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Preface


On February 24, 2022, I wrote hardly anything. Woken by the sound of Russian rocket explosions in Kyiv, I stood at the window of my apartment for about an hour and looked out into the empty street, aware that the war had begun, but not yet able to accept this new reality. I did not write anything for the next few days either. The car journey, first to Lviv and then on to the Carpathian Mountains, was unimaginably long due to endless traffic jams. A sea of cars from all the other regions of the country poured into the narrow funnel of roads leading to the west. Everyone was trying to escape to save their families from the outrage of war.


Only when we reached Uzhhorod and had been welcomed into the home of our friends, did I sit down at someone else’s desk and open my computer – not to write but to read the notes and texts that I had written over the past two months. I was trying to find in them a premonition of this war. I found in them much more than I expected.


Ukraine has given the world many first-class chess players. Good players see the game many steps ahead. Probably Ukrainians have this ability in their genes because of the county’s turbulent history and their need to foresee and plan for the future of their country and for that of their family, for many years to come.


A dramatic experience makes for a dramatic perception of the future. But, as if by some divine joke, in the Ukrainian national character, unlike in the Russian one, there is no fatalism. Ukrainians almost never get depressed. They are programmed for victory, for happiness, for survival in difficult circumstances, as well as for the love of life.


Have you ever tried to remain optimistic during catastrophe and tragedy, during bloody military operations? I have tried and will continue to try. I am an ethnic Russian who has always lived in Kyiv. I see in my worldview, in my behaviour and attitude to life, a reflection of the worldview and behaviour of the Ukrainian Cossacks of the sixteenth century, at a time when Ukraine had not yet become part of the Russian Empire, when freedom for Ukrainians was more precious than gold. That era has returned and freedom for Ukrainians is once again more important than gold.


This war pushed me and my family out of our home. I have become one of the millions of Ukrainian displaced persons. But this same war has given me the opportunity to better understand Ukraine and my Ukrainian compatriots. I have met hundreds of people, heard hundreds of stories. I have been given insights into things about Ukraine that I did not understand before. During these tragic months, Ukrainians have learned and understood a lot about their homeland and about themselves. War is not the best time for such discoveries, but without the war these discoveries would not have come to light.


This diary consists firstly of texts that I wrote in the two months before the onset of the war, followed by my wartime notes and essays. It is both a private diary and my personal history of this war. This is my story, the stories of my friends, my acquaintances and strangers, the story of my country. Taken together, this is not only a chronicle of Russian aggression in Ukraine but a chronicle of how the war imposed by Russia – and Russia’s attempt to destroy Ukraine as an independent state – have contributed to the strengthening of Ukrainian national identity. The war has made Ukraine more understandable to the world – more understandable and more acceptable as one of the states of Europe.




29.12.2021


Goodbye Delta! Hello Omicron!


Goodbye Delta! Hello Omicron! This could describe the pre-New Year mood in Ukraine, and it puts us on a common trajectory with Europe and the world. Common values and enemies are the best weapons against geopolitical loneliness. But Ukraine would not be Ukraine if the New Year mood of its citizens was not enlivened with some bright and chaotic political decisions. The “orchestra” of state power – the cabinet of ministers – has been shooting new bills into the sky like fireworks, causing everyone to look up in amazement at the exhilarating spectacle.


Ukrainians always have something to talk about, to discuss and disagree with! When the Ministry of Defence decided to register almost all women between the ages of 18 and 60, the topic of a possible war with Russia came to life with renewed vigour and made its way into every kitchen. Apparently, this was the only way to revitalise Ukrainian’s fear of war – people had already grown so tired of being afraid of it.


It was frightening in 2014, when, during the annexation of Crimea, the Russian State Duma voted to allow Russian troops to fight on the territory of other states. Since then, the Ukrainian–Russian war has been going on de facto in the Donbas.


Yet another proof of Russian military presence in the Donbas came to light when a fighter from there, under the influence of drugs, stumbled into the Ukrainian army positions. During interrogation by the Security Service of Ukraine (S.B.U.), he complained of bullying by his Russian officers.


Needless to say, the announcement by the Ministry of Defence about registering women for military service has worried Ukrainian men. And women do not like the idea either, especially since it has been clarified that both pregnant women and mothers of young children should be registered by the end of 2022. What’s more, women who fail to register by then will face substantial fines. In short, far from causing a new consolidation of Ukrainian society against its enemies, this bill has provoked vigorous debate about the competence of the country’s military leadership.


It was probably in order to defuse these disputes that the authorities decided to puzzle citizens yet further with another bill. It came from the Ministry of Ecology and increases the fines for damage to protected natural resources. The decree specifies the size of each fine applicable for any possible damage, including the killing of an ordinary frog (Hr.14 per frog), picking a mushroom without permission (Hr.75 per mushroom), the illegal collection of wild nuts (Hr.1,154 per kg).


