



[image:  Book cover featuring a teenage girl wearing a frock with embroidery from the neck to the chest. Her hair is parted in the middle and held back with two hair grips on either side. The sock on her left leg is visible, showing a sunflower design. She is smiling and holding up the sides of her frock in a pose.]











Lana Estemirova was raised in Chechnya. She works for the Justice for Journalists Foundation, a London-based charity which fights against attacks on the media, and presents and produces the podcast Trouble with the Truth. Formerly a freelance journalist for the Guardian and Moscow Times, Lana studied International Relations at LSE. She currently lives in Lisbon with her husband and daughter. On behalf of her mother, in 2023 she collected the Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Memorial.


 


Natalia Estemirova was born on 28 February 1958 in Kamyshlov, Russia. She moved to Chechnya to attend university and became a history teacher before turning to journalism and human rights activism in 1991. In recognition of her work, she received the Right Livelihood Award, the Robert Schuman Medal and the Anna Politkovskaya Award. She was assassinated on 15 July 2009 in Ingushetia, Russia


 


 










Please Live


 


 


The Chechen Wars, My Mother and Me


 


 


Lana Estemirova


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: John Murray logo]


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2025 by John Murray (Publishers)


 


Copyright © Lana Estemirova 2025


 


The right of Lana Estemirova to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover photograph © Lana Estemirova


 


 Extract from ‘Hey Now Now’, written by Jonathan Petrow, Jonathan Stuart, Jason Pharr and Benjamin Nugent, published by Soundrights Music / Red Brick Songs, admin. by Bucks Music Group Ltd., Roundhouse, 212 Regents Park Road Entrance, London NW11 7RG.


 


Extracts from Natalia Estemirova, ‘People Are Still Being Kidnapped in Chechnya’, 20 October 2008, ‘Militants in Power Are Annihilating the New Generation of Militants’ 14 January 2009, and ‘Thousands of Murderers Are Walking Free’ 21 January 2009, reprinted courtesy of Novaya Gazeta.


 


Every reasonable effort has been made to trace copyright holders, but if there are any errors or omissions, John Murray will be pleased to insert the appropriate acknowledgement in any subsequent printings or editions.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


ebook ISBN 978 1 39981 165 1


 


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk


 


John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company










To my Mum










Premier Jour


‘Lana, where’s my perfume?’ I hear Mum’s voice. Squinting against the bright morning sun streaming in through the window, I am too sleepy to see her properly. The blinding light contours her silhouette.


‘It’s there, in the bottom drawer,’ I mumble before going back to sleep. Mum rustles around in the cupboard for a few more moments, then I hear the sound of a closing door.


Or did she ask me to lock it instead? Did she say something about my French class? Did she ask me to buy bread?


I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. Ten years ago, I could recall that day minute by minute, but now the details are fading.


‘Where’s my perfume?’ Quick words with a hint of reproach. I had my own way of putting things in order, unlike Mum. I had a system. Maybe, if I’d left that goddamn perfume where it was, she would have said something else, in a different tone of voice.


‘Where’s my perfume?’ were the last words I ever heard from my mother. She left, trailing the scent of Nina Ricci’s Premier Jour behind her, and I never saw her alive again.
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Born Into a Storm


1944–94


‘She’s a retard, a mutant,’ the midwife announced, moments after my birth on 3 March 1994. ‘Do you really want a disabled child? You’re still young, you can have more. Leave this one behind.’


That’s how my mother and I were introduced, in a dilapidated hospital on the outskirts of Yekaterinburg, Russia – the city where the last tsar of Russia, Nicholas II, and his entire family were executed in 1918 – thousands of miles away from Chechnya, the place that would become my real home.


‘I told them to bring you to me,’ she reminisced years later. ‘They warned me that there had been some kind of problem during my delivery and I had to prepare for the worst. That you were damaged.


‘But I knew that no matter what, I would always love you,’ Mum continued. ‘When they brought you to me I saw that you were a perfectly normal baby. All your fingers and toes were in the right places and your hair was black, jet black. Nothing was wrong with you.’


Lana. She knew straight away. It was a tribute to her beloved but difficult Chechen father. Lana was his favourite name. It was what he had wanted to call his second daughter, but on the day of her birth he drank so much in celebration that he had blurted out something like ‘Bleahna’ at the registry office.


‘Lena?’


‘Nah, Bleahana.’


Without further hesitation, the registrar wrote down ‘Elena’, an everyday Russian name. Then came the twins – my uncle and aunt, Leonid and Svetlana. I guess he was hoping that Auntie Sveta would be called ‘Lana’ for short, but that never caught on. So, the name came to me.


Estemirova. Neatly handwritten on my birth certificate, my mother’s surname firmly establishing who would play the only role in my upbringing. I rarely asked questions about my father. Mum was always enough.


Our surname was an invention. Almost exactly fifty years before my birth, on 23 February 1944, the entire population of Chechnya and the neighbouring republic of Ingushetia was deported to Central Asia on Stalin’s orders. The pretext was collaboration with Nazi Germany, a myth later debunked by historians – the Nazis never even reached the North Caucasus. Nonetheless, on a cold winter’s day, Russian soldiers appeared in every Chechen village and rounded up the confused and terrified inhabitants, barely giving them any time to gather their belongings. Forced into lines, the crowds were marched to the nearest train stations. Sometimes it took hours to get there and those who were too weak or old for the journey were shot – or, as with the seven hundred inhabitants of Khaibakh, a remote mountain village, locked in stables and burned alive. Thousands of Chechens fighting against the Nazis were pulled off the front line and deported along with their compatriots.


My grandfather Hussein, who was somewhere between eleven and twelve at the time (he never knew his exact birthday), was separated from his parents and three sisters at a train station. In the old days, Chechens didn’t have surnames; instead, they were known by their first name followed by their father’s first name – for instance: Patimat, Badruddi’s daughter from Duba-Yurt. To simplify their records, the Soviets turned people’s patronyms into new surnames. Thus, the name of my great-grandfather, Astemir, was transformed into Estemirov. But, unbeknown to him, his sisters were documented as Astemirov.


