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AUTHOR’S NOTE


In Ukraine I spoke with people in Russian, English, and occasionally in Surzhyk, a dialect which combines Ukrainian and Russian. In this book I use Ukrainian toponyms and names, except when people preferred to be known by the Russian version of their name. I’ve used Russian transliteration when describing text or words that were in Russian.




FOREWORD TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION


IT’S A STRANGE THING to watch this war from afar after being so immersed in it. Like so many, I often pore over the online military maps that show the steady creep of red in Ukraine’s east: Russian forces slowly gaining ground. It looks so distant, so clinical – but these are all real places, etched onto my mind. Looking at the area in the south-east corner of the country, I remember the vivid colour of the autumn leaves in the village of Yelyzavetivka, and the couple I met on the muddy road who were so resolute in their decision to stay put. I wonder if they’re still alive. Shelling in the village was heavy then, late 2022. How long can anyone survive in such a place?


Just to the north is Kurakhove, where I stood in the eerie evening quiet by the lake, watching skeins of geese fly over the tall towers of the coal-fired power plant; it has been bombed so many times now that it barely operates. The Russian army is approaching from the north and east. Not everyone can or will evacuate. What awaits them under Russian occupation is well-documented in these recent years: the mass graves and executions, the torture cells and the people who just disappear forever.


Much has happened since the spring of 2023 when this book ends, and little of it has given Ukrainians hope. The fall of Bakhmut, after a long, bloody siege, was a huge blow; it was followed by the catastrophic floods in southwest Ukraine when Russian forces blew up the Nova Kakhovka dam. Huge expectations were placed on the Ukrainian counteroffensive in June of that year, despite the dire warnings around ammunition shortages and entrenched Russian defensive positions. Losses on both sides were huge and Ukraine failed to break through in the south and east. Since then, the muttering in the west about ‘war fatigue’ and stagnation has grown louder; increasingly, there are calls for Ukraine to compromise and for western funding to wind down. Those who make these calls either don’t know what Russian occupation means in reality, or don’t care. At the time of writing, the demands made by Russian president Vladimir Putin are incompatible with any peace process: not just retaining the 18 per cent of Ukraine he already occupies, but actually taking back Kherson and the whole of Zaporizhzhia region, including the city of the same name – a city Russia has not yet managed to take. The idea that negotiations could start from this is absurd. So the war grinds on. Hopes of regime change in Russia have come to nothing. The internal drama of state-backed war-lord Yevgeniy Prigozhin and his march on Moscow ended with his death in a plane crash in 2023, and the small acts of civil resistance in Russia, those rare voices of protest, are always quickly crushed. A change of leadership for the Ukrainian army in November 2023 was followed by the loss of another major town in Donetsk region, Avdiivka. Like Bakhmut, it was wiped off the map during the fighting – just the grey rubble skeleton of a town left now.


And this is just the literal frontline, the shifting line on the map between a sea of red and a bulwark of blue. Actually, in Ukraine the frontline is everywhere, because the cities are attacked relentlessly, day and night, aerial bombs and ballistic missiles and drones falling on Odesa, Kharkiv, Kyiv, Dnipro, even Lviv in the west. It barely even makes the international news now. Attention long ago shifted to the Middle East, and the release of a 1.5-tonne bomb onto Kharkiv’s already-shattered city centre struggles to make it onto the running orders. I was there in the spring of 2024 when these bombs were falling, and it felt like hell, and then it felt like normality, the two states switching around several times a day. I could talk to my friend Nataliya on her pleasant, sunny balcony and watch her barely pause for breath as the explosion shuddered around us. I could meet another friend for a drink on famous Sumska Street, then find the way home with headtorches in the blackout, sirens screaming overhead. Nearly a year later it’s still like this. The biggest thing I’ve learned in this war is that people can get used to anything. Normality will insist on emerging again, perhaps because we so deeply need it.


There have been few bright spots for Ukraine in the last two years. One, though, is their extraordinary success in the Black Sea, pushing the Russian fleet back to the safety of its Crimean naval base. Another is the constant undermining of that Crimean safety, as fuel depots, bases and bridges on the occupied peninsula have come under relentless Ukrainian attack. Even more daring, the drone attacks and sabotage deep in Russian territory, and the incursion into Kursk region, have brought the war home to Russian people, giving them a taste of what Ukrainians have endured for so long. 


What this book documents is a snapshot in time, from the start of the full-scale invasion to the summer of 2023. It was a terrible time in Ukraine, and I tried to describe what people were going through as clearly and honestly as possible. But also, it was a time of giddy hope: the all-encompassing kind that sweeps you up.