Defenders of the decision concerning the military registration of women base their arguments on the example of Israel, where women serve in the army on an equal basis with men. It is a pity that the defenders of protected frogs, mushrooms and nuts have not employed similar tactics – for example, citing “the mushroom police” in Switzerland, who have the right to weigh a mushroom picker’s harvest in the forest and to issue a fine if the harvest is greater than is allowed under Swiss law.


In general, I would prefer Ukraine to follow Swiss examples, rather than Israeli ones. This is what I would wish for my country for the New Year.


In the meantime, I look back and think: what do I want to transfer from 2021 to 2022? Yes, of course, I would like to transfer the old gas and electricity prices. But experience has taught me that the New Year always brings new prices for everything. So, remaining realistic, I wish that the quality of coffee in Kyiv’s coffee houses will remain the same.


While not wanting a decrease in the selection of French, Italian and Spanish wines available, I would like to see wines from Ukraine’s Bessarabia and Transcarpathia continue to delight us with their taste and quality in the New Year. I would also like to wish new success to Ukrainian cheese makers and to all the small, craft producers of delicious products. For Ukrainians, the taste of food is very important. Tasty food allows Ukrainians to reconcile themselves to political reality. This is our history and our mentality.


As a writer, I cannot help but share a separate piece of New Year joy. A small but high-profile “book lobby” has persuaded the government to include books in the list of goods and services that can be bought using the Hr.1,000 handouts given to every fully vaccinated citizen of Ukraine. Some 8 million virtual bank cards with these “Covid thousands” have already been issued and vaccinated Ukrainians have flocked to online bookstores to spend the money on literature. This has saved half the Ukrainian publishing houses from bankruptcy and created some new, rather pleasant problems for publishers. They urgently need to reprint books that have sold out. The only problem is a shortage of paper and a shortage of printing houses. This is both a problem and an incentive. Moreover, another Hr.18 billion has been inserted into the 2022 state budget for “Covid thousands” gifts for vaccinated Ukrainians. Soon it will be safe to say that vaccinated Ukrainians read more than unvaccinated ones.


So, handouts for the vaccinated will continue into 2022, as will the wearing of masks, the war on carefully selected oligarchs, promises to protect foreign investments and Q.R. codes – confirming our right to travel in international airspace and into restaurant premises.


Let’s enjoy 2022 to the full and God bless us all!


03.01.2022


“Don’t mention the war!”


Each December 31, ten to fifteen minutes before the onset of the New Year, the president congratulates Ukrainian citizens on T.V. This Soviet tradition easily took root in Ukraine, like some other Soviet habits and rituals. Until 2015, many Ukrainians listened first to the congratulations of President Vladimir Putin to the Russian people at 10.50 p.m. and an hour later they listened to the Ukrainian president. After the outbreak of the war in Donbas and the annexation of Crimea, Russian T.V. channels in Ukraine were turned off, and with them Putin’s New Year greetings. Since then, only the Ukrainian president speaks before the New Year. True, in 2018, on one of the most popular T.V. channels, owned by Ukraine’s principal oligarch Igor Kolomoisky, instead of the then President Poroshenko, the Ukrainian people were congratulated by the television comedian Volodymyr Zelensky, who also announced that he was going to run for the presidency.


This year, before the onset of 2022, on the channel that used to belong to the fifth president of Ukraine, Petro Poroshenko, and which now belongs to the journalists themselves, Poroshenko congratulated Ukrainians on the New Year. They then broadcast Volodymyr Zelensky’s congratulations just after midnight.


Zelensky’s televised New Year’s address lasted twenty-one minutes. Realising that not everyone will have the patience to listen to the whole thing, the president’s office posted the full text of the speech on its website. Largely a report on the achievements and the outstanding problems, the speech included lists of the most crucial professions in the state: the military, doctors, teachers, athletes, miners, etc. Also, obviously referring to Russia, the president expressed the wish that “neighbours would come to visit with a bottle (of vodka) and jellied meat, and not barge in with weapons”. This was the only mention of the war. The president did not mention the fact that, on the borders with Ukraine, Russia had assembled a huge belligerent army, along with logistic services, field hospitals and mobile refuelling bases for tanks and other equipment. But then this was common knowledge and the possibility of a Russian military offensive against Ukraine would hardly be a popular topic of conversation at the festive table.


Despite its record length, Zelensky’s New Year’s speech cannot be disassembled into vivid, memorable quotes. There is only one phrase with which I want to argue or at least disagree with: “We are not waiting for the world to solve our problems”.


