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​Editor’s Note
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Ukraine’s Path to Conflict (2004–2014)

To fully understand the events and reflections shared in this memoir, it is important to consider the turbulent political and military context of Ukraine between 2004 and 2014—a period defined by shifting allegiances, growing unrest, and a nation caught between East and West.

2004–2010: Between Two Worlds

After gaining independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, Ukraine found itself torn between its Soviet past and aspirations for a European future. By the early 2000s, this tension defined its politics. In 2004, mass protests—later known as the Orange Revolution—erupted in response to electoral fraud favoring pro-Russian candidate Viktor Yanukovych. A re-run election led to the victory of pro-European Viktor Yushchenko, energizing democratic hopes.

2010–2013: Backsliding and Rising Frustration

Yanukovych returned to power in 2010, shifting Ukraine’s trajectory back toward Moscow. His growing authoritarianism and refusal in late 2013 to sign a landmark EU Association Agreement sparked mass protests centered in Kyiv’s Maidan Nezalezhnosti (Independence Square).

2013–2014: The Euromaidan Revolution

What began as peaceful demonstrations evolved into the Euromaidan movement—an uprising fueled by a desire for justice, democracy, and national self-determination. Violent crackdowns by police culminated in the deaths of nearly 100 protesters, known today as the “Heavenly Hundred.” In February 2014, Yanukovych fled Ukraine, and a new interim government took power.

March 2014: Crimea is Annexed

Amid the political vacuum, Russian forces seized Crimea under the guise of unidentified troops. A controversial referendum was conducted under Russian control, and by March, Russia had annexed the peninsula—an act widely condemned by the international community.

Spring 2014 Onward: War in Donbas

Soon after, unrest flared in Ukraine’s eastern Donbas region. Armed separatists—backed by Russia—declared independence in parts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions. The Ukrainian military, under-equipped and uncertain, was sent to reclaim control. What began as civil unrest quickly escalated into a protracted war.

Eastern Ukraine: Divided Loyalties

In towns like Amvrosiivka, near the Russian border, many residents held deep cultural and linguistic ties to Russia. Some sympathized with the separatist cause, complicating military operations and creating a battlefield not just of weapons, but of identity and trust.

A Global Crisis in a Local War

Ukraine’s struggle became a flashpoint in a larger geopolitical confrontation between Russia and the West, marked by disinformation, hybrid warfare, and proxy ambitions.

This memoir is set against that critical turning point in modern history. It offers a personal account from the front lines, where political decisions collided with human lives, and where the fate of a nation played out in fields, towns, and trenches.
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Dear Reader,

Within these pages, I recount my personal journey of military service during the initial, volatile stages of the war, serving as the Deputy Commander of the 1st Mechanized Battalion for Armaments within the 28th Separate Mechanized Brigade, headquartered in Chornomorske, Odesa Oblast, Ukraine. My aim is to share the raw experience of combat, forged during the most intense period of military operations in Donbas. This crucial time, at the very onset of the war in Eastern Ukraine, involving the 1st Battalion Tactical Group of the 28th Separate Mechanized Brigade, has been either unjustly overlooked or deliberately underrepresented in the historical narrative.

I fully understand that much of what I describe may now seem commonplace, perhaps even irrelevant in hindsight. However, my intention is not to startle you with extraordinary tales, but rather to immerse you in the atmosphere of those formative days. After all, these events truly shaped my reality. It is in these very details that the crucible for my character in future, insane, and deadly environments was perhaps forged. The combat experience, which developed and solidified amidst a landscape of stark contradictions, often defied the very combat regulations we were meant to uphold. Everything we had been taught and ingrained over years of training, those unshakable axioms seemingly written in blood, often proved useless, redundant, and utterly ineffective in the face of actual war. The enemy, it seemed, had long studied our doctrines through our own textbooks, fighting against us with such skill, confidence, and unconventional tactics that we often felt like mere children in comparison.

This adversary, who had honed their combat professionalism over years of real-world conflicts in Chechnya and Georgia, displayed a mastery of unconventional warfare, tactical deceptions, and skillful maneuvering of forces and resources to achieve strategic objectives in early 2014. Just as we began to analyze, draw conclusions, and adapt our units to counter these tactics, the enemy would unveil something new, even more unexpected, leaving us unprepared for an adequate and decisive response.

However, the fog of war was not solely a product of the enemy's skill. In those early, uncertain days of 2014, service members like myself watched with growing unease as the very government defenders tasked with upholding order were demonized and brutalized by segments of the population—pelted with stones, set ablaze, and branded as pariahs, criminals in uniform, and traitors. The chilling realization dawned upon us: the same vitriol, the same public fury, could easily turn upon us. We harbored the gnawing fear that any decisive action we took, any attempt to restore order, could be twisted to portray us as the very monsters we were fighting against. This dread became a palpable weight, paralyzing our resolve, stifling our initiative, and eroding our confidence.

In towns like Amvrosiivka—a small, strategically important settlement near the volatile Russian border—local civilians would confront us with obscene gestures, spit at our backs with open contempt, and hurl insults, labeling us with terms such as “junta” (a derogatory designation used by pro-Russian separatists to portray the post-2014 Ukrainian government as an illegitimate, military-imposed regime) and “Bandera supporters” (a pejorative reference to followers of Stepan Bandera, a controversial Ukrainian nationalist whose legacy is frequently vilified by opponents as emblematic of fascism). These hostile encounters offered little reassurance that we were seen as defenders of peace—and did even less to convince us we were on a righteous path.

