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With due respect to Emmanuel and Mikhail




He was wearing khaki dungarees about three sizes too big for him and a boy’s shirt with pictures of Mickey Mouse printed across the front. In his right hand he held the barrel of a Kalashnikov.


Robert Fisk, Pity the Nation





Let the President answer on high anarchy,


Strap him with an AK47,


Let him go fight his own war.


Eminem, Mosh








TIMELINE





	1947
	Mikhail Kalashnikov wins competition to design new Soviet assault rifle




	1949
	Soviet Army adopts the AK47
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	Widespread distribution of AK47 to Eastern European allies. Suppression of Hungarian Revolution by Soviet Army	 AK47 factories established in Communist China




	1959
	Mikhail Kalashnikov unveils the AKM (modernised)
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	1967
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	1968
	Battle of Karameh between Israel Defence Force and Fatah guerillas
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	Black September group murder eleven Israeli athletes at Munich Olympic games




	1973
	US ground troops withdraw from Vietnam
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	Introduction of AK74, AKM reconfigured to fire smaller 5.45mm round
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	AK74 distributed to Eastern European allies




	1979
	Soviet invasion of Afghanistan




	1983
	State of emergency in Sudan leads to civil war




	1989
	Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan




	1991
	Collapse of Soviet Union




	1993
	The Battle of Mogadishu (Black Hawk Down incident), Somalia




	1994
	Federal Assault Weapons Ban passed by US Congress




	1999
	Russian invasion of Chechnya




	2000
	Second Intifada breaks out in occupied Palestian territories




	2001
	US invasion of Afghanistan




	2003
	US invasion of Iraq




	2004
	Beslan siege and battle




	
	Launch of Kalashnikov vodka in UK








INTRODUCTION


The AK47 should be on the scrap heap of history. Sixty years old and lacking accuracy, it is an antique in comparison to the plastic and carbon assault rifles used by the US and British armies today. The AK47 was not even the first semi-automatic assault weapon on the battlefield – that, arguably, was the German MP43, used against the Russians during the Second World War. Neither was the AK47 the most sophisticated weapon of its era: the gas-operated bolt-firing system was basic technology even for the 1940s. However, it is the AK47’s very simplicity that has powered its success. With only eight moving parts, it is both cheap to manufacture and easy to use; indeed, so easy that any combatant, child or adult, can put down a devastating 650 rounds-per-minute rate of fire after very basic training. The AK47 can be stripped in under a minute and cleaned quickly in almost any climatic conditions. Even if it isn’t cleaned, an AK47 is still more likely to fire than any of its rivals given similar treatment on the battlefield.


These attributes have propelled its journey through the three stages this book will follow. First, as the gun that enabled the Soviet Union to control the vast territories it had acquired through victory over Nazi Germany; second, as the icon of Third World revolution; and finally, in the hands of Osama bin Laden, as the brand leader for international terrorism and the most ubiquitous gun in the world.


Turn on the radio or television news and you will hear a reporter talking of assailants carrying Kalashnikov-type assault rifles or insurgents armed with AK47s. Pick up any broadsheet or tabloid newspaper and you will find at least one photograph of an AK47. Often the picture will be on the front page; sometimes it will be hidden inside on the international news pages; but even if you know nothing of guns you will instinctively recognize the distinctive curve of the Kalashnikov’s ammunition magazine.


The AK might be in the hands of an Iraqi government soldier or rebel, an Afghan Mujahadeen, a Colombian militiaman, a Palestinian gunman or an African child soldier. The first real AK47 I saw was in the hands of a fighter in the South Lebanon Army, on the border between his country and Israel, in May 1982. The Christian militiaman was sitting on the open back of a pick-up truck that was zigzagging along a dirt track on the Lebanese side of the border, attempting to avoid mortars that were being fired from a Palestinian position. The Israelis I was with laughed at the militiaman’s defiance, and I suppose it was funny in a way to see a lone man waving his gun at the people who were trying to kill him. But I didn’t laugh – unlike the Israelis I had never before seen real bullets being fired or real bombs being dropped, and I was hypnotized by the man in the speeding truck holding his AK in the air as the explosives burst around him. There was something unique about his gun – not just the way it looked, but something else. At the age of eighteen I realized that the AK47 wasn’t like other weapons: it had an atmosphere.


