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Preface


This book is an account of the war in Chechnya as I saw and lived it. At the time, I was working as a freelance reporter for two French dailies, Libération and Ouest-France. I had been living in Moscow for exactly a year. I was a young, inexperienced journalist, and I was having quite a hard time finding enough newspapers to print my stuff so that I could earn a living and establish my reputation. But I was thrilled to be realizing one of my earliest dreams: to be living and working in Moscow.


Russia had always been a shared passion in my family. My parents often invited Russian guests to our home for soirées. Writers, artists, professors, and dissidents of all kinds passed through our villa, which was located in an area of France close to the Swiss border. My father, a professor at the University of Geneva, brought the Russians home with him, slipping them discreetly past the passport inspectors at the border (there were inevitably visa problems). As a child, I was fascinated by these bearded, rather wild-eyed men, who smelled of foreign cigarettes. Dinner lasted for hours and the table talk was entirely in Russian. Though I couldn’t understand a word of it, this language sounded strangely familiar to my young ears. I was curious by nature, and I was eager to know what the adults were discussing. It was my mother who finally taught me Russian. She was a teacher in the secondary school of our provincial town. Six of us studied Russian together for five years. We passed the baccalaureate as a group.


I left my comfortable life in Paris with a doctorate in political science—my focus was Russian affairs—in my pocket. I was twenty-five years old. Prague was my first destination. I spent the next three years in the Czech Republic, figuring out how to report “from the field.” This was my first encounter with “Anglo-Saxon” journalism, as it’s rather ironically known in France. I was working as a staff writer for Transitions, an English-language magazine published by George Soros and his Open Society Institute. Two people I met there played an influential role in my life: Michael Kaufman, who was enjoying a two years’ leave of absence from the New York Times to serve as editor-in-chief of the magazine, and Josephine Schmidt, then managing editor of Transitions, now on the staff of the New York Times These two mentors left me completely free to choose my own stories within the immense geographical area we covered, the ex-Communist countries of Europe and the former Soviet Union. They also edited the “travel accounts” I brought back from the field. My first trip to the Caucasus was as a reporter for Transitions. I traveled through Chechnya in 1996, at the end of the first Russian-Chechen war. I returned to the area at the end of January 1997 to witness the special presidential elections and the victory of Asian Maskhadov, the current Chechen pro-independence president whose legitimacy Moscow still refuses to recognize.


The hospitality of the people of the Caucasus, their customs and mores, struck a chord in me. I felt, as I often do when I am at some distance from the West, strangely safe and in touch with myself. The mountainous landscape reminded me of the Alps of my childhood. Perhaps this explains why—after a year’s break as a Fulbright Fellow at Harvard’s Russian Research Center—I decided to return to southern Russia.


I was only sorry not to have returned sooner. For it is during the period between the two wars, from 1997 to 1999, where we must search for the seeds of the second Russian-Chechen conflict, a conflict that continues to this day. If we journalists ignore areas where nothing dramatic is happening—or where we imagine that nothing is happening—how can we pretend to analyze conflict when it arises? I do not claim to understand the origins of the Russian-Chechen confrontation. I can only sketch its contours and paint to the best of my abilities a faithful picture of what I saw and experienced on the spot.


When I’m in Russia, I travel alone as a matter of principle, war or no war. At the beginning of the present conflict, in September 1999, I applied for ad hoc accreditation as a war correspondent. When the Russians refused, I decided to cover the war from the Chechen side. I disguised myself as a Chechen woman, wrapping my body in layers of thick skirts, wool sweaters, and long scarves. Women are rarely noticed in Chechnya, and so I could be very discreet. People looked right through me or forgot I was there. And being fluent in Russian, I had no need of a translator. This was a great advantage. Of course, I presented myself as a journalist to those I interviewed officially, but if I could avoid it, I didn’t introduce myself at all. I simply watched and listened. I was able to move about freely, avoiding the organized junkets the Russian Army put on for the foreign press. Travelling alone, or with a Chechen friend to help me negotiate my way through the hundreds of highway checkpoints, I kept my mouth shut. When I encountered Russian soldiers, I remained expressionless or I feigned exhaustion, leaning my head against the dirty car window as I waited through yet another perfunctory border control. I learned to anticipate the behavior of the Russians on duty, to have a ready response to any emergency. I knew I could retrace my steps if necessary or reveal my identity and profession. Fortunately— and I had a lot of good fortune during these six months—I never once had to turn back. That being said, in the midst of a full-scale war, it is always too late to turn back or to hide, and so I stayed.


I lived through hell. I experienced the kind of fear that wipes out any other thought or feeling, that makes your mouth dry. I felt deep solidarity with dozens of anonymous individuals with whom I shared moments of raw horror and moments of pure joy. I felt the intense happiness of small, fleeting pleasures—a glass of hot, black tea; a glint of sun off the snow-capped mountains. But mostly I felt cold and tired after kilometers and kilometers of tramping along mountain roads or across open plains, by night, trying to cross through the Russian lines.


I kept going. Moving forward. Asking questions. I tried to meet as many people as possible; women and children whose lives had been destroyed by the war, rebel fighters with nothing left to lose, cynical Russian soldiers mired in an “anti-terrorist” operation whose success they doubted. What kept me going? The will to do my job, to never stop writing. It was my sense of myself as a journalist that allowed me to survive in Chechnya. Whenever I could, I reverted to my own little professional rite: I extracted my legal-size sheets of paper from the cheap plastic boots I’d bought at a Chechen market, smoothed them out with the flat of my hand, and began to write with my ballpoint pen whose ink often froze from the cold. I wrote for my French audience at home. I imagined them buying the paper the next day and scanning the headlines as they sipped their coffees in Parisian cafés. I revisited my own favorite cafés in my mind’s eye. I imagined so hard that I could almost hear the grinding of the espresso machines, the clink of coffee cups, and the rustle of readers turning newspaper pages.


