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            Further praise for Invasion:

            “Invasion will become an important part of the historical record. It is extremely well written, a fast read, and offers an excellent balance between personal encounters and the broader sequence of events.” Financial Times

            “Harding is uniquely qualified to tell this story … His moment-by-moment reconstructions of the events in Bucha, and of the last stand of Mariupol’s Azovstal steel plant, stand out as almost excruciatingly harrowing.” Washington Post

            “Gripping and often moving … goes beyond mere reportage as Mr. Harding draws on his knowledge of the region and a background that includes serving as head of the Guardian’s Moscow bureau.” Wall Street Journal

            “Harding’s account is a very good first historical draft … His judgements will last—and, sadly, they will be relevant for a long time to come.” Guardian “Book of the Day”

            “Very impressive, displaying [Harding’s] capacity to get people talking, to observe their reactions when under fire and to endure danger, distress and discomfort … Eloquent, moving and supremely credible.” Literary Review ii

            “Luke Harding has once again written a superb first draft of history, this time of the Ukrainian war. An excellent, moving account of an ongoing tragedy.” Anne Applebaum

            “Visceral reportage from the Ukrainian frontline from the eminent foreign correspondent and author of the brilliant Mafia State.” I Newspaper

            “Luke Harding’s gripping, on-the-ground narrative of the Ukraine conflict, enriched by his unique knowledge of the region’s culture and history, is a must read for anyone following a war with consequences that will reverberate throughout the world for years to come.” Amy Knight

            “A breathtaking work of reportage.” Simon Garfield

            “Luke Harding yet again provides unique insight … A stirring account of the build-up to the invasion and the invasion itself.” Eliot Higgins
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3
            ONE

            The City

            Kyiv

February 2022

         

         
            There had been peace at one time,

and now that peace was dead.

            —mikhail bulgakov,

            The White Guard 

         

         It was the evening before everything changed. The Ukrainian novelist Andrey Kurkov had invited me for dinner. A few friends, he said, and borshch. We had first met earlier that memorable winter—a pleasant meal in a Georgian restaurant in Podil, a neighbourhood in the lower part of Kyiv next to the Dnipro River; a glass of red in a boutique café near the old city. The date was now February 23, 2022. It was 8:15 p.m., and I was late. I stopped in a shop, bought a bottle of Kolonist port from a winery in Odesa, and hurried to Kurkov’s flat.

         These meetings happened under the shadow of war. The news—which I was writing for my newspaper, the Guardian—was alarming, terrible even. A week earlier, Russian-backed 4separatists had shelled a village in Ukrainian-controlled territory next to the pro-Russian regions of Luhansk and Donetsk. The missile had landed in a school gym. Mercifully, no one was killed, but the eight-year conflict in the east was heating up.

         Humour was essential in these dark times. Kurkov sent me a meme via WhatsApp. It showed Fyodor Dostoevsky’s head floating surreally in a hole in the school’s wall, peering at the rubble. Around the great nineteenth-century Russian writer were soccer balls, a mural depicting a jungle, and a climbing rope. Kurkov was an agreeable companion, the author of many playful and magically luminous books, and Ukraine’s most celebrated living writer. Also, remarkably, he was an optimist.

         I, by contrast, was increasingly gloomy. The omens pointed in one scarcely believable direction: Russia was about to invade Ukraine.

         Vladimir Putin had a long-standing interest in Ukraine. In 2014, he responded to a pro-European uprising in Kyiv by annexing Ukraine’s Crimean Peninsula and coordinating a counter-rebellion in the Donbas, a region subsequently controlled in part by Russia-installed rebels. By the end of the decade, it had grown into a brooding obsession.

         The crisis had been growing since autumn 2020 like a fog rolling in. First, Putin had sent troops, tanks, and armoured vehicles to Russia’s western border with Ukraine and to Belarus, a brother state that Moscow had practically absorbed. The vehicles bore a curious white symbol: the letter V.

         Next, Putin had issued a series of demands so imperious and swaggering you could only marvel at their audacity. He sought nothing less than the annulment of the security infrastructure that has governed Europe for the three decades since the Soviet Union’s 1991 collapse. Further, he wanted the Biden 5administration to guarantee Ukraine would never join NATO, the United States-led military alliance set up in 1949 to contain the Soviet Union.

         Additionally, Russia’s president demanded that NATO take its forces and equipment out of European countries that had once been Cold War satellites: Romania, Bulgaria, Poland, plus the Baltic states. These countries had joined NATO after 1997; now Moscow wanted to wind the clock back. Putin’s apparent goal was to re-create the USSR’s sphere of influence that had existed across the European continent behind what Winston Churchill called an “iron curtain”.

         This zone encompassed Belarus and Ukraine—“historic” Russian lands, as Putin saw them—unjustly separated from Moscow by Bolshevik blunder and Western meddling.

         Diplomatic attempts to appease him—a trip to Moscow by France’s president, Emmanuel Macron, and the offer of a superpower summit from the White House—had gone nowhere. Meanwhile, new Russian tactical battalion groups assembled on Ukraine’s borders. Satellite images revealed an array of lethal modern weapons: Sukhoi fighter jets, Buk anti-aircraft missile systems, short-range artillery, fuel and transport vehicles.

         On that Monday, two days before my borshch invitation, Putin held an extraordinary summit of his security council, Russia’s top decision-making body. His spy chiefs, senior government colleagues, and foreign minister all gave their support for a plan to recognize the Donetsk and Luhansk “people’s republics”—DNR and LNR—as independent. It was a bizarre display of fealty in Moscow. Whatever misgivings council members may have had were left unsaid.

         Putin’s decision pushed the button on a broader Russian military intervention in Ukraine, which has been a sovereign 6state for thirty years. The DNR and LNR claimed territory in the Donbas that was under the control of Kyiv’s pro-Western government, led by president Volodymyr Zelenskiy, a former TV star. An unsuccessful eight-year dialogue—named after Minsk, the Belarusian capital—over the status of these Russian-controlled zones was over. A terrible succession was dawning.

         Putin was seeking to resolve these political questions of lordship and allegiance, language and identity, using tactics familiar from Russia’s dark past: bombs, destruction, and the murder of civilians. Over the last decade, Russia had levelled Aleppo and other Syrian cities and demolished Grozny during two Chechen wars, the second as Putin came to power in 2000.

         The immediate enemy this time was Ukraine, as well as its Atlanticist leadership. But the war that would play out in 2022 would be bigger and more epochal, a moment when the world was forever transformed. Germany’s chancellor, Olaf Scholz, called it a Zeitenwende—literally a times-turn, a turning point in history. It would mark the end of a period of relative peace that began in 1989 with the fall of the Berlin Wall.

         To paraphrase Lenin, there are decades where nothing happens, and weeks where decades happen.

         Russia’s invasion would become the largest armed conflict on European territory since 1945: an attempt by one nation to devour another. From everywhere other than Moscow, it looked like a classic imperial raid against a refractory one-time colony. Putin’s justification for his adventure seemed preposterous. His aim: to “denazify” and “demilitarize” Ukraine, a country led by a Jewish president.

         More plausible was the axiom that without Ukraine, Russia could never be an empire or a great power. There was the 7threat of example, moreover. Ukraine was home to millions of native Russian-speakers. If it could become a successful Western-style democracy where critical voices were allowed, then so could Russia.