Implausible? Perhaps. The famous set of initials and numbers is prosaic enough, the result of a simple military process that produced scores of other letters and numbers in the mid-twentieth-century Soviet Union: weapons such as the TT-33, PPS 1943 and PPSh 1941. The 4 and the 7 signify the year of the gun’s invention. The A stands for the sort of rifle it is, avtomat in Russian, and automatic in English. And K is the first letter of the inventor’s surname: Kalashnikov.


When I first met General Mikhail Kalashnikov in Russia he called it a ‘Golem’ after the animated imp of Yiddish legend – it was a gun, he admitted, that had left the orbit of its creators and become a force in itself. So we have reason to be fearful of its powers as there are, according to conservative UN estimates, 70 million Kalashnikovs in worldwide use: a staggering number and almost certainly an underestimate by several millions. Consequently I cannot even attempt to cover in this book every conflict in which the gun is, or has been, used; to do so would take many volumes, and the work would be out-of-date as soon as it was finished. So I have attempted to follow the Golem’s journey through those conflicts from which the atmosphere it engenders can best be gauged, in countries where the Kalashnikov is both history and, unfortunately, the future.


Two months after I watched that Lebanese militiaman being driven through mortar bombs with his AK47 held high in the air, the Israel Defence Force invaded and drove his Palestinian tormentors from southern Lebanon. As the IDF advanced they captured thousands of Palestinian AK47s. These guns found their way via the CIA and the Pakistani secret service to the Mujahadeen in Afghanistan, to fight the soldiers of the Kalashnikov’s motherland. Amongst the vast arms caches would have been the first AK47 that Osama bin Laden picked up, perhaps even the weapon that featured in the video made by the leader of Al-Queda to claim responsibility for the 9/11 attacks on the United States.


Is there too much irony at work here to be believable? As we shall find out, the AK47 is that kind of gun.




1


THE KILLING JOKE


‘I can get you in the factory. No problem.’


The speaker was a short man in his early fifties, olive-skinned and dressed smartly in a sports jacket and shirt. It was August 2004. I had been in Izhevsk, home city of the Kalashnikov and its inventor, for only a few hours and I was about to get access to the buildings where millions of AKs had been made since the late 1940s. Even though I was drunk, the offer seemed too good to be true.


‘Won’t it be difficult getting into a government arms plant in the middle of the night?’ I enquired.


‘No problem! This is the best time to go in – they will be having fun. We can have a banya.’


‘Banya?’


‘Yes – a steam bath, and more vodka!’ His English was excellent, with only the faintest trace of an accent, but all I knew of the man I had met in a bar two hours and many drinks earlier was that he claimed to be in Izhevsk on business and he came from the Caucasus. Just what might be going on in a Kalashnikov factory at one o’clock in the morning I wasn’t sure, but we were several bottles of vodka down the line and right now fun seemed like a very good idea.


He called a cab, and we drove through the empty streets and Soviet-era boulevards of the once mighty city before turning down a broad road that ran alongside a large lake, glinting in the moonlight that broke through the clouds. I couldn’t see the water that lapped against the embankment, but it had been rusty and brackish for two hundred years, stained red by millions of tons of iron slag. It wasn’t a lake but a reservoir, dug on the orders of Tsar Alexander I in 1810 to supply the millions of gallons of water required by the city’s giant foundries. Izhevsk men forged the weapons that, along with the Russian winter, turned back Napoleon’s Grande Armée in 1812. Their cannon roared across the chaos and confusion of the battle of Borodino and harried the French in their terrible retreat from Moscow. So that the city would never forget it had beaten Napoleon, the captured standards and flagpoles of the French regiments were cast in iron and mounted on the gable ends of the main foundry building.


From this triumphal beginning more foundries and, as technology advanced, steel-pressing plants grew during the nineteenth century, and further expansion took place during the First World War. After 1920 three giant arms plants were developed under the Soviets, and when arms production was moved east in the face of Nazi invasion in 1941 Izhevsk swelled into a city of seven hundred thousand workers. The factories covered more than 13 square kilometres and were so large, and the thousands of workers inside so productive, that Izhevsk produced more small arms during the Second World War than every factory in the German Reich combined. By 1945 the city could count Hitler as well as Napoleon amongst the dictators it had defeated. This achievement alone was enough for it to earn the ‘fraternal and eternal’ gratitude of its sister cities in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, but it was famous within Russia for more than its Stakhanovite war efforts. Izhevsk had another, even more important, claim to eminence. As the cab turned into the vast Izhmash plant I felt a thrill of recognition and excitement, even though my head was beginning to swim; this was the AK47’s home ground, the factory where the gun’s inventor, Mikhail Kalashnikov, and a brilliant team of Soviet weapons engineers had adapted and fine-tuned the weapon that had come to dominate the world.