Then I filed my copy. Using my satellite telephone, speaking very slowly and distinctly, I would dictate my article to someone far away in France who jotted it down in shorthand. Once the dictation was over, I found little else to add. I had trouble chitchatting. What more could I say? Besides, I was always worried about running down the batteries in my telephone. I would have to find somewhere to recharge them, a car battery or a tractor engine.


As this book goes to press, the war in Chechnya persists. Blood, bombs, snipers, torture, and intimidation are wearing down both sides. Unfortunately, the conflict is far from over. Perhaps it will never end. Issues are not being addressed, much less resolved. And what are the “issues” anyway? So the painful story continues and I—and other writers and journalists—must return as witnesses to the scene. No one else will tell the truth.


I have been back to Chechnya several times since the writing of this book and I intend to repeat this exercise until the conflict ends. For me, who had only encountered stories of war through history books, Chechnya is a lesson in war’s harsh reality—the cruelty, the despair, the boredom, the death. For the reader, I hope that these pages will help to untangle the series of events leading up to this tragedy. I have written this book to tell the pitiful and pointless story of war and to show the plight of a proud people, these Chechen men and women, with whom I bore the unbearable.




















Chapter 1


“WATCH OUT for your bags. Don’t leave them just anywhere. Given the current situation, you must be constantly on your guard, especially for cars. The terrorists use old ones, rather battered, so watch where you park.”


The heavily made-up evening news broadcaster on the local Makhachkala* television is ticking off important points. As in Moscow, neighborhood patrols are organized to keep nightly watch over large apartment blocks. Still, you can’t be too careful. Here, in the southern reaches of the Russian Federation, not far from Chechnya, fear pervades the atmosphere. In the short distance between the airport and the town center, I pass through no fewer than four checkpoints; at one of them, officials register my arrival.






I’ve flown in from Moscow to cover the Russian military’s recent attacks on two villages in Dagestan. The Russians say they are defending Dagestan from invading Chechen rebels,* but I won’t form an opinion until I’ve seen the villages and talked to the locals. I’m here to investigate and I will interview anyone who’s willing to talk about what’s going on.




Maimussat is the assistant director of the city opera, which was opened about a year ago, and she is worried about an impending war. “It’s a commercial war,” she says. “The people of Dagestan have no desire for war, but we’re on the oil route, and our president is corrupt. He has had his eyes closed for a long time now. They say he’s been bought by the terrorists; in exchange, he let them have an escape route [back to Chechnya] after the fifteen days’ war.”


I ask her about the Wahhabis.† She says she doesn’t really know who they are, but because I need background information, she opens the window of her apartment in the center of town and calls to her son, Kamal: “Go get Amerbek. Tell him to come over for a visit; we’ll have some tea. Yes, yes, right away.”




Kamal takes the stairs four at a time and arrives out of breath. “Why do you want Amerbek? I don’t even know where he is,” he snaps, annoyed by his mother’s sudden interest in one of his school friends.


“Because he’s a Wahhabi,” replies Maimussat, laughing.




That evening, a gangly adolescent turns up. We sit down among the cartons and rolled-up rugs in Maimussat’s apartment, which is in the process of being renovated. With his arms crossed and resting on his knees, Amerbek begins to talk. Right before the bombings, he says, he stayed with his cousin in Karamakhi for fifteen days.




“Karamakhi and Chabanmakhi were two peaceful little villages where no one smoked or drank. Not like the rest of the world at all! Wahhabism was introduced there seven years ago. The inhabitants are poor, of course, but content. They live off potatoes down there,” the young man explains gravely. “Now there’s nothing left, not a house. The Federals* took everything—television sets, rugs— anything they could get their hands on.”




Just before he rushes down the stairs with Kamal in tow, Amerbek asks me, “Is it true that the Muslims are the largest religion in the world?”




Moments later, Amerbek’s mother, Uma, appears at the apartment in search of her son. Now it’s her turn to talk. She has divided loyalties, because, although she is not Wahhabi, her husband’s family is. She is passionate about the subject.




“There was much that wavs good in what I saw there, in the two villages. Burials lasted only three days and not seven; weddings there were simple, without music; relations between parents and children were not at all as they are here, where the young people talk back to their elders,” she says, shaking her head and fingering the knot of the imitation Hermes scarf she wears around her neck.




“I am Muslim, but I am not inclined to cover my face, to see my husband grow a beard, and to have to pray five times a day, as they do down there,” she adds.
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The Hotel Leningrad is a short distance away, on Lenin Avenue. A few rusted umbrella stands, their fabric long since rotted away, decorate a sidewalk café, which is in ruins. A man is hosing down the sidewalk in front of this hovel. With the exception of the FSB* headquarters, which have recently been repainted, all the buildings on the street are peeling. The mayor’s office is on the fifth floor of a Soviet-style building directly across the street from the local “White House. ”† In an antichamber, four men with pistols tucked in their belts are crouched in front of a television set. They appear to be mesmerized by a report on training camps for the Wahhabi forces in neighboring Chechnya. On the wall, an immense canvas in garish colors shows a jackal devouring a wolf; this against a background of the Caucasus mountains depicted with female faces. Fabulous kitsch! The round little mayor, seated in a wheelchair—he has escaped many attempts on his life—has little to say: “The Chechens don’t come around here because they know we detest them. They would have liked to turn us into an Islamic republic. Let them go to hell! The inhabitants of the two villages you’re asking about resisted their assailants, who were armed to the teeth....”