Of course, with the clarity afforded by hindsight, we now possess a more nuanced understanding of how to interpret and respond to such volatile public sentiment. But only a mere two months prior, the streets of Kyiv, Ukraine’s capital, had been ablaze, the epicenter of a revolution whose incandescent fury was directed squarely at the Berkut officers—those special police units infamous for their heavy-handed tactics and brutal suppression of the Euromaidan protests. They had been the government's shield, but also its blunt instrument, and during those chaotic, pivotal days of early 2014, the nation had witnessed the horrifying spectacle of them being crushed and burned alive.

Among the fallen protesters, approximately one hundred souls became forever etched in the national consciousness as the Heavenly Hundred—ordinary citizens who paid the ultimate price for their convictions. Despite subsequent official inquiries and pronouncements, almost every servicemember with whom I spoke remained convinced that the Berkut officers did not fire the fatal shots that extinguished those precious lives. This is a view I continue to share. The government that held power from 2014 to 2019 never truly presented a compelling counter-narrative, their attempts at explanation often feeling feeble and unconvincing, their pronouncements of justice delivered with a timidity that betrayed a desire to quietly distance themselves from the uncomfortable truth.

This unease was further compounded by whispers and fragmented knowledge of tactics employed in other nations to deliberately incite wars and orchestrate coups—cynical methodologies designed to provoke unrest and even widespread violence. It is a chillingly pragmatic equation, though not an uncommon one in the annals of destabilization: if the objective is to ignite widespread outrage and manufacture justification for intervention, a calculated amount of bloodshed is deemed necessary. Unconfirmed reports from those purportedly versed in the grim playbook of engineered conflict suggest that for a successful coup in a nation as complex and divided as Ukraine, a demonstrative death toll of between 100 and 150 souls is considered a strategic benchmark—a horrific calculus intended to provoke a government response brutal enough to irrevocably sway the masses.

When such dark and unsettling thoughts begin to take root in the mind, the world can never be viewed through the same innocent eyes again. Your own perceptions begin to diverge sharply from the prevailing mass public opinion, leaving you with a profound sense of isolation and a disturbing detachment from the direction in which the majority seems to be blindly heading. Yet, in such precarious and morally ambiguous situations, perhaps the most steadfast and honorable course of action is to continue performing your duty with unwavering conviction in the righteousness of your purpose.

The decision to finally commit the events of the spring and summer of 2014, and all that accompanied them, to paper came to me in 2016. The demands of my work afforded me little free time, yet I managed to jot down fragments of those intense days, striving to capture both the external chaos and my internal turmoil. This is my first independent publication, and initially, I felt a certain apprehension about embarking on this journey. However, for a service member, no task is insurmountable, and eventually, I mustered the courage to begin.

Yet, I immediately confronted a significant dilemma. I wrestled with how truthfully to portray everything I witnessed and experienced, particularly those actions that would be deemed unlawful in peacetime but were commonplace in the brutal reality of war. How to describe the events in which fellow military personnel, some of whom now occupy high-ranking positions, revealed the very worst aspects of their character. In 2014, some abandoned their units, fled during marches or from the front lines with weapons in hand, deserting to save their own skins at the expense of their comrades. They abandoned their posts, betraying the trust of those who depended on them. How can I address the insubordination, the cowardice of officers in combat, the flawed execution of crucial missions, the manifestation of all the ugliest human traits that lay dormant in times of peace? How do I describe all of this? Or should I simply omit it entirely?

To navigate this ethical minefield, I analyzed war narratives from the Second World War and revisited the historical material I had read over the years, and a pattern emerged. Many war stories were penned by writers who had served as ordinary soldiers or sergeants, focusing on the visceral realities of trench life, the crack of rifle fire, and the often dark humor of the enlisted ranks, detailing the daily grind of the common soldier. Another significant category of books was written by commanders and generals, often detailing the grand strategic situations they faced and the intricate challenges of implementing the Communist Party's overarching goals. However, I struggled to recall a single book written from the perspective of a company or battalion commander—that critical level of command responsible for both enacting strategic decisions and conveying them to the soldiers in the trenches. I can only imagine, based on my own experiences, what they must have witnessed and endured on both sides of that divide.

Yes, this is war, a brutal arena where survival often dictates actions, and the execution of orders takes precedence. Humanitarianism, culture, compassion, and tenderness often seem like distant luxuries. That much is understood. So, how then should I write? Only about the valorous, the heroic, the righteous? This is the path almost universally taken. It is patriotic, it educates the younger generation, and it cultivates uplifting and correct perceptions of our brave defenders in the eyes of a society that has largely only encountered war through the sanitized lens of cinema. On the other hand, precisely because everyone else writes in this vein, and a considerable body of such work already exists, I have no desire to simply echo their narratives. My goal is to tell my own story—to shed light on the tense, often chaotic conditions under which critical decisions were made, to acknowledge the mistakes that were inevitably committed, and to confront the ugly truths of the dishonorable actions that transpired. To recount how I had to live alongside fellow soldiers and grapple with the negative and reprehensible conduct of some of my comrades-in-arms.