But there was no sign of the AK’s former glory. True, alongside the road ran at least a kilometre of iron railings behind which stood grandiose early nineteenth-century neo-classical porticos; however, behind that façade things changed dramatically. We drove slowly between looming assembly buildings, past smashed windows and empty doorways, through once pristine yards that were now ramshackle. Sixty years after the AK47’s invention Izhevsk was no longer a Soviet city but the capital of the Russian Federation Republic of Udmurtia and, despite the unrelenting worldwide demand for assault rifles, the city that had out-produced Adolf Hitler’s Reich was dying on its feet. There were no lights showing in the great industrial complex where millions of AKs had once rolled off the production lines. Around the world the gun was more popular than ever, but there was no dividend for Izhevsk. Even though the Russians had been trying hard to rescue the city’s fortunes, other states were cashing in on the demand for its best-known product.


In 2003 the US government, long convinced of the Kalashnikov’s efficiency after gruelling encounters with it during the Vietnam War and in the Middle East, had awarded the contract to supply AKs for the reformed Iraqi security forces to the Bulgarian state weapons maker, Arsenal. The Russian state export agency, Rosoboronexport, complained, arguing that ‘These products should be bought at the factories where they were first developed.’ But the Bulgarians were selling their Kalashnikovs for US $100; the cheapest modern Russian models were US $500. Izhmash, the plant ‘where they were first developed’, was no longer a major producer – the remaining assembly lines were mostly turning out limited lines of the specialized hunting and sports rifles that the general had designed in the 1980s and 1990s, and were producing no more than three thousand Kalashnikov assault rifles a year. The men and women who had once maintained the Soviet Union’s small arms superiority over the United States were now unemployed. They sat on park benches or outside bars where they could watch the small parties of American gun enthusiasts who turned up for guided tours of the Izhevsk factory, wearing ‘Kalashnikov World Tour’ t-shirts that listed the war-torn countries and regions where the AK had inflicted terror. Local people turned to other ways of earning an income: there were money-changers working out of aging Ladas on petrol station forecourts, and lank-haired young men selling the startlingly strong local dope in bars. The young people looked for an identity in Udmurtian folk music and paganism rather than in Russian nationalism. The re-cast totems of Napoleon’s defeat were still mounted on the factory roof, but now they looked down on a city on the edge of decay.


As we drove round it that night the plant seemed deserted, and I noted that there weren’t even any security patrols. It was at this moment that my new friend leaned over from the front seat and revealed which part of the Caucasus he was from. ‘I’m an Azerbaijani. The guards might be nervous if they see my face.’


‘Why?’


‘They might think I’m a Chechen. You know, a terrorist. They might shoot me. If we meet any guards it’s best to show them your passport first.’


It occurred to me that I had no real idea who this man was and that we were driving through what was supposed to be a sensitive military establishment. This might be less fun than I had hoped. Before I could act on my fears we turned a corner and encountered a closed gate and the first human being we had seen since entering the complex – a soldier wearing a khaki blouson over a hooped blue and white t-shirt. An AK was slung over his shoulder and he was smoking a spliff. He gestured for the car to slow down.


‘Passport! Passport!’ urged my Azeri friend. I leaned forward and held it up through the front passenger window. The soldier looked at it without blinking before opening the gate and waving our car through.


‘See, it’s fine,’ said my companion, and we continued past more derelict buildings and under a fly-over. The driver, who had clearly made this night-time journey many times before, negotiated a succession of sharp corners and turns before coming to a halt before a wooden chalet that looked more Swiss than Russian and was bathed in soft yellow light.


‘Here we are,’ said the Azeri, who appeared to be very relieved for a man who had claimed that getting here would be easy. He bounded up to the door, where a Russian woman in her mid-fifties with dyed black hair was standing. They turned inside and I followed them into a small reception room. Suddenly I realized that all that vodka had made me feel more ill than I would have expected, and I went over to an open window to get some air.