He offers me a car and driver so that I can go and see these places for myself.
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We drive through two mountain passes and along a series of steep roads winding their way around stark outcroppings of rock. At last we reach the two villages. Two years ago, local Wahhabis proclaimed them Muslim territory, subject to the rule of the charia* The villages were reconquered by the Russian army in mid-September 1999, after two weeks of intensive pounding. To reach this short-lived Islamic minirepublic, one must first pass through Buinaksk, where, on September 4, the second in a series of bloody bombings was carried out

 by what Moscow terms “Caucasian terrorists.” Sixty-four villagers lost their lives. In the center of town, the building that suffered the explosion is still standing, as though in defiancé of the laws of gravity. On the outskirts are residential blocks, which were buffeted by the blast and are now shunned by locals as uninhabitable.


“The Russians are going to leave, for certain,” Enver explains. The twenty-two-year-old is loitering, bored, in the ruins. He may be right. For now, however, the Russians are still here. At each entrance and exit of the town, cars are stopped and checked by sullen Kalachnikov-armed soldiers or even, on occasion, by members of the OMON, the special forces of the Ministry of the Interior.


In the countryside, twenty kilometers further on, we encounter entire garrisons of Russians; they are lumbering along in decrepit army vehicles or marching through the dust back to one of their bases in what was once a Soviet farm. The carcasses of dead animals—cows, goats, horses—along the road suggest that we are not far from the two villages recently retaken by the Russians. As we round a bend in the road, we come upon four peasants engaged in raising the remains of two tanks from a ravine with a tractor and an improvised winch. The tank motors will fetch a good price in the market at Buinaksk.


On the ridge beyond a checkpoint, where Russian troops and Dagestani recruits stand guard against possible new incursions by Wahhabis or their Chechen acolytes, lie the ruins of Karamakhi village. Not one house has escaped the aerial bombardments of the Russian Federal Army. Roofs have collapsed; only the vestiges of walls remain standing. Here and there, one can guess at what was once a kitchen, a dining room, or a bedroom by a shred of wallpaper or an abandoned household object. The impact of the missiles has left craters in the midst of cabbage and potato fields. “It looks like a second Kuwait!” Nadyr, my driver, repeats over and over. Three large fellows from Dagenergo, the state electric company, are trying to get the system up and running. “Maybe this evening,” one of them volunteers. He sounds doubtful.


In his ragged Marlboro T-shirt, Magomed gives us a tour of his “property.” His three-story house has completely collapsed. Not a door left, not a stick of furniture, no television. Everything has disappeared, blown away by the Wahhabis or the Federals. Strolling through the ruins, Magomed rails at the world. “If Yeltsin had cleaned out the Kremlin three years ago, none of this would ever have happened.” Magomed hasn’t much more to say about Moscow’s grand political designs. Since the attack by the Wahhabis and the retaking of their village by the Russian army, the inhabitants of Karamakhi and Chabanmakhi are confused. They don’t understand what has happened, why they have been bombarded with such fury, or how they should go about rebuilding their lives.


A great ambiguity exists in the relations between Russia and this area and its inhabitants. The Russian army did come to the aid of Dagestan in its struggle against the “Wahhabi threat,” but at what price?


“From the sky, the pilots couldn’t know whether the house they were bombing was Wahhabi or not,” Magomed insists. “But why did they have to destroy everything. That we’ll never know. Moreover,” he adds, “if they had really wanted to stop those Wahhabis, it would have been much simpler to go about it differently. Every Friday the Wahhabis got together at the mosque to pray. They could simply have rounded them up at the exits. Now, of course, they’re dispersed all over the place.”


Magomed knew the Wahhabis. They had taken up residence in the cellar of his house, which overlooked the village; then they dug trenches around the house and narrowed its large windows into gun slits. Strewn about the floor, among the paving stones and the damp earth, are ten or so syringes still in their original packing. Others, which have been used, have been thrown into a corner. “No doubt they had to raise their morale before battle,” Magomed notes with a sneer.


Magomed’s wife, Aminat, appears behind him out of the ruins. She is wearing tattered woolen tights and an old flowered tunic; a colored scarf is knotted around her neck. Aminat gives full vent to her sorrow: “For twenty-five years, we saved our kopecks so we could build this house. Now we’ve lost everything. On the first day of the bombing, even before it began, the rumor circulated that war was going to break out. Everybody said, ‘It’s time to leave.’ We ran off with just the clothes on our backs, nothing else.” The attack began that evening.


In this ghostly village empty of residents, the story of Magomed and Aminat is repeated over and over again. The men return in the mornings from Buinaksk and other neighboring areas to continue clearing the ruins and to try to rescue some of their possessions. Women and children generally stay in whatever improvised shelter they found after “the events,” either with parents or friends, or in one of the two camps opened for them in Buinaksk. Few women have the courage to come back to dig about in the earth for a few potatoes, as Aminat does. In the village center, on a dusty square with a battered administration building, general confusion reigns, born of the villagers’ comings and goings, their furtive conversations, and the maneuverings of the enormous Kamaz dump trucks, which carry the debris away. Activity is greatest on the field of ruins where men, trowels and bricks in hand, have already begun the work of reconstruction.


“That is our old mosque,” murmurs Ibadulla Mukhaev, a former employee of the municipality. Rolled rugs lie about in the dirt. “This war has absolutely nothing to do with religion,” he explains. “It has to do, first and foremost, with political machinations. We have been the innocent victims. You certainly don’t need arms to pray.”


Several kilometers further along, on the flank of another hill, lie the ruins of Chabanmakhi. An armed group stationed at the entrance to the village refuses access to all visitors.


“Orders,” a guard assures me. He does not wear a uniform, but his manner is menacing, and he cradles a machine gun across his chest. We wait. At last, a small man emerges from the group, identifies himself as the “new administrator” of the village, and declares that he alone has the right to decide who may or may not come in. Voices are raised; eventually, the guards allow my car to enter.


Here, again, the devastation is total. The village is less densely settled, but no house has escaped the shelling. At the end of the dirt path leading to the top of the village, an old man in a worn-out suit stands facing the panorama.