Perhaps I lacked the time, or perhaps the definitive solution remained elusive—what to include and what to omit, or how to present the unvarnished truth of that period with the necessary nuance. Ultimately, I arrived at the decision to describe this period truthfully, to fully reveal all the events in which I personally participated, and to deliberately refrain from mentioning any surnames. I will instead refer only to ranks, positions, and the first names of the individuals involved. Those who were there will undoubtedly recognize what they know. Those who were not present will be spared any unnecessary insights into the lives of certain now-prominent individuals. This, then, is the approach upon which I have decided to rely in writing this book.
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​Chapter 1
Steadfastness Before Superiors Mirrors Steadfastness Before the Enemy

[image: ]




Mid-January 2014. The first floor of the 28th Separate Mechanized Brigade's main headquarters in Chornomorske, Odesa Oblast, Ukraine. In the foyer, before the duty station, stood approximately twenty-one of us service members, aligned according to the brigade's organizational structure, ranked by position and title. We awaited the brigade commander, Vladyslav. The deputy brigade commander for educational work, a lieutenant colonel, conveyed the purpose of this unusual formation. In essence, we, the assembled, were the brigade's weak link, deemed incapable of fulfilling our assigned duties, possessing inadequate professional knowledge and skills, and dismissed as “amorphous zeros lounging in our positions.” Our fate, he declared, would be decided in Kyiv by the General Staff's certification commission, tasked with dealing with this “state ballast.” We listened with a mixture of apprehension and disbelief.

What was truly unfolding? In early 2013, a young lieutenant colonel named Vladyslav had assumed command of the brigade. He was a protégé of General Khomchak, a trusted ally – the implications were clear.

The newly appointed commander, keenly aware of the trust placed in him, zealously set out to prove his worth. First and foremost, he aimed to demonstrate to his superiors that their decision to appoint their man was sound and that he would not give them cause for regret. Secondly, he sought to prove to himself that he, Vladyslav, at the relatively young age of thirty-six, could wield an iron grip over the brigade. Standard procedures befitting such a dictatorial approach swiftly followed: demotions, reductions in rank, dismissals, stripping of bonuses, and disciplinary actions strictly according to regulations, even extending to dismissal for alleged professional incompetence. This targeted personnel who, just months prior under the previous commander, Colonel Hruzyevych, had received commendations and letters of appreciation. Individuals who posed an obstacle to potentially illicit activities were deliberately undermined. By early 2014, the brigade had discovered the disappearance of thirty tons of diesel fuel, an incident in which the brigade commander was implicated, and an official investigation was underway.

Allow me to recount my own experience. I served as the deputy commander of the 1st Mechanized Battalion for armaments. In 2013, we received an order to conduct scheduled technical maintenance (STM) on forty-two infantry fighting vehicles (IFVs, commonly known as BMPs) within my battalion and the tank battalion. 

Now, STM was far from a simple oil change. It constituted a complex and costly undertaking, akin to a partial overhaul of the equipment. Typically, such intricate work is performed at specialized repair and armored vehicle plants. However, in 2013, the higher echelons in Kyiv, in a move to cut costs, mandated that we perform this maintenance ourselves, within our own military units. No specialists from the factories or repair and recovery regiments were involved. It was solely us, our own limited resources, and whatever tools we possessed.

The scope of work encompassed 297 distinct operations per IFV, addressing everything from the chassis and engine to the fire control stabilization system and communications equipment. We procured the necessary gaskets, hoses, and rubber components from the unit's meager warehouses and commenced the task. A month later, having completed a mere eighteen operations per IFV due to a critical shortage of essential parts, we were informed that the STM was considered complete. We were even congratulated on our “efficiency.” The paperwork was duly filled out, and on the surface, everyone feigned satisfaction. No more grueling work under the scorching sun, and we even received a perfunctory pat on the back. But I remained deeply uneasy. I knew this superficial, half-finished job would inevitably come back to haunt us, especially given the infrequency of inspections in recent years and the likelihood of our commander's promotion.

I formally reported all of this, clearly and unequivocally, to the brigade commander. I also made it explicitly clear that I would not tolerate the mismanagement of funds within my battalion. This stance, predictably, sealed my fate. (Prior to this, I had already accumulated six severe reprimands for alleged “neglecting” the equipment of my battalion.) From that moment forward, my professional life transformed into a relentless gauntlet of inspections and evaluations. My uniform, my documentation, my duty performance, my comprehensive knowledge of my responsibilities – every facet of my service came under intense scrutiny. Monthly tests in physical training, firearms proficiency, drill, technical preparation, Weapons of Mass Destruction defense protocols, and adherence to military regulations became a recurring ordeal.

Having served four years as a company commander in the 1st Airmobile Division in Bolhrad, this constant pressure wasn't entirely unfamiliar. It was merely a painful echo of my early career. They even attempted to coerce my subordinates into fabricating false statements against me, but my loyal servicemen met these insidious requests with open derision.

However, the brigade's deputy commander for armaments proved to be a willing instrument in this campaign. In the fall of 2013, leading yet another inspection commission, he issued a scathing report on the battalion's equipment without so much as setting foot inside the armored vehicle park or opening the garage doors. I was subsequently disciplined with an “incomplete professional inconsistency” – a precarious designation just one step away from dismissal under the relevant article, stripping me of potential rank advancement and pension benefits. This was an unwelcome and potentially devastating turn of events, occurring a mere year before I would become eligible for retirement. Fast forward a couple of years beyond these events, and a telling picture emerges.

Vladyslav's alleged misdeeds during 2014-2015 and his rumored shady dealings with separatists in the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) zone became so widely known within the Special Operations Forces and the Main Intelligence Directorate that, when introduced to high-ranking officials from these agencies as a former brave warrior of the 28th Brigade, they would pointedly refuse to shake his hand. Personally, I possessed firsthand knowledge of the facts and the compelling reasons behind their cold disdain. During every subsequent meeting with new high-ranking officials from these intelligence and special operations units, I found myself compelled to add, almost as a badge of honor, that I carried one “incomplete professional inconsistency” and twenty-six severe reprimands, all courtesy of Vladyslav. Instantly, I became a figure of unexpected respect among these hardened individuals. They couldn't suppress their laughter, warmly shook my hand, offered embraces, and almost universally inquired about how I had managed to survive such bureaucratic persecution. Some even took the time to examine my service record, jokingly remarking that they wouldn't even consider taking someone like me into prison.