Laughter from the Azeri and the Russian woman broke my reverie; she took me by the arm and pushed me through a second inner door into what I assumed must be the banya itself. I expected to find something military – interior decoration that made reference to what went on, or had gone on, here. Perhaps a bar decorated with pictures of Russian soldiers, or an original AK47 mounted on a wall and a room full of drunken men in towels talking about rate of fire and accuracy. But it was a very different scene that confronted me. In the centre was a large round table with eight seats around it. Armchairs and sofas were scattered about the edge of the room, and in one corner stood a large flat-screen television showing American pop videos. A tall fridge with a glass door was stocked with champagne, beer, vodka and caviar. In another corner a staircase led up to an open upper floor where I could see more doors leading off to other rooms. An exit beside the fridge, I presumed, was the door to the banya. There were certainly no pictures of soldiers or AKs. All the walls were lined with wood and, rather than men in towels, girls wearing miniskirts and plunging tops slouched moodily on the chairs.


‘Come,’ invited the Azeri, ‘enjoy yourself.’


A bottle of vodka was opened and I took a seat. Immediately an attractive blonde with a round face and a little English (‘Hello . . . I like you’) sat by my side, poured me a drink and started to talk in Russian.


Pretty though she was, I wasn’t looking at her but at the vodka bottle she had put down on the table. Written across the top of the label in Cyrillic script was one word: ‘Kalashnikov’. Beneath it was a picture of a young Soviet serviceman in Second World War uniform.


The girl turned my face to hers and asked, ‘Do you want to go upstairs?’


I shook my head and said, with ridiculous primness, ‘No, I’m here to work, and I just want a drink, thank you.’


‘What business are you here for?’


I pointed at the bottle. ‘For the gun.’


‘What gun?’


‘The Kalashnikov. I’m here to find out about the AK47.’


The girl looked a little disappointed; although she was working in what had once been the heart of the Kalashnikov’s world, she wasn’t interested in guns. The AK was history and, like all the other young people in Izhevsk, she was only interested in the future. She stood up and pulled at my hand. ‘Come now, we go upstairs.’


‘No, really, thank you, but I’m fine.’


Unimpressed, she went and sat with the other girls nearer the television. Presumably she told them that I didn’t like blondes, because a girl with dark shoulder-length hair and shiny knee-high black boots then came over. She lifted the bottle and glugged more syrupy, chilled vodka into my glass. I watched the Azeri go upstairs with two of her colleagues. The girl with the dark hair gestured for me to follow, but I smiled and said no again. She looked at me as though I was a specimen in a glass jar and as the spirit reached my stomach I started to feel like one. The remaining girls turned their attention away from me and towards an aging soft rock outfit on the television, and as the middle-aged men on the screen huffed and puffed through their song the Kalashnikov vodka bottle floated before my eyes and gradually I felt Izhevsk and the girls slip away.


The next morning came unpleasantly and late. I had no memory of how I had got back to the guesthouse, but I had missed breakfast. Skull aching and stomach rumbling, I got into a taxi and headed for a very important lunch appointment.


General Mikhail Timofeyevich Kalashnikov’s dacha lay six kilometres away from Izhevsk on the other side of the reservoir. I was met at the garden gate by the general’s grandson Igor, who, as he led me to the two-storey wooden house, proudly pointed out gadgets and improvements that his grandfather had made with his own hand.


‘You see that sprinkler there? He installed it. And outside here, on the porch, this is the bread bin he made.’


Inside, a corridor led to an open central room where a table was laid out for lunch. The eighty-five-year-old was waiting at the foot of the stairs. He was wearing sharply creased grey slacks, a white shirt buttoned up to the collar, a brown cardigan and a pair of fun-fur leopardskin ankle slippers. Almost as soon as he had welcomed me he appeared to dampen my expectations.


‘This book will be very difficult, maybe impossible. You see, guns aren’t about designers – we just invent them. It’s politicians who decide who gets the guns, and the politicians won’t talk about it.’ But I would soon find that the only person who had problems talking about the AK47 was the general himself.