         The consequences of invasion would be transformative, not least for international relations. In a matter of days unthinkable things happened. Sweden and Finland abandoned neutrality; Germany, pacifism; the United Kingdom, post-Brexit estrangement from European neighbours; Poland and Hungary, antipathy towards refugees. By showing solidarity with Ukraine, the United States and its allies found a role, a new moral purpose, and a collective resilience.

         Russia’s battle went beyond Ukraine. It was—to a large degree—a proxy war against the West. The glavny protivnik was the United States—the chief adversary in dry KGB language—as well as other democratic governments that had armed the Ukrainians. Washington had sent ammunition and Javelin antitank missiles, London the Next generation Light Anti-tank Weapon (NLAW) system, the Baltic states additional hardware. These defensive shipments enraged Moscow.

         As conceived in the Kremlin, the war was something else, too: a civilizational struggle. It was more akin to a medieval crusade than the wars of the past century. One ideological foe was decadent liberalism. In the view of the Russian Orthodox Patriarch, Kirill I, who defended and blessed Putin’s endeavour, Europe was permissive and anti-family. The conflict’s scope extended into a transcendent realm; Russia’s armoured vehicles were marked with a mystical Z. What the letter meant was unclear. It became the main propaganda symbol of Russia’s invasion.

         In sum, Putin wanted nothing less than a new world order. Since becoming Russian president in 2000 he had frequently 8complained about the post-Second World War international system. It led to American hegemony and triumphalism; to disastrous Western interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan; and to blatant encroachment by NATO into Russia’s neighbourhood, he said. Ukraine had become an anti-Russian project, Putin added, hatched by the CIA.

         This state of affairs had become intolerable. It was time to end it. Russian foreign ministry officials were evasive about how this might come about. They promised a “military–technical” answer.

         
             

         

         The dinner was special. Kurkov and his British wife, Elizabeth, had invited a handy group of guests: Brazil’s ambassador to Kyiv, who was still in the Ukrainian capital after many of his diplomatic colleagues had fled; the head of the city’s medical history museum, which had its own subterranean morgue; and two writers working for Politico and The New York Review of Books. I apologized for being late. Kurkov brought me a bowl of borshch. It was delicious.

         There was honey vodka, Odesan wine, and pork zakuski. Kurkov passed around fascinating material taken from the files of the Bolshevik secret police. The daughter of a KGB general had discovered them in an attic after her father’s death. They were source material for Kurkov’s latest novel and included records of interrogations—some typed, others written in curling Cyrillic letters. The papers dated from 1917 to 1921, when the Red Army had swept away a short-lived independent Ukrainian parliament based in Kyiv and had reclaimed the city for Lenin’s new Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

         Among the files were black-and-white photos of police 9suspects. They included three young men—one with crimped black hair, wearing a white blouse. Circus performers, the records said. There were portraits of a bourgeois young woman, smiling, debutante-like. And more conventional prison-style mug shots of arrestees with shaved heads. Most, I suspected, vanished into the vortex of the 1920s and ’30s. Was history repeating itself a century later, with Moscow once more snuffing out Ukraine’s independence with another invasion?

         Despite the premonitions, war that evening seemed unreal. Surely, Putin was bluffing. His maximalist posture—on NATO and European security—was a gambit, was it not? The international community had listened politely to Putin’s tirades, shot through with familiar anti-Western grudges and paranoia. In theory, Ukraine might join NATO. To say it couldn’t would be to violate the country’s democratic rights. But—whisper it in Brussels, where the headquarters of NATO is located—nobody expected Ukraine to join the alliance soon, if ever.

         Putin, though, appeared to dwell in a strange and unreachable realm. He had gone beyond what you might imagine to be rational considerations of self-interest. The United States, the European Union, and the United Kingdom had threatened the Kremlin with massive consequences should it attack Ukraine. These included a package of devastating sanctions that would destroy Russia’s economy if they were enacted. Did Putin really want to return Moscow to a pre-globalized existence sans Visa card payments, Big Macs, and aircraft parts—a sort of grey twenty-first-century USSR?

         And then there was Kyiv. It was a colourful, modern European city of three million people. With its cafés and restaurants, Bolt cars, and food-delivery guys on pedal bikes labouring up ancient cobbled boulevards, it felt like a cosmopolitan Berlin 10or Prague. You could order a taxi or an artisanal pizza by app. There was an art-house cinema and an underground bar not far from the French Renaissance opera house. (The bar was down a flight of steps, in an unmarked basement, open Wednesdays and Saturdays by password only.) A contemporary capital, in short, where hipsters navigated the hills on electric scooters.

         That evening, on the brink of war, people were out and about as usual. Kyivites had come up with a term for a possible Russian invasion—“Day X”—never quite believing it would happen. I was staying in a hotel on Yaroslaviv Val. The street was close to the heart of the capital. I walked past pavement florists selling tulips from buckets, and a violinist, busking in her usual evening spot and playing Edith Piaf’s “La Vie en Rose”. Mornings, I ate porridge in Paul, a French café frequented by the middle classes. Farther down the road, outside Bessarabia market, a homeless person lay on a piece of cardboard, asking for a mandarin.

         It was inconceivable that Russian missiles might soon be landing amid such varied humanity and beauty. Kyiv’s art nouveau mansions were painted in the faded colours of a Victorian stamp album: lilac, buff, cerise, and imperial green. My street was home to the Polish embassy. Across the road was the House of Actors, originally a synagogue, built in an imposing Moorish Revival style. Four doors farther along was a late-nineteenth-century building called the Baron’s House, a neo-Gothic fantasy with a turret and two demonic gargoyles above the door.

         These demons—human body and torso, bat wings, dog-like faces—appeared to be in conversation, with each other and 11passers-by beneath. They had seen and outlasted war, revolution, and Nazi occupation. Farther down the road was the neoclassical Renaissance hotel. One brick face was unadorned, save for an incongruous recess, carved sixty feet up. A solitary nude female figure sat in this niche, gazing down serenely.

         The dinner done, I embraced Kurkov and his wife before leaving to walk home. Their flat, it seemed at that moment, had everything you might wish for in life: love, good conversation, books, paintings, and a tub filled with spring narcissi next to a kitchen window. Why would you ever leave such a place? But like most residents in the city, they had an emergency plan should the worst happen: to set off for their dacha one hour’s drive west of Kyiv, in a seven-seater vehicle filled with petrol.

         Out on the street I took a call from a well-placed contact who had served in Ukraine’s foreign ministry. He knew people, information, rumour. It was approaching midnight. The sky was a dark shiny velvet.

         The invasion, he said, would begin at 4:00 a.m.

         
             

         

         I slept little. The Russian operation began practically on schedule, soon after 4:30 a.m. local time. Distant explosions and the whine of car alarms were heard across the capital. A nation shook itself awake.

         What had been foretold by the United States and other Western governments, by military experts, and—late in the day—by President Zelenskiy himself was actually happening. Putin was attacking and invading Ukraine. His apparent goal: the annihilation of a country, a culture, and its citizens. There had been danger signals, intelligence briefings shared among 12government agencies, diplomatic dispatches, sober assessments in The New York Times … and yet.