Finally, the brigade commander arrived and reiterated, with palpable condescension, our perceived inadequacies. But there was a significant obstacle to his grand plan: the unit's treasury was devoid of funds to send us to Kyiv. We were informed that we would be required to travel to this potentially career-ending certification commission at our own expense, where demotion or dismissal likely awaited. This, I felt, was a bridge too far. There were seven of us “misfits” from the 1st Battalion, and after a silent exchange of knowing glances, I voiced our collective refusal, stating that we, too, lacked the necessary personal funds for such an endeavor. The remaining servicemen from the brigade, however, reluctantly agreed to travel at their own expense. Following a tense, regulation-laden debate with Vladyslav, during which we were repeatedly instructed to find or borrow the required money, they began to accuse us of insubordination, initiating the preparation of formal documents and acts of disobedience. The tedious process of gathering our written explanations dragged on until the late hours of the night. We met our superiors' gaze with unwavering resolve, affirming our willingness to comply with the order to attend the certification commission, but only via official military transport – either by rail or air. In our written statements, we even sarcastically indicated our readiness to walk the 500 kilometers to Kyiv within fourteen days, provided we were supplied with adequate rations along the route. Close to midnight, Vladyslav emerged to address the seven of us from the battalion, delivering a condescending lecture about our lack of teamwork, our supposed unfriendliness, and other such platitudes. We all discreetly stifled our smiles, for we knew the true value of our camaraderie, understood the strength of our bond, and recognized that we had just taken another significant step forward in our own estimation.

The certification commission eventually convened, attended by fourteen individuals from the brigade. As we later learned through the military grapevine, the assembled generals were shocked and visibly confused, quickly realizing that this entire exercise was a pointless charade orchestrated by a petty commander. Some servicemen directly requested permission from the bewildered generals to accept lower-ranking positions, while others openly asked for immediate dismissal. The generals were clearly taken aback, as the very outcome Vladyslav had intended as a punitive threat was precisely what some of his subordinates genuinely desired. In the end, everyone remained in their current positions and retained their existing ranks. Vladyslav, however, received a stern reprimand, instructed never to stage such a farcical display again, as it was deemed unbecoming to place high-ranking generals in such an awkward and unproductive situation. Back at the brigade, a wave of suppressed laughter rippled through the ranks at Vladyslav's clumsy and failed “attempt to curry favor.” From that moment onward, our perception of him subtly shifted; we began to regard him as little more than an overgrown, petulant boy playing at command.

But the ingrained clan system within the military hierarchy ultimately prevailed. All formal complaints regarding Vladyslav's unlawful actions towards the servicemen under his command were invariably reviewed by General Khomchak, who, adhering strictly to the regulations that governed such matters, consistently ruled in Vladyslav's favor. And so, under this skewed system of justice, we continued to serve.
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​Chapter 2
Beginning. Mykolaiv - Aerodrome – Kulbakyne
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In the waning days of February, our first mechanized company received orders for immediate dispatch to reinforce Kulbakyne airfield in Mykolaiv—a sprawling expanse capable of accommodating even the heaviest military transport aircraft. A palpable fear gripped us: the chilling prospect of a repeat of Crimea’s swift and bloodless annexation, with Russian paratroopers potentially landing deep within southern Ukraine.

From our brigade’s position, we watched the unfolding chaos in Crimea, Kyiv, and the Verkhovna Rada (the Ukrainian Parliament) with a growing sense of dread. The events in Crimea served as a brutal and stark lesson in our own potential helplessness.

It began with the sudden appearance of masked, heavily armed men in unmarked uniforms—the now-infamous “little green men” of media lore—who swiftly seized key government buildings, airports, and strategic military installations across the Crimean peninsula. They materialized seemingly overnight, their movements precise, methodical, and undeniably bolstered by a local militia emboldened by Moscow’s overt backing. Russian naval forces simultaneously blockaded Ukrainian ships within their own ports, while crucial communication lines were severed, effectively isolating Ukrainian bases and cutting them off from any potential reinforcements.

Within a matter of days, Crimea was effectively severed from the rest of Ukraine, falling under de facto Russian control before any meaningful defense could be organized or mounted. Politicians in Kyiv, seemingly paralyzed by indecision, bickered over legal niceties and bureaucratic protocols while Crimea was annexed through a hastily orchestrated and universally condemned referendum.

But what truly stunned us, what left a lingering taste of disbelief and betrayal, was the eerie silence emanating from our commanders in Kyiv—men who, just months prior, had wielded their authority with an iron fist over the most trivial of matters: the precise shade of whitewash for sidewalks, the proper stamping of stools, the meticulous drafting of daily logs, and even the protracted debates over the ideal size and font for notebook tags. Suddenly, faced with a genuine crisis, they were utterly speechless.

We waited with bated breath for direction, for any flicker of a coherent plan. The radio crackled intermittently with fragmented updates from colleagues stranded within besieged Crimean bases, their voices laced with a potent cocktail of frustration and mounting fear. Some had already been forced to surrender their weapons under duress; others were simply waiting—powerless spectators as the Russian flag was raised defiantly above their isolated outposts.