Boris Yeltsin, who firmly believed that Russia and Ukraine could only exist together, once became famous for the phrase, “I woke up in the morning and asked myself, what have you done for Ukraine?” Now, it seems to me, President Biden and the leaders of many European states are waking up with this same thought. President Biden has had his second telephone conversation with Putin in two weeks. After each such conversation he takes several days to think it over and only then does he call the President of Ukraine to talk about the content and results of the conversation. Croatia, meanwhile, signed a declaration on Ukraine’s European perspective and the Estonian president promised to help Ukraine with arms. Only Germany is officially opposed to the supply of weapons to Ukraine. The German Foreign Ministry said that the sale of weapons to Ukraine could increase the chances of war. In fact, a possible war between Russia and Ukraine reduces the chances of launching the Russia–Germany gas pipeline Nord Stream 2 and Germany, and probably some other western European countries, badly want to avoid such a situation.


Of course, Ukraine is not being invited to join N.A.T.O., but the weapons of N.A.T.O. countries – both Javelins and Turkish attack drones – are already in Ukraine and already on the front line. Both Turkey and the United States are ready to sell weapons to Ukraine. Turkey is even helping to build a plant for the production of combat drones near Kyiv. Russia does not have such drones. Immediately after the first use of Turkish attack drones – “Bayraktar” – against separatists in the Donbas and in response to the shelling of Ukraine by prohibited weapons, Russia started talking about Ukraine’s plans to recapture the part of the Donbas seized by the separatists with the help of western weapons. It was under this pretext that Russia began to bring tank divisions and artillery from all over its territory to the Ukrainian border. The unrecognised president of Belarus, Lukashenko, immediately announced that his army would side with Russia in the event of a Russian–Ukrainian war. This means that the front line could stretch along the entire northeastern land border of Ukraine – more than three thousand kilometres. And this is not counting the hundreds of kilometres of the sea border along the Azov Sea, on which Russian warships could land troops. Today’s front line in the Donbas is about 450 kilometres long.


In the meantime, all five thousand bomb shelters in Kyiv have been checked, as have the city’s alarm sirens and the public address system for making important public announcements. But none of these actions have caused the slightest panic among the population. “We have been at war with Russia for eight years!” – say some. “Putin is bluffing and blackmailing the West!” – others say. Both are right. But it is also true that Russia refuses to give the West guarantees of non-aggression against Ukraine.


However, Kyiv remains unperturbed. Restaurants and cafés are packed. Pizza and sushi delivery couriers speed along the streets on bicycles, motor scooters, electric scooters and even on foot. Kyivites are in a hurry to celebrate. “The Golden Gate”, the area of ancient Kyiv where I live, got into the list of the top one hundred “coolest” urban areas in the world, taking sixteenth place. A friend of my daughter flew out from London to celebrate New Year and really liked Kyiv and its old centre. On my short street, there are four barbers, where you can trim your beard and moustache and drink whisky, three wine bars, six cafés, a small food court with an underground floor where you can sit with a latte in what was once a swimming pool. In the building where I live there is a bar, an art gallery with a café, an art goods shop and a school of sewing and tailoring. In the ten days before New Year, using money from the city budget, a small, cosy, public garden across the street from our house was turned into a cool – not to say cold – concrete-clad memorial park named after Pavel Sheremet. Pavel Sheremet was a Belarusian journalist who fled from Moscow to Ukraine and lived in a nearby street until he was killed on July 20, 2016 on the street where he lived. They simply attached a bomb to the underside of his car. He drove away from the house and the car exploded.
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My wife and I heard this explosion. It was early on a summer morning in the third year of the war in the Donbas, which in Ukraine is called the Russian–Ukrainian war, but that explosion is the only one I have heard in Kyiv in my entire life.


Remaining residents of the small town of Stanytsya Luhanska, which was partially destroyed by separatist artillery at the beginning of the war, have lived there more or less calmly since 2015, despite the fact that the entire town, in which twelve thousand people lived before the war, is located right on the demarcation line, immediately beyond which is separatist-held Luhansk. And this autumn, for the first time in six years, shells once more fell on the roofs of civilian residences in Stanytsya Luhanska. This happened even before Russia began to send military echelons with tanks and guns to the Donbas and its borders with Ukraine.


Exacerbations and local escalations in hostilities are commonplace in the Donbas, but, usually, the artillery of the separatists and their Russian commanders aim to destroy Ukrainian army military positions, not the dwellings of civilians.


In the front-line zone, the attitude towards a possible war is not as it is in Kyiv. They know the war better, and therefore they are genuinely afraid of it. During the 2019 presidential elections, residents voted for Volodymyr Zelensky, who promised to end the war with Russia in one year and return stability and prosperity to Ukraine. In the third year of Volodymyr Zelensky’s presidency, a “big war” seems much closer than before.


