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The explanation offered by the men known as Ruslan Boshirov and Alexander Petrov
for their trip to London and Salisbury throws up as many questions as it answers.

They say they were so keen to visit Salisbury cathedral that they travelled to the city on
two consecutive days.

On Saturday 3 March – which the British authorities claim was the date of a
reconnaissance mission – they got to Salisbury train station but say they were driven
back by snow, even though local newspaper pictures show people going about their
business with little difficulty. They were less than a mile from the cathedral – perhaps a
12-minute walk – but say they could not get there that day.

The next day they accept they may have been close to the house of Sergei Skripal, the
former Russian spy, at the time his home was sabotaged with nerve agent, although his
address is almost two miles from the cathedral – their supposed destination in Salisbury
and nowhere near other attractions they say they were interested in, including Old
Sarum and Stonehenge.

What reason do Boshirov and Petrov give for being in the UK?

They claim they were in the UK for pleasure rather than business. They arrived on
Friday 2 March and say the UK was gripped by transport chaos. That is true – Storm
Emma had met the so-called Beast from the East, causing a blast of heavy snow. More
than 1,900 flights to or from British and Irish airports were cancelled. In Wiltshire, a
major incident was declared.

Why do they say they decided to visit Salisbury?

Petrov said their friends had been suggesting for a while that they visit the “wonderful”
city of Salisbury. The pair said the initial plan had been to make a day trip. “One day in
Salisbury is enough. There’s not much you can do there,” said Petrov. “It’s a regular city.
A regular tourist city,” said Boshirov.

What do we know of their movements on Saturday 3 March?
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The British authorities have said the pair left their hotel in east London and arrived at
Waterloo station in the capital at 11.45am, where they caught a train to Salisbury and
arrived at around 2.25pm. They were in Salisbury for just under two hours, leaving at
about 4.10pm. Why such a short stay?

Petrov said the pair had planned to visit not only the cathedral but Stonehenge and the
ancient settlement of Old Sarum, which is north of the city centre.

“We wanted to walk around the city but since the whole city was covered with snow, we
spent only 30 minutes there,” said Petrov. “We were all wet.” He added: “It didn’t work
out because of the slush. The whole city was covered with slush.” Petrov said they
returned to the station and spent around 40 minutes there drinking coffee in the station
cafe. “We were drenched up to our knees,” added Boshirov.

The account makes little sense. The cathedral is only 0.8 miles from the train station – a
walk of around 15 minutes. They could easily have strolled there in the half hour they
said they spent there. There was snow on the ground but people were going about their
business. The Salisbury Journal’s live blog showed that by the time the pair were there
the snow on city centre pavements was sparse.

So where were they if they couldn’t make it to the cathedral?

British counter-terrorism police have said they believe the 3 March visit was a
reconnaissance mission. But the police have only released one image from Salisbury on
the Saturday – the men at 4.11pm at the railway station, about to return to London. No
images or timeline have been issued of the men’s movements around Salisbury that day.
The British police have not said if they were seen near the Skripal house.

They seem well informed about the cathedral?

Petrov takes the lead on his description of the cathedral: “It’s famous throughout
Europe and, in fact, throughout the world, I think. It’s famous for its 123m spire. It’s
famous for its clock. It’s the oldest working clock in the world.” He later refers to it as
the “cathedral of the blessed Virgin Mary”. The phrase is a little clunky and is not
commonly used in modern-day Salisbury. But Wikipedia does use the phrase and gives
details about the spire and clock.

Why do Boshirov and Petrov say they returned on Sunday 4 March?

The Russians were so keen to visit Salisbury Cathedral that
they travelled to the city twice. Photograph: Toby
Melville/Reuters
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They say the snow had melted in London and it was warmer. “We really wanted to see
Old Sarum and the cathedral,” said Petrov. They imply that this time they did reach the
cathedral and possibly Old Sarum. “The cathedral is very beautiful,” said Boshirov. The
pair said they took pictures at the cathedral – and would have been spotted by CCTV
cameras there. No images have been released by the counter-terrorism police of them at
or near the cathedral. Sources at the cathedral said they have no knowledge of them
visiting. They could not have visited Old Sarum – it was closed.

Where else do they say they went?

They say they visited a park and coffee shop. Security officials – and Salisbury citizens –
will prick up their ears at the mention of a park. Queen Elizabeth Gardens was cordoned
off and searched after Charlie Rowley and Dawn Sturgess were poisoned with novichok.
The pair had been in the park the day before they fell ill. Police have said they do not
know where the suspects dumped the novichok used in the attack on Sergei Skripal’s
home.

Does the Russians’ account tally with what British police have said?

According to the UK authorities, after arriving in Salisbury at 11.48am on 4 March, the
men did not go straight to the city centre or the cathedral. They should have turned
right into the city if they were on the tourist trail. Instead they turned left and walked
directly to the residential area north-west of the city where Skripal lived. They were
caught at 11.58am by a CCTV camera at a Shell petrol station on Wilton Road. On the
opposite side of the road is a tree-lined path that leads up to the Skripal house on
Christie Miller Road. If they went straight to the house and carried out the attack, they
would have been at the Skripal front door shortly after noon.

What did they they say about the Skripal home? Did they go close to it?

“Maybe. We don’t know,” said Petrov. “Maybe we passed it, or maybe we didn’t,” said
his colleague. There is no reason for them to be anywhere near it – it is two miles north-
west of the cathedral.

What did the pair do next?

The men don’t know if they went near the Skripal home,
which was cordened off after the attack. Photograph: Hannah
Mckay/Reuters
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About an hour after the attack, at 1.05pm, they were in the city centre on Fisherton
Street, according to the British authorities. The police have not given details of how
they got there. At this point they were within a few minutes’ walk of the cathedral.
There is a gap of about 40 minutes in the timeline the police have provided between
when the pair were seen in Fisherton Street and when CCTV footage picked them up at
the station at 1.50pm on their way back to London. Why spend so little time in
Salisbury? Again they say they were put off by the snow. “There was heavy rain with
snow … so we left early,” said Petrov. If they were so keen to get to Stonehenge, they
could have made it. At 9.39am English Heritage was tweeting: “We’re looking forward
to giving all our visitors a warm welcome to Stonehenge today. We’re open until 5pm
with last tickets at 3pm.”

Since you’re here…
… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading the Guardian than ever but
advertising revenues across the media are falling fast. And unlike many news
organisations, we haven’t put up a paywall – we want to keep our journalism as open as
we can. So you can see why we need to ask for your help. The Guardian’s independent,
investigative journalism takes a lot of time, money and hard work to produce. But we
do it because we believe our perspective matters – because it might well be your
perspective, too.

The Guardian is editorially independent, meaning we set our own agenda. Our
journalism is free from commercial bias and not influenced by billionaire owners,
politicians or shareholders. No one edits our Editor. No one steers our opinion. This is
important because it enables us to give a voice to the voiceless, challenge the powerful
and hold them to account. It’s what makes us different to so many others in the media,
at a time when factual, honest reporting is critical.

If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps to support it, our future would
be much more secure. For as little as £1, you can support the Guardian – and it only
takes a minute. Thank you.

Support The Guardian
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