         It seemed impossible in the twenty-first century. With imperial swagger, Russian troops, tanks, and planes were on the move. The disaster unfurled on a grey, ordinary Thursday morning, sprinkled by rain. By 5:00 a.m. friends and loved ones were calling each other, peering into their phones, clicking on news updates, and making existential decisions. Stay or flee?

         Some packed and got ready to leave. Others took refuge in apartment building basements, wondering if the horror might pass. Alerted by colleagues, I threw on my boots and coat and took the stairs to the hotel’s underground garage. The floor filled up with staff and guests. A family arrived. A mother shepherded her two children to safety. The kids perched on chairs. They were carrying colouring books. The war was no longer abstract, a matter for opinion columns and think tanks. It was a bringer of random death, if not to these children, then to others.

         By breakfast the scale of Russia’s multitudinous military assault became apparent.

         Putin’s ambitions, it turned out, went beyond the Donbas, where—he tendentiously claimed—a “genocide” was going on. They included pretty much the entire country: east, south, north, and even west. The port city of Mariupol, on the Sea of Azov; Ukraine’s second-largest city, Kharkiv, home to 1.5 million people; Odesa and Kherson, on the Black Sea; Ukrainian-controlled towns on the eastern front line—all were being bombed and pulverized.

         Russia was clinically targeting Ukraine’s defences: airports, military bases, ammunition dumps. It was shock and awe, done with a ruthless indifference to human cost. Sleep-deprived, it 13was hard for me to make sense of Moscow’s developing war plan, but the bold strokes were visible. An attempted blitzkrieg was under way. The ultimate target was Kyiv and its US-backed government. Putin, you suspected, would wish to kill or capture Zelenskiy and replace him with a pro-Russian puppet governor and administration.

         Amid this ferocious onslaught there were moments of normality. The bombs didn’t appear to be close, so I ventured outside. It was cold, just above zero. I wore a flak jacket and a woolly hat. A few residents were walking their dogs. The first queues had formed outside cash machines. Most shops and cafés were closed. But Aroma Coffee had opened as usual, selling croissants and takeout, as if nothing very remarkable had happened.

         Among the locals I spoke to that morning, the mood was one of shock, fear, and quiet disgust that Putin—without cause or reasonable pretext—had decided on war. I passed by the Golden Gate, a Soviet replica of an early fortification built by Prince Yaroslav the Wise during the times of Kyivan Rus, the city’s early medieval dynasty. Twenty-four hours earlier a floppy-haired guitarist had been singing Oasis numbers in the gardens. Now it was deserted. Its metro station would soon become a bomb shelter.

         I turned left towards the old city and its cathedral square. Kyiv’s familiar sights were intact. The bells of St Michael’s Monastery tolled the hour, as they had in ages past. The gold-domed cathedral sits across the plaza from St Sophia, a second great cathedral that dates from the Byzantine eleventh century. I took a photo of St Sophia’s baroque turquoise bell tower, just in case. The ensemble of religious buildings is close to the headquarters of the SBU, Ukraine’s security service, at number 1433 Volodymyrskaya; to the offices of the border guard; and to Kyiv’s city police department.

         All were obvious targets for Russian bombs. The monument to Bohdan Khmelnytsky, the seventeenth-century Cossack leader, was still in place. Khmelnytsky sat on a black horse across from St Sophia, his mace pointing to the northeast, towards Russia.

         The square’s playground was empty, home now to a few jackdaws and a dog. With scant traffic, the birdsong seemed louder. I walked down Mykhalivska Street towards Maidan Nezalezhnosti, which translates as Independence Square. This was the scene of the 2004 and 2014 uprisings against the country’s pro-Russian elites. At its centre was a column signifying Ukraine’s independence, a gold statue of a woman holding a rose branch perched on top. How long would she remain there? Statues came and went. An empty plinth marked where Lenin once stood, at the bottom of Shevchenko Boulevard.

         The Maidan was normally busy with tourists and shoppers, stopping for lunch in the food court of the Globus Mall. They had vanished. A few people waited in the rain for a trolley bus. A coffee kiosk had opened up. I spoke to a customer, Viktor Oleksiivych. “Russia is one hundred percent wrong,” he told me. What would he do now? “I’m going to take my grandson out of the city, and then I will come back,” he said. “I don’t have any weapons, but I’m ready to defend my country.”

         Viktor said he had phoned his son when he heard the first Russian explosions rock the city’s outskirts. He turned on the TV. He had watched Zelenskiy address the nation, introduce martial law, and urge citizens to be calm. “Putin is the aggressor here,” Viktor told me. “He’s invaded Ukraine because we don’t want to live under his strictures, his model.” The 15model—feudal domination by Moscow—was, Viktor said, unappealing.

         Another customer, Liudmyla—a young city police officer who had popped out for coffee—said she would carry on. “I didn’t sleep last night,” she said. “I tried to sleep before work, but I couldn’t manage it.

         “Cheerio,” she added with a grin. She returned to her office.

         Three Ukrainian soldiers in uniform joined the Maidan coffee queue. They were cheerful. Oleh Olehovych, a thirty-year-old officer, said he had been summoned at 4:00 a.m. His office was in the centre of the city. “Civilians are leaving. But we will stay,” he said. Could Ukraine defeat mighty Russia, with its vast airpower and Black Sea navy? “We will smash them,” he said. “The military is in good shape; our communications are working.”

         During these first hours of invasion, shaped by confusion and dread, the nation’s fate was hard to predict. Ukraine’s armed forces were in better shape than in 2014, when they wilted under superior Russian firepower. Everyone said so. It appeared to be true. On paper, Ukraine had 220,000 troops, plus 400,000 veterans with combat experience, and modern weapons. A smaller force than Russia’s, for sure, but these soldiers were motivated, ready to defend homes and families.

         And yet the cars streaming out of Kyiv told another story. From early in the day the streets were jammed, as civilians sought a way out—to Zhytomyr, west of Kyiv, and from there to Lviv and the Polish border. Traffic on the boulevards moved slowly and sometimes not at all. A great exodus had begun. It would grow into Europe’s largest refugee crisis since 1945. There was no panic as such, but a sense that this newborn war would get dramatically worse.

         16Reports suggested enemy formations had already crossed the international checkpoint and the border with Belarus. This was two hours’ drive and 160 kilometres to the north, beyond the city of Chernihiv. The Russians were trundling Kyiv-wards through a primordial landscape of pine trees and swamp. It seemed Belarus’s dictator, Aleksandr Lukashenko, was facilitating war on Kyiv, too, at Putin’s personal request.

         
             

         

         The war had lent Kyiv a new and frantic tempo. The city moved faster and with greater intensity and purpose than before, as if a million separate atoms had been disturbed and violently shaken. A couple of cars and a yellow municipal bus sped down the Khreshchatyk, rolling past a sign that read: i ♥ ukraine. It was 9:00 a.m. We were four hours into invasion day—February 24, 2022. The date, you imagined, would take its place alongside other storied ones—September 1, 1939, and September 11, 2001.

         Nearby the Ukrainian national anthem rang out from a loudspeaker inside the trade unions building. Few were around to hear it. The office overlooking the Maidan had played a key role in the uprising eight years previously that saw then-president Viktor Yanukovych flee to Russia. The “Heavenly Hundred” road leading up to the main administration complex was lined with shrines to demonstrators shot dead by Yanukovych’s security forces.