But it would seem that the majority of Ukrainians have little fear of anything – of Russia, or of Covid (less than half of adults have been vaccinated, although vaccines have been widely available since the summer). Judging by opinion polls, Ukrainian citizens are mostly afraid of poverty. That is why more than one million of them have moved to live and work in Poland. Hundreds of thousands more live and work in the Czech Republic, Spain, Portugal and Italy. Hardworking Ukrainians have even trodden a path to Denmark. Thousands of Ukrainian citizens now work on Danish farms. Millions of Ukrainians live abroad and are constantly transferring their salaries to their loved ones in Ukraine. Several times Zelensky’s government has announced plans to tax these transfers. After all, we are talking about billions of euros. Half of western Ukraine lives on money earned by relatives abroad. And apparently, they live so well (and so far away from daily shellings) that the inhabitants of eastern Ukraine, who traditionally went to work in Russia, have also switched to Western Europe. In Russia there are now many fewer Ukrainian guest workers than there once were. And if eastern Ukraine, a bastion of pro-Russian sentiment, has started to turn to the West, then this is another reason for Russia to be nervous.
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Vladimir Putin once said that the Germans invented Ukraine in 1918 in order to divide the Russian Empire, but, at the end of last year, he changed his mind and said that Ukraine had been created by Vladimir Lenin. Apparently, he said this to show that Russia has more claim to Ukraine than Europe has. Ukraine, for the President of Russia, is an idée fixe which keeps him awake at night and occupies his every waking hour. His political comrades-in-arms on Russian television daily suggest either bombing Kyiv, or dividing Ukraine into three states, or seizing the entire territory, except for western Ukraine, or seizing the coastal territory from Odesa city to Transnistria. Chechen President Ramzan Kadyrov proposed seizing Ukraine on his own and annexing it to Chechnya. True, he later added that he would only do this if Putin ordered him to do it.


Will Putin order his troops to go on the offensive? This will become clear by early February. At least this is the time frame given by military and political experts. By then Americans and Russians will have met three times and discussed the situation, the future of their relationship and the future of Ukraine. The meetings will take place without representatives of Ukraine.


“We are not waiting for the world to solve our problems,” President Zelensky said in his New Year’s greetings.


Personally, I am waiting for that and rather banking on it.


05.01.2022


Merry Christmas!


Christmas is not white this year! It is rather greyish and, in some places, even green – at least around the town of Brusyliv in Zhytomyr oblast where winter wheat is springing up in the fields.*


Still, the mood of Ukrainians is snowy and joyful. In this kind of mood, children usually go sledging or have snowball fights. In the villages, the onset of evening reveals which houses are inhabited by young families. Electric Chinese garlands, thirty or fifty metres in length, have become popular and they light up the facades of houses in otherwise dark streets. Many homes have decorated spruce trees in their courtyards, and those who do not have evergreens have hung Christmas decorations on apple and pear trees.


The festive season in Ukraine lasts one month – from St Nikolaus’ Day – December 19 – to Epiphany on January 19. To celebrate for a whole month you must have enviable health. Those whose constitutions are less robust reduce the festive period to a mere two weeks: from the Ukrainian Christmas to the “European” one, that is from December 24 to January 7. True, for genuine believers, preparations for the Orthodox Christmas include a forty-day fast. First, you live courageously for more than a month without meat or alcohol. Then, on Holy Eve, January 6, you put twelve meatless dishes on the table and wait for the appearance of the first star in the sky. Ukrainians are not big fans of restrictions, no matter where they spring from – the church or the government – how can you fast on New Year’s Eve? What about the jellied meat and Olivié salad with Champagne! So, it is fair to say that Christmas is a very high peak in the mountain range of festive season celebrations rather than the main and only winter festival.


At Christmas you cannot clean the house, you cannot refuse to help if asked and you cannot hunt or fish. Traditionally, it is the housewives who monitor the implementation of these rules, which their husbands know nothing about. And when, at the Christmas table, a usually strict housewife generously allows her husband some vodka or wine, it does not mean that she has decided to let him get drunk on Christmas Day. It is simply a way of ensuring that the thought of hunting and fishing will not even occur to anyone.


There has always been a big difference between New Year and Christmas celebrations. New Year is a noisy, mass holiday, with fireworks and Champagne. Christmas is a quiet, family time. Both holidays have been victims of political repression. In 1915, Tsar Nicholas II banned celebration of the New Year, declaring it a “negative German influence”. The Bolsheviks, having thrown off the tsar, allowed the “Holiday of the Christmas tree” to re-emerge and even came up with a new name for the holiday, Krasnaya Yolka – “Red Christmas tree”. It was to this Krasnaya Yolka festival that Vladimir Lenin was travelling from Moscow to see the children in the village of Sokolniki on January 6, 1919, when he and his guards were robbed by the then infamous Moscow bandit Yakov Koshelkov. Lenin was left without a Browning, money, or even a car, but he still managed to reach the children in Sokolniki. For peasant children at that time, the New Year’s holiday was something exotic and foreign. Christmas was more familiar. If you noticed that Lenin was on his way to see the children on December 31, not on January 6 – that is, not on the Holy Eve of Christmas – then it immediately becomes clear that the Bolsheviks’ plan was to replace Christmas with the New Year.