At the station, still desperately looking for his parents, Hussein was forced into a cattle wagon with no water or heating and sent into the unknown, alone and scared. All deportees were despatched to the remote Central Asian steppes, Kazakhstan being the main destination. In my grandfather’s case, he was being sent to the small Soviet republic of Kyrgyzstan, although no one had informed him of that at the time. It took the wagon about two weeks to reach the town where they were to settle. Although ‘settle’ is too generous a word, really, because nothing but hunger, disease and destitution awaited them there. The local population was told to stay away from the newcomers because they were ‘bandits’ and ‘traitors’, but luckily many Kazakhs and Kyrgyzs defied those orders and shared their food and clothes. The exact number of Chechens who perished during the deportation, or Ardakhar, is not known, but according to the most conservative estimates it was over 100,000 – a third of the population. In most cases, the bodies of the dead were tossed from moving trains by Soviet soldiers, dooming the lost souls of the unburied to forever walk the earth. Little Hussein lost contact with his family for many years, unaware that both his parents had died during the perilous journey.


I’m surprised to see my grandfather appear in the first pages of this book – it was not what I had planned, and he died from tuberculosis in 1989 before he had the chance to meet me. Yet when I think about it, it seems appropriate. He too was sucked, at a young age, into a vortex of violence and uncertainty, not knowing who he was anymore. Our family never had the chance to be bystanders to history – we found ourselves in the middle of the storm. Somehow, despite this, the branches of my family tree continued to grow and entwine. Coincidences, choices, ruthless orders and chance meetings all led to that overcrowded hospital ward in Yekaterinburg, where my mother held me for the first time. A powerful bond developed between us, an invisible thread that could never be broken. Not even by death.


 


History has always clung to the Chechens like a second skin. Preserving and passing it on helps us to remember who we are even when we are ordered to forget. Deportation shaped the lives of an entire generation. The collective trauma and injustice of it fuelled the fight for independence that resulted in the two wars Mum and I were caught up in. To tell you our story, I first need to share some of this history with you.


Despite its modest size, the landlocked republic of Chechnya has always been a sharp bone in Russia’s throat. To understand why, one must look at a map. Chechnya lies in the North Caucasus, on the south-eastern border of Russia in a sliver of land squeezed between the Black Sea to the west and the Caspian Sea to the east. To the north is Russia, to the south is Georgia, and Dagestan and Ingushetia are east and west. Covering only 20,000 square kilometres, it creates a natural boundary between Europe and Asia, a geographical feature that no doubt contributed to the unique and diverse range of cultures to be found there. These are mountain lands teeming with different identities, languages and religions. Among them lived the Vainakh people – which literally translates as ‘our people’ – a name for Chechens and our cousin nation the Ingush, with whom we share a border and similar customs.


In ancient times, when the barriers between myth and reality often blurred, travellers were intrigued by this mystical faraway land on the edge of the earth. The kingdom of Colchis, where Jason stole the precious golden fleece and sailed off on his ship with the Argonauts, was located in the western part of modern Georgia that borders the Chechen republic. A few hundred miles to the north, the titan Prometheus was chained to a tall mountain by Zeus for bringing fire to humans. To add to his punishment, Zeus’ eagle fed on his liver daily, only for the wounds to heal so that his torture could be repeated all over again. Whether Prometheus was bound to Georgia’s Mount Kazbek or Mount Elbrus in the Kabardino-Balkaria Republic of Russia is still open to debate. Pkharmat, as Chechens called him, was not the most well-known hero in Vainakh mythology but he was worshipped as the bringer of fire and the patron of all blacksmiths. This legend of rebellion and punishment, torture and injustice, continues to echo in the Caucasus, as if the whole land has been cursed alongside Prometheus.


The origins of the Chechen people (or Nokhchi, as we call ourselves) can be traced all the way back to the Mesopotamians. The Chechen language – one of the oldest in the region – has no analogues, apart from Ingush. The Vainakh belief system is rooted in paganism and nature worship, which includes complex shamanic rituals. Islam came to the Caucasus in waves and took a long time to embed itself because of the strength of local beliefs and traditions. By the eighteenth century most Chechens had converted to Islam but their lives were still strongly guided by adats – a complex, unwritten code of conduct that shaped everything from social interaction to marriage proposals and neighbours’ disputes. We had no marble palaces or opulent temples, nor could our austere, stone towers compete with the pyramids of Giza and other ancient marvels, but we had mountains. Towering, unforgiving mountains moulded the Chechen people into resilient farmers and agile warriors and insulated them from the outside world, helping to preserve their culture – sometimes to their benefit, other times to their detriment.


Ever since Russia’s first attempts to interact with Chechnya during the time of Peter the Great, the restive mountain people have been suspicious of outsiders. And with good reason. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Russians launched a decades-long campaign to subdue the Caucasus, sending one army after another into the peaks, suffering a string of humiliating defeats at the hands of those they saw as savages. But the mountain people – facing repeated, devastating attacks – were gradually worn down by the sheer size of the Russian army and their inhumane methods. One notoriously cruel Russian commander, General Yermolov, became known for razing entire villages to the ground as retaliation for resistance. Finally, by the end of the nineteenth century, most of Chechnya had been subjugated. Nationalist sentiment remained strong, however, and Chechen insurgents went underground.


Why did Chechens resist conquest and integration into the Russian Empire so much more fiercely than their neighbours? The answer lies in Chechnya’s culture and its geography. Chechen society had no rigid hierarchy, no political elites and no nobility. People defined themselves as uzdeni – free people. Instead of European-style feudalism, the Vainakh organised themselves by teips – clan-like kinship groupings based on land ownership rather than familial ties. While some economic inequality existed between different households and villages, the decision-making process was relatively democratic (though women were of course excluded) and power was vested in community elders. Russian colonial officials struggled to establish a nominative leader in Chechnya, because while some might take a deal and join the empire, they certainly didn’t speak for everyone.