The wild, improbable success of the army’s counteroffensive in the northeast, late in 2022, saw great swathes of the map change back to blue, huge numbers of people freed from the hell of Russian occupation. Then the city of Kherson was liberated, another improbable triumph. Those videos of people in the streets of that Black Sea city, weeping, cheering the soldiers as they passed, holding up the blue and yellow flags they’d hid during occupation. It was happening. The tide was turning.


I was in Kharkiv that night, up in the northeast – often bombed but slightly safer now that the Russians had been pushed back to their own border. And I remember the mood there, in that mad mishmash city of factories and constructivism and artists and ideas; I remember the mood among the volunteers, the soldiers, my friends, down in a basement bar in the shattered city centre. Giddy. Tears and songs and real pride. Try to imagine the feeling: your society is facing down this Goliath, this terrifying mega-army – and winning. Against all odds and expectations. Anything seemed possible then.


Now, late 2024, the liberated city of Kherson is hell. The Russians practise their drone targeting on the few civilians left. As figures run down empty streets, attempting to reach a shop, the first-person-view drones follow, a black buzzing menace, hovering and swooping, picking people off one by one. Incinerating them in their cars, or on their bikes. The pilots are far away, in Russia. They post videos online, for fun, of the ‘target practice’. It’s like human safari.


It’s hard, then, to talk of hope. Hard to read the things I wrote in 2023, naive words hinting at optimism for the future, reconstruction, peace. I’m often asked what will happen next in the war, and my answer is always the same – it’s down to us. Whether our governments, our societies, fully back Ukraine, or abandon it, because this havering position in the middle is just a drawn-out version of the latter. But I am not a military strategist; I can have opinions on the rights and wrongs of what is happening, but I do not predict outcomes of wars or offensives. My job is to describe what it is actually like. In this book, that starts in Russia, which is appropriate, as Russia started it all. I am still trying to understand how a society can sink into such immorality, such casual acceptance of aggression and violence. It is rooted in the depthless cynicism of Soviet times, in the shame and humiliation of the 1990s, though none of that excuses it. I don’t dwell on Russia, though, because we have all spent far too long centering the Russian experience over the Ukrainian. To be in that country just as its tanks massed on the western borders, just as the propaganda pitch increased on every TV set, was instructive. But I was so infinitely glad to leave a few days after the full-scale invasion. I’d rather be in Donbas, in the free air of Ukraine, than spend one second back in stifling, cynical Moscow. 


I’d rather be in eastern Ukraine, actually, than anywhere else. Travelling around the country in 2022 and 2023 I learned – in a haphazard way, and with the help of kind friends and colleagues – how to report in a war zone, and like countless others before me, I found I was very happy doing this. It suited me. That old cliché, the best and worst of humanity coming out sharp and clear in wartime, was very true, but it was so often the best that I found. All those extraordinary people. Writing this book let me describe them and what they were living through in the full rich detail I had longed for – to go beyond the confines of newspaper word-counts and the blunt facts of two-minute radio reports.


I wanted to bring everyone with me, into these flats and bunkers and night trains, in the little car speeding over the cratered highway past the misty forests of northeastern Ukraine and down into the big flat plain of Donetsk Oblast, with its pitheads and its conical spoil-tip mountains. I wanted everyone to fall in love with these places, like I had done. Perhaps, too, I wanted to have a kick at the stereotypes associated with Ukraine – grey, wartorn, ‘post-Soviet’ – and show instead how absurdly varied and rich this huge country is; how each Ukrainian city is a world in itself, utterly different to the next; how the layered and contested history is woven into the architecture and into the stories people tell about themselves. I think this is how we understand a big, complex thing like a war – through narratives, identity, history – and it doesn’t necessarily require academic language or detached study. It’s all there in the day-to-day.
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PART ONE


RUSSIA TO ROMANIA


NOVEMBER 2021–MARCH 2022




CHAPTER ONE


I CRANED MY NECK to see the news programme playing on the TV at the end of the bar. It was the same fever-pitch propaganda they’d been churning out for weeks now. On every state-controlled channel, claims of ‘genocide’ in Donbas, claims that Ukraine was full of Nazis, ran incessantly.


And there were no other news channels in Russia now.


On my phone screen, though, I could follow, through Western outlets, the massive troop build-up, Russia’s vast army moving into position on Ukraine’s border. I could read the warnings of an imminent invasion. But here in Moscow, these were dismissed as hysterical Western hype.


Next to me sat Andrei, a regular at the bar. He travelled for work, and I liked to hear his stories about distant parts of Russia I hoped to see. An easy-going, quiet type.


‘You know I might have to leave,’ I said, still looking at the TV.


‘Why would you leave?’ he shot back. His voice was suddenly clipped, angry. ‘Russia’s not doing anything. It’s all Ukraine, ramping things up, Ukrainian Nazis.’