He gestured for me to go into the kitchen where his housekeeper was making elk soup. Just as stripping an AK47 has a correct order – release magazine catch, remove magazine, cock rifle, release catch on the right side of rear sight, push piston assembly cover forward and detach from piston assembly and bolt – there was a fixed way of making the general’s soup. First his housekeeper softened some onions by frying them in a little vegetable oil, and then she added stock from the ribs of an elk the general had shot himself. The broth was simmered for an hour, and at the end cabbage leaves were added. When the soup was poured into a tureen diced spring onions and soured cream were floated on the surface. The housekeeper talked as she cooked.


‘He is very particular about the stock. He boils it himself from the elk’s ribs and says to me, “Taste this! I guarantee that this is the best stock that you have ever tasted – even better than the last stock I made.”’


The general laughed and commented, ‘But things have to be right!’


‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘That’s why I am very keen to hear your version of the gun’s story.’


He mulled this over for a moment, then said, laughing, ‘But we must eat!’ And with that he motioned me towards the table where we drank the first of what would be many toasts that afternoon. ‘To friendship!’ he shouted, knocking his glass against mine. And somehow I kept it down.


Kalashnikov had good reason to look pleased with himself. Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Yeltsin and Putin had all honoured him. Twice, in 1958 and 1976, he had been acclaimed a Hero of Socialist Labour. He had been awarded the Stalin Prize First Class in 1949, had been a recipient of the Lenin Prize in 1964 and claimed a further three Orders of Lenin, the Order of the Red Banner of Labour, the Order of the Great Patriotic War (First Class) and an Order of the Red Star. Along with the medals there had there been a propaganda campaign that celebrated this proletarian genius whose achievements proved the superiority of Soviet communism. In 1948 articles appeared in Pravda and Soviet armed forces newspapers, praising the heroic young tank commander who had invented a gun to beat fascism – despite the fact that the AK would not go into service until four years after the destruction of Hitler’s Germany. More than half a century later this was still the general’s justification. ‘I invented a weapon to save my motherland,’ he said, wiping up the last of the elk soup with some bread, ‘to save the state from fascism. My career has been dedicated to my country.’


Spending time with the general, I would come to realize that for him the AK47 was not only the weapon that he had invented to save Russia but the ultimate symbol of the Russia he had aimed to save. In some ways, time had stopped for him in the late 1940s. He had gone on to engineer further developments in Soviet small arms – in fact some of his finest work lay ahead of him – but the warm glow of victory in the Second World War and the first successes of the AK47 had cemented the period as a golden time in his memory. Thousands of Soviet citizens had suffered terribly during the war and afterwards as Stalin descended into his final, violently paranoid years, but for the general ‘It was a time when all the races of the Soviet Union came together to stop Hitler. We lived together in brotherhood then, everyone fought for each other. Everyone made great sacrifices, but we were happy to do it. In those days we were a united country. It did not matter what race you were, a Tartar or a Ukrainian, you were dedicated to the motherland.’


The AK47 had brought him many medals, but it had earned him little money. Unlike the multi-millionaire inventor of the American M16, Eugene Stoner – a man who was little known outside the world of arms design but who had made millions from his invention – Kalashnikov had no copyright or financial deal on his invention. Stoner earned commission on each rifle, whereas Kalashnikov was surviving on a monthly state pension that was the equivalent of US $300. In his long and eventful life he had known far worse hardships than being short of cash, but now he needed money to leave to his grandchildren, who would not be able to live off his Orders of Lenin and the Great Patriotic War when he died.


In Russia Kalashnikov earned a few dollars by lending his name to the bottle I had looked at queasily the night before – naming vodka after famous men is a long-established tradition in Russia, where it is also possible to buy bottles of Vladimir Putin or Boris Yeltsin. And now he had given his support to British businessman John Florey who, convinced that the Kalashnikov name would be marketing dynamite in the West and elsewhere, had brought together a group of British investors to buy the rights to distribute the vodka outside Russia. In September 2004 the general was due in London, to celebrate the European launch of Kalashnikov vodka. Aware that, as well as a sense of authentic Russianness, the name Kalashnikov brought with it other, less attractive, associations such as terror and death, Florey and his group were focussing their pitch on the tradition inherent within Kalashnikov’s personal history: comradeship, trustworthiness, quality. To emphasize the universal nature of these attributes, the launch would be dressed in the clothes of English tradition. On his arrival the general would be the guest of honour at a ceremonial dinner given by the Household Cavalry and there would be a reception at Purdey of St James’s, the two-hundred-year-old purveyor of firearms to the British royal family.