         Since 2014 this European country of forty-three million people had moved in an emphatically pro-EU direction. Its progress had been imperfect but dogged. Putin seemed determined to stop Ukraine’s westward integration forever. Paradoxically, his theft of Crimea and war in the east had 17consolidated Ukrainian nationhood and identity. Differences that once existed melted away. The war made everything simpler. Putin and Russia were the enemy; a struggle for survival had begun; defeat meant subjugation and extinction.

         It was Mikhail Bulgakov, in his masterful novel The White Guard, written a century ago, who dubbed Kyiv “the City”, with an uppercase C. Bulgakov had lived on Andriivskyi Descent, a street linking the upper town with Podil. The City, it seemed on that unhappy morning, would endure. It had lasted more than a thousand years. But how much of it would survive? And would Ukraine—some of it, all of it—gain new, harsher Russian masters?
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            TWO

            Lost Kingdom

            Siberia

March 2021

         

         
            And Kyiv, decrepit, golden-domed,

This ancestor of Russian towns—

Will it conjoin its sainted graves

With reckless Warsaw? 

            — alexander Pushkin,

            On the Taking of Warsaw

         

         In spring 2021, Vladimir Putin went on a short vacation. His destination was the snowy forests of Siberia. Accompanying him on this weekend trip to the taiga was Sergei Shoigu, Putin’s regular hiking companion. Shoigu had been appointed as Russia’s defence minister in 2012, and he was one of the most influential members of the president’s inner circle.

         Photos released by the Kremlin’s press service show the two men relaxing in a blue-skied wilderness of mountains and conifers. Putin took the wheel of a lumbering all-terrain vehicle painted in khaki colours, a vezdekhod. Shoigu sat in the front passenger seat. They went for a ride, traversing streams, 19snowdrifts, and picturesque gullies between pine trees. Putin shook snow from his traditional Russian felt boots.

         The two men were dressed in matching sheepskin coats. Neither was exactly young—Putin was sixty-eight, Shoigu sixty-five. Shoigu showed Russia’s leader a workshop where he modelled wood. Afterwards the minister and the president sat in the open air at a wooden table, drinking tea from metal camping mugs. There were plates of sausage and sauerkraut, as well as a cucumber and tomato salad. “Good. A beautiful location,” Putin declared.

         It was a bucolic private spot—and, it appears, the place where an extraordinary scheme was discussed. The plan was breathtaking in scope: to reclaim a lost kingdom. Russian imperialists referred to this hallowed place as “Little Russia” or Malorossiya. Its modern-day incarnation was Ukraine. It was the second-biggest country in Europe, after Russia—twice the size of Italy and a little smaller than the state of Texas.

         Not that Putin held Ukraine in much esteem. He had long believed it to be sub-sovereign, a “cobbled-together country” with six million Russians, according to former Polish foreign minister Radosław Sikorski. Its continued existence more than three decades after the end of the USSR was a growing threat, the president fervently believed. As he saw it, this situation could no longer be tolerated.

         We don’t know what Putin said to Shoigu, or who else they may have met. One version—told to me by Lviv’s ebullient mayor Andriy Sadovyi—is that the pair consulted with a Siberian shaman. The shaman gave the president a prophecy: that he was destined to redeem Russian lands. Banging a drum, he recommended a date for Putin to begin this great and historic task, one that had a mystical significance: 22/02/2022.

         20This alluring story is unprovable. But the weekend, which also featured a tramp through the slopes to watch wild animals, coincided with several verifiable public developments. The day before he flew off to Siberia, Putin celebrated the seventh anniversary of his annexation of Crimea with a rally at Moscow’s Luzhniki Stadium. Crimea’s “reunification” with Russia had righted a historical injustice, he told crowds waving white, blue, and red Russian flags.

         It was Shoigu who had brought this about. Russian special forces under his command led the 2014 military operation to seize the peninsula. These “little green men” occupied the regional parliament building in Simferopol and other strategic locations. With Kyiv in turmoil, the Ukrainian army had been powerless to stop what was an efficient Russian coup, legitimized soon after via a Kremlin-organized “referendum”.

         Shoigu followed this successful mission with one in Syria a year later, when Russian forces intervened on the side of President Bashar al-Assad. The move rescued the regime in Damascus, now Russia’s closest ally in the Middle East. It was Moscow’s first military deployment outside the borders of the former Soviet Union since the Cold War. It exorcized, perhaps, the ghosts of communist Moscow’s disastrous foreign war in Afghanistan.

         Shoigu was quiet-spoken, a founder of the ruling pro-Putin United Russia party, ambitious, and deeply hawkish. He enjoyed the president’s trust. Some saw him as Putin’s successor—not that the president indicated any willingness to step down. Critics said Shoigu was an insubstantial person, a yes-man in meetings, and someone who was better at PR than military matters.

         The minister appeared to share his boss’s strong religious faith. Largely unnoticed in the West, Shoigu was the first 21defence minister since the Russian Revolution of 1917 to cross himself in public. He was a devout patriot, loyal to the Russian Orthodox Church and to its patriarch, Kirill, a close Putin ally who had described Putin’s presidency without irony as a “miracle of God”.

         Money flowed into the army’s budget, with Shoigu overseeing a major programme of modernization and military expansion. Under Shoigu, the Russian army enjoyed unusual prestige. As Andrei Soldatov, an expert on Russia’s security services, noted, the Russian armed forces were outside political decision-making during Soviet and imperial times. Now, the general staff in Moscow appeared to be a more significant institution than the FSB, or Federal Security Service, the domestic spy agency Putin used to run and whose cadres he had formerly promoted.

         Shoigu took the lead in implementing the Siberian plan. When he got back from his break, he issued a series of orders. Their consequences soon became visible—revealed by a series of car drivers and later confirmed by US intelligence and former White House press secretary Jen Psaki. Dashcam footage showed Russian military hardware, lots of it. It was going south and west, towards Ukraine.

         The purpose of this military deployment wasn’t immediately explained. But it amounted to a vast demonstration of weaponry: the biggest since Russia’s Crimea invasion and war in the Donbas, which was still going on. One video showed a convoy of Msta self-propelled howitzers trundling over the Kerch Strait to Crimea via a railway bridge connecting the peninsula to the mainland. Another revealed armoured vehicles in the southwestern city of Voronezh, about 150 kilometres from Ukraine’s border. The units had arrived from all over Russia: 22Pskov, Dagestan, and the Kemerovo region. They included T-72 tanks previously used in fighting around Donetsk, and a column of “Hurricane” multiple rocket launchers, spotted near Voronezh and parked up next to a motorway bridge under charcoal-coloured clouds.

         This display might be read as a riposte to Washington. Shortly before Putin’s Siberian vacation, President Biden was asked by ABC News if he thought Putin was a “killer”. He replied: “Mm-hmm, I do.” It might also be read as a warning to the Zelenskiy government, which was refusing to recognize the LNR and DNR as independent political entities, a key Moscow demand.

         While striding over the taiga, Putin had dressed up as a wanderer and man of the woods. It was the latest in a series of costumes. Over the years, the president had dramatized many roles for the camera: scuba diver, horseman, martial artist, ice-hockey star. Some had wondered whether his lack of self-awareness said something profound about his psychological state.