Later, during the Russian Civil War which followed the October Revolution of 1917, the Bolsheviks lured the Chechens and Ingush to their side with promises of autonomy and equality. Compared to the White Army’s old imperial practices, the Reds seemed a lesser evil. As the White Army legions advanced towards the Caucasus with the help of pro-tsarist Cossacks, the highlanders put up a fierce resistance. After the Bolshevik victory, a deal between the Commissar on Nationalities, Joseph Stalin, and the Mountain Republic’s Congress created the Mountain Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic in 1922.


When policies like korenizatsiya, ‘indigenisation’, were introduced to promote local cultures and increase literacy rates, it seemed that highlanders would finally be given a seat at the table. However, Chechen resistance was soon reignited when Stalin’s dekulakisation policies expropriated land from private farmers in favour of collective state ownership. To people for whom ancestral land was akin to a holy shrine, the idea of handing it over to the state was an outrage. Land hunger had been a big issue for Chechens, but still they were determined to hold on to every acre they owned. The Communist crack-down on sharia laws and adats further alienated Chechens. It was clear that the autonomy they had been promised would never materialise. When Stalin established himself as the leader of the Soviet Union, he vowed to rid it of all insubordinate elements. In 1937, around 14,000 Chechens and Ingush – intelligentsia, rebels, peasants and religious leaders – were rounded up, executed and buried in a mass grave. My grandad was already alive by then. Seven years later, Stalin deported the entire Chechen population to Central Asia.


 


A history teacher before she became a human rights activist, my mother, who knew this story of repression and resistance like the back of her hand, found herself living through the latest twist in the tale.


After the USSR’s collapse in 1991, tensions in Chechnya, where Mum had been living since 1979, reached boiling point. As spontaneous demonstrations broke out on the streets, new alliances formed. It was then that Mum first engaged with political activism. She campaigned for fair pay for teachers, then became involved with the All-National Congress of the Chechen People headed by a charismatic former Soviet general, Dzhokhar Dudayev, who would become the first president of Chechnya.


On 6 September 1991, the Congress – motivated by vivid memories of the deportation – declared Chechen independence, later renaming the country Ichkeria, with its own flag, anthem and constitution. This bid for independence was, unsurprisingly, not well received in the Kremlin. The then Russian president Boris Yeltsin rejected the declaration and embarked on several attempts to oust Dudayev. This only boosted the Chechen president’s popularity and the cause of independence.


Though outright war would not come for another three years, these were turbulent times. Dudayev was a controversial figure, constantly arguing with his parliament about how to handle secession negotiations with Russia. Not all Chechens were in favour of seceding either; certain influential individuals benefited greatly from proximity to Russia.


There was an attempted coup d’etat against Dudayev in 1993, prompting the president of Chechnya to dissolve the parliament. The following year, Yeltsin continued to make public threats against Dudayev, who responded by mobilising the Chechen military and declaring gazavat – holy war. Negotiations between the two leaders broke down with neither side willing to budge.


On 26 November 1994, an armed putsch was attempted, with Chechen forces operating on the side of the Kremlin entering Grozny with Russian support. They advanced a fair way into the city before sustaining heavy losses. Thirty soldiers were captured and paraded on Chechen TV. An incensed Dudayev threatened to execute them unless Russia confessed to complicity in the assault. But by then it was too late: the Russian security council was already planning a military operation in Chechnya. If Yeltsin were to grant Chechnya independence, other republics could fall like dominoes. He wanted to make an example of this little rebellion, whatever the cost. And so began the first Chechen war.


 


What would become the first Chechen war was not the first conflict to break out in the Caucasus after the Soviet Union fell apart. A clash between the north Caucasian republics of Ingushetia and Ossetia came earlier, in October 1992. The dispute concerned an area called Prigorodnoye, an Ingushetian district that had been transferred to Ossetia following Stalin’s 1944 deportation of the Ingush people. Although the area was officially Ossetian, many ethnic Ingush had returned there after the deportation, despite facing constant harassment from their Ossetian neighbours who had the backing of Russian security forces. Six hundred and forty-four people, most of them Ingush, died in the fighting. It was a grim prelude to the violence that would come to dominate the region for decades.


It was also the moment that Mum found her true calling and became a human rights activist.


On 2 November 1992 a twenty-four-year-old reporter named Alexander Mnatsakanyan arrived in Nazran, Ingushetia, to write a story. The city he found was in chaos, with refugees, distraught women and military men running around everywhere with guns. In the mayhem, he spotted a young Russian woman assisting refugees. ‘She was called Tanya or Natasha, or something like that. She said she was a representative of the Chechen Red Cross.’ Mum (for it was her) had gone to Ingushetia because she felt drawn to help, looking for transport and medical assistance for Ingush refugees and helping them find missing relatives.


The local mayor’s office had been converted into a temporary crisis centre. Mum was there one day when a desperate Ingush woman ran inside. The Ossetian military had taken her four children hostage, she explained, and had let her go on condition that she secure the return of an AMPV, an armoured vehicle bristling with weapons, seized from them by the Ingush. It was an impossible dilemma: return an armoured vehicle that could kill more of their compatriots or let the woman’s children die. Mum had a different solution. She demanded an ambulance with a Russian driver, and drove with him under open fire to where the children were being held. There, she launched into a long tirade, shaming the Ossetian militants. She was a Red Cross representative, she claimed, and there would be consequences if she called her superiors in Moscow. In the end, the Ossetians released the children. Had they known that she was in fact Chechen, they would not have let her go.


‘Of course, there was no Chechen Red Cross,’ chuckled Alik, the young journalist who became a close family friend. ‘But when you spoke with confidence and referred to friends in high places, all doors opened for you.’ She used the Red Cross act many times in the early nineties. And no doubt she would have continued to do so, had she not discovered that she was about to become a mother.


 


In 1993, Mum was pregnant and divorced from my Chechen father. Her relationship with him was always something of a mystery to me. ‘I’ll tell you all about it one day,’ she would reassure me, but that day never came. It’s just another thing I’ve long since had to accept.


With a baby on the way, Mum went back to her family home in Kamyshlov in the Urals. She left behind a life that had taken her years to build: a little ground-floor flat with a library she was very proud of near Grozny’s leafy Pervomayskaya Street, her friends and her beloved teaching position at the prestigious school N7 (given a number rather than a name, in the Soviet style).


