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Preface and 
Acknowledgements

The winter of 1987 was an exciting time in East-West relations. By that 
point, Mikhail Gorbachev, General Secretary of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union (CPSU), had been in power for a little over two and a 
half years. Relatively youthful and energetic, Gorbachev was a breath of 
fresh air in the Kremlin after a succession of sick, grey and elderly Soviet 
leaders—Leonid Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko—
and had startled the world with his straight-talking, candid assessment of 
his country’s economic problems, his clarion call for far-ranging reforms 
and his push to improve relations with the West and China. He was, as 
British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher so famously said, someone the 
West could do business with. 

It was in November 1987 that I visited Russia on my very first 
overseas trip. At that time, I was a 17-year-old lad living on Tyneside 
in the Northeast of England. An A-Level student, I was fascinated with 
history and international affairs. Eager to see at firsthand what was 
happening behind the Iron Curtain, I joined a package tour with the 
state-owned travel agency Intourist and jetted off from London’s Gatwick 
Airport with the state-owned airline Aeroflot on a Tupolev-154, the 
workhorse of the fleet. I spent a week in the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR), taking in the historic sights of Moscow—where I was 
lucky enough to catch the tail end of the military parade in Red Square 
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to celebrate the 70th anniversary of the 1917 October Revolution—the 
Arctic city of Murmansk, and Leningrad, as St. Petersburg was still 
called in those days. The hotel food was mediocre at best, service was 
universally surly and the shelves in the shops were largely empty. But 
there was palpable sense of hope and optimism for the country’s future 
and East-West relations.

Two years later, while reading history at the University of Hull, I 
watched with amazement as the countries of Eastern Europe threw off 
their Soviet shackles and the Berlin Wall came tumbling down. Two 
years after that, and now working in Hong Kong as an English teacher, 
I watched the Soviet Union dissolve itself on 26 December 1991 and 
the birth of the Russian Federation. Bereft of its superpower status, and 
preoccupied with economic and political problems, Russia’s importance 
on the world stage rapidly receded. At the same time, my academic 
curiosity was gravitating towards the rise of a proto-superpower, China, 
and the implications for Southeast Asia. But I continued to consume 
books and articles about Russian history and politics. While studying 
for my master’s degree in International Relations in Japan from 1993 to 
1995, I ran into hard-up young Russians on the streets of Niigata city, 
where one could still travel to Vladivostok by ferry. In some ways they 
were metaphors for the trauma the Russian Federation itself experienced 
throughout the 1990s. 

I did not return to Russia until 2013. Some 26 years after my first 
visit, everything had changed and nothing had changed. Moscow now 
looked very prosperous. The shops in the famous GUM department store 
on Red Square sold nothing but expensive designer brands, except for 
one lone store selling traditional Russian handicrafts, such as Matryoshka 
dolls. The food and wine had improved immeasurably. Yet, a strongman, 
President Vladimir Putin, still occupied the Kremlin, while relations with 
the West had grown testy and were getting worse. By then I was working 
in Singapore as a Senior Fellow at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 
(renamed the ISEAS – Yusof Ishak Institute in 2015), and my research was 
focused on Southeast Asia’s relations with China. However, prompted by 
Moscow’s “Turn to the East” policy in 2012, I began to think and write 
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about Russia’s role and interests in Southeast Asia, too. Between 2013 
and 2019, I travelled to Russia half a dozen times to attend academic 
conferences and other meetings, allowing me to discuss Russia’s regional 
engagement with academics, think tankers, government officials, foreign 
diplomats and journalists. 

In 2021, during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, I decided 
it was time to put my knowledge of Russia and Southeast Asia to use 
and write a book about their relationship in the twenty-first century. 
When I put pen to paper, however, I could not have imagined that, just 
a year later, Putin would order his troops to invade Ukraine, triggering 
the bloodiest conflict in Europe since the end of the Second World War 
and plunging Russia’s relations with the West to their lowest point in 
my lifetime. Against the backdrop of this conflict, Russia’s engagement 
with Southeast Asia suddenly gained newfound prominence. The Russia-
Ukraine War would complicate my endeavour, but also make it much 
more interesting, timely and relevant. 

In researching this book, I was fortunate enough to talk with many 
knowledgeable and insightful people across Southeast Asia. 

In Singapore, I would like to thank my employer, the ISEAS – Yusof 
Ishak Institute, and especially its director and CEO, Mr Choi Shing Kwok, 
for allowing me time to write this book and for providing financial support 
for fieldwork in Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta, Hanoi, Manila and Bangkok. 
Moreover, I would like to acknowledge the help and support of my 
outstanding colleagues: Ms Hoang Thi Ha; Dr William Choong; Dr Le 
Hong Hiep; Ms Sue-Ann Lee; Dr Termsak Chalermpalanupap; Ms Moe 
Thuzar; Ms Sharon Seah; Ms Joanne Lin; Dr Vannarith Chheang (when 
he was a visiting fellow at ISEAS); and Mr Gregory Luk Pei Wei and Mr 
Eugene Tan Rui Lie for their research assistance in 2022 and 2023–24, 
respectively. At the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, thanks 
are due to my good friend, the late Mr Richard Bitzinger, as well as to 
Dr Collin Koh and Dr Olli Pekka Suorsa. Dr Tim Huxley, formerly the 
director of the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) Asia 
office in Singapore (and my lecturer in Southeast Asian studies at the 
University of Hull in 1990–91), provided invaluable insights into Russia’s 
participation in the Shangri-La Dialogue. Dr Evan Laksmana, also at 
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the IISS, helped me to identify the right people to talk to in Indonesia. 
Vortexa and Kpler kindly provided data on Russian oil and gas exports 
to Southeast Asia. 

In Indonesia, I would like to thank Dr Shufiah Muhibat, Dr Lina 
Alexander, Dr Gilang Kembara, Mr Rocky Intan and Mr Waffaa Kharisma 
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Fortuna Anwar at the National Research and Innovation Agency (BRIN); 
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