         Putin was also a naturalist. He had flown with cranes in an ultralight aircraft. And—together with Shoigu—he had cradled a (tranquillized) tiger in a forest. (The animal, according to reports, was sourced from a zoo. It died a few days later.)

         Ultimately, these were merely performances. When he returned to Moscow, Putin took on a persona that had real-world implications. It required no physical prowess. The effort was mental. The consequences—for Ukraine and Russia itself—would be devastating.

         Putin became an amateur historian. 23

         
            . . .

         

         At home in the Kremlin, Putin examined what he called “the Ukrainian question”. Working in isolation, he called up books, files, and papers. Putin’s usual reading matter was composed of classified reports. This new material was open source. The result of his labour was a five-thousand-word article. It appears to be his own work. His focus was no longer current affairs but the distant past, shimmering like a vision before him.

         Published on the president’s website on June 12, 2021, the essay is titled “On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians”. Putin lays out his controversial thesis in the first paragraph. He says he is returning to an idea he has long considered to be true: that Russians and Ukrainians are “one people”. The word in Russian is narod. They are, he writes, a “single whole”.

         By way of proof, Putin goes back more than a thousand years to the misty origins of Russian civilization. He argues that today’s Russians, Belarusians, and Ukrainians are all descendants of Kyivan Rus, or what he calls ancient Rus. The territory encompassed the city-states of Kyiv, Novgorod, Pskov, Lagoda, and Chernigov. All shared the old Russian language, the ruling Rurik dynasty, and Orthodox Christianity, he asserts.

         From the outset there are omissions in Putin’s version. The founders of Kyivan Rus in the ninth and tenth centuries were Vikings who arrived by river, not Slavs. The word Rus—pronounced Rooss—means “men who row”. Its etymology is Scandinavian. Modern state boundaries and modern national identities were formed much later.

         24These early Scandinavians, it is true, assimilated into local culture. Kyiv—or Kiev, in Russified spelling—is at the heart of what Putin regards as a proto-Russian world. “The throne of Kiev held a dominant position in ancient Rus,” he writes. He cites the city’s great king, Prince Vladimir, who was “Prince of Novgorod and Grand Prince of Kiev”. It was Vladimir, or Volodymyr, as Ukrainians know him, who in 988 converted Rus to Christianity, a seminal chapter in Russian history. This religious “affinity” continues today, Putin notes.

         Putin relies heavily on a twelfth-century chronicle, The Tale of Bygone Years, compiled in Kyiv by a monk named Nestor. One subject is an early and possibly Nordic Kyivan Rus ruler known as Oleg the Prophet. Putin quotes Oleg’s famous line from the chronicle: “Let Kiev be the mother of all Russian cities.”

         Subsequently, this East Slav princedom fell into “fragmentation and decline”, Putin writes. The president blames foreign intrigue for Rus’s woes, in the early medieval period and later. There were the Mongols, who ravaged many cities in the mid-thirteenth century, including Kyiv in 1240. And then there were the Poles and Lithuanians, who incorporated what Putin calls “southern and western Russian lands” into an alien Catholic grand duchy.

         Harmony with Russia was restored, Putin writes, when the Cossack leader Bohdan Khmelnytsky asked the king of the Polish–Lithuanian commonwealth to defend the rights of Orthodox believers. Unsuccessful, he turned to the Russian tsar Alexei Mikhailovich, who offered protection to his “brothers in faith”. In 1654, Kyiv “swore allegiance” to Moscow, Putin recounts.

         The areas under Russian control flourished, the president adds. This was broadly the left bank of the Dnipro—much of today’s Ukraine. Farther lands were incorporated into a “single 25unified state” that included Crimea, which Catherine the Great annexed in 1783. This “gathering of lands” came about because of common language, faith, and culture, Putin argues.

         In his view, Ukraine was never a real country, he once told US president George W. Bush. Foreign elites sought to promote this “concocted” idea—Poles and Austro-Hungarians in the nineteenth century and Germans in the twentieth. Meanwhile, Ukrainian nationalists exploited “turbulence” in Russia during and after the First World War to proclaim their own independent state—an “inherently unstable” one.

         The essay is at its most striking when it discusses the twentieth century. Putin had been accused of wanting to re-create the USSR. This may be true in a territorial sense. The essay makes clear, however, that he reviles the man who established the Soviet Union, and whose waxy body still sits incongruously in a mausoleum on Red Square. Vladimir Lenin is to blame for Ukraine, Putin’s essay asserts.

         It was Lenin who, in 1922, insisted Ukraine should appear to enter the new Soviet federation on equal terms with Russia. By handing the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic autonomy, Lenin planted “a dangerous time bomb under the foundation of our statehood”. In 1954, Nikita Khrushchev compounded this crime by gifting Crimea to Ukraine. When the Soviet Union fell apart, Ukraine became independent. Russia was, according to Putin, “robbed”—of people, lands, and co-religionists.

         Putin returns to a familiar theme in the last part of his article. It amounts to a grumpy denunciation of America and Kyiv’s current Western outlook. Under US tutelage Ukraine was an “anti-Russian project”, Putin sneers. Contemporary Ukraine is a place where neo-Nazis are indulged, ethnic Russians murdered, “spiritual unity” thrown aside, and multigenerational 26ties of family and friendship, forged in the struggle against German fascism, forgotten.

         He ends on a menacing note. It is unambiguous, clinically stated. From now on it is Moscow that will determine Ukraine’s future.

         “I am confident that true sovereignty of Ukraine is only possible in partnership with Russia,” Putin warns.

         
             

         

         The essay was, by any standard, an extraordinary document. It was arguably the most important text or decree issued by Putin during his long years as president and prime minister. It was a manifesto for upheaval and revisionism.

         The article owes a debt to Russian novelist Alexander Solzhenitsyn. In 1990, Solzhenitsyn wrote a pamphlet called Rebuilding Russia. It articulated the same Putinite views: that Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine all emerged from Kyivan Rus. Were it not for the “terrible misfortune” of “Mongol invasion and Polish colonization”, the people of these “three branches” would still be together, Solzhenitsyn wrote. He decried Ukraine’s “reckless” modern “separatism”.

         Solzhenitsyn added a caveat: “Of course, if the Ukrainian people really wanted to secede, no one would dare to keep them by force.”

         This, however, is precisely what Putin was now contemplating. His own derivative essay laid out what Eugene Rumer and Andrew S. Weiss of the Carnegie Endowment in Washington called a “historical, political, and security predicate” for invading Ukraine. Ukraine was never a country. Ergo, seizing it was not an act of aggression. Rather, it was an act of restoration, similar to the rejoining of East and West Germany.

         27Russian commentators agreed on its chilling implications. Moskovsky Komsomolets called it a “final ultimatum to Ukraine”. It presaged something “very big”, the pro-Kremlin paper thought—a declaration of war, almost. Speaking to the radio station Echo of Moscow, sociologist Igor Chubais said it opened a “Pandora’s box” that meant the “endless redrawing of borders in post-Soviet space”.