Meanwhile, the only response trickling down from our bewildered commanders was hollow, almost insulting reassurance: “We hear you, hang in there.” Then, silence. And as Crimea slipped irrevocably from Ukraine’s grasp, a chilling fear took root: Mykolaiv might be next.

On February 28, the battalion was urgently tasked with extracting four BMP-2 infantry fighting vehicles from long-term storage and preparing them for immediate deployment in support of the embattled first company. These vehicles needed to be fully equipped with a complete ammunition load-out. To be frank, none of the officers present at the time possessed practical experience in executing such a procedure. The task itself wasn't inherently complex, but several crucial questions arose regarding the proper method for opening the sealed crates and ammunition boxes in a way that would allow for their subsequent return to storage. The bureaucratic nightmare of a damaged or deteriorated container, officially under the purview of rocket and artillery weapons accounting, loomed large, promising tenfold financial penalties. Imagine the constraints and limitations under which we operated, burdened by such seemingly trivial yet potentially costly concerns.

We commenced the laborious process of handling the requisite paperwork—invoices, orders, travel documents—early that morning. By six in the evening, the designated vehicles, accompanied by trucks laden with ammunition, finally arrived from the depots. First, the officers meticulously loaded the machine gun belts with rounds, followed by the contracted sergeants, who, after careful instruction, began the task of loading the 30mm cartridges into the IFVs' magazines. Then came the seemingly endless task of loading the 7.62mm rounds, various types of grenades, anti-tank guided missiles, and smoke grenades—a process that stretched throughout the entire night. By five o'clock the following morning, we had finally secured the entire load onto four massive MAZ-537 tractor-trailer semi-trucks (formidable military vehicles powered by 12-cylinder diesel engines, originally designed to haul loads of up to 50 tons).

At six in the morning, I, armed with my sidearm, took the lead position in the hastily formed convoy, accompanied by a military police escort vehicle bringing up the rear. Our designated convoy speed, strictly adhering to regulations, was a snail's pace of 40 kilometers per hour. At that time, the transportation of fully armed combat vehicles was an unprecedented event for our unit, so every action was meticulously performed according to the book, resulting in our agonizingly slow progress. The young contract driver of the lead MAZ had arrived from a previous mission around two in the morning, having hauled equipment to an undisclosed location. His total time on the road and the extent of his rest remained unknown to me, but somewhere beyond Kobleve, he began to visibly nod off, his massive vehicle weaving precariously across the road. Oncoming vehicles blared their horns incessantly, swerving off the road to avoid a potential collision. I desperately tried to keep him awake and alert by loudly telling jokes and engaging him in conversation about his family, but I, too, had been awake for well over 24 hours, the cumulative fatigue weighing heavily upon me. In the stifling warmth of the MAZ cabin, I would momentarily succumb to exhaustion, jolting awake as the driver, equally fatigued, would also momentarily lose consciousness, the blare of an oncoming horn serving as a jarring alarm for both of us. We couldn’t afford to stop, however; the explicit order was to proceed to Mykolaiv without any halts.

Around noon, our slow-moving convoy finally approached the Varvarivsʹkyy Bridge, spanning the Southern Bug River at the very entrance to Mykolaiv. The bridge itself was completely blocked. Tires, thick logs, and in several places, imposing concrete barriers formed an impassable barricade. Numerous banners with hastily painted slogans, various nationalistic flags, and defiant mottos adorned the makeshift obstacle, their central message a clear and unambiguous: “No to fratricidal war in Crimea,” “We will not allow the military to fight in Crimea.” The crowd gathered there numbered at least four hundred people, the majority of them young, energetic men. Having commanded a battalion of 380 service members, I possessed a reasonably accurate gauge for estimating crowd size.

We ground to a halt. The military police escort vehicle executed a sharp U-turn and positioned itself approximately 300 meters behind our vulnerable convoy. The imposing barricade loomed about 200 meters ahead.

The crowd, upon sighting our approach, erupted in a cacophony of loud cheers, and a significant portion of them began to surge towards us with unsettling speed. Their demeanor was bold, their movements confident, almost confrontational. The initial, naive thought that they merely wished to observe our convoy felt increasingly like a dangerous miscalculation.

Suddenly, vivid and disturbing images from the Maidan protests flooded my consciousness—scenes of enraged rioters dragging terrified Berkut officers from their vehicles, tearing them limb from limb, gouging out their eyes with savage brutality, and torching their defenseless bodies with gasoline. It had been mere months since that tumultuous uprising had begun as a wave of peaceful demonstrations in Kyiv’s Independence Square, sparked by then-President Yanukovych’s abrupt and politically charged decision to abandon a crucial trade agreement with the European Union in favor of closer economic ties with Russia. What had initially been a call for greater European integration and systemic reform had rapidly swelled into a powerful national movement demanding an end to endemic corruption and the creeping tide of authoritarianism.

But those initially peaceful assemblies had soon devolved into horrifying bloodshed. By January 2014, the very air in Kyiv crackled with palpable tension and the acrid smell of burning tires. Increasingly violent clashes erupted between determined protesters and the Berkut—Ukraine’s now-disbanded, militarized riot police force. Protesters, armed with makeshift weapons and fueled by righteous anger, erected formidable barricades, hurling improvised explosive devices known as Molotov cocktails—crude glass bottles filled with flammable liquid and ignited with a burning rag fuse—along with cobblestones ripped from Kyiv’s historic streets. Heavily armed and shielded Berkut forces retaliated with volleys of painful rubber bullets, choking tear gas, and disorienting stun grenades.