“I was born in this village seventy-five years ago,” he tells me. “We knew the Wahhabis here. Almost every family was mixed; sometimes a father would be Wahhabi but not his son or vice versa. For years now they have prevented the sale of cigarettes and alcohol in the village. For two years, we’ve had no federal law in this small area.”


“In particular,” another chimes in, “they forbade us to decorate Christmas trees at the end of the year or to play music at our weddings. At funerals, crying was frowned upon; our women had to hold back their tears.”


“In fact, we didn’t really bother each other,” the old man continues. “If only they’d held the nation [the Soviet Union] together, none of this would have happened. No one from abroad would have given them money; they wouldn’t have been able to procure arms so easily or take power little by little at our expense,” he laments.


In the middle of a field, beside the cemetery, yawns a common grave. I note the remains of fourteen Wahhabis, no doubt abandoned by their fleeing comrades. By the light of the setting sun, the inhabitants of the village have begun to inter the dead. They scatter shovelsful of earth over the heap of rotting bodies. Other forgotten corpses lie here and there in the surrounding potato field, awaiting burial.


As darkness settles on Karamakhi and Chabanmakhi, it’s time to leave the high ground and return to the relative safety of the valley below.


“At night, the Wahhabis do what we do during the day. They come up here to see what’s going on, to try to recover what they can of their belongings. After all, it was their village, too,” Zapir Chikhchabekov, a young administrator from Chabanmakhi, concludes bitterly.
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I must find a bus leaving for Vladikavkaz in North Ossetia, or for Nazran in Ingushetia.* It is the evening of September 29, 1999, and the Federal troops are getting ready for an invasion of Chechen territory on the morning of October 1.† If I want to witness the deployment, I’ll have to move fast. All buses travelling west from Makhachkala must make an enormous detour around the perimeter of Chechnya. The trip will take twenty-two hours.


The night air is still warm. The driver stops repeatedly for routine checks at MVD‡ posts, or to pick up passengers or merchandise by the side of the road. After all, he has to make a little extra to top off his monthly salary of 250 rubles;** he can take in ten times that amount in one night alone. Women are traveling with large cargo shipments of “salmon,” which is code for merchandise, I am told discreetly. Should they run into trouble with the law, women are apparently better able to argue their cases than men are.


Around 2:30 a.m., traveling close to the Chechen border, the bus makes a longer stop than usual, this one near a militia post. Eventually, the customs agents set about searching the cargo and discover six hundred kilos of contraband. The women cry and plead with the head of the militia, who maintains a calm demeanor under his bulletproof vest. With their high heels sinking deep into the mire, they swarm around him, pulling at his sleeve. He affects incomprehension. This little comedy goes on for two hours, but it’s a well-rehearsed drama, in which all the actors are to be rewarded: The militiaman is “recompensed,” the bus driver as well, and the women, each one several bank notes lighter, are allowed to continue on their way.


Inside the bus, everyone is more or less awake. A few of the passengers are annoyed by the delay and don’t hesitate to say so. In the seat in front of mine, an imposing woman with round glasses and her hair tied back in an old-fashioned bun makes no bones about her displeasure. “And what about us?” she hollers. “What are we supposed to be doing while you’re all making money? Damned bus, let’s go....” Her shouting is met with silence from the others.


In the early hours of the morning, in the Republic of Kabardino-Balkaria* not far away from Ingushetia, we run into a milk-like fog. “It will lift,” my Dagestani neighbor assures me. He is a former chauffeur of Communist dignitaries, now on his way to visit his mother in Vladikavkaz. We cross the immense and murky Terek River on a pontoon bridge, a large prefabricated iron platform floating on top of the water. I am told that, to get to Nazran, I must change buses immediately. The driver lets me off in the middle of nowhere. “Over there,” he tells me. “Wait for the next bus, the one turning right.” It’s 8:00 a.m., and foggy; I can’t see a thing.


A stooped black form is approaching in the mist. A woman staggering under the weight of two heavy bags, one in each hand, joins me. She assures me that a bus will indeed come along “before noon.” Her eyes are slanted, her features Asian.


“My grandparents were Korean,” Alifat tells me. She is on her way to peddle medicines in a nearby village in Ingushetia. “I lived my whole life in Chechnya, and we lived rather well. My husband worked as a mason in those days. But we left right after the first war* because life became unbearable for non-Chechens like us. Now war is going to break out again, for sure.”


Alifat is so involved in her story that we miss the bus. It barrels along at a high speed, passing right under our noses. I run after it frantically. Alifat is beside herself; her day is ruined.


Blinded at this hour of the morning by the sun which has broken through the fog and now glints off the yellow steppe, we hadn’t noticed another woman approaching. She wears a scarf tied around her wrinkled face. Rosa is a Russian, born in Kabardia. “There will be another bus, but for Novy Redant, not for Nazran,” she explains. When? “Before noon.” From my position at the side of the road, I stick my arm out, hoping to stop a passing car and commandeer it as a taxi, as they do in Moscow. “Don’t even bother,” the two locals insist. “You don’t know the Kabardino-Balkars. They would never stop. You’re wasting your time.” It’s true. Though the passing cars don’t appear to be full, no one stops for us.
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This time we won’t let it pass us by! A rusted minibus with no indication of its destination comes to a stop just as we are rising from the grass where we’ve been having a quiet chat. We climb aboard and remain standing, as there are no seats left. Total silence. The bus is full of sullen-looking people on their way to work. After ten minutes, Alifat gives me a nudge: It’s time to get off. The surrounding landscape is even more deserted here than at the previous crossroads. As the bus pulls away toward its mystery destination, the three of us strike out on a dirt path, walking straight into the sun. The majestic Caucasus with their impenetrable shadows rise up before us.


“Where are we going?” I ask.