I looked at him, astonished, as he went on about how terrible Ukraine was, what a badly run and corrupt country. I eventually interrupted to ask when he’d been there.


‘Well, shit. Why would I go there?’ he muttered.


‘You’ve never been to Ukraine?’


He stared at me. ‘So what? Have you?’


‘Yes,’ I said, wishing at this point that I was in Ukraine. ‘It’s beautiful. Nice people.’


‘It’s a regime,’ he snapped. ‘Fascists.’


It was so out of character I thought he might just be winding me up.


‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Are you serious? That’s just propaganda – you’re repeating what the TV says!’


And his retort, spoken into his pint glass as he avoided my eyes, summed everything up.


‘Yeah, well. Your side is propaganda too.’


It had been a rough sea crossing when I left Shetland for Russia a few months earlier. Force six southwesterly, driving rain and poor visibility. A day o’ dirt, we’d say.


From the ferry, the lights of Lerwick, blurry through the rain-streaked porthole, glimmered and danced, then faded into the darkness. I’d waited what felt like all my adult life for this. Not leaving Shetland; I’d done that enough times. But moving to Russia.


It began as an escape, at fifteen: a high-school class I actually wanted to attend, a whole new alphabet and syntax I couldn’t get enough of, a teacher who encouraged me.


Russian snared me. I’d say later that I must have spoken it in a past life; I couldn’t find any other way to explain it. With a huge fundraising effort, our teacher took the small class to St Petersburg for a week, and my mind was blown. I watched the ice floes moving down the Neva, felt a fizzle of satisfaction pronouncing the instrumental case correctly to get lemon in my tea; I was fleetingly so happy. I decided, on that trip, that I’d come back to this place. I’d sit exams, go to university, become fluent, become a correspondent.


It was a nice dream. I did get a place in a Russian Studies department, but the £1,500 fee for the year abroad was well beyond my means, and in our third year my classmates set off for Perm without me. I switched to Sociology, graduated, and found a job teaching English in the Ural Mountains. But weeks before I was due to leave, my mother fell ill. A year of hospitals and hospices and fading hope followed. I made many more plans to get to Russia, but they always required at least some money, and I didn’t have any of that. It wasn’t until my late twenties that I got into journalism, with a bursary for training in Liverpool, a local newspaper job in a small Scottish town, and a slew of credit cards to keep my head above water.


I wanted, most of all, to learn things. To learn everything. I wanted to live in other countries, especially eastern European countries, and study languages – Polish, Ukrainian, Czech – I wanted to learn about the history and culture, the art and politics of other countries – I wanted all of it, desperately.


What I did not want was to spend my days producing TV news, which is what I’d ended up doing, and which was driving me slowly and completely insane. I went to Ukraine for a week in 2018 and loved it – I’d have moved there in a flash. In 2019 I was offered a bursary for a two-year Erasmus MSc that would take me to Estonia, Ukraine, Russia and Glasgow. I was over the moon until I read the small print. The bursary had been cut back, and for nine months I’d have no income at all. I’d come across this so many times that it was hard not to be bitter about these ‘opportunities’ that actually required the cushion of parental cash. A little golden carrot dangled then yanked away. I had also listened to too many interviews with people who invariably spoke in the same middle-class accent and who’d made it as foreign correspondents. ‘Oh, I just went,’ they’d say, the sheer grating insouciance of it setting my teeth on edge.


Shortly after the Erasmus setback another chink of light appeared. The Alfa Fellowship in Moscow was nine months long and fully-funded, and it was open to Brits, Americans and Germans who spoke Russian, early in their careers in business or journalism. It felt too good to be true when I was accepted. Things were finally, finally falling into place. Covid descended and our departure was delayed for more than a year but I waited patiently, moving up to Shetland to work on the BBC radio station. I’d waited fifteen years; this was nothing.


‘Moscow? That’ll be . . . interesting,’ almost everybody said, with a raised eyebrow, when I announced the news. Or more bluntly, ‘You won’t do any journalism there, will you?’


We knew it might be tricky, the dozen or so who’d made it this far on the fellowship. As our departure date approached and preparatory meetings increased, we were issued with strict instructions not to get involved in politics, not to attend demonstrations or cover them; there was training in digital security and recognising surveillance. But despite the Kremlin’s paranoid turn and the crackdown on dissent, there were still many foreigners working in Russia. We would simply have to tread carefully. As for the war, I don’t think any of us really believed it would happen. It seemed too absurd.