If in Russia the Bolsheviks’ war against Christmas and all religious holidays in general was more or less successful, then the 1917 revolution and the end of the World War I gave a new impetus in Ukraine to the national liberation movement. The hope for an independent Ukraine had become a powerful incentive for the revival of folk traditions, including that of Christmas. The Ukrainian composer and lecturer at Kyiv University, Mykola Leontovych, spent twenty years arranging and re-arranging the old Ukrainian carol, “Shchedryk”. In January 1919, in Kyiv, at the request of the government of the Ukrainian People’s Republic, the Ukrainian Republican Choir was created to acquaint Europe and the world with Ukrainian music and culture. “Shchedryk” became the choir’s principal success. They went on tour to Europe in March 1919. In September 1922, the conductor and founder of the choir, Oleksandr Koshits, left Poland with some of the singers to tour the U.S.A., from where they never returned.


On October 5, 1922, the Ukrainian Christmas carol “Shchedryk” was performed for the first time in America at New York’s Carnegie Hall. The English version, “Carol of the Bells”, was first performed in New York at Madison Square Gardens in March 1936 by a choir under the direction of Peter Wilchousky, an American conductor of Ukrainian origin. It was Wilchousky who wrote the English text of this Christmas carol. This is how the Ukrainian carol became a worldwide Christmas hit. The history of this song and the story of the Ukrainian choir’s eternal tour of the U.S.A. under the direction of Oleksandr Koshits is now being made into a book by the researcher and writer Tina Peresunko as the topic of her Fulbright visiting scholar project. Personally, I am really looking forward to reading it. I think that it will be the perfect gift for Christmas 2023!


Until the book is published, you may find “Shchedryk” on YouTube and other platforms and can listen to it in Ukrainian or English. It creates the perfect Christmas mood.


* Oblast is roughly the equivalent of an English county.


14.01.22


Ukrainian T.V. series: producers and actors


The highest mountain in Ukraine is in the Carpathians and is called Hoverla. Its height is 2,061 metres. But Ukraine’s most important mountain is located in Kyiv, this is the Pechersky Hill, with a height of only 195 metres. The Pechersk district of Kyiv, located on the hill of the same name, is the political heart of Ukraine. Here, in the space of one or two blocks, we find the Cabinet of Ministers, the Parliament, the Office of the President and many other important government institutions. Among all these ministries and other state offices, the Pechersk District Court has enjoyed a particularly negative reputation for more than twenty years. It was the judge of this court, Rodion Kireev, who, in October 2011, on the direct orders of the administration of President Viktor Yanukovych, sentenced Yulia Tymoshenko to seven years in prison with a fine of 150 million euros for causing damage to Ukraine when signing a gas agreement with Russia. Former Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych had two strong feelings about Yulia Tymoshenko – fear and hatred. After the victory of the Euromaidan protests, judge Rodion Kireev fled from Ukraine to Moscow and now works there as a lawyer. At the same time, Yanukovych fled to Moscow along with his “personal” prosecutor, prosecutor general Viktor Pshonka, along with several hundred other officials, judges and military leaders. But the Pechersk District Court remained and once again has a connection with the office of the current president, Volodymyr Zelensky.


On January 6, Christmas Eve, while President Zelensky was skiing in the Carpathian mountains, the Pechersk District Court confiscated the property and assets of the fifth president of Ukraine, Petro Poroshenko. The war between the sixth president and the fifth president is coming to a head. An arrest warrant was also issued against Petro Poroshenko himself. True, in order to avoid personally signing this order, the prosecutor general of Ukraine, Irina Venediktova, went on vacation for one day. The arrest warrant for Poroshenko was signed by her deputy, who will remain responsible for his signature. Poroshenko himself is still in Poland but promises to return in the second half of January. As an experienced politician, Poroshenko understands that not to return is to admit guilt. Even today, Poroshenko is the leader of the opposition and the head of the second most popular political party, European Solidarity. So, the task for him is to make an impressive return to Ukraine and to use his possible arrest to advance his political struggle for a return to power. Officially, Poroshenko is accused of high treason and more specifically, of financing terrorism. This accusation is based on the fact that he approved the direct purchase of coal for Ukrainian power plants by the Donbas separatists at a time when these power plants were in dire need of fuel. After the annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of war in the Donbas, almost all Ukrainian coal mines ended up in the territories seized by the separatists. The separatists’ coal was delivered by train through Russian territory while hostilities continued on the front line.