         Western readers were unimpressed. One Cambridge professor emeritus told me Putin’s undergraduate foray into academia merited a 2:2 (roughly the equivalent of a C grade). Experts cited by the Atlantic Council said the article conveyed “nothing new”, was “the latest example of gaslighting by the Kremlin leader”, and was “an expression of imperial agony”. Adjectives included “amateurish”, “chauvinistic”, “historically incorrect”, “distorted”, and “condescending”. Putin had demonstrated he didn’t understand Ukraine, they agreed.

         Certainly, the article had myriad flaws. Ukrainians I spoke to in Kyiv were contemptuous. Why should Ukraine answer to Russia if, when Kyiv was founded in the tenth century, Moscow was a mere forest or bog? The text also ignored the autonomous Cossack period in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries, when the areas that would later become independent Ukraine enjoyed a long period of self-government.

         The original Cossacks were nomads, freemen and freebooters, according to historian Serhii Plokhy, in his brilliant study The Gates of Europe. They lived off the steppe, beyond settlements, and were bandits, trappers, and fishermen. This brotherhood evolved into an officer democracy. The Cossacks would elect military commanders, known as hetmans, who ran free territories without fixed boundaries.

         28The Cossack political model was contractual. A chief had obligations to his subordinates and could, if necessary, be removed. The Hetmanate was a place of mutual rights, in contrast to absolutist Russia. Successive tsars diluted its privileges and identity, until under Catherine the Great it vanished altogether. Cossack ideas laid the foundation for modern Ukrainian statehood.

         Putin’s argument on Crimea was equally specious. When Catherine’s imperial generals conquered Crimea, it was a long-time home to Crimean Tartars. They formed more than 80 percent of the population, together with Cossacks. The indigenous Muslim Tartars—deported by Stalin and persecuted by Putin—were written out of the picture. It was a classic example of what academic Andrew Wilson, writing for the London think tank the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), called “settler colonialism”.

         What’s more, the president mentioned but glossed over the repression of Ukraine’s language and literature. In the nineteenth century, Russian authorities enacted strict censorship measures. They feared Ukrainian cultural “separatism” might have political implications. Leading Ukrainian intellectuals were arrested and internally exiled, including the national poet and former serf Taras Shevchenko, who wrote in Ukrainian as well as Russian.

         Religious texts, grammars, books, journalism, and even plays performed in Ukrainian were banned. The edicts were only abolished in 1905.

         The most remarkable thing about Putin’s polemic was what he left out. Nowhere does he consider what Ukrainians might wish for themselves. They seem to float outside his worldview as nonentities, rootless and without agency.

         29That same summer of 2021, Dmitry Medvedev, Russia’s former president, described them as lacking “self-identification”. They were, he said, mere “vassals”.

         
             

         

         Two months before Russia’s invasion, I met with Oleksiy Haran, a professor of comparative politics at the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy. He was a smart, engaging person, overworked during this latest political crisis, and casually dressed in a tracksuit. It wasn’t the first time I had interviewed him. Back in 2014, soon after the Maidan revolution, which had driven President Yanukovych from office, we had met at his apartment in a high-rise building in Kyiv’s northern suburbs.

         Haran, a member of the Maidan’s organizing committee, showed off the orange helmet, gas mask, and hammer he had taken with him to protests. (He didn’t use the hammer.) He characterized the events that heady winter and spring as a “national liberation and anti-corruption movement”. Yanukovych had dumped an integration agreement with the European Union in favour of a deal with Moscow. He behaved “like a Russian puppet”, Haran said.

         At the time, the professor was upset with some Western liberal opinions. Left-wing Harvard academics had written to him, he said, repeating Kremlin talking points. They had solemnly informed him—the organizer on the spot—that the Maidan was a “coup” carried out by Ukrainian fascists and the CIA. “We are talking about traditional Russian propaganda,” he told me with exasperation.

         In an open letter, Haran and other experts on post-Soviet Ukrainian nationalism pointed to the heterogeneous nature of the 2013–14 anti-government movement. Some of those 30who took part were nationalists, it was true. But others were liberals, socialists, and libertarians. The first protester to die was Jewish—a sixty-one-year-old builder and grandfather from western Ukraine.

         The protests, Haran recalled, were initially peaceful. They had turned violent because of escalating police brutality and murder. Overstating the role of far-right actors ultimately served “Russian imperialism”, he said. A few days after our conversation, Putin annexed Crimea in what Haran called a “pseudo-referendum”.

         When we saw each other again, in December 2021, the messaging from Moscow was unchanged. Russian officials were saying neo-Nazis ran Ukraine, a claim that was nonsensical given the extreme right’s poor performance during elections. I took the blue line on Kyiv’s metro to Heroyiv Dnipra Station and met Haran on the third floor of a shopping centre. We drank tea in a branch of Puzata Khata (“Hut of the Potbelly”), a rustic Ukrainian canteen.

         Over the summer, Putin had withdrawn many of the troops he had sent that spring to Ukraine’s borders. But he had left the hardware in place. Then, in autumn 2021, Russia’s armed forces began a second build-up, bigger and more ominous than the previous one. The soldiers kept arriving. Military training exercises were under way on Ukraine’s doorstep. Jets roared in the skies. A Pantsir air-defence missile system appeared in a snowy field next to a local primary school in Voronezh district.

         The situation was troubling.

         My main question was, would Putin attack Ukraine? Haran believed this to be likely. Having made a series of escalating 31statements and demands, it would be difficult for Russia’s president to back down without presenting concrete gains, he felt. “The rhetoric from Moscow is very dangerous,” he observed. Events had acquired a worrying “momentum”.

         There was also Putin’s Solzhenitsyn-like essay on Russian history. Haran was struck by its anti-Bolshevism. Putin had spent the early and middle part of his KGB intelligence career serving the Soviet state. Now he was openly critiquing socialist ideas and Lenin’s “nationalities” policy, which sought to eliminate Moscow’s cultural domination and saw Ukrainian-speaking children taught in their own language. Lenin classified society along non-ethnic class lines, with oppressors and oppressed, Haran explained.

         Putin was not the only leader to wonder where Russia’s boundaries started and ended—nor the first to convince himself that language equated with nationality. But he was the first in modern times to go right back to Russian imperial thinking. According to Haran, Russia’s president was advocating principles first set out in the 1830s by Count Sergei Uvarov, education minister under Nicholas I.

         Uvarov wrote a memo for the tsar, setting down his thoughts on imperial politics. He came up with three concepts—Orthodoxy, autocracy, and narodnost. Haran wrote down these terms in Russian in my reporter’s notepad. Narodnost was tricky to translate into English. One version was “national way of life”—a spiritual and cultural identity that flowed from the common Russian people, conservative in nature and shared between generations.

         Like Putin, Uvarov was obsessed with Kyivan Rus, a holy grail chased throughout Russian history. Reclaiming Kyiv and 32the “western provinces” for Russia was essential to the imperial project, he believed. Putin, I was told, kept a bust of Nicholas I on his desk. “Putin is espousing the ideology of Russian tsarism,” Haran remarked.

         These explanations gave some context to Putin’s thinking in these anxious weeks for Ukraine. But there seemed additional internal and external factors that might have been driving his behaviour.

         For a start, there were domestic considerations. Putin’s power inside Russia was at its apex. In a mere matter of months, he had wiped out Russia’s opposition movement, jailing Alexei Navalny, his biggest political enemy and most persistent critic.