It was late November 2021 when I left Shetland. It felt good to go by sea, at least the first leg. You feel the departure, the break from a very certain world, when you sail away from it slowly. The islands are, to an extent, their own world, a close-knit community of 22,000. When I was growing up on Fair Isle, the little island between Orkney and Shetland, it really was my whole world, a place where I felt deeply known and rooted – but living on mainland Shetland had come to feel like that too, in part due to working for the local BBC station, broadcasting to all those kitchens and living rooms at teatime every day. To some newcomers Shetland feels stifling, and certainly during the pandemic we’d been more cut off than usual, but it’s not insular. The long history of islanders travelling far and wide stretches back many centuries – a seafaring place with connections all over the world. Almost everyone goes away. Most return in the end. So my going to Moscow was not particularly unusual, except perhaps for the timing.


Moscow was slushy with grey ice when I arrived a few days later, the temperature just starting to drop below zero. Soon it would plummet, lacing my eyelashes with frost and sending me skidding across the black ice.


I tried to find my bearings, to understand the mood of Moscow. Other cities have a character, as if trying to communicate something. I came to feel that Moscow is indifferent. It is a machine, too vast to comprehend, on a scale which long ago exceeded the human. Not only because of its sprawling size – a veritable super-city – but the size of everything within it, the sense that much of its cityscape is the fevered dream of an insane tyrant, a man who thought he was creating the world anew, starting on the Moskva River. Stalinism seems here more vivid and grotesque, more pompous and enormous, than anywhere else in the dictator’s former empire. It is exemplified in that strange combination of prissy grandeur and overbearing cruelty of the famous Seven Sisters, those hulking, wedding-cake skyscrapers. And yet I’d stand transfixed below them, hating them, unable to tear my eyes away.


I felt like a speck. The traﬃc, thundering across six lanes, would slow reluctantly to a halt, and I’d watch old ladies hobble fast to reach the other side of this chasm before the green light started to flash and the cars revved harshly across the striped lines. My bus would hurtle down to the vast expanse of Lubyanka Square, flanked by the hulking headquarters of the security services which have terrorised the population in various guises for more than a century.


The scale of Moscow can of course be beautiful, if unsettling. From the Sparrow Hills, with the towering sci-fi symmetry of the state university behind and the city spread out icy below, it is a pinch-yourself wonder. But traces of an older city, one of people-sized streets and charm, are hard to find. Eroded by the bombast of Soviet planning and hubris, old Moscow was then further butchered by the unfettered gangster capitalism that followed the fall of the Soviet Union, a period of terrible poverty, corruption, and architectural crimes which made the city uglier and harsher; gave parts of it a kind of Bladerunner aesthetic. Grey and forbidding tall buildings were inserted onto the cityscape, with glass-fronted American sports bars at the bottom and old people in rags begging outside.


All the talk when I arrived was of ‘foreign agents’ – inoagenty. The Kremlin published a weekly blacklist of the people it had deemed as being under foreign influence, often journalists and activists. Those listed would have to include a long screed of text in screaming capital letters on every public statement they made, even personal comments on Facebook. You would see little notes of congratulations on a friend’s wedding accompanied by a block of ridiculous text: ‘THIS MATERIAL WAS CREATED OR DISTRIBUTED BY A FOREIGN MEDIA PERFORMING THE FUNCTIONS OF A FOREIGN AGENT.’


It was farcical, but everyone affected knew this was no joke; things were only moving in one direction. One morning, riot police lined the streets, rows and rows of them silent behind metal shields. Down in the metro, dark-uniformed policemen with their cartoonish peaked caps scanned the faces and phones of likely suspects. Commuters reacted as though nothing was happening, as if they literally could not see the police. I walked to the other end of the platform, out of their sight, and asked someone what was going on. He just stared at me and edged away.


I recalled something a young man said to me on a short visit in 2016, about the uneasy and unspoken pact made after the huge 2011-12 protests were crushed by police. Mass rallies were over, protest criminalised – but Moscow was made more pleasant, with art galleries and amenities, and rising living standards for the middle classes. ‘Now we just get on with things,’ my acquaintance, who’d taken part in the protests, had muttered. ‘Maybe it’s fine.’


Few would be so cynically explicit: for wealthy Muscovites life was good, the city centre sparkling, champagne flowing freely. And this was true not only for native Russians but also for the (admittedly now diminished) contingent of foreigners. They could live like little kings here. With some honourable exceptions I found the expats pretty unpleasant: arrogant, rude about Russians, and used to getting everything they wanted. The city’s massive underclass of migrants from central Asia, crisscrossing the icy streets day and night on delivery bikes, could bring them anything – ‘Anything’, a young American man stressed to me, eyes wide.


The kindness and sincerity I’d known in Russia before were there, though, if you dug a bit. An old friend, a brilliant artist, was still in Moscow, trying to use art to force society to reflect on its darkness, trying to build hope and decency. She was a conscientious and sweet person who felt powerless to stop what was happening in her country, and she wasn’t alone. There was the wry affection of my Russian teachers, proud Muscovite women in their fifties, who helped us settle in. And at the Anglican church one evening, as I drank tea after the service, two women swooped in: one towering over me, the other no taller than a child. They introduced themselves as Nina and Tanya, and we talked for a long time, about poetry and God and nature. They sparkled with that Slavic combination of humour, intellect and disarming warmth.