“We’re going to cross the frontier into Ingushetia,” they tell me.


A silence falls upon us as we walk on. I am in the center of our trio, and take on some of the weight of their bundles in addition to my backpack. We never seem to get any closer to the mountains, and there is no frontier post visible ahead. Nothing but yellow and blue around us. I just have to trust my two little old guides.


At a turning in the path, I at last spy a lookout post down below and a red-and-white gate, similar to a level crossing for the railroad. We can’t yet make it out clearly, but a large immobile crowd appears to gather on the far side of a second gate.


We are the only ones passing from the Balkar side into Ingushetia. The young officer who looks over our papers pales when he catches sight of my French passport. He speaks into his walkie-talkie: “I have a foreigner here. What in the hell is she doing here? What am I supposed to do with her?” he asks his boss.


“I’m traveling around, visiting Russia on foot. Don’t I have the right?” I answer in Russian, which makes him go paler still. After half an hour of palaver, the guards, who are at a loss, allow me to cross. I rejoin my two companions, who are waiting for me with the crowd on the other side.


In the background, on the horizon, lies the snow-covered summit of Mount Kazbek, which marks the frontier with Georgia. In front of us we see a column of cars, full of women and children, crossing the vast plain—more Chechens coming to join those who are already waiting to cross into Ingushetia. The crowd at the gate has been waiting more than twenty-four hours.


Zarima stands out in the crowd. She has long black hair held back with a band, and she’s wearing denim overalls and high heels. She must be about thirty years old. She describes her personal situation in a monotone: “The Chechens are now hated everywhere. How do you expect our children to grow up? And it’s all because a band of madmen went to make war in Dagestan!” She motions toward her three children, aged six, five, and three, who accompany her: “My only concern is their education. When it comes down to it, it’s probably better to leave, because I’ve had enough of seeing children grow up with Kalachnikovs.”


Seda, elegant in a long black dress, a scarf covering her head and large Christian Dior glasses dominating her pale oval face, is unmarried and childless, unusual in this part of the world. She is a law student in the Chechen capital, Grozny, but she can no longer pursue her studies at the university, which closed its doors after the air strikes began.


“We’re no longer afraid that we’ll be killed,” she explains solemnly. “It’s the waiting that’s become intolerable. What will happen tomorrow? Who’s in charge of our government? When will the land war begin? No one can answer these questions, so we must leave. My dream is to get to Moscow and continue my studies, but I know it won’t be possible, simply because I’m a Chechen.”


Eventually, we flag down a car that takes us to a village where we go our separate ways. I wind up on a bus bound for Nazran. Women and young girls are crammed cheek by jowl in this stuffy space. The schoolgirls wear uniforms from another era, little black skirts and white lace aprons crisscrossing their chests.


Everyone on the bus seems worried about the situation. They’re eager to talk. An old woman is ranting in Russian, for my obvious benefit: “And Bassayev,* that criminal. He should have been arrested long ago.... It’s only because he’s in cahoots with the Russians....”


We pass other buses, which are also full of refugees moving about from village to village.


“They go from house to house. People sometimes take them in if they have children with them,” a woman tells me.


“They also sleep and cook in abandoned cars,” another woman adds.
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Nazran, the capital of Ingushetia, is flat and colorless. The city is small because until 1992, the Soviet Socialist Republic of Chechno-Ingushetia, which combined the two geographical entities, had Grozny as its capital. As a result, Nazran looks like any Chechen town; it’s comprised mainly of one-story brick houses, with a few larger, two-story dwellings for the more prosperous.


The border with Chechnya lies thirty kilometers to the east. For a week now, tens of thousands of Chechens have been leaving their homes in a continuous flow because they fear the outbreak of another war between their country and the Russian Federation. Between Chechnya and Ingushetia, a never-ending column of vehicles—dusty BMWs, noisy Ladas, and cattle trucks—creep along under a warm autumn sun.


Swamped by the scale of the migration, the Ingushetia border guards make almost no effort to check documents. Despite their Kalachnikovs and their army uniforms, they serve more as traffic cops than as a police force.


A first refugee camp has been hastily set up beside the road. It consists of about a hundred yellow army tents and a medical center where basic drugs are available. Twice a day, the police distribute water and bread.


“Officially, 3,500 people live here, but that’s not counting those who haven’t registered, and there are many of them,” Abdullah Karamekh, a representative of the Ingush government, tells me. As director of the camp, he deals every day with distraught mothers and grandmothers struggling to explain the chaos in their households.


Sitting cross-legged on a bit of cardboard in the shade of an enormous Kamaz truck wheel, a refugee named Aizan tries to make a little money in this unpromising environment. When she left the Chechen capital, Grozny, Aizan brought the leftover stock of her little kiosk—some socks, a couple of bottles of shampoo, a few pieces of soap, and some cigarettes. A circle has formed around the truck, suggesting that her improvised business is doing well. “But I’ve been obliged to lower my prices,” she laments, “because everyone here is so poor.”


There is a continuous bustle around her. Women are doing laundry or struggling to cook a few potatoes acquired on the run. The men fill their hours with random tasks—moving a truck, say, or searching for someone in authority. Meanwhile, children here are half shocked, half amused to find themselves living in open country, under tents, while they wait for their parents to decide the family’s next move.


“It’s Putin* who’s the terrorist,” a man says loudly. “Thanks to us, since we’re all leaving, his popularity is on the rise.” When I question him further, he admits that Chechen President Asian Maskhadov and the warlord Shamil Bassayev also share responsibility for the forced exodus of the population. Then he lowers his voice so that the others cannot overhear him: “In fact, we’re really at a dead-end. No one is looking out for us. Others are deciding our fate. They are making us wander the world like Gypsies.”