She watched that life get ripped apart on a TV screen in her mother’s house, while rocking me to sleep. On 11 December 1994, Russian troops finally launched their attack on Chechnya, determined to put an end to its restive independence. On 31 December, while the rest of the country was celebrating New Year, the Russian air force began carpet bombing Grozny without regard for civilian life, pulverising entire neighbourhoods to dust. Bodies were spread out on the ground, many of them Russian pensioners unable to flee to ancestral villages in the countryside as their Chechen neighbours did. That the Kremlin was indiscriminately killing its own ethnic population was ignored as little more than collateral damage.


The school Mum had taught at was used as a military base by Chechen fighters, who shot through the classroom windows at Russian tank columns inching towards the city centre down the once beautiful Pervomayskaya Street. The roof of the school collapsed and the facade was ripped apart by bullets and grenades.


I often wonder what was going through her mind as she watched grainy images of her home, a thousand miles away, being turned to ruins; the streets that she had walked now covered with rubble, ant-like soldiers running back and forth. I wonder how she reacted to photographs of hollowed-out multi-storey buildings, their basements turned into bomb shelters while the upper floors were converted into snipers’ dens. What it must have been like to have the joy of new-found motherhood invaded by the pain of seeing her beloved city destroyed? Even as she held me, something was calling her back, whispering that she was needed. Torn between duty and motherhood, Mum finally made up her mind. Just before I turned two years old, she left me in the care of my grandmother, and returned to Grozny where a painted sign at the city’s entrance greeted her with the words Welcome to Hell.
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Tell Me About War


1996–9


‘Tell me about war.’ I was swinging my legs back and forth on the kitchen stool while Mum cooked dinner. I was only two when the war ended, and everything from the past existed as a shapeless, colourless nothing. Now that I was almost five, I wanted to hear stories of how we survived. When I shut my eyes and tried to remember the war, only one image emerged from the darkness: a grey dog lying in a puddle of black blood. My head bounces against Mum’s shoulder as she runs with me in her arms, and the dog, still alive, its guts falling out of its stomach, looks right into my eyes. Then it gets smaller and smaller, its little body disappearing into the distance.


‘I don’t remember that,’ Mum said, her back turned to me. ‘Perhaps I didn’t notice it.’


She told me about how we had hidden in basements with our neighbours as the city was bombed almost every night. Our refuge was a damp, dark, rat-infested space beneath a tower block. ‘How could we ever have slept there?’ I asked, appalled by the stench coming from it when we walked past. Back then, Mum told me, we had no choice.


‘When we ran out of food, our neighbours and I would sneak out to forage in the middle of the night. A few times we broke into shops and grabbed whatever we could carry. And we crawled to avoid being shot at. One time, I crawled almost four kilometres while the federals (that’s what Chechens called Russian soldiers) were firing guns just above my head.’


How exciting and scary, I thought to myself.


‘We hid in a corridor outside the lift. Federals were bombing us all night long and you and I could barely get any sleep. That night, I was scared for us like never before. Suddenly, I knew that we had to run. I had wrapped you in blankets and you had just fallen asleep, I didn’t want to wake you but I didn’t have a choice. I started shaking you but you refused to move. You said, “Mummy, I’m sleepy. I don’t care if they bomb us!” I finally managed to get you up and we left in a hurry. Seconds later I heard an explosion behind us and the roof collapsed into the corridor. If I hadn’t listened to my gut feeling that night, we would both be dead.’


It was a blessing, not being able to remember the horrors of those final weeks of war that Mum and I had lived through. Perhaps she rushed back with me to Grozny too soon, hearing that the bombing campaigns were over. It was difficult to get any reliable information back then.


Years later, in an interview, Mum recounted how the two of us had been caught up in shelling and what a terrifying experience it had been; her mind gripped with anxiety about what would happen to me if she was killed.


‘When we walked under that shelling,’ she continued, ‘I wrote my sister’s address on the back of my daughter’s jacket, so people would know where to send her, should anything happen to me.’


 


The first time Mum returned to Chechnya, in 1996, she left me behind with my grandmother. When she came back to Russia to see me, a few weeks or perhaps even a few months later, she wasn’t sure whether it would be just a fleeting visit. Arriving at Kamyshlov train station, she immediately spotted Baba holding me in her arms and ran towards us. But when she reached out excitedly to take me from her, I turned away and cried, ‘I’m scared of this auntie!’, hiding my face in Baba’s armpit. Mum was a stranger to me. After all those weeks she had spent away, I’d forgotten her.


‘It was the most devastating moment of my life’, Mum recalled later, ‘when you didn’t recognise me.’


She had to spend the following days reintroducing herself to her own daughter, hoping to regain her trust. It was clear to her that her love for me and her duty to Chechnya couldn’t be reconciled unless they were brought together. And so, she went back to a war zone with a toddler.


Her memories of that time must have been deeply traumatic. But she handled them in her own special way – turning them into stories full of twists, dramatic pauses, villains and heroes. Mum never let the past weigh her down. She never grew tired of telling me the story of our survival, and I never grew tired of hearing it. Yet the reality of it never really sank in. I didn’t believe in death when I was four. No matter how terrifying, every tale had a happy ending: Mum and me in our kitchen with our fluffy tabby cat, Manya, next to us. If only I could go back now, to listen more, take notes and greedily consume all the details.


 


The First Battle of Grozny started with a Russian attack on the capital on New Year’s Eve 1994 and lasted until March 1995. Survivors told stories of seeing dozens of corpses on the street and tower blocks going up in flames, people – mostly women, children and the elderly – huddled together in basements, crying and praying for the fighting to stop. As for the men, any that could lay their hands on a Kalashnikov were defending the city, regardless of prior military experience. ‘Conquer the capital, win the war.’ This was the rationale behind the relentless bombardment. But the city wasn’t going down without a fight. Familiar with their city’s terrain, Chechen fighters outmanoeuvred the Russian squads with their cumbersome military vehicles. But they couldn’t protect the city from bombs. In a few short days, the streets were reduced to rubble and dogs were eating away at corpses that lay on the ground unburied.