Nina took my face in both her hands as we said goodbye: ‘Zhenya, Zhenya! How glad we are to meet you!’


It was the most intense little moment of love in an otherwise trying week, and I walked through the slush back to my solitary room, glowing. But I must have taken the number down wrong. I never managed to find them again.


I so often thought, during these strange months in Moscow, of Peter Pomerantsev’s phrase, ‘Nothing is true and everything is possible.’ Although the book of this title was written about the more hedonistic, oil-boom years in Russia, it still perfectly captured what I kept coming up against: a seemingly infinite cynicism. While in 2016 we had thrown around the term ‘post-truth’ as we grappled with Trump and Brexit and armchair conspiracy theorists, here in Moscow it seemed deeply ingrained. In a lecture on Russian history – our fellowship began with three months of studying – one afternoon in a hot airless room, a former minister turned professor provided a real insight into the mindset of those in charge of Russia today. The wild fantasy, the twisting of history, the paranoia and insecurity; it was all there.


The picture he painted was of a uniquely cohesive and harmonious society in which not a single ethnic or religious minority had ever been mistreated. I heard this claim all the time, and it was extraordinary and ridiculous given that both the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union were deeply expansionist, ruling territories that covered nearly a sixth of the world’s surface, won through centuries of violence and annexation.


But we were being corrected.


‘No religious wars were ever unleashed on Russian territory!’ he said, jabbing a finger for emphasis. ‘Russia has never implemented a forceful assimilation policy, never destroyed the ethnic and cultural identities of peoples whose territories became part of the Russian state.’


There were, he conceded briefly, deportations of minorities like the Crimean Tatars, under Stalin. ‘Deportations aren’t an honourable part of our history.’ We moved swiftly on.


It was the touchiness of people who put forward these arguments that struck me most. They’d lash back against criticism of Russia before you even made it; you could sit there silently, raise one eyebrow, and let it unfold. ‘You say we had no referendum in Crimea,’ the professor blustered later, as the daylight faded outside and the stifling classroom air got that bit more tense, ‘but what did you do in Kosovo? There was no referendum there, whereas we had 97 per cent in favour!’


This is rubbish, but it didn’t matter – he knew it was rubbish. It was a game: someone lies to your face, knowingly, with a smirk, and waits for you to take the bait.


‘You invaded Iraq!’ he crowed, looking triumphantly around the room, arms folded. I knew we’d get to this trump card sooner or later.


‘Who, me? What, personally?’ I quipped, an attempt to lighten the mood, but the truth was this stuff really annoyed me: I’d marched against the Iraq war; I wasn’t a champion of the British state by any stretch of the imagination. Christ, I wasn’t even that keen on my own country being part of the British state. But it was pointless. Never argue with a finger-jabber, I remembered, too late.


Meanwhile, the professor was ending with a ‘topical’ point. ‘The Ukrainian government talks of colonisation,’ he said, contemptuously, ‘but Krushchev was Ukrainian!’ He looked pleased with this. (It is also not true.)


‘Anyway,’ he finished lamely, suddenly bored, ‘but what happened, happened.’ And that was that.


Crimea, colonialism, the Russian empire – the list of topics that couldn’t be discussed without a defensive, furious argument was long. Another was ‘those so-called LGBTs, of whom we have none in Russia’, as one of my teachers put it. Also off the table was anything to do with the Second World War, linked inextricably to the next looming war, which was simply another noble fight against fascism. That didn’t make any logical sense, and it didn’t have to; only the emotional resonance mattered. And there were bucketloads of that.


My naive and wildly optimistic plan on arrival in Moscow had been to persuade the editor of a famous investigative newspaper to let me join their staff for the six-month internship period of my programme, which would start in March 2022. In high school I’d followed the work of Novaya Gazeta’s correspondent Anna Politkovskaya. She was murdered in 2006 but the independent newspaper was still going somehow. Working there, even briefly as an intern, was my longest-held dream.


But I’d waited too long to get here. You could feel the last gasp of anything independent, a slow strangulation. People were becoming wary of Western journalists. Even writing something as innocuous as a good-news story about a foster village I’d always wanted to visit was now impossible; initially keen, the charity changed their minds. They wrote to me, stiﬄy formal. ‘In the current political situation, we don’t want any articles from you.’ I tried not to hear the ‘you’ being stressed, but I could understand why it would be. Especially for charities with ties to the West, staying off the ‘foreign agent’ list was the main priority.