Only little Ingushetia (population: 300,000) has agreed to accept the refugees. Historically, Chechnya and Ingushetia have always been close. They share a similar language and, until 1992, they belonged to the same republic. During the first Chechen war in 1994, the Ingush rose up several times against the Russian forces, even crossing into neighboring Chechnya to defend their border. This time, their sense of solidarity is weaker. “Of course, we ought to take in the refugees, and many Ingush have taken in Chechens out of a feeling of fraternity, but our people are tired of living with these historical ups and downs,” explains Ruslan Tchakhaev, vice president of the migration service in the Nazran mayor’s office.


Here in the capital of Ingushetia, refugees are everywhere. They’ve invaded every public place, every administrative center, and every railway station. They’re sleeping on the ground or on rugs and mattresses they’ve been able to salvage. They wander from village to village in the hope of finding work or a roof over their heads, if only for a night.
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Without the least hesitation, I set off for Grozny. I leave Nazran in the early hours of the morning. I have strapped my most prized possession, my satellite phone, to my belly. It will be my only means to reach Moscow. I’ll dictate my reports over the phone. I’ve chosen my disguise carefully. I am wearing a long navy blue dress with white polka dots, and a scarf is tied around my neck. I want to look just like a Chechen woman. I want to disappear into crowds. Of my normal wardrobe, I have kept only my socks and walking shoes.


I am alone in the car with a man called Asian, whom I barely know; but he is a friend of my friend Igor, in whom I have complete confidence. Seated behind Asian in a green Lada, I’ll appear to be the wife of the driver. Here, women never sit in the front seat of a car.


Asian is a twenty-nine-year-old Chechen banker who has lived in Moscow for the last ten years. As we head for the Chechen border, he gives me a warning: “Nothing has changed there since the end of the first war; nothing has been rebuilt. Almost all the schools are closed. Life there has become impossible. No one talks to anyone else or exchanges visits. What has become of our traditional hospitality? Those who take journalists or others hostage are bandits who do it for the ransom. The fact is that these operations are planned undercover by the Russian special forces.”*


Concerning Dagestan: “No Muslim state should be built on the blood of other Muslims! You won’t find that anywhere in the Koran!” he cries between two choruses of his favorite song, “Living in America,” which plays continuously on his tape deck.


Asian has agreed to make a round-trip to Grozny, where he has “some business to attend to.” He is wanted in Moscow, and can no longer show his face there. Several months ago, grenades and various other prohibited weapons were discovered in his car. He says that Russian “agencies” planted the suspicious material in his trunk to create a pretext for his arrest. He has already paid $60,000 in bribes to lawyers and various judicial bodies in an effort to end the affair; this is what keeps him “waiting” in one of the two suites of Nazran’s only hotel.


At Sleptsovskii, a border town, a young man climbs into the car and takes his place beside Asian. This is Islam, a twenty-four-year-old former soldier, whom I met during the previous Chechen war. He has agreed to serve as my guide while I’m here investigating.


No problems crossing the border. At this time, early October 1999, everything is still open; anyone can come into Chechnya. At the checkpoint, Islam gets out of the car and has a word with the sentry on duty, who wears a Colt revolver stuck in his belt. The sentry signals us to move ahead, and we pass all the other waiting cars. We carry on at a fast clip. There is little traffic in our direction, but a stream of packed convoys is heading the other way, toward the safety of Ingushetia.
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Although the first Russian armored divisions entered Chechen territory two days earlier, here in the Chechen capital the atmosphere seems strangely calm. Outside the city, a giant petrol refinery stands out in stark, metallic relief, blackened in a recent fire caused by the Russian bombardment. It was designated a strategic target and heavily bombed in 1994, at the start of the first Russo-Chechen war. Now it has been destroyed again. Big, gaudy bath towels imprinted with the U.S. flag hang between the trees, flapping in the wind. At the entrance to Grozny, the GAI* station is barely recognizable amidst the rubble and the sandbags; a shell found its mark here last week. Women are carrying pails of water. Everywhere people are selling cans of salionka, a poor-quality gasoline. The town is a patchwork of tumbled-down buildings and small makeshift constructions barely distinguishable from the ruins around them. Three old men, seated on their doorstep, are chatting quietly. With a leafy branch, a woman vigorously shoos the flies away from her stall of raw, bloody meat.


In the northeastern section of town, on Ingushetskaya Street, a cluster of four houses with brick walls and pointed roofs has also fallen victim to the Russian assault. In the early morning mist, roosters crow loudly to one another. Squatting on what remains of their roofs, a couple of men try to size up their losses. I hear a creaking sound as an old woman pushes open a blue metal door decorated with a symmetrical white design. She steps out of her courtyard and heads toward two scrawny cows grazing in the dry mud. When she closes the door behind her, I notice the pock-marks of fifteen or so shell fragments on its decorative motif.


Maaka doesn’t try to hide her anger. “Of course, they’re killing innocent victims,” she declares as she scowls up at the sky, the source of so much destruction. “We saw it with our own eyes several days ago. They bombed right here. An entire family was killed, six people.” It was a direct hit on the house next door. “I’m scared, too,” she admits, “but what can you do? I can’t leave; I simply have nowhere to go. And if they’re going to bomb us, we can’t do anything about it.”


As we approach the center of town, the same scenes of mass destruction unfold before us. Windowless, gutted buildings are everywhere. We can tell from the bits of colored fabric at the windows that some of them are still inhabited. It is hard to distinguish between the damage of the first war and more recent hits. Even the locals have a hard time remembering. They almost always hesitate for a moment when they answer questions about the dates of their losses.