The violent escalation reached its bloody zenith in late February, when unidentified snipers opened fire on the surging crowds, leaving scores of protesters dead in pools of their own blood. The graphic images of blood-soaked pavements and the raw grief of bereaved families tore through the nation’s collective psyche, galvanizing widespread resistance and ultimately forcing Yanukovych to flee the country in disgrace. The immediate aftermath left Ukraine deeply fractured—its capital celebrating a hard-won revolution while the eastern regions of the country simmered with deep-seated discontent, actively stoked by insidious Russian propaganda and the burgeoning ambitions of local separatists.

Why were these particular, gruesome images surfacing in my mind with such jarring clarity at this precise moment? An unsettling question, indeed. Instinctively, we locked the cabin doors from the inside, the metallic click echoing the sudden tightening in my chest. My trusty Makarov pistol held a meager sixteen rounds. And what good would that be against a determined mob? Was I now expected to become a murderer of my own fellow Ukrainian citizens? And what would be the inevitable consequence? They would simply tear me apart, piece by agonizing piece. Would they drag me to the river and drown me in its icy depths? Or would I face a lifetime of imprisonment, forever branded as the major who lost his sanity and opened fire on unarmed civilians? I immediately radioed in the rapidly deteriorating situation, receiving the chillingly familiar order: do not use weapons, wait for further instructions. “Just like the guys trapped in Crimea,” the bitter thought flashed through my mind. The next, even more disturbing thought that wormed its way into my consciousness was the chilling possibility that we had been deliberately sent into this volatile situation, an unwitting offering for the protesters to confront, perhaps even to tie up and disarm, allowing them to seize our fully armed vehicles with their deadly cargo.

My mind, racing with adrenaline and a growing sense of dread, began to generate a rapid succession of potential scenarios, each more terrifying than the last. The primary, most immediate impulse was to somehow get from the vulnerable MAZ cabin into the relative safety of the IFV, lock myself inside the armored hull, frantically connect the battery terminals, and start the engine. Then, with a surge of desperate action, move to the turret, chamber a round in the 30mm cannon, and unleash a warning burst over the heads of the encroaching crowd, or perhaps deploy disorienting smoke grenades in their direction. The primal fear of being burned alive with gasoline, or the utter humiliation of being dragged through the angry mob with my head bowed in defeat, fueled this desperate calculus. The only factor momentarily preventing this impulsive action was the stark reality that the IFV’s tracks were still securely lashed to the semi-trailer, and the precarious maneuver of attempting to drive it off, or even tumbling it off with any degree of control, felt like a gamble with potentially catastrophic consequences.

Meanwhile, the bolder members of the youthful crowd had already clambered onto the cab of our truck, their faces pressed against the windows, knocking with unsettlingly cheerful smiles and gesturing for us to open the doors. Others had swarmed onto the trailers, casually sitting atop the heavily armed IFVs, loudly and animatedly discussing the unfolding situation as if it were some sort of impromptu street theater. A cold wave of apprehension washed over me as I considered the terrifying possibility that one of these seemingly innocent bystanders might have prior military service on these very machines and possess the knowledge to open the hatch. Inside lay a Kalashnikov tank machine gun, a weapon capable of unleashing a devastating torrent of 2,000 rounds. That single realization sent a fresh jolt of fear through me—the situation could spiral into unimaginable violence with horrifying speed. I instinctively clutched the turret key for the IFV’s hatch tightly in my sweaty palm, my mind racing to calculate the precious seconds it would take to scramble into the IFV with my holstered pistol, perhaps firing a warning shot into the air as I moved. A chillingly pragmatic thought also crossed my mind: if I were orchestrating such a protest, I would undoubtedly have positioned two, perhaps four, well-concealed snipers as a precautionary measure, just in case individuals like myself decided to react too quickly or too decisively.

The situation at the bridge thankfully didn’t escalate into outright violence. Most of the young protesters remained at the barricades, engaging in heated arguments with the increasingly frustrated drivers trapped in the growing traffic jam, while a smaller, more curious group lingered around our vehicles. The initial surge of emotion subsided, and the impromptu photoshoots with the armored vehicles came to an end. A wave of slight relief washed over us – for the moment, at least, no one seemed intent on physically harming us. I lowered my window and began speaking with one of the students, a young man who passionately argued that war in Crimea was unnecessary, that everyone should remain at home, and that any military intervention would only serve to ignite a larger conflict. I gently steered the conversation toward more neutral territory, inquiring about his hometown, his family, and his studies. He enthusiastically shared details of his life. This was his moment in the spotlight, and I sensed no genuine malice in his convictions. He firmly believed in the righteousness of his actions. I often wonder how he reflects on these tense encounters now, with the benefit of hindsight.

Just then, the brigade commander’s voice crackled over the radio, ordering us to proceed to the Shyrokyi Lan training ground. I informed the earnest young man that we had received orders to return to our unit and that, in essence, they had achieved their immediate goal by delaying us. He made a quick phone call, and a collective cheer went up among his fellow protesters. With surprising alacrity, they clambered down from our equipment and dispersed to continue their arguments with the stranded drivers.