The story of the issuance of an arrest warrant against Poroshenko reminds us of the story of the trial and arrest of Yulia Tymoshenko. There is, however, a slight difference. Back in 2011, it was Yanukovych alone who feared and hated Tymoshenko, whereas Poroshenko has, simultaneously, three high-ranking enemies: Volodymyr Zelensky, the oligarch Igor Kolomoisky and the President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin, who flatly refused not only to meet but even to speak on the telephone with Poroshenko.


Former Ukrainian ambassador to the U.S.A. in 2015–19, Valeriy Chaly, suggested in an interview that Poroshenko’s arrest is one of the Kremlin’s conditions for organising a meeting between Putin and Zelensky. So far, none of President Zelensky’s attempts to arrange a telephone conversation, let alone a meeting with Putin have got anywhere. But Poroshenko has not been arrested yet. In any case, a new episode of the series “The Fifth President’s Persecution” will soon be on all Ukrainian television channels.


In the meantime, Ukrainians are watching the events in Kazakhstan wide-eyed, eagerly discussing developments. The protests in Kazakhstan have raised the revolutionary spirit in Ukraine and the most radical sofa-based analysts began to predict a Euromaidan for Kazakhstan, with further democratisation and a victorious fight against corruption. However, Russia’s immediate reaction stalled all talk of victory and a brilliant future for the great Central Asian nation. At the request of the President of Kazakhstan, the “peacekeeping forces” of the Collective Security Treaty Organisation, which includes Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, entered Kazakhstan and this has made everybody think more deeply about what is happening in Almaty and Astana. Many complaints against the Ukrainian authorities have already been voiced in Kyiv, asking why Ukraine has still not issued an official statement of support for the Kazakh revolution. Neither President Zelensky nor any other representative of the country’s leadership has yet so much as commented on the events taking place there. On the other hand, Yevgeny Shevchenko, a member of parliament, who is little known outside Ukraine, went to the Kazakh capital and said that he was there waiting for the introduction of Russian troops, since he did not believe in the likelihood of President Tokayev’s taking control of the situation. Shevchenko not only entered parliament with the Servant of the People party of Volodymyr Zelensky but, during the 2019 presidential elections, he was a confidant of presidential candidate Zelensky. He never really concealed his pro-Russian and anti-American views. Last year, he became notorious in Ukraine when, in the midst of Belarusian protests, he went to Minsk and appealed to Belarusians to forgive Alexander Lukashenko’s sins. There in Minsk he met with Lukashenko in the presidential palace and expressed support for him. This puzzled many Ukrainians and Belarusians. Ukrainian society asked some pointed questions: “Who sent him to Lukashenko? Whose support did he express: was it on behalf of the parliament or on behalf of the president?” Shevchenko was expelled swiftly from the parliamentary faction of the Servant of the People party and the party also stated that he had organised the meeting with Lukashenko on his own initiative. He is now an independent, non-partisan parliamentary deputy and, as it turns out, the head of a group advocating inter-parliamentary ties with Kazakhstan.


There are more than enough such “pro-Russian” James Bonds in Ukraine. It is not a crime to have pro-Russian or anti-American views – after all, we are a democratic country. However, to declare these views publicly after the annexation of Crimea and the outbreak of war in Donbas is not strictly comme il faut. According to the latest ratings, up to twenty per cent. of voters are still prepared to vote for pro-Russian parties in Ukraine. And this during the build-up of Russian troops on Ukrainian borders!


By the way, the introduction of Russian troops in Kazakhstan was met with relief by some Ukrainians. They thought that now Russia would forget about Ukraine – at least for the time being. Geopolitical naivety is one more misfortune afflicting Ukrainian society. On the same day, when the dispatch of Russian paratroopers to Kazakhstan began, the communist party of the Russian Federation submitted to the State Duma a bill for the recognition of the “Donetsk People’s Republic” and “Luhansk People’s Republic”. State Duma deputy Kazbek Taisayev, member of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation, said that he was confident about the approval of this bill and that, like South Ossetia and Abkhazia, the occupied part of the Ukrainian Donbas would soon become a territory officially controlled by Russia.


Ukrainian mass media hardly reacted to this news from the Russian Duma. During the tradition New Year and Christmas holidays, which last a whole month from St. Nicholas Day, December 19 to Epiphany, January 19, Ukrainians, like Russians, visit friends and family, arrange merry feasts and watch T.V. This time, both Ukrainians and Russians were entertained and made happy by the Kvartal 95 Studio, created in 2003 by president-to-be Volodymyr Zelensky. T.V. viewers on both sides of Russian–Ukrainian front are delighted with the seventh season of the super-popular T.V. comedy “Matchmakers”, which stars famous Ukrainian and Russian actors. In 2017, this series was banned in Ukraine when the leading actor in the series, Fyodor Dobronravov, voiced his approval of the annexation of Crimea. Both Dobronravov and two other actors from the series were banned from entering Ukraine. Volodymyr Zelensky was the producer of the series at the time and criticised the bans and the decisions made by the Security Service of Ukraine (S.B.U.). After Zelensky became president in May 2019, the ban on Dobronravov’s entry into Ukraine was lifted, as was the ban on showing the series on Ukrainian T.V. channels.