Witnessing the carnage, human rights activists at the time pushed for peace, advocating for the lives of both Chechen civilians and the young inexperienced Russian conscripts who died for nothing. But advised by hawkish generals and officials, Boris Yeltsin refused to divert his course. According to Memorial – the only organisation that was counting casualties on the ground – at least 25,000 civilians were killed during the First Battle of Grozny. Chechen fighters eventually retreated to villages in the mountains, and the city came under Russian control. But that was just the beginning. The war that Russian military command thought would be over in a matter of weeks stretched on for more than two years and revealed the full extent of the corruption and disarray that had hollowed out the self-described ‘second largest army in the world’. It wasn’t just Grozny that came under attack; there was heavy fighting in all the major cities in Chechnya. Urban areas and mountainous villages alike were mercilessly pounded by artillery, causing thousands upon thousands of civilian deaths. Chechen fighters retaliated with guerrilla tactics, setting booby traps and ambushing their enemies.


Some of the most harrowing, hidden crimes committed by Russian troops – rapes, cleansing operations and secret torture prisons – would be uncovered with the help of journalists and human rights organisations in the years that followed the war. Mum played a role in this morbid task.


For those who live through war, certain words – or even an entire language – can trigger painful memories. In Chechnya, zachistka became a word that could curdle your blood. Even years later, those three syllables would make you want to lock your doors and pull your loved ones closer. There’s no equivalent in English; the translations ‘clean-up’ and ‘mop-up operation’ don’t convey the terror that word can inspire.


Zachistka was one of the Russian forces’ most beloved activities, requiring the minimum use of military equipment: just a few APVs (armoured patrol vehicles) and guns, and copious amounts of alcohol. The same pattern was repeated day after day, in village after village. Russian soldiers, often drunk or high, knocked on doors (or kicked them open) and searched for males aged between fifteen and sixty-five, for a ‘document check’, an official part of the anti-terrorist operation. In the process, they looted Chechen homes, holding the inhabitants at gunpoint until they handed over their valuables. Anyone the federals didn’t like or deemed suspicious was beaten, tortured or killed on the spot. The most unfortunate were shoved into military vehicles and taken to the illegal prisons and filtration camps. There might be anything from five to fifty kidnappings across Chechnya in any one night, and most of the men taken never returned alive. Sometimes women were taken too. While every zachistka was despicably brutal, one in particular came to be written into the history books in bloody ink.


On 6 April 1995, Samashki, a small farming village in western Chechnya, was given an ultimatum by forces linked to the Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs: give up all their rebels and weapons and be spared, or refuse and die. The problem was, there were no Chechen soldiers there. Under pressure from the village elders, the militants had left Samashki weeks before, to avoid putting the civilians in danger. Nor was there a large stash of guns. Any militants who had remained in the village did so without the consent of the locals. And yet on 7 April the village was bombarded with artillery fire and aerial strikes.


That same evening a squad of federals burst into the village. What happened in the hours that followed would only come to light later. For four days, neither the press nor human rights organisations such as Memorial or the Red Cross were allowed to enter. When at last they did so, it became clear that this so-called ‘operation’ had been nothing short of a massacre. Survivors spoke about those days in harrowing detail. The Russians had killed at least 103 civilians, among them a ninety-year-old veteran of the Second World War and a number of small children. Men were shot at point-blank range in their own gardens, their hands tied behind their backs. Grenades were thrown into the basements of homes where families were sheltering. As if that weren’t enough, some witnesses testified that the federals drenched the dead bodies in petrol and set them on fire, trying to destroy the evidence. After the Russian soldiers left, the villagers found empty alcohol bottles and syringes scattered on the ground. Despite all the evidence and independent cross-examined interviews, the Russian authorities vehemently denied the massacre. To this day, not a single perpetrator has been charged. Such brazen impunity paved the way for a series of heinous crimes committed against the Chechen civilian population. Just five years later, a similarly horrific village massacre occurred at the hands of a different Russian squad.


When the story of the Samashki massacre hit the international news it sent shockwaves through the West, and the pressure on Yeltsin to end the war continued to mount. Violence had now spilled over into Russia as well. On 14 June 1995, Shamil Basayev, the infamous Chechen field commander who had made a name for himself during the war as a ruthless tactician, led a squad of 195 militants to the Russian southern city of Budyonnovsk, about 110 km north of Chechnya. Without much resistance, the militants entered the city, seized several administrative buildings and occupied the local hospital, taking around 1,500 civilians hostage. In return for their release, Basayev had demanded the withdrawal of Russian troops from Chechnya and the start of the peace process. Ignoring pleas from the hostages, Russian forces tried to storm the hospital several times, resulting in over 100 civilian deaths.


In the end, Basayev negotiated a safe return for himself and his squad, on condition that he would be surrounded by a human shield made up of volunteer hostages. A group of journalists, MPs and activists signed up for this risky mission, among them familiar faces: Sergey Kovalyov (a negotiator between Basayev and the Russians) and Oleg Orlov. These volunteers boarded buses along with armed militants, in the full knowledge that Russian forces might sacrifice them all at any moment in order to destroy Basayev. Their journey to Chechnya stretched for several days and upon arrival, the militants were greeted as heroes and the hostages that made up the human shield were unharmed. In the following years, Oleg spoke often about his experience in Budyonnovsk and highlighted that he was never ill-treated by his captors, although he frankly expressed to them his disdain for their methods. Although this daring endeavour was seen as a success by many Chechens, it didn’t bring an end to hostilities – and learning from their humiliation, Russian law enforcement began refusing to negotiate with terrorists, even if it meant saving innocent lives. Meanwhile, the president of Chechnya, Dudayev, was in hiding, moving locations every few days to avoid being killed. He continued to pass on orders and give interviews to journalists. In one of them, held in 1995, he made a somewhat prescient prediction – foreseeing that Russia would not stop after invading Chechnya: ‘There’s going to be a bloodbath in Crimea . . . Ukraine will clash with Russia once more. While Ruscism exists, it will never give up its ambitions.’ On 21 April 1996, Dudayev was killed in a guided-missile strike after Russian secret services detected his use of a satellite phone.