The danger of surveillance, as well as the unspoken rules and limits we shouldn’t cross, were constant topics among foreigners at least. Russians, though, didn’t want to talk about any of this. Just as people pointedly didn’t look up at the looming Lubyanka building; just as shoppers ignored the policemen in balaclavas surrounding some minor protest.


At a party, after a fair amount of whisky, my neighbour at the table jerked his head to indicate a sullen, strange man who’d been sitting alone throughout the festivities, eyeballing everyone and sipping sparkling water. ‘His dad was KGB,’ my new friend whispered, ‘and he didn’t fall far from the tree.’


It was hard to distinguish paranoia from reality. Not because, as an older woman asserted one day, I was brainwashed into believing bad things about Russia, but because of the small, throwaway comments, the little gestures, the conversations that abruptly ended when the wrong topic came up.


A gregarious Muscovite I knew, who vehemently opposed the government, was holding forth in his flat one afternoon about the corruption surrounding him, the death of civic society and the looming war with Ukraine.


‘I’ll go and fight,’ he insisted, eyes alight, ‘on the Ukrainian side.’


I hesitated for a minute, wondering how, and whether, to phrase what I wanted to say.


‘Look – you have a lot of Western visitors, you say all this stuff . . . Aren’t you worried they’re listening to you?’


It was a selfish question, in part; I was worried I was in a bugged flat, talking about opposition politics, which I was absolutely not allowed to be doing.


He paused for a moment and then made this small gesture I’d seen others do: a little flick of the eye, a backwards glance to a corner of the room.


‘I don’t care any more,’ he spat.


A few weeks later, when I was no longer in the country, I heard he’d been arrested at a protest against the war, and later released. Writing to me afterwards, he gleefully related how he’d sung the Ukrainian national anthem in the police wagon that conveyed him to the station. Nothing has changed since Soviet times, my wayward friend was always saying, ‘except now it’s worse’.


Late February 2022. The snow had started to melt. I walked a small, flatulent dog around the half-frozen slosh covering Petrovsky Park. I was house-sitting, happy to escape the four blank walls of my bedsit. It was a strange limbo: no point in planning anything, no idea what the next day would bring, but at the same time, I was in a sort of idiotic denial. There couldn’t possibly be a war. Could there?


The state TV channels were showing footage of ‘grateful’ refugees – confused and terrified Ukrainians – disembarking from trains in Russia, being handed soup and tea, little children and old women from Donetsk, escaping what the anchors said was shelling by the Ukrainian side. The casus belli on repeat: genocide, genocide, genocide.


‘I feel sick, all the time,’ a friend said, as we messaged late at night. It wasn’t just us; I saw, online, the posts of many anti-war Russians I’d met, all talking about this lingering nausea. We all watched the maps and diagrams of the troops’ build-up along the border, so close to Kharkiv. I checked in with a journalist I knew there. ‘We’re doing as well as can be expected,’ he replied, tersely. ‘Forty kilometres away from all that.’


Two days later the bizarre spectacle of Putin’s security-council meeting aired on TV. The small dog and I watched from the sofa. When Valentina Matviyenko, the sole woman on the council, made a tearful and nonsensical speech about genocide in Ukraine, I realised she might actually believe it. And somehow that was scarier. Bottomless cynicism is one thing, lies to suit any occasion, but this teary woman seemed genuinely to think the claims were true.


There was no genocide; it was a lie. But that didn’t matter; as someone had said to me, sniﬃly, that same week, ‘You have your truth, we have ours.’ Where can you possibly go from there?




CHAPTER TWO


THE OVERNIGHT PLANE FROM Moscow descended over a mountainous landscape as the morning light was breaking through the clouds. I looked out at the white peaks and tracts of forest, at the town of Gorno-Altaysk coming into view, rubbing my blurry eyes. I hadn’t slept all night. I hadn’t really slept for weeks.


It was the morning of 24 February. Over two thousand miles and four time zones away in Kyiv, the first explosions had already sounded.


We stepped onto the runway in breathtaking cold, digging around for our phones as we walked towards the small airport building. White-fringed forest and mountains on all sides, the sky a blank white; the world felt silenced, shrouded somehow. As we got closer to the building and signal appeared on mobiles, our chatter died. Some people gasped. I came to a halt and stood still on the tarmac, oblivious to my surroundings, reading the messages and news updates, my heart in a painful vice. ‘They’re bombing us from planes,’ a Kharkiv friend had written, and it took me long, stupid seconds to understand the message.


Despite the volatile situation, it had been decided that this trip, part of our fellowship programme, would go ahead. Four days in Siberia, down where the Russian, Chinese, Kazakhstani and Mongolian borders converge. We’d be going to natural wonders and monasteries and ancient sites, and normally I’d have been thrilled. All I wanted to do now, as I stood on the tarmac trying to figure out which streets in Kharkiv were already rubble, was get back on the plane and leave Russia for good. I wasn’t alone in this view, among our group. But for now we had no choice but to follow the itinerary.