The seventh season of “Matchmakers” was filmed on “neutral territory” – in Belarus. In Russia, it is shown on the Russia-1 T.V. channel, which is banned in Ukraine for its anti-Ukrainian propaganda. In Ukraine, the series is shown on the 1 + 1 channel, owned by the oligarch Igor Kolomoisky. The Russian channel bought the rights to broadcast this Ukrainian series from a foreign intermediary. Direct trade of T.V. content with Russia is prohibited in Ukraine.


While Ukrainian and Russian television viewers laugh in front of their screens, the first of a series of talks on Ukraine between the U.S.A. and Russia took place in Geneva. The parties once again restated the positions they had announced previously. Few believe that the U.S.A. or Russia will make concessions. The three planned meetings between N.A.T.O. and the Russian Federation are likely simply to prolong the “time for diplomacy” and postpone possible military action.


In the meantime, the Ukrainian leadership is once again worried about the absence of Ukrainian representation in the negotiations on Ukraine. The head of the office of the President of Ukraine, Andriy Yermak, said that in the near future he was going to meet with the main Russian negotiator, the deputy head of the presidential administration of Russia, Dmitry Kozak. He also mentioned a possible meeting between Putin and Zelensky in Beijing during the Olympics. This news caused concern among a number of Ukrainian political scientists. After all, the United States and some European countries have declared a political boycott of the Beijing Olympics, which means that any possible meetings between the Russian and Ukrainian presidents are bound to follow the Russian scenario, especially if this happens in the absence of representatives from Germany, France or the U.S.A. Without their participation, negotiations between Russia and Ukraine about Ukraine are much more dangerous than negotiations between Russia and our western allies without the participation of Ukraine.


Surely, the president of Ukraine is thinking about this too while he is skiing and snowboarding in the Carpathians in the Ukraine’s best mountain resort, Bukovel, thirty kilometres from Hoverla.


15.01.2022


January Evening by Candlelight


Recently a strong wind of up to 70 k.p.h. has been blowing across Ukraine. A strong wind usually changes the weather and cuts off electricity simply by breaking the power cables. No electricity supply usually means a break in communication with the outside world – no Wi-Fi or T.V. and no way to charge a mobile telephone. All that remains is a candle and a book, just like two hundred years ago. As was the case then, a candle is more important than a book. And cheaper!


When the electricity went off that night in hundreds of villages because of the wind, tens, if not hundreds of thousands of Ukrainians burrowed into the drawers of their tables and sideboards looking for candles. Everyone’s world was reduced to the space that can be illuminated by a candle. Forced romance won out over high-tech reality.


The darkness brought by the wind found me visiting friends in Obukhovsky district, sixty-five kilometres from Kyiv, in the historical village of Hermanivka, which has been in existence since at least the eleventh century. We were sitting at the table, drinking wine and talking about books. It seems to me, more than ever, that books exist not to be read but to be talked about. Of course, T.V. series are talked about more often than books but books are more pleasant as a topic of conversation. Books are more soulful than T.V. And, again, you can read without electricity. Unless it is an e-book.


This time the conversation was about a book that those born in the U.S.S.R. were required to read at school in the course on Russian literature and those born in independent Ukraine read and continue to read but do so now in the section for foreign literature – the novel in verse Eugene Onegin by the Russian poet and writer Alexander Pushkin (1799–1837).


At the table, lighted by candles, sat two charming young women, Dasha and Katya – both refugees from Donetsk — along with our hosts, Julietta and Arie. The mistress of the house, Julietta, is Afro-Ukrainian. Her father was from Africa. He came to the U.S.S.R. as a student. Having graduated, he returned to his homeland, leaving his daughter and her mother in Kyiv. Julietta’s husband, Arie van der Ent, a citizen of Holland, is a famous Slavist, publisher and translator. He moved to Ukraine a couple of years ago to be with Julietta. It was Arie, the translator of many Russian and Ukrainian poets, including the works of the most famous grand dame of Ukrainian literature, Lina Kostenko, who first spoke at the table about Eugene Onegin and Pushkin.