By six in the evening, our convoy finally rumbled into the training ground. The reception we received was less than enthusiastic, though outwardly polite. The workday had officially concluded at five, and our unexpected arrival clearly disrupted the routine. They informed us that they couldn’t provide us with food, citing our lack of proper food certificates, and they were uncertain about where to billet us for the night. Furthermore, organizing a security detail for our valuable cargo of armored vehicles seemed beyond their immediate capabilities, so they casually suggested we handle those logistical nightmares ourselves. My patience, already frayed by over forty hours of continuous wakefulness and the lack of even a hot cup of tea in the biting winter air, finally snapped. I informed the ranking officer present, a colonel, in a voice raspy with exhaustion and edged with undisguised frustration from the bridge incident and the unit’s apparent indifference, that under such critical circumstances, a modicum of understanding would have been appreciated. My hoarse tone, carrying a metallic edge born of sleep deprivation and lingering stress, seemed to register with the colonel. He abruptly shifted his demeanor, adopting a more polite and protocol-driven approach. We received instructions to wait and remain prepared to move at a moment’s notice. They eventually provided us with some lukewarm tea and stale bread, which we consumed in the silent confines of our vehicle cabs, each lost in our own thoughts. We were all acutely aware of the momentous events rapidly gaining momentum and strength across Ukraine, and the uncertain, ill-defined role we, as military personnel, were expected to play in these unprecedented times. The fundamental doctrine of military defense focused on protecting the state from external aggression, while the maintenance of internal order traditionally fell under the jurisdiction of a separate security ministry. And yet, here we were – the military – thrust into the very heart of popular uprisings, the very Maidans that had become a symbol of national upheaval.

Around nine in the evening, a new set of orders arrived: we were to proceed back across the Varvarivsʹkyy Bridge towards Kulbakyne. This time, however, we were informed that we would be granted passage through the city itself. We set off once more into the night. Upon reaching the bridge, we encountered the same familiar crowd, but now a distinct organization, proudly displaying Ukrainian flags, had formed alongside them. Their primary language of communication was predominantly Ukrainian.

A delegation from this group approached our convoy and offered to escort us in their civilian vehicles to the airfield. They explained that their presence was partly out of solidarity. However, the pro-Russian crowd (it was the first time I distinctly heard this term used) wanted to monitor us to ensure we were not proceeding further towards Crimea. Young men climbed onto the armor of our IFVs and into the cabs of the MAZ trucks, and with this unusual combination of escort and surveillance, we began to move. While our large military vehicles typically navigated the region via bypass roads to avoid civilian traffic, the escorting/monitoring civilian cars weaved through the city streets. We followed them with extreme caution and at a snail's pace, acutely aware of the overhead power lines and the potential for accidental damage.

On one of the dimly lit streets, a clearly intoxicated man stumbled and lay down in the slushy snow directly in front of the lead MAZ truck, loudly proclaiming that he would not allow the military to proceed to Crimea. We were forced to stop and wait. Police cars with flashing blue and red lights stood silently in the night, and our military escort vehicles remained stationary, yet no one seemed inclined to intervene. The awkward pause stretched into an eternity. Finally, I opened my door and addressed the young men perched on the armor of our IFVs, explaining that we still had a crucial mission to protect the Mykolaiv airfield and that, as a military officer, it was not within my purview to physically remove a civilian obstructing our path. I suggested that they, as concerned citizens, should ensure our continued movement. They seemed to relish the idea. With a surprising burst of energy, they hopped off the armored vehicles, grabbed the shouting, inebriated man by his legs, and cheerfully dragged him into a nearby park area, disappearing into the darkness about fifty meters away. They returned to me moments later, grinning and reporting that the task was successfully completed. For them, it seemed to be nothing more than a bizarre form of evening entertainment.

We eventually arrived at Kulbakyne airfield, where personnel were expecting us and immediately granted us access to the premises. A significant number of civilian vehicles had gathered near the main gate, and someone from the first company informed us, with a wry smile, that these were pro-Ukrainian forces who had come to support us—a somewhat ironic statement given the day’s earlier encounters. Our own guys from the first company were genuinely overjoyed to see us arrive, their relief palpable. The commander of the flight unit also greeted us warmly, though a flicker of lingering confusion and underlying anxiety danced in his eyes. They received us with genuine warmth and offered us strong, bitter coffee brewed over the open fires that burned around the airfield’s perimeter, a welcome gesture in the cold night air.

They quickly briefed us on the tense local situation, sharing intelligence that indicated the Russians were actively considering the possibility of deploying their own troops to the region, potentially including the use of the Kulbakyne airfield for their operations. Their own unit was equipped only with small arms, so the arrival of our armored vehicles for support was a significant morale boost, and they had been genuinely worried about our well-being when they received news of our earlier blockage on the bridge. Among my comrades, after the day’s tumultuous experiences, a sense of camaraderie, warmth, and ease settled over me. These faces, weathered by the biting frosty winds and the acrid smoke of the fires, individuals far from their homes and families, had coalesced into a close-knit, resilient family, cheerfully chatting around the crackling flames about matters only they truly understood. They looked incredibly strong and brave.

Upon reaching our designated position on the post, we discovered that none of the stationed service members were qualified driver-mechanics for our specific IFVs. Consequently, I personally prepared each vehicle for start-up and independently drove them off the low-loader semi-trailers, maneuvering the heavy machines with practiced precision. By midnight, I had positioned all four IFVs strategically around the perimeter of the airfield, forming a defensive line. The unit commander, in his aging UAZ military utility vehicle, led the way across the dark airfield. I followed closely behind on the concrete slabs, pushing the IFV’s engine to full throttle, the speedometer briefly touching seventy kilometers per hour – perhaps a subconscious attempt to release the pent-up stress and adrenaline of the long and arduous day. By two in the morning, we finally retreated into a warm barracks, gratefully collapsing onto the empty beds among the weary soldiers. I simply kicked off my boots, stretched out my aching legs, and immediately succumbed to the embrace of exhaustion.