The time in Siberia was surreal. My skin prickled as we sat down to yet another sumptuous meal in opulent surroundings. Luxury hotels are not my cup of tea anyway, but in the context of what was happening in Ukraine it all felt utterly wrong. At meal times, we would greet each other holding up our phones – ‘Have you seen?’ – another atrocity, another shelling of residential blocks in Kyiv, in Kharkiv – ‘Yes, we’ve seen.’


The two young Russian women who’d organised the trip and ran the programme were trying to put a brave face on it but I could see they, too, had been crying sometimes. But the wealthy holiday-makers around us seemed unconcerned. A woman at the next table one morning looked at us contemptuously as we discussed the war, and flicked back her long, perfect black hair.


‘It’s a targeted special operation,’ she said, practically rolling her eyes. ‘Soon it will all be over.’


I stared at her, wondering if she could possibly be seeing what we were seeing on our media feeds. I was trying hard not to hate her, too. Failing.


All over Europe airspace was closing to Russian planes. We started to discuss land routes: Estonia, Georgia, Finland. On the last night of the trip the missive finally arrived by email. The fellowship was suspended with immediate effect, and we’d leave as soon as possible.


But before the early flight to Moscow the next morning, things had changed again. ‘As you’ll have seen in the news, flight options out of Moscow are rapidly decreasing,’ they wrote. The New York team was moving heaven and earth to get us on the next available flight – we’d have to go via Istanbul, but there was a chance Turkey would close down that option, too.


There was a long delay at Gorno-Altaysk airport. I stood in the queue to board, watching a game show play on the TV fixed to the wall. It showed a stage with a row of people, hands raised in salute, cosplaying Second World War soldiers in khaki uniforms, red stars pinned to their berets, standing proud and erect. A big kitschy red star was suspended above them. Former glories reenacted, the cult of victory and strength, and everywhere that appalling phrase: ‘We can repeat!’ All that sad, twisted anti-history, taking over the country like mass hysteria. It felt fitting this was playing as we shuﬄed out into the snow.


The nine-hour flight lasted forever, but then the final hours in Moscow seemed to speed by in a confusion of packing and goodbyes. By 1 March I was in Istanbul airport. It was six days into Russia’s full-scale invasion and I was waiting to fly on to Vienna, leaning against my over-stuffed suitcase and scanning the departure boards wearily. A hand-painted t-shirt caught my eye. The young woman stood in the queue a few feet away, the queue I couldn’t be bothered joining yet though we were both boarding the same plane. She had long blonde hair and was gripping a blue Ukrainian passport tightly, her small frame swamped in a man’s white t-shirt. On it she’d painted, in shaky blue and yellow letters, ‘STOP PUTIN NOW’.


People were giving her sympathetic nods and grimaces. One even stopped to give her a hug. I stood up, went over and said hello in Russian. She looked surprised.


‘Otkuda vy?’ I asked quietly – Where are you from?


She held my gaze, sombre, and there was a long pause. Then, ‘Kharkiv,’ with heavy significance, as though willing me to understand.


‘You’re serious?’ I said. ‘You’re really from Kharkiv?’


She nodded slowly, and I explained how I’d been there a few years ago, how I had friends in the city, was trying to keep in contact with them. How I hadn’t thought of anything but Kharkiv for six days. And now – meeting her. I couldn’t believe it.


Her name was Yana. She gripped my hands, almost imploring. ‘They’re bombing the city! Bombing it from planes!’


Yana and her boyfriend had been on a skiing holiday when the invasion began. He stood silently by her side as we talked about Kharkiv, that big industrial university city a stone’s throw from the Russian border. And then I asked where she was going, after Vienna.


‘Home,’ she said defiantly, as though daring me to challenge her.


‘How?’


‘We’ll get straight on a train in Vienna, to the Hungarian border. Then cross into Ukraine, and I guess just . . . get a taxi to Kharkiv.’


She knew, I think, that she wouldn’t make it. But I understood why she was so adamant.


I found myself standing behind Yana in the passport control queue a few hours later. I tapped her on the shoulder, putting on what I hoped was an encouraging smile. She turned round, and I faltered. Yana was crying, great shuddering sobs; the tears running down her face and onto the white t-shirt. ‘What?’ I asked, shocked. She couldn’t speak but motioned towards her boyfriend, who was stony-faced.