Arie had recently received a Russian grant provided through a publishing house for a new Dutch translation of this work. Russia still spares no expense in promoting its classical culture. Russia’s powerful cultural image is considered the best argument against its extremely negative and aggressive political image. In Holland, Russia’s image is much worse than in neighbouring Germany or France. After several years of investigation, a trial began in March 2020 that is still ongoing into the case of the shooting down by a Russian Buk missile over the Donbas of flight MH17, which was flying from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur.


All the poetry of Alexander Pushkin has already been translated into Dutch. The latest translations of Eugene Onegin, The Bronze Horseman and other works were made by one of the most famous Russianists in Holland, Hans Boland, who spent years preparing an almost complete collection of Pushkin’s poetic works. At the presentation of Boland’s translations in 2013, Dutch Foreign Minister Frans Timmermans said, “This is a huge gift for the Dutch reader. And a huge gift for the Dutch language”. In August 2014, Boland refused to accept the Pushkin medal from the Russian state for his efforts to popularise Russian literature, saying, “I would have accepted the honour done to me with great gratitude, if [it were] not for your president, whose behaviour and way of thinking I despise. He poses a great danger to the freedom and peace of our planet. God grant that his ‘ideals’ will be completely destroyed in the near future. Any connection between him and me, his name and the name of Pushkin is disgusting and unbearable”.


Pushkin, like that most famous of Ukrainian poets, Taras Shevchenko, was during his lifetime, to use today’s terminology, a dissident and a political prisoner. For his satirical anti-monarchist poems, the tsar sent him into exile to fight locusts in Chisinau and Odesa. It was in Chisinau that Pushkin began to work on the novel Eugene Onegin and it was in Odesa that he continued this work. So Ukraine seems quite a logical place to work on the new Dutch translation of his novel.


In the ancient village of Hermanivka, in a cosy house on Taras Shevchenko Street, work is now in full swing on a new translation of Eugene Onegin into Dutch. Work also continues on translations of Ukrainian poetry, an activity which Arie van der Ent does without grants or support from the Ukrainian state. His work is fuelled by sheer enthusiasm. I am sure that Arie would also refuse the Pushkin medal if the Russian state offered it to him. He, like Hans Boland, loves Pushkin and does not like Putin. And besides, he loves his wife Julietta and Ukraine very much – enough to sell his apartment in Rotterdam and buy a house in a Ukrainian village!


I like this paradoxical situation in which Pushkin “supports” the popularisation of Ukrainian poetry in the Netherlands and in Europe.


At the table, our conversation about books, with glasses in hand, continued even after the lights in the house came back on. Just in case, we did not extinguish the candles, so that later we would not have to look for matches.


Lately, in the Ukrainian mass media, they seem almost afraid to discuss books. On the T.S.N. website of T.V. channel 1 + 1, in an article on New Year’s gifts, readers were advised not to give books to their relatives and friends. Moreover, readers were warned of the terrible consequences of presenting such a gift: if you do not want quarrels and misunderstandings in the family, it is better not to give such a thing as a book to your husband. And giving a book as a gift to your wife for the New Year can be the reason for her marital betrayal. It should be added, that after heated discussion of these tips on Facebook, this part was cut from the article about New Year’s gifts. Now books are not mentioned at all.


And finally, I want to draw your attention to the village of Hermanivka. Here you can find most interesting examples of nineteenth century architecture, an art gallery, a historical museum rich in exhibits. Here, until 1919, a large Jewish colony lived its stormy life, the history of which ends with two bloody pogroms. The border between Poland and the Russian Empire once ran next to the village. Here, in the eleventh century, there was a protected settlement, as discovered by Ukrainian archaeologists in late 1990s. And here, in 1663, the “Black Council” took place, a meeting that attempted to negotiate between the two opposing Cossack clans of Hetman Ivan Vyhovsky on the one hand and Hetman Yuri Khmelnitsky’s on the other. Ivan Vyhovsky was considered a pro-Polish politician and statesman and Yuri Khmelnitsky was considered pro-Russian. The meeting ended in bloodshed. From that moment on began a period in Ukrainian history that is called in school history textbooks “The Ruins”. This is the era of internecine wars, which only strengthened the political influence of Moscow in the territory of today’s Ukraine.


21.01.2022


“Nothing Personal!”


Around midnight, on the day we visited our good friends Julietta and Arie, the two women from Donetsk, Dasha and Katya, started getting ready to go home to Kyiv. I was surprised: “Is it possible to get a taxi to come out here at this time of night?” It turned out that it was possible. Julietta called several private taxi drivers in Obukhiv and one of them agreed to take her guests to Kyiv for Hr. 1,000 – about thirty-three euros. Pretty cheap for an hour’s journey, you might think. But you have to remember that the minimum pension in Ukraine is Hr. 2,500, and the minimum wage Hr. 6,500. So, for a taxi driver, who might spend Hr. 250 on petrol, this is a very good wage, even if you consider that he will have to make the return journey without passengers.
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