In the town center, on the former Lenin Square, now rebap-tized Liberty Square, an attractive and shady park has appeared on the spot formerly occupied by the residence of Dzhokhar Dudayev, the first Chechen leader to fight for the complete independence of his country from the Soviets. Russians razed the house in 1994. Now a huge billboard of a smiling Dudayev appears over the tops of the greenery, the only bit of novelty introduced here since 1996. All the damaged buildings from the first war have been left as they were, riddled with shell holes or lying crumpled in ruins. Nothing has been rebuilt. A few red or white brick houses, such as the imposing home of Shamil Bas-sayev’s brother and the majestic residence of the current president, Asian Maskhadov, have gone up. Mercedes with tinted windows and jeeps bearing the green, white, and red stickers of “Ichkeria”* are parked here and there. There are hardly any stores; electricity is rare; there is no hot water; and telephone communication was cut off five years ago. In the street, men are preoccupied with repairing cars for their journey to the Ingushetia frontier, the goal of most of the refugees. At the end of the Avenue of the Revolution, in the middle of a traffic circle, stands a statue of three soldiers of the Russian revolution, renamed “The Three Idiots” by local residents. Their eyes, noses, and mouths have been hammered out.


Only the open-air market functions twenty-four hours a day. Men with beards and wearing camouflage scurry about, cellular or satellite phones clipped to their belts or glued to their ears. A hoarse voice, speaking Russian, announces into a microphone the results of the lottery. Behind the displays of tomatoes and cucumbers, next to the quarters of beef and veal at the butchers’ stands, we find the arms market. Women are not welcome here. To kill time—because buying a Kalachnikov takes quite a bit of it— the men play billiards. All, young and old alike, argue endlessly with the boyviki† In a corner, a crowd gathers around munitions displays: piles of Russian-made grenades of varying quality, grenade-launchers in a variety of calibers, ammunition by the hundredweight, and pistols to suit all needs.


“When war seemed less likely, several months ago, prices were relatively low,” Aslanbek, an arms seller, explains. “Then everyone started wanting personal arms, and they began to rise. Now they’ve gone back down again.” Apparently, everyone has already acquired his weapon of choice. Sales are down. In August 1999, a Kalachnikov cost $900; today it’s worth $500. Grenades are $2 apiece. An automatic grenade-launcher fetches about $1,000. Before finalizing a sale, the buyers try out the weapons. And so the days go by, punctuated by the crack of trial shots fired in the air.


After visiting the stands where real arms are sold, I wander among the stalls devoted to plastic pistols and other children’s toys. Nearby are the “changers,” a cocky-looking group, standing about casually with bundles of bills in their hands.
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Umar, twenty-five years old, grew up in the 1980s in the Soviet Republic of Checheno-Ingushetia and served in the first Russo-Chechen War; he is now preparing himself for the outbreak of another conflict and asking himself what his life might have been like without these wars. “Ichkeria’s” independence seems to concern the population less than the commercial interests that have once again brought war to the Caucasus. This former boyvik, whose upper lip has been smashed by a bullet, has no confidence in any of the Chechen leaders. “One thing is certain: Asian Maskhadov doesn’t have 1 percent control of the situation. He can’t even name his ministers or remove them,” he tells me.


We’re sitting in the Meridian Cafe in Grozny. Umar is flattered when I ask him to give his opinion on the political impasse in which the independent republic of Chechnya now finds itself, and to explain the roles of the various armed groups that control his country. He is also proud to demonstrate that in this devastated city—where, in recent years, numerous foreigners have been kidnapped and murdered solely for ransom money—there are some tranquil spots where one can pretend to live normally. He continuously underscores this theme, with obvious satisfaction, during our discussion.


The “café” is actually just a private apartment transformed into a dive. Three badly dyed blondes are working in the kitchen. The two other rooms resemble a private home, with a couch, a table, some chairs, and a television set. The Meridian opened after the first war, early in 1997. “You can find this sort of little café all over Grozny,” Umar explains proudly. “And one eats very well here.” Most of the customers are armed men who have enough money to treat themselves to a “European-style” lunch or dinner; that is, a relatively copious meal.


Today, facing yet another war, Umar is more worried about the growing power of the Wahhabis than he is about the internal struggles at the top of the Chechen power elite. He is the head of a band, or what Moscow calls a “terrorist group.” His troops, comprised of his family and of other men from his geographic area, control the northwest sector of Grozny up to the border with Ingushetia.


“My role is to prevent any provocation between the Wahhabis and the Russian forces who are approaching,” he explains, as he plays idly with the strap attaching his Beretta to his belt. “The other day a Wahhabi leader came to see me to urge me to enlist on their side in the Jihad, the holy war. ‘The Russians are already nearby it’s getting dangerous,’ he told me; ‘we should attack them ourselves.’ I told him that it was out of the question.” He looks up at me quizzically and takes a sip of hot tea from a porcelain cup. “The Russians say that their first priority is to wipe out the Wah-habis, but oddly enough, the Wahhabi base at Urus-Martan has never been bombed.”


Umar knows the Wahhabis well because the territory controlled by his 1,500-member band includes their base. Moreover, he had to deal with them when the heads of four missing persons —three Britons and a New Zealander—were discovered one fine morning by the side of the road.


“They were the ones who killed them!” he tells me. “I know it because these foreigners, who were working in our area, were under our protection. Suddenly, one night, they were taken. The next day, we kidnapped a Wahhabi. We wanted to exchange him for the four Anglo-Saxons. But their chief [he won’t say the name] refused. He would have preferred that we kill his man rather than release the four foreigners. It turned nasty. In the end they executed their prisoners,” he sighs. The reprisals must have been brutal, but when I ask, Umar refuses to elaborate.