The final phase of the war started on 6 August 1996 when around 1,500 Chechen fighters infiltrated Grozny and attacked the 12,000 Russian troops stationed in the city. They captured several strategic targets, including the airport, the Khankala airbase and the headquarters of the Federal Security Service (FSB) and police. Despite their numerical advantage, the Russian troops couldn’t repel the attack and within several hours Grozny was back in Chechen hands. Judging by Mum’s stories, we were in the city during this time. The image of the grey dog dying in a puddle of blood must have come from those final weeks of war, along with my nightmares, my hatred of low-flying planes, and the way that fireworks will send me into a frenzy.


On 19 August, Chechen fighters faced an ultimatum: surrender within forty-eight hours or face another barrage of bombardment and destruction. Thousands of civilians rushed from the city, but some 70,000 remained, enduring yet another wave of bombing raids. But the mood in the Kremlin was shifting; it was becoming clear to many that this war was unsustainable. By then, President Yeltsin’s health had declined and he was eager to disentangle himself from the bloody mess he’d created. A ceasefire was ordered on 20 August 1996 and two days later Russian troops began to withdraw from Chechnya. On 30 August, after the signing of the Khasavyurt Accord, the first Chechen war ended with Russia’s humiliation. Chechnya was de facto independent, with talks to follow. The number of civilian and military casualties on the Chechen side has been estimated at somewhere between 50,000 and 100,000. And it wasn’t just Chechens who were killed; this total includes around 35,000 ethnic Russians who lived in the republic. More than a third of Chechens became refugees, most settling in refugee camps in neighbouring Ingushetia, eager to return home at the first opportunity.


In 1997, following a presidential election, Aslan Maskhadov, a commander who had been pivotal in securing Chechnya’s military victory, became the third president of Chechnya. In those interbellum years, Chechnya existed in a semi-legal vacuum, not recognised by its neighbours as a sovereign state. The region was politically divided: the popular Dudayev cast a long shadow even after his death, making it difficult for Maskhadov to muster the same degree of authority. Shamil Basayev, the military commander, demanded to be involved in political decision-making.


By the mid-nineties, Basayev had pivoted to Wahhabism, a more radical and puritanical strand of Islam that had arrived from Saudi Arabia, along with opportunistic mercenaries looking for a new war. After coming second in the presidential election, he was given the premiership as a consolation prize. But as so often turns out, military men, especially ones who resort to hostage-taking, don’t make good politicians. Endless in-fighting descended into violent clashes between opposing factions, often between moderates and religious fundamentalists. Basayev and other militants started recruiting disenfranchised, empty-bellied youths, many of whom had lost their loved ones. Their ‘training camps’ were more like Boy Scout organisations; the majority of young men who turned to them went for the camaraderie and a bowl of soup rather than religious sermons. Wahhabism, a stark departure from traditional Chechen Sufi practices embedded in mysticism and tomb worship, didn’t find overwhelming support in Chechnya; nor would it replace the traditional adats that governed society. Most people wanted peace, not jihad.


With the exception of a small number of corrupt profiteers who turned economic catastrophe into a lucrative opportunity, Chechens were impoverished by the war. Some 80 per cent of the region’s economy and infrastructure had been destroyed, and little was done to rebuild it. Russia ignored the terms of the Khasavyurt agreement and refused to transfer funds to rebuild the republic that it had decimated. Taxation was non-existent, and education and healthcare, the foundations on which society rests, were severely underfunded. When I eavesdropped on Mum’s conversations, they were peppered with words like ‘privatisation’ and ‘Wahhabis’ and a list of names that sounded like spells: Maskhadov, Dudayev, Yeltsin, Lebed, Udugov, Basayev, Khattab-Raduyev-Gelaev-Grachev . . . This was a period of uncertainty, when nothing worked. Gunshots were still heard every now and then, as weapons were in abundance. Not every street was reduced to rubble, but you could hardly find a building that wasn’t scarred by bullets and missiles.


 


Life went on, even in the ruins. Once Mum’s school, N7, had been patched up, she returned to work as a history teacher, although her salary was paid infrequently, if at all. Despite still looking like a building used for target practice, the school managed to retain some of the best teachers. Sometimes, when my kindergarten was closed, Mum had no choice but to take me along to work with her – as long as I promised to be quiet. Her teenage students, buzzing with excitement at the sight of a chatty toddler, fought over who got to hold me. It was also a great excuse not to go up to the blackboard for a presentation: ‘Sorry, Natalia Husseinovna, I can’t move. Lana is sitting on my lap!’ That’s how students address their teachers in Chechnya, using their full name followed by a patronym. To her friends and colleagues, she was Natasha. I was so used to hearing these names, that I started forgetting to refer to her as ‘Mum’. She used to always laugh about it:


‘Every night before bed you would turn to me half asleep and ask, “Natalia Husseinovna, would you be so kind as to bring me some water?” ’


Our tiny, just about habitable flat was a ten-minute walk from the school. That’s where my first proper memories were made, in a quiet, leafy neighbourhood that still bore the marks of recent hostilities. The architecture was a mix of uniform tower blocks, surrounded by more traditional houses with gardens. The level of physical damage that the buildings had sustained varied. Our nine-storey devyatietazhka, for instance, was in relatively good shape, apart from multiple bullet dents and a couple of bigger holes where missiles had struck. The building opposite, which was identical to ours, was missing several upper floors and was charred completely black on one side. Even the children’s slide which survived in the yard between the tower blocks was disfigured; rusty and covered in bullet holes, it resembled a cheese grater. I could see it clearly from the balcony of our home. The balcony’s glass windows had long since been shattered, so my mother made do with plastic film. Sometimes, local youths would gather below, strumming guitars and occasionally playing with the odd Kalashnikov. When they were feeling particularly boisterous, shots were fired in the air. Mum would lean out of the window, frustrated:


‘Could you stop shooting right this moment?’ she would order sternly. ‘My daughter is trying to sleep!’