The general’s visit to London was still four weeks away and, sitting over the remains of the soup, I wondered how he felt about having his image used in this way. At least, I suggested, it was an improvement on the barrage of criticism he usually received. In western Europe and the USA the Soviet Union didn’t signify, as it did for the general, order and fraternity, but mass murder and totalitarianism. Kalashnikov’s image was fixed as that of death’s great designer and few outside the former Soviet bloc listened when he said he abhorred the idea of his weapon being used against civilians or when he called, as he has on several occasions, for the collection and destruction of all the AKs in the world. This was a position he still maintained fiercely across the lunch table.


‘How could I realize how long the AK would last or what it would do in the world? But now, I realize well enough. The AK was once my baby, but it has gone out of my control. I can’t bring that baby up – it has grown up already. I do not like to see children firing my weapons in Africa or anywhere else, but who put the weapons in their hands? Of course there are casualties. Any war involves killing people, but killing civilians is an illegal use of a weapon. It doesn’t matter who makes the arms. Guns should only be brought out in cases of emergency or national threat.’


Emergency and national threat are subjective criteria, and as the general spoke men were finding good reason to bring out their AKs around the world. In Iraq gunmen of the Mehdi Arm were firing AKs at US troops from the rooftops of Sadr City. Throughout sub-Saharan Africa scores of conflicts were waxing and waning, their intensity depending often on the availability of Kalashnikovs. In the occupied West Bank Palestinian guerrillas were firing at Israeli Merkava tanks, and in Kashmir separatist guerrillas were ambushing the Indian army with AKs. In Pakistan Pathan tribesmen were firing AKs at Pakistani border guards, and in the Himalayas Maoist insurgents were firing AKs at Nepalese police. And in a cave somewhere in the Hindu Kush Osama bin Laden was sitting in front of a video camera with an AK by his side.


It was hard to make a direct connection between all that carnage and the small, dapper man sitting in his dacha by the reservoir. But many have tried, and the general is wary of Western, especially British, journalists since a BBC documentary in the late 1990s portrayed him, as he put it, ‘as a monster, an inveterate war criminal’ rather than as an engineer who had resolved complicated technical problems with brilliant simplicity.


Yet if the general and the proprietors of Kalashnikov vodka thought that any perceived link with bin Laden in the public imagination was their most pressing PR concern they were wrong. There was indeed a threat to the coming launch, but it was much closer to home than events in the Middle East or New York. It came from a band of utterly ruthless killers in a small Caucasian republic who were determined to leave the Russian Federation: Chechnya.


When communism fell in 1991 the Russian state contracted temporarily. In the face of this chaos and uncertainty many of the ex-Soviet republics on the periphery took the opportunity to break away. Those republics that were culturally least Russian or Orthodox Christian broke hardest. As Russia lost control it left behind the vast armoury of the Soviet Union that would fuel bitter local conflicts created by the fears of the ruling elites and the desires of the indigenous populations. These conflicts, supercharged by the presence of so many rifles, spiralled into savage wars, wars characterized by the indiscriminate slaughter of civilians with Kalashnikovs.


In the face of such instability in the important oil-producing region of the Caucasus Russia’s disengagement process quickly came to a halt, and its policy increasingly came to resemble that of a colonial power playing off small states and ethnic groups against each other. This, as it had been in the time of the tsars, was invariably a matter of supporting Christians against Muslims. In 1992 the Russian army’s 366th Motor Rifle Regiment, armed with AK47s, fought alongside the Christian Armenian army as it massacred hundreds of Muslim Azerbaijani civilians in the disputed region of Nagorno-Karabakh. The newly liberalized Russian media was able to show pictures of the slaughter to a horrified Russian public. Watching in Izhevsk, Mikhail Kalashnikov saw the peoples of his motherland turning on each other with the machine he had invented to defend them. It moved him to proffer his first public words of unease with the ubiquity and use of the AK47: ‘Do you think it’s pleasant seeing all those hoodlums using your gun? Armenians and Azeris killing each other. We all lived so peacefully before.’


