-meter spire (a statistic available in the second paragraph of the

Salisbury Cathedral Wikipedia page), they went to Salisbury twice. On the first attempt — the British say
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this was a reconnaissance mission — the two men stayed only an hour and didn’t manage to walk the few

hundred yards from the train station to the cathedral because of the terrible snow and slush. (Pictures

from the day show the streets were clear.) On the second attempt — the day Novichok, a powerful nerve

agent, was sprayed on Skripal’s front door — they say they made it to the cathedral, even though they

were photographed walking in the opposite direction. Their memories of this Gothic masterpiece were

not very detailed. “There are lots of tourists,” said Boshirov, “lots of Russian tourists.”

Simonyan tried, albeit not very hard, to make the interview seem genuine. She asked why they spent so

much time together, insinuating that perhaps they were gay. She asked where they worked (“fitness

industry . . . Supplements for athletes, vitamins”) and was sorry that they couldn’t give any details (“I just

don’t want this story to affect our clients”). She did her lukewarm best to make it seem completely

normal to fly to Britain from Moscow, stay in distant east London, leave traces of deadly poison in the

hotel room, travel across town not once but twice to get the train to Salisbury, west of London — and

then to high-tail it straight back home from Gatwick Airport.

Why did she bother? Or, more accurately: Why was she told to bother? Because the production of blatant

lies is useful. Although many in Britain mocked the interview (playing along, the @SalisburyCath

account tweeted a lovely photograph of its “123-meter spire”), far-left activists and conspiracy theorists

have already seized on it, picked it apart and found enough shreds of “evidence” to keep their arguments

going. Pro-Russian busi ness peo ple, politicians and columnists who want to stop further sanctions will

find something in it, too. Some will surely declare that this whole thing is so absurd, we’ll never know

what really happened and we should just forget about it.

This type of tactic has a history. At the time of the invasion of Crimea, Vladimir Putin insisted that the

Russian troops marching across the peninsula were locals who had picked up their army equipment in

“military surplus shops.” Absurd though it was, that lie was just plausible enough to muddy the waters.

Remember, talk shows at the time were debating “Is this an invasion?” rather than “What are we going to

do about it?” That worked for Russia — and also for those in the West who wanted to do nothing. The

same will be true of this story. Russian money matters, not just in London but in Berlin, Paris and

farther afield. Those who depend on it will happily lap up the holiday tales of Boshirov and Petrov as an

excuse to ignore their crimes, postpone sanctions and change the subject.
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There could be other explanations for this performance as well. The sheer effrontery of the interview, like

the effrontery of this attack, sends a message: We don’t care what any of you think. If we want to kill

Russians in Britain, we will. And if we want to turn this into a farce, we’ll do that, too. It was Putin

himself who declared that the state had identified the two men (“ordinary civilians”) and who called for

them to be interviewed. While we were laughing at the incompetent hit men, he was surely laughing at

the British, and the West more broadly, who have proved completely incapable of stopping them.

Read more from Anne Applebaum’s archive, follow her on Twitter or subscribe to her updates on

Facebook.

Read more:

The Post’s View: Russia’s murderous hit squads insult nations that uphold the rule of law

Anne Applebaum: The nerve agent attack on British soil has exposed London’s isolation

The Post’s View: The Russian expulsions are a good first step. But only a first step.

The Post’s View: A British woman just died from Novichok poisoning. We must know whether
Russia is at fault.

David Ignatius: This is not your grandfather’s KGB

R l

Anne Applebaum
Anne Applebaum is a Washington Post columnist, covering national politics and foreign policy, with a
special focus on Europe and Russia. She is also a Pulitzer Prize-winning historian and a professor of
practice at the London School of Economics. She is a former member of The Washington Post's editorial
board. Follow 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/putin-says-two-men-accused-by-britain-for-spy-poisoning-are-just-ordinary-citizens/2018/09/12/ae4bb396-b65c-11e8-a2c5-3187f427e253_story.html?utm_term=.494fc7f05828
http://www.washingtonpost.com/anne-applebaum/2011/02/24/ABLE5vI_page.html
https://twitter.com/anneapplebaum
http://www.facebook.com/anne.applebaum
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/russias-murderous-hit-squads-insult-nations-that-uphold-the-rule-of-law/2018/09/05/f20ceda4-b132-11e8-a20b-5f4f84429666_story.html?utm_term=.988513d1bd11
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/03/13/london-says-the-russians-used-a-nerve-agent-on-british-soil-how-should-britain-respond/?utm_term=.b3d1c9004521
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/the-russian-expulsions-are-a-good-first-step-but-only-a-first-step/2018/03/26/00277512-3113-11e8-94fa-32d48460b955_story.html?utm_term=.6f59d1969af8
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/a-british-woman-just-died-from-novichok-poisoning-we-must-know-whether-russias-at-fault/2018/07/08/b2e30918-814b-11e8-b9a5-7e1c013f8c33_story.html?utm_term=.bfdcecd6eaa2
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/this-is-not-your-grandfathers-kgb/2018/07/26/f8775c04-9118-11e8-b769-e3fff17f0689_story.html?utm_term=.e3a37ef4bd21
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/anne-applebaum/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/anne-applebaum/
https://twitter.com/intent/follow?screen_name=anneapplebaum


9/16/2018 In RT interview of Salisbury suspects, the Kremlin doubles down on its lies - The Washington Post

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/once-again-putin-gives-us-a-lesson-on-the-usefulness-of-the-blatant-lie/2018/09/14/abf6cce… 4/4

The story must be told.
Your subscription supports journalism that matters.

Try 1 month for $1

Stories from The Lily
The Lily, a publication of The Washington Post, elevates stories about women.

Designer Claudia Li challenges the ‘singular vision’ of Asian
beauty by featuring all-Asian runway cast

Review

‘The Hate U Give’ portrays police brutality, being black in
America today and the effects of code-switching

Perspective

A ‘tourist in my own body’: This is how I experience anxiety

https://subscribe.washingtonpost.com/acquisition/?promo=d_am_in_a18&oscode=RPWH&tid=s_028
https://www.thelily.com/
http://www.thelily.com/designer-claudia-li-challenges-the-singular-vision-of-asian-beauty-by-featuring-all-asian-runway-cast/?tid=wp_hp_lily_rr
http://www.thelily.com/designer-claudia-li-challenges-the-singular-vision-of-asian-beauty-by-featuring-all-asian-runway-cast/
http://www.thelily.com/the-hate-u-give-portrays-the-effects-of-code-switching-police-brutality-and-being-black-in-america-today/?tid=wp_hp_lily_rr
http://www.thelily.com/the-hate-u-give-portrays-the-effects-of-code-switching-police-brutality-and-being-black-in-america-today/
http://www.thelily.com/a-tourist-in-my-own-body-this-is-how-i-experience-anxiety/?tid=wp_hp_lily_rr
http://www.thelily.com/a-tourist-in-my-own-body-this-is-how-i-experience-anxiety/