“That said, not all the men who wear beards in our country are Wahhabis,” he says, changing the subject. “True Wahhabis shave their mustaches. And the custom is for them to pull three hairs out of their beards every day, out of superstition. Wahhabism came to us out of Dagestan. Until very recently there wasn’t a trace of it around here,” he insists, explaining that Islamic fundamentalism appeared in Chechenya only “after the war"; that is, after the Khasavyurt accords, signed in August 1996.*


“Here, everybody treats us like dogs,” he continues. “Including the Wahhabis, who have no concern for our future.” In his opinion, Shamil Bassayev and his Arab commander, Khattab, chose the wrong faith. The world should “distinguish between those who are ready to die for their religious beliefs and others who, like Bassayev, corrupt to the core, would use these religious fanatics for their own ends.” Having said this, Umar suddenly looks sad. “If, outside of Chechnya, no one supported Bassayev, he would have no influence at all. Shamil is completely financially dependent on the Wahhabis. In any case, he’s a special agent who works only for himself, not for the people of Chechnya.”


The other prominent political figure, President Asian Maskhadov, democratically elected in January 1997, also finds no favor with him. “We made a mistake when we elected Maskadov,” Umar concedes. “He, too, is hand and glove with the Russian secret service. We need a president who won’t sell our country cheap. A president who’s capable of entering into real relations with Russia.”


According to Umar, the only way the Chechens will survive is by organizing themselves as “individual princelings reigning over their individual kingdoms. Each of them protects his own little fief.” And though he’s a fighter, Umar prays every day that the “big war” will not start again. “When the Russian troops left in 1997, they were replaced by the special services, who introduced another, much more vicious, form of war,” he laments. “They tried to buy everyone, to set us one against the other. Their goal was to devour us, little by little, from the inside, and just look at the result.”


Is Umar blasé? Not really. It hurts him to contemplate his own future. “We’ll see if I’m able to find a way out,” he murmurs, his eyes downcast. “I had, in fact, plans for the kind of life I wanted to lead, but I haven’t been able to act on them. And now, as far as the rest of the world is concerned, I’m a bandit.” His voice assumes a touch of aggressiveness: “But that’s not true, I’m not a bandit! I’m a man of my word. I’m defending my country. And even if, inside, I have the feeling that this second war won’t happen, I have a burning sensation in my stomach that grows and grows whenever I think of it....”


In the street, two women are chatting quietly under the striped parasols of a shady sidewalk café. Their chairs are made of red plastic. In front of the central market, the cars, caught up in a traffic jam, inch slowly forward. Umar sets off on foot.
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As we leave Grozny, we pass through the village of Mitchurino, in the suburbs. There I meet Daud, an old man who is resting on a moth-eaten sofa in the courtyard of his house. Daud thinks carefully before he speaks. From time to time, he passes his hand over his piess, his gray prayer hat with royal blue embroidery, or stuffs the hem of his dark red shirt back into his checked trousers. He is so thin that he seems to float inside his clothes. Daud was born in a mountain village on the Georgian border, and worked for twenty-five years as a veterinarian in Grozny. He now receives a monthly pension of 1,100 rubles ($45). Although he was decorated for courage in service with the Russian army in World War II, he was nonetheless deported to Kazakhstan in 1944, by order of Stalin.* As soon as his rehabilitation was declared, he returned to Chechnya, and he means to never leave again. “When conditions are the most difficult, a real patriot makes a point of staying put. So I won’t be going,” he says fiercely. His wife, Zima, who is twenty years his junior, has left already for Sleptsovskii, in Ingushetia, two miles from the Chechen border.


“I’m ashamed for Western Europe, where you live in a world of lies. In the twenties, Russian terrorists were everywhere. Those are the ones you should have deported,” he says in his weak nasal voice, which trails off into a sigh. “I’m already old; I’ve already done combat. It will be hard for me to fight again, but my machine gun is beside my bed, and if the Russians come and invade my house, I’ll use it. Our problem is an absence of leaders. Dzhokhar† is dead, and no one has taken his place. Maskhadov and all the others you hear about in the West, none of them has any power. We are all victims, manipulated by the politicians in Moscow.”


Most of the men I meet in Chechnya share this opinion.





*Makhachkala is the capital of Dagestan, Chechnya’s neighboring republic in the Russian Federation.


* In August 1999, Chechen warlord Shamil Bassayev staged several incursions into neighboring Dagestan from Chechnya in the hopes of establishing an Islamic republic.


† Wahhabis are Muslim religious fundamentalists. In comparison to the majority Sufi Chechens (adherents of the traditional Chechen Muslim brotherhoods called tariqats), the Wahhabis are an extremist group who advocate an orthodox view of Islam and reject secular forms of government. The Wahhabi sect of Islam has grown in the former Soviet Union as a result of the relaxation of Soviet-era restrictions on religious proselytizing. It was brought into Chechnya mainly during the 1994–96 war. Wahhabis support independence for the mostly Muslim regions of the Caucasus.


*Chechens call the Russian armed forces the “Federals.”


* The FSB is Russia’s Federal Security Service. It replaced the KGB after the collapse of the Soviet Union.


† Administrative seat of the republic.


*Islamic law.


* North Ossetia and Ingushetia are two other republics in the Russian Federation. Ingushetia lies between North Ossetia and Chechnya. I often had to cross through Ingushetia and its capital, Nazran, on my way into Chechnya from North Ossetia. Please see map.


† Russia had been bombing Chechnya for several weeks. Air raids began on September 5. The Russians claimed they were trying to liberate Chechnya from the grip of international terrorists.


‡ Russian Ministry of the Interior.


** $165.


* A republic neighboring Chechnya in the Russian Federation.


*The earlier war between Russia and Chechnya took place between 1994 and 1996. Chechnya gained de facto independence after inflicting heavy losses on Russian forces.


* Shamil Bassayev, Moscow’s “number-one terrorist,” is one of the principal leaders in the Chechen battle for independence.


*Vladimir Putin, then prime minister of the Russian Federation. Putin is currently president of the Russian Federation.


* Kidnappings are very common in Chechnya. Journalists, Russians, and foreigners such as aid workers have been kidnapped on numerous occassions by various groups operating in the region.
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