But the Armenians and the Azeris, like the ethnic populations in the rest of the Caucasus, had a centuries-old tradition of killing one another. There had merely been a seventy-five-year hiatus imposed by the Soviet state – a state that killed on an altogether larger and more industrial scale. The Caucasus would be an exemplar of how an initially small-scale dispute twinned with a large-scale supply of Kalashnikovs can turn swiftly to carnage. As the conflict was in an ex-Soviet republic, it was inevitable that any military intervention by Russian forces would see those forces go into combat against the AK47. Thousands of Russian servicemen had been killed by AK fire in the ten-year-long conflict in Afghanistan from 1979, but the wars of the 1990s would be a new experience for a demoralized conscript army that was facing fighters who were often more adept at using the Russian national weapon than the Russians were themselves. Soviet dissemination of the AK throughout the school system and then military conscription had been so complete that it was just as much Kazakh or Uzbek as it was Russian. Chechen separatists would exploit this equal ownership of the Kalashnikov to the point where they became the leading threat to the security, and arguably the existence, of Russian democracy.


The Chechens had been fighting domination by Moscow since 1604, when a Russian army under Tsar Boris Gudonov was seen off after a year-long attempt to subjugate the region. In 1944 Stalin accused the Chechens and their neighbouring Ingush kinsmen of collaborating with the German invaders who threatened the Caucasus and its oilfields. Stalin’s punishment was mass deportation: four hundred thousand Chechen and Ingush were transferred to Kazakhstan and Siberia (the initial part of the journey in trucks supplied by the USA to help the war effort against Nazi Germany). As it happened, the trains rumbled directly past the Kazakhstan workshops where the twenty-two-year-old Kalashnikov was working on his first, unsuccessful, attempt to create an automatic weapon for the Red Army. The period of exile lasted until 1957, when Khrushchev allowed the Chechens to come home. But the returnees found that their homes had been seized by Russian immigrants and the streets of the capitol, Grozny, were patrolled by Soviet policemen and soldiers carrying AK47s. Sullenly but watchfully, the Chechens settled back to life as a subject people of the Soviet Union and waited for their moment.


And as they waited their children, like the children in all the other Soviet republics, were taught to strip an AK in under a minute at high school. The Chechens’ time came with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. An ex-Soviet air force general, Jokhar Dudayev, was amongst the first leaders in the Caucasus to realize that national self-determination was now possible but would have to be won violently. He immediately used Chechen units of the Soviet army to grab thousands of Kalashnikovs in storage in Grozny and took over key government institutions there, including the KGB headquarters, in what was effectively a Kalashnikov putsch.


After a period of negotiation and increasing levels of banditry outside Grozny, in 1994 President Boris Yeltsin sent in the Russian army to ‘restore order’. The twenty months of full-scale war that followed resulted in over a hundred thousand deaths and forced the Chechens and their AKs on to Russian soil. When in 1995 Chechen rebels seized a hospital in Budennovsk in Russia, ninety-four civilians were killed in the raid and the ensuing attempt by Russian commandos to regain the hospital. Again, the majority of the victims died from Kalashnikov fire.


In 1999 Chechen fighters killed three hundred Russians in separate bomb and Kalashnikov attacks, Russian troops clashed with Chechen fighters in Dagestan, south of Chechnya, and eventually the Russian army flattened the reoccupied Grozny. But as before, when the Russians attempted to bomb the Chechens into submission they took cover until the bombardment finished and then walked out of the ruins holding their AK47s. When the Russian army and Chechen guerrillas did meet directly, it was usually at a time and a place of the guerrillas’ choosing. The Chechens were increasingly joined by Islamic fighters who were veterans of the Soviet-Afghan War and able to apply the lessons learned in that conflict. Mountain passes and valleys became the scenes of regular ambushes, with a severe cost to Russia’s predominantly conscript army. By the late 1990s there were no safe areas for the Russian army in Chechnya. Behind every bush, tree or rock there was a Chechen with a Kalashnikov.


In 1997, the fiftieth anniversary of the AK47’s invention, President Yeltsin visited Izhevsk and presented Kalashnikov with a ceremonial pistol. The general said with some justification, ‘As soon as someone invents a better assault rifle, I will shake his hand. But it has not happened yet.’ In a quieter moment he wondered, ‘Can it be that I have sacrificed so much, only for Chechens to put my assault rifle into new-born babies’ cradles the way they formerly put a sabre or a dagger there?’ The short and brutal answer to which was: yes.