Our home was sparsely furnished, minimalist in the truest sense of the word: a sofa bed for Mum, a chest of drawers that housed a Soviet-era black-and-white TV, my bed in the corner and a tiny shelf where all five of my toys lived. Next to the shelf Mum hung a small painting given to her by an artist friend, a small oil landscape in muddy brown colours depicting a traditional Chechen obelisk-like stone tower – a bow – standing next to an ancient family house. The most cherished objects in our flat, three crystal flutes with a pattern of cheerful blue forget-me-nots that had, astonishingly, survived the war, were shut away in a cupboard in the corridor. Originally a set of four (one didn’t make it), they were given to Mum by my grandfather Hussein. We had so little back then but every item – every piece of clothing, every kitchen utensil we owned – was special, imbued with utilitarian or symbolic meaning. Losing any one of those objects was like losing a part of yourself.


 


Mum told me that when we entered her Grozny flat in 1996, she discovered that her home library had been burned down to the very last book. Her collection, which she had accumulated over many years, and which included some pre-1917 Revolution editions, was more precious than all her other belongings put together. Heartbroken, she vowed to never amass books again. But soon enough new piles started to sprout from every corner of our home. By 1998, some important additions had been made to this new, smaller book collection: children’s fairy tales.


Mum passed on her love of books to me. Sometime after I turned four, she gave me the best present imaginable, worth more than all the Barbie dolls put together – she taught me to read. Every night we would snuggle up in bed together, each with our own book. As Mum read silently, I slowly whispered the letters until they turned into coherent words and sentences. One day I finally learnt the trick: if you don’t open your mouth, everything still makes sense! From then on, I never felt lonely because wherever I went, I would bring along a book or two for companionship. And since our black-and-white TV showed only two channels, books became my main form of entertainment. With every page, words turned into colourful scenes right before my eyes. I watched the golden cockerel from Pushkin’s fairy tale fly across the room. The asphalt-covered yard outside my window became an exotic ocean, the rusty bullet-ridden slide a pink island to be explored. My mind was bursting with storylines and characters who were as alive to me as my family or my kindergarten friends. Mum added to my treasure chest of fantasies with fairy tales of her own invention and characters from history – the victories of Caesar and Alexander the Great. I was so inspired by the latter that for years I dreamt of one day owning a black horse that I would, of course, name Bucephalus. But for the time being, I was happy with my own little collection of toys, all five of them. Ginger Doggy and Pink Kitty were particularly special to me.


The appearance of Ginger Doggy in my life was a true miracle, because I made him up. Anyone willing to listen to a four-year-old girl would hear that ‘If I behave well and don’t act up, Ded Moroz [Russian Santa] is going to give me Ginger Doggy for New Year, maybe even beforehand!’ I believed in him with all my heart. I thought about him constantly, imagined myself carrying him everywhere with me. I don’t think that I ever wanted anything more than that Ginger Doggy.


Finally, the celebration for New Year (the main winter holiday in Russia and, by default, in Chechnya) came around at Mum’s school and, being the teacher’s daughter, I was allowed to attend as a special guest. I vaguely remember a crowd of schoolchildren and their parents who filled out a small unheated gym. Sometime later Ded Moroz entered, and I had to sing a song or recite a poem in exchange for a gift from him. I immediately started to show off my talents. Ded Moroz responded by playing a joyful, thunderous chord on his accordion, right in front of my face. He must have wanted to accompany me, but seeing his red-painted face so close up terrified me and I burst into tears. Mum took me in her arms and I buried my face in her neck, crying. ‘Look, Lanusya,’ she said soothingly – I still hear her voice decades later – ‘there’s Ginger Doggy!’ I turned my head in disbelief and saw that it was true: Ded Moroz was handing me a soft toy with a yellow velvet belly, curly ginger wool and black beady eyes hidden behind a fringe. I stroked his fur and held him tight. It was somehow obvious to me that doggy was a boy. How did he know what I wanted? I wondered, looking back at the terrifying figure of Ded Moroz.


I suspect that Ginger Doggy was not really the fruit of my imagination come to life, but rather the result of a plot carefully implemented by Mum. Earlier that year, when Mum and I were visiting relatives in a nearby village, my uncle brought home a cute black-and-brown puppy, a Caucasian shepherd mix. I was convinced that the dog was mine, and no one dared to tell me otherwise. I named him Chudik and played with him endlessly. For days we ran around the dusty backyard together. I secretly fed him meat and even held a tea party, dressing the poor puppy up in a bonnet. Soon it was time to go back to Grozny and leave the puppy behind. I can’t remember whether I cried when I hugged Chudik for the last time but for many years I considered him my dog ‘from the village’. In the end, the memory of Chudik was replaced by my new obsession: Ginger Doggy.


After the New Year’s party, I brought Ginger Doggy home and put him on the top shelf next to Pink Kitty. The two liked each other instantly and it was decided that they should be a couple. Since they were the best-looking of my toys, it was only natural that they should be king and queen of the toy kingdom. In March, on my fifth birthday, Ginger Doggy and Pink Kitty had their first child: I was given a small toy puppy and named him Prince Tuzik. I decided that all of my toys would have fixed names and personalities. No one was ever allowed to change them. ‘We don’t go around changing our names and stories every day,’ I reasoned. ‘So why should my toys be any different?’


Mum and I may have built a little oasis for ourselves, but even as a young child I wasn’t entirely oblivious to my unstable surroundings and the trauma I had endured. On the surface, I’d forgotten about the war. But my imagination had a dark side. I was less frightened by the sound of gunshots or armed men than I was by dark and supernatural beings – the ghouls and monsters I thought were lurking in the shadows. Sometimes, they stepped out of my nightmares to haunt me and I found it hard to distinguish between dreams and reality.


‘Mummy, I have something sitting inside my head but I don’t know if it really happened or if I dreamt it.’


‘What is it?’


‘So, I was with Madina and Marem near the tower blocks. We had gone out to get some sweets. But then someone started shooting and we had to run into the building and hide in a corridor. We climbed to the first floor and there was this picture, which I could see through a glass door, of the three bears from the Goldilocks fairy tale, all wearing Russian shirts.’


‘They are called kosovorotka.’