Barely an hour later, at three in the morning, the insistent ringing of my phone jolted me awake. It was the brigade commander, his voice curt and demanding, ordering us to immediately return to our unit in Odesa. Over the past year, the brigade commander had refined his command style to a simple, unwavering directive: he speaks, you execute—without a single sound of protest or any unnecessary questions. Consequently, I didn’t even attempt to explain the logistical nightmare of our exhausted drivers, barely able to keep their eyes open behind the wheel, or the fact that as the senior officer of the column, I would be held solely responsible for any disciplinary issues that might arise during the return march. I simply switched off my phone, the abrupt silence a small act of defiance born of sheer exhaustion. Twenty minutes later, the deputy commander of the 28th brigade, who at that time held the senior position within the airfield security reinforcement group, gently shook me awake, relaying the unwelcome news that an order had arrived for the MAZ trucks to return to the unit in Odesa. With heavy limbs and a profound sense of weariness, I swung my legs out of bed, pulled on my boots with unsteady hands, and began the unenviable task of rousing the equally exhausted drivers. They barely managed to suppress their muttered curses, and I couldn’t blame them. The last thing I wanted was to find our heavy convoy overturned in a ditch on the dark return journey, or even worse, to discover that we had inadvertently collided with a civilian passenger bus, leaving a tragic smear across the cold asphalt.

​As I observed these groggy, reluctant preparations for departure, the airfield commander, a colonel, placed a call to Vladyslav, reporting on the state of our utterly fatigued drivers. A mere ten to fifteen minutes later, the drivers’ phones began to ring in rapid succession. Their own commanders were calling, and one by one, they grudgingly dragged themselves out of their temporary bunks. To provide some context, these were senior warrant officers, seasoned servicemen in their late thirties and early forties, along with my own young, thirty-year-old contract serviceman. Around five o’clock in the morning, under the pale light of the pre-dawn sky, we finally set off on the long journey back home. As we rumbled back across the Varvarivsʹkyy Bridge, the same group of sleepy, frozen young protesters greeted us with tired glances, a few even offering weary but genuine waves of farewell. We grabbed some hastily brewed, bitter coffee for the long road ahead, and as the old military saying goes, the equipment seemed to sense its return journey, almost driving itself home. We arrived back at our unit without further incident, the tumultuous events of the past thirty-six hours already beginning to feel like a surreal and distant memory.
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​Chapter 3
March 8th: The Long March Begins
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The week settled into a routine rhythm of preparation. We drew the battalion’s full complement of weapons from the depot, meticulously loading machine gun belts and the linked rounds for the automatic cannons. Ammunition was carefully stowed within the vehicles, including the ATGMs (anti-tank guided missiles), which were secured in their designated compartments. Charged batteries arrived from the battery storage, and we installed them in each vehicle. We diligently drained any accumulated condensate from the fuel tanks, replaced the vital filters, and primed the fuel supply systems. Despite all this activity, the order to finally move the vehicles from their long-term storage remained elusive.

Then came March 8th, International Women's Day, a national holiday that fell on a Saturday. Despite the holiday, the brigade commander announced his intention to personally inspect the equipment’s readiness by ordering a mass engine start.

Anticipating this, the battalion commander and I made a preemptive decision: we would gather at the vehicle park at 7 a.m. and start all the vehicles ourselves before the official inspection. Early spring in this region meant persistent below-freezing temperatures, leading to sluggish, cold oil in the engines and the potential for airlocks in the fuel systems. With thirty-eight armored vehicles, many of which had been sitting idle in storage, anything could go wrong during a sudden, unprepared start. This was in addition to the vehicles already earmarked for major repairs and awaiting shipment.

I woke before dawn at six, briefly told my wife I would bring flowers and a cake for our lunch, a small gesture for the holiday, and then headed to the vehicle park. We unlocked the storage facility, threw open the heavy gates, and the ventilation windows. Employing long-dormant skills for coaxing cold engines to life, coupled with the welcome assistance of a booster battery group, we managed to get all the combat vehicles running smoothly by 9 a.m. The battalion commander promptly reported to the brigade commander that the battalion was ready for inspection. The brigade commander’s terse reply came back: “Starting the engines is a good first step, but let’s see if these machines can actually move.” He then issued an immediate order: leave the vehicle park and proceed to the battalion’s assembly point on high alert. We set off, the engines of the armored vehicles rumbling to life. There, the brigade commander awaited us; he quickly assembled the officers and issued a new, unwelcome directive: a 180-kilometer march to the distant Shyrokyi Lan training range.

A wave of dismay washed over me. A significant portion – one-third – of the battalion's mechanics, recent arrivals in December from the “Desna” training center, lacked the crucial qualification of mechanic-driver. They possessed certificates confirming their grasp of the theoretical material but had absolutely no practical experience behind the controls of these complex machines. Furthermore, the standard procedure for preparing vehicles for extended movement after long-term storage had been completely disregarded due to the unit's failure to issue a clear directive. Vehicles emerging from prolonged storage for such a significant distance invariably required thorough testing over a short distance first – a vital step that had been carelessly omitted. A technical support group for the arduous march was conspicuously absent: no dedicated specialists, no readily available spare parts, no specialized tools, and no contingency supplies of essential oil, fuel, or coolant. Shockingly, no one had briefed the inexperienced mechanics or the vehicle commanders on the challenging journey ahead; only a handful of officers possessed even a rudimentary understanding of the deployment route. Adding to the sense of unease, all personnel were armed with live combat weapons and a full complement of ammunition.
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