He held up his phone, turning it sideways. A video flickered, a CCTV quality, and I instantly recognised the tall, splendid facade of the regional council headquarters on Kharkiv’s vast Freedom Square. The hazy image shook and then in a fraction of a second a little shard of something seemed to fall from the sky. The entire building blew up, a ball of white fire and then red dusty smoke engulfing it, and I flinched, inadvertently disturbing the quiet Viennese order around us by swearing loudly. Cold dread and shock flooded my body. He played it again. In case I hadn’t understood. In the aftermath of the rocket strike the smoke billowed black over the square and a car emerged, skidding and weaving to a halt.


Yana’s boyfriend put the phone away. I hugged her, hoping I could calm her down. We had to wait long agonising minutes to pass through the passport booth. ‘Stop it,’ he hissed at her. ‘What can you do from here? Nothing!’


But she kept sobbing, leaning heavily on him, fellow passengers casting curious or worried glances in the shuﬄing silence of the border queue. ‘We’ll make it,’ he was saying now, sounding unconvinced himself. ‘We’ll get home.’


In the sedate surroundings of Vienna I felt I was going slightly mad. Immersed in all that horror and worry, I looked up from the phone’s screen to find myself on tree-lined streets, already sweet with blossom. I watched contented people stroll and shop in the sunshine, and I wanted to shout at them. It was like that strange period after a death when it feels offensive that the world is carrying on as normal.


My first stop was a research institute on the canal, where a Ukrainian friend Lidiia worked and where, by coincidence, Harvard historian Serhii Plokhy was giving a talk that same night. I arrived with all my luggage, exhausted. The atmosphere was grave, Plokhy’s usual affability subdued, and Lidiia was holding back tears when I found her.


Lidiia is a force of nature: a tall, striking, dark-haired woman with an uncanny ability to look elegantly poised in any situation, while at the same time being constantly on the verge of some outpouring of emotion – joy, sorrow, deep empathy, hilarity. She’d been working non-stop the past week, staying up late into the night trying to source bulletproof vests, night-vision goggles and all the other things Ukraine didn’t have, throwing herself into a frantic pace of activity to keep the panic at bay. The equipment she wanted to buy had sold out overnight and prices were astronomical.


‘Whatever you get, I can take it to the border at least,’ I promised that evening, somewhat rashly. I didn’t have a firm plan yet, but I would soon, and I knew it wouldn’t involve going home.


Despite the heavy atmosphere at Plokhy’s talk, I could relax a little there. The institute always felt like a haven: the book-lined rooms, dark wood and hushed atmosphere; the steep winding staircase up to a warren of oﬃces where visiting fellows of the institute – journalists and researchers working on central and east European topics – spend their lucky months. I associate it, from previous visits, with bottles of pear brandy and dusty foreign books; with the view from oﬃce windows of old-fashioned trams scraping along the bridge in the evening light.


I woke early the next morning with not the faintest idea what country I was in, whose sofa this was, and why I felt so anxious. I let the jigsaw pieces descend one by one and realised, after a minute, that it was Lidiia’s voice that had woken me, through the crack under the bathroom door: urgent, low conversation, anguished. I saw my stuff piled near the kitchen table and finally noticed her partner, still asleep, on the bed nearby.


Lidiia was, of course, speaking to her family in Ukraine in the bathroom, trying not to wake us. When she emerged she looked distraught, and I tried to comfort her, but there was nothing to say. I’d already read the news: planes had bombed the centre of Kharkiv; footage showed the national university on fire. Borodianka, near Kyiv, had been pummelled by artillery. High-rise flats blackened and smoking, at least forty killed. ‘Kharkiv may fall,’ anchors intoned grimly at the end of newsreels showing appalling devastation. Lidiia’s family were in the west of Ukraine, which was slightly safer, but of course nowhere was safe from this onslaught.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Author’s note



		Foreword to the Paperback Edition



		Map



		Part One Russia to Romania November 2021–March 2022



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four









		Part Two Odesa, Kharkiv, Dnipro April–June 2022



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine









		Part Three Lviv, Kyiv, Frontlines October–November 2022



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen









		Part Four Donbas February–April 2023



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen









		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		Plates











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/fviii-01.png
. &
Shetland § S
. RUSSI,
g
%
T L crear Moscow
I .
S84
s B
- Gorno-Altaysk
AT ndon e vy
A Kpakow iy oIV Knarkiv
i o UKRAINE Kramatorsk
i o AZAKHS
FRANCE TR Dnipro® ey akhove © Tay
s Odesa A
ROMANIA - =3

I & lsaccea® sl L
F 2, 2
| GOSN i

CHINA

1000 2000km






OEBPS/images/title.png
NIGHT TRAIN
TO ODESA

COVERING THE HUMAN

COST OF RUSSIA’S WAR

Jen Stout

Plygon





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BBC
RADIOD 4

NIGHT TRAIN
10 ODESA

JEN STOUT