The Chechens were fighting a guerrilla war, a form of combat to which the Kalashnikov, impervious to dirt and offering awesome firepower, was uniquely suited. The Russians too were fighting with Kalashnikovs, and although the Chechens used versions that were often ten or more years older the killing joke for the Russian army was that out-of-date AKs were so good it didn’t matter. Denied an urban platform in Chechnya, the guerrillas increasingly brought their battle and their AK47s deep into the Russian Federation. Because of the Chechens’ utter determination, disregard for any casualties they caused and apparent disinterest in being regarded as freedom fighters rather than terrorists, the gun they carried would take on the mantle of the fighters themselves. In the hands of Chechen separatists the AK became evil. In July 2002, visiting an AK47 exhibition in Suhl in eastern Germany, Kalashnikov told German journalists, ‘I’m proud of my invention, but I’m sad that terrorists use it. I would have preferred to invent a machine that people could use and that would help farmers with their work. For example, a lawnmower.’


A week before the general’s scheduled arrival in London it was still not certain that he would be able to make the visit. His heartbeat had been erratic, so his Russian doctors insisted he rest for a few days. Kalashnikov therefore took it easy at the dacha. He chatted to his grandson Igor, ate cabbage soup, sipped Chilean Merlot rather than vodka and watched some television. Meanwhile in London Household Cavalry troopers were polishing the regimental silver and Purdey’s staff were preparing their Mayfair showrooms for the occasion.


Elsewhere, other preparations were under way, as thirty-two Chechen separatists carrying homemade bombs and AK47s stole into the town of Beslan in neighbouring Ossetia. When the general switched on his television on 1 September 2004 he saw dismaying news: Middle School No. 1 in Beslan had been taken over by Chechen guerrillas. They had seized 1156 hostages, the majority of whom were schoolchildren, and they were demanding an end to the Russian occupation of their homeland. All Russian television broadcasts from Beslan were effectively under the control of the Kremlin; however, the Kremlin was not effectively in control of the siege at Beslan.


Once again the horrified world saw the distinctive curved-magazine profile of the AK47 on its screens, and once more the accompanying message was terror. In the packed sports hall where the hostages were being held, patrolling terrorists carried Kalashnikovs. Outside, besieging groups of Russian Special Forces and regional security officers were holding AKs. And, disastrously, the impromptu militia formed by townspeople were also armed with Kalashnikovs.


The reporters repeated the platitudes and half-truths that had been emanating from the panicked Russian leadership: ‘The situation is under control’, ‘There are only 350 hostages’, and ‘There are no plans to storm the building.’ But outside Middle School No. 1 there were chaotic scenes as disparate groups of regional security forces and paramilitary police milled about by a cordon put up around the school grounds. Amongst these older, beer-bellied men could be spotted slim, balaclava-wearing Russian Special Forces sent in by the Ministry of the Interior along with elite Russian army Spetsnaz units. As a metaphor for the collapse of Russian centralized authority the chaotic situation could hardly have been bettered: the chain of command was breaking down, and you did not have to be a general to see that mayhem was imminent.


What General Kalashnikov could not see was the scene inside Middle School No. 1, where hundreds of terrified children were crushed at AK point into the school gymnasium along with mothers and grandmothers who sat transfixed with fear and exhaustion. Any doubt about the guerrillas’ intent was dispelled when they denied their captives drinking water. As the temperature increased in the gymnasium children stripped to their underwear and drank urine to avoid dehydration. According to some local accounts, it was the rage of the local militia that sparked the AK fire-fight that led the terrorists to detonate their mines and bring about a madly cack-handed denouement with 334 deaths, including 186 children. Whatever the cause, the fighting left many small corpses showing the massive physical trauma caused when an AK47 is fired at close range into a running child.


Meanwhile, Mikhail Kalashnikov’s heart started to beat regularly again, and on 20 September 2004 he arrived in London. Acting in his new role as honorary chairman of the Kalashnikov Joint Stock Vodka Company, he stood up and addressed the company’s board and shareholders who had gathered at a private members’ club on Shaftesbury Avenue to celebrate the launch in the United Kingdom of Kalashnikov military strength vodka. Kalashnikov, who was wearing the full-dress uniform of a Russian general, declared: ‘I am particularly pleased to be here with people I regard as serious businessmen. I hope this brand is as successful around the world as my gun has been.’ The implicit suggestion was that the AK47 was itself just a brand and as such operated like any other brand: free of moral or ethical restraints, a signifier merely of lifestyle choices.
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