         In the summer of 2020, a team from Putin’s old spy agency, the FSB, poisoned Navalny in a hotel room in the Siberian city of Tomsk. This team, as it happened, had been shadowing him for years. Their method was ingenious: the secret officers applied the nerve agent Novichok to the opposition leader’s underpants. Navalny collapsed on board a flight back to Moscow.

         Remarkably, however, he survived. After treatment at a hospital in Omsk and medical evacuation to Germany, Navalny recovered. He exposed the assassination plot with help from Bellingcat, the open-source investigators. Then, in January 2021, he flew from Berlin to Moscow to confront Putin—whom he dubbed “a thieving little man in a bunker”.

         Navalny may have calculated that his actions—brave, heroic, and maybe even foolhardy—would set off a revolution. As he expected, his arrest at the airport sparked countrywide protests. But Russian security forces quelled this mini-revolt by beating up and arresting young demonstrators. The authorities rolled up Navalny’s anti-corruption movement, which had released a documentary exposé of the president’s lavish palace 33on the Black Sea. They also disbanded his network of local political offices.

         By the time Putin published his essay, Navalny was sitting in a penal colony. His senior aides were in jail or exile. Independent media outlets were being extinguished one by one, like lights fading gradually into darkness. Russian journalists who had investigated the secret fortunes of Putin and his kleptocrat friends slipped out of the country. I knew many of these reporters. We had worked together on the Pandora and Panama Papers leaks.

         Russia, it was clear, was entering a new phase of political development. The soft authoritarianism of the early Putin period had given way to full-blown totalitarianism. Dissent in any form was a crime. The Kremlin must have reckoned that in the event of a major war with Ukraine protests would be small in scale and containable, and that its well-oiled propaganda machine would prevail.

         Meanwhile, the international situation appeared favourable, from Moscow’s perspective. Putin had long regarded the West as weak and irresolute. Over two decades he had tested the United States and its allies with a series of highly provocative deeds. The response was limited and conventional. And so Putin doubled down, with further episodes of rogue behaviour.

         These shocking acts included the 2006 murder of a dissident ex-FSB officer, Alexander Litvinenko, who was poisoned in a London hotel with a radioactive cup of tea. FSB assassins carried out the hit. Less than two years later, Putin invaded Georgia. It was a dress rehearsal for events in Ukraine. In 2014, he took Crimea and launched the war in the Donbas. The Obama administration imposed some sanctions, but Russia shrugged them off.

         34Incredibly, Putin and his spy agencies then launched a comprehensive operation during the 2016 US presidential election to help elect Donald Trump. The Kremlin correctly identified Trump as the candidate most likely to divide America and to discredit its democracy. Trump’s obeisance to Putin is still not fully explained. Whatever its cause, the United States under Trump retreated from the world, to Russia’s advantage.

         President Biden tried to establish a more predictable relationship with Putin. In June 2021, they met at a summit in Geneva, Switzerland. Any normalization, however, was short-lived. Russian state media went back to portraying Biden in disparaging terms as decrepit. The proof, per Moscow: the United States’ and other NATO countries’ bungled withdrawal from Afghanistan.

         Surveying the European scene, the Kremlin saw the same familiar signs of division, hesitancy, and poor leadership. Germany was in transition, with the untested Scholz taking over as chancellor from Angela Merkel, Putin’s great EU adversary. The Brits were in disarray in the wake of Brexit, a project Moscow and its troll army had encouraged. And Macron—Putin’s preferred European interlocutor—was preoccupied with the upcoming French presidential election in April 2022.

         Besides, the Europeans relied on Russia to keep their houses warm. The completion of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline—running under the Baltic Sea and bypassing Ukraine—meant Berlin’s energy dependency on Moscow was about to hit a new level. The Germans were always pragmatic about trade, Putin probably concluded, despite their professed commitment to human rights.

         Haran and I agreed that while the stars all aligned to Russia’s geopolitical advantage, this didn’t wholly explain Putin’s 35determination to impose his will on Ukraine. We wrapped up our tea meeting and walked off separately.

         It was known that Putin did not use the Internet. He considered it a CIA creation. Instead, he relied on briefings from the shadow state in which he had served—Russia’s spies and secret agents. What were they telling him about Ukraine? Would its population resist or welcome “Russian liberation”?

         
             

         

         The following month, in late January 2022, I took a taxi across town to a nondescript grey office building. It was a Sunday afternoon. There was no sign on the entrance. I was the only visitor. I walked inside, gave my name to a guard, and proceeded through a cage-like turnstile. A silent official dressed in a business suit took me up to the fifth floor.

         A sign upstairs proclaimed the office’s clandestine function. This was the headquarters of Ukraine’s foreign intelligence service, the FISU. Its job was to defend the state from external danger. Russia, clearly, was its main concern. I had come to talk to the bureau’s director, Oleksandr Lytvynenko.

         Bearded, congenial, English-speaking, and dressed in a wool sweater, Lytvynenko had been doing the job for six months. Ironically enough, he had trained in Moscow, completing a degree in the early 1990s at the federal security service’s spy institute of cryptography and communications. He was a versatile person: a political scientist, civil servant, mathematician, major general in the army reserve, and a graduate of the Royal College of Defence Studies in London.

         I left my cell phone outside. Lytvynenko invited me into his airy office. In one corner was an old-fashioned globe; we sat across a glass table in brown leather chairs.

         36Russia’s build-up on Ukraine’s borders was there for all to see; you could plot it on a map. There was a strategic urgency underlying Putin’s machinations that was not fully explained; a sense of haste.

         Was he perhaps ill? There had been rumours he was in poor health. Cancer, perhaps? Or steroid addiction, which might explain his puffy cheeks? A neuroscientist had written to me diagnosing Parkinson’s disease, based on a review of the president’s rare public appearances, in which he had difficulty moving his right arm. During meetings he appeared to be writhing, the doctor said.

         Related to this was the more diffuse question of Putin’s mental well-being. Most Ukrainians I spoke with thought the president had gone completely nuts. Others, including the distinguished historian of Russia Simon Sebag Montefiore, suggested that he was behaving rationally but within warped parameters.

         Ukraine’s former prime minister Yulia Tymoshenko shared this view, having negotiated with Putin one-on-one. She described him to me as “absolutely rational, cold, cruel, black evil”. “He acts according to his own dark logic. He’s driven by this idea of historic mission and wants to create an empire. It comes from a deep inner belief,” she said. His objective was to “depersonify” Ukraine, strip it of its identity, she added.

         And then there was the issue of ultimate concern, too awful to contemplate. Was Putin crazy enough to launch a nuclear bomb?

         The Kremlin was notoriously impenetrable. The president’s health records were almost certainly beyond the reach of MI6 and the CIA. Lytvynenko, too, said he couldn’t judge whether the president was sick or deranged. He offered a more subtle 37portrait—of an ageing leader, nearly seventy years old, whose isolation from the outside world had grown throughout the pandemic. In normal times Putin met with only trusted aides, in what was an Ottoman-style court. Now these contacts were even more limited.

         Putin, it appeared, was terrified of catching Covid-19. He had become the planet’s foremost exponent of extreme social distancing. He met members of his cabinet across a comically long table, his underlings seated many metres away. In time, this became a meme—a metaphor for Putin’s estrangement from normal human company, and Russia’s from the world community.

         The president lives in an alternative reality, Lytvynenko told me. He explained: “He really believes Ukraine is a divided society with a Russophobic elite, corrupted and pro-Western. Beneath it is a brilliant population. It loves Mother Russia. And it will meet Russian soldiers with bread and salt”—the traditional greeting for visitors. Putin regards Ukrainians as “rural Russians”, the intelligence chief said.

         Putin’s spy agencies were complicit in this fantasy, he added. Seemingly, the FSB had informed the president that a Russian takeover of Ukraine would enjoy popular support, with little meaningful resistance. This misconception would have large consequences. Putin seemed unaware of his own limitations, and to have surrounded himself with toadies. They confirmed his mythic prejudices.

         “The agencies tell him what he wants to hear. It’s a usual story in dictatorship. Putin is used to hearing what he wants, just like Stalin and Hitler.” Lytvynenko continued: “Putin considers himself to be a brilliant spy.” There were “more realistic people around him”, including Valery Gerasimov, Russia’s top 38general and chief of the general staff. “Quite a clever person,” Lytvynenko said of Gerasimov. But generally speaking, members of Putin’s court were imperialists who hated Ukraine.

         Putin was not the first notable Russian with anti-Ukrainian biases, he added. He mentioned Solzhenitsyn and Bulgakov, the latter writing unsympathetically about national forces in The White Guard. Bulgakov regarded the idea of a Ukrainian state as a “kind of phantasm”, Lytvynenko said. It was a folk myth supported by the rural intelligentsia and by peasants—and rejected in Bulgakov’s novel by an urban and monarchist elite.

         Even Alexander Pushkin was not immune to patriotic thinking. He wrote a poem celebrating Russia’s capture of Warsaw and the crushing of an 1830 rebellion by Polish officers. This was a brutal episode that carried an imperial lesson for Kyiv.

         Ukraine’s situation was now “extremely different”, the spy chief told me. Its thirty-year existence as an independent democratic state was a “fact of time”, he said. Ukrainian support for NATO grew after Putin annexed Crimea and attacked the Donbas, making peaceful coexistence with Russia impossible. “We can name Putin as one of the fathers of Ukrainian nationalism,” Lytvynenko observed wryly.

         One of the reasons for the current crisis was ignorance in Moscow, he concluded. Ukraine had a “pretty good understanding” of its neighbour, but Russian expertise on Ukraine, on the other hand, was “very weak”. Ukrainians spoke Ukrainian and Russian; Russians didn’t understand the Ukrainian language or the country’s culture. He added: “They consider us to be a lost province.”

         We spoke for an hour and a half. It was an illuminating conversation. Lytvynenko acknowledged the military situation was grave: invasion was “absolutely possible”, he said. He had 39a final prediction: “If Putin attacks, he will lose power in one or two years.”

         War or peace—the decision on invasion seemed to be Putin’s, and no one else’s.

         There was something else. It struck me that one additional factor was at work deep within the Kremlin. More than any other, this consideration may have influenced Putin’s thinking.

         It was intangible, veiled, a mystery—best visualized as a last battle, fought against a backdrop of clashing armies and shrill heavenly trumpets.

         
             

         

         In 2012, Putin appeared in a documentary aired on Rossiya-1, a Russian state TV channel. It was called The Second Baptism of Rus. The programme began with one of the president’s favourite priests, Metropolitan Hilarion of Volokolamsk, delivering a piece to the camera.

         The church leader walked along the sandy bank of a river. His location? Kyiv. Russia’s Orthodox story began when “Prince Vladimir of Kyiv christened Rus in the waters of the Dnipro”, Hilarion said. A new Christian civilization was born. Ever since, the same faith and values had united the narod (people) of Great, Little, and White Russia, he added.

         The film included one biographical revelation. Putin said his mother had secretly baptized him when he was an infant. She kept the ceremony hidden from his father, also Vladimir, who in the 1950s was a low-level Communist Party functionary. Baptism, in an age of official atheism, “touched me and my family personally”, Putin recalled.

         True story or artful invention? Either way, there was ample evidence of Putin’s religiosity in his later years and of the 40collaboration between church and state. Successive patriarchs had secretly worked for the KGB. Now KGB officers who had served in the atheistic Soviet Union were professing loyalty to the Orthodox Church. Both groups saw Russia as the great spiritual guardian of canonical Orthodox Christianity.

         They also attached a foundational importance to Kyiv. As Plokhy relates, in 2016, Putin unveiled an eighteen-metre-high statue of Prince Vladimir, complete with cross in one hand and sabre in the other. The statue was erected opposite the Kremlin, in the centre of Moscow. The foundation stone came from newly annexed Crimea, where, according to Putin, Vladimir was baptized.

         Putin was joined at the ceremony by Patriarch Kirill and by Solzhenitsyn’s widow, Natalia. I had spoken to her in 2008, shortly before her husband’s death aged eighty-nine. She told me he’d felt passionately about Ukraine because it was the home of his mother’s family. A week earlier, Solzhenitsyn had dismissed claims that Stalin had unleashed genocide on Ukraine in 1932 and 1933, when millions died of famine.

         Her presence at the event was a sign that Putin shared Solzhenitsyn’s conservative religious views and his dislike of Western secularism. Putin described Prince Vladimir/Volodymyr as a “gatherer and protector of Russian lands and a prescient statesman”. He had “laid the foundations for a strong, united centralized state”. Did Putin imagine himself, you had to ask, as a second Prince Vladimir?

         Since 2014, the Kremlin and the patriarch had been promoting the concept of “Russian World” or Russkiy Mir—a transnational spiritual realm that encompassed Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus, made up of ethnic Russians and Russian-speakers. 41This idea suffered a serious blow in 2018, when the independent Orthodox Church of Ukraine formally split from the Moscow Patriarchate.

         The Russian Orthodox Church had congregations and property in Ukraine still, including the Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra, a sprawling monastery and cave complex, and one of the country’s most important places of worship and veneration. But the church’s influence was shrinking as parishes switched sides.

         The schism was a further source of grievance for Putin. His invasion was a war of conquest, for sure. But it also had what the patriarch described as a “metaphysical component”. It was, as seen in Moscow, a clash between darkness and light, a Manichean reckoning. For Ukraine to be saved, the evils of America and NATO had to be defeated.

         In the dimming years of his presidency, Putin seemed preoccupied with his own place in history—and how he matched up with bygone kings and warriors: Ivan the Terrible, Peter the Great, Stalin. What would Putin’s legacy be?

         One of his heroes was Fyodor Ushakov, an eighteenth-century naval commander and admiral, celebrated for his success in battle. It was Ushakov who had defeated the Ottomans and who consolidated control of Crimea. In retirement he became a monk. And then—during Putin’s presidency in 2001—he became a saint.

         Ushakov’s birthday appears to have held an occult-like significance for Putin as he embarked on his long-contemplated messianic project to reunite Ukraine with Russia. It was February 24, the day Putin picked to invade. With God, the patriarch, and a mighty terrestrial army on his side, victory may 42have seemed inevitable. The tide was favourable, history his to command.

         Only one leader stood immediately in Putin’s way. This person had not come from the KGB, or from any part of the system. He was only a former actor.
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