‘Yes, them. The mama bear is wearing red, the daddy bear, blue, and their little son, green. And they’re all smiling. But then the picture comes alive and it starts moving towards me, closer and closer. And the bears have these terrible scowls . . . And then we have to decide whether to run back towards the bullets or to stay there with these scary bears. I can’t remember what happened after that. Do you think it was a dream?’


‘The bears definitely weren’t real. I can tell you that much.’


Mum was more interested in the shooting part. If it really happened, she would have to tell off the two teenage sisters Madina and Marem, students of Mum’s who sometimes babysat me, for taking me too far away from the house. Their parents were our next-door neighbours, and during the years that bombs fell on Grozny we would share the basement with them, listening in terror to the whistling of approaching missiles. War bonded people who otherwise wouldn’t have much in common – nothing brings you closer than the need to survive.


The bears continued to haunt me after that, always a two-dimensional trio confined by a frame, always moving towards me. They were a new addition to my pantheon of nightmares, the darkness monsters. Inside the abandoned, windowless three-storey building that was visible from our balcony lived a group of scary babaikas. Just like the bears, they were flat, and though not quite as terrifying, there were lots of them. They were the blackest shade of black, with sharp, angular features, pointed, bat-like ears and yellow glowing slits for eyes. As long as I didn’t go near the building, I was safe from them. But still they hid behind my eyelids and whenever I squinted hard I could see the glow of their yellow eyes.


But the one monster I couldn’t escape, the one who kept returning to me night after night, was the Tall Pale One. I would see him out of the corner of my eye, in glimpses because I was too scared to take a proper look. He would tower over me in my little bed, his head touching the two-and-a-half metre ceiling of our studio flat and, though half of his pallid face was hidden by a hood, the thin line of his lip was turned up in a distorted smile. Whenever he appeared – always without warning – I was paralysed by fear, letting out mute screams. He would stand next to my bed, never uttering a word. After several seconds I would manage to break through the barrier and yell ‘MAMAAA!’ In three jumps, she would be there, wrapping me in a hug with one hand and wiping beads of sweat from my forehead with the other. Then she would carry me to her side of the room, to her sofa bed, where she would guard me from the monsters.


‘You know,’ she told me later, ‘when your nightmares got very bad, I gave you a choice: you could either sleep in your bed with a night light or you could sleep next to me with the lights off. You always chose to sleep next to me.’


And though I was always afraid of the dark, my mother’s magic powers kept the Tall Pale One and the other monsters away.


 


‘It doesn’t matter how little money you have, as long as you can disguise it,’ Mum lectured me while applying glossy burgundy lipstick, most likely the only one she had. This was our ritual: I would watch her get ready in the morning, and when she had finished, I would say, ‘Don’t forget to do mhua mhua,’ pursing my lips to make what I thought was a blotting sound. ‘Thanks for reminding me, Lanusya,’ she replied every time, and elegantly blotted the excess lipstick on a tissue. Sometimes she did it by giving me a big kiss on the cheek, leaving a pinkish imprint on my skin.


No matter how dire our financial situation was between the wars, Mum made sure we always looked well put-together. Her secret was an old sewing machine and battered copies of the fashion magazine Burda, which included sewing patterns. Scraps of fabric bought at the market and even old gowns were transformed into sartorial miracles: a chic navy two-piece skirt suit with a square collar, a gorgeous midi-length wrap dress with a matching headband. Mum even made me a green satin princess dress covered in frills and tiny handcrafted red roses. We didn’t have a lot of clothes but everything we owned was well-fitting and looked expensive. Rumours of Mum’s sewing talents spread through the neighbourhood and soon she was sewing skirts to make a little extra money. From time to time our flat was crowded with shy adolescent girls who twisted and turned while Mum took their measurements.


All dressed up, we would head to the only remaining patisserie in the city called Stolychnyi for a glass of juice and a slice of cake, our sacred Sunday tradition. It was never too busy; there were rarely more than two or three tables occupied. Stolychnyi seemed like the fanciest place in the world to me and, stepping inside in my finest outfit, I always tried to behave like a lady, remembering Mum’s instructions: ‘Sit up straight, keep your elbows off the table, chew with your mouth closed.’ But something more delightful even than the cake was to be found in the corner of the patisserie: a beautiful fish tank with real golden fish. Mesmerised, I would glue myself to the glass and watch as the fish darted indifferently from one corner of their little blue-and-green world to another. It is one of my most magical memories from that time.


‘I could have bought a hunk of meat with that money,’ Mum would tell me. ‘My friends scolded me for spending it on cake. But it was more important to me that you had a normal childhood.’


I was entirely convinced by the illusion of normality that my mother painstakingly sustained, and was turning out to be a very happy-go-lucky child. Many truths only became clear to me when I was older: that the school had stopped paying teachers’ salaries and we survived only thanks to Mum’s work as a private tutor and a seamstress; that Mum would often give up her meals so I could eat; that she waited for me to fall asleep and then cried alone in the kitchen.


Sometimes she would take me along to her tutoring jobs and I had a peek at posh interiors with large TVs and polished cabinets that occupied an entire wall. I sighed, looking at beautiful Barbie dolls and luxurious plastic palm trees, and politely accepted sweets from the generous parents of Mum’s pupils. I’m not exactly sure how they managed to afford such a different lifestyle to ours, but Chechens are quite entrepreneurial. Some found a way to make money, once the fighting stopped. Mum pretended not to notice the plastic bags full of snacks that some women sneaked inside her handbag. But they weren’t all for me. At home, Mum tutored children from poor families who struggled at school, helping them with whatever subject they found most challenging and feeding them whatever modest meal she had made the previous day. Throughout our years in Grozny, we were always bumping into her students in the markets and streets. When they saw her, their faces would light up with sincere smiles: ‘Natalia Husseinovna!’ they would gasp, ‘It’s been so long!’


‘You were our favourite teacher! So strict but also fair! Remember how you kicked me out of the classroom for chatting?’


‘Oh, and remember when Lana snitched on us when we cheated in a test?’ Mum replied that this was nonsense and I never told on anyone. She was perfectly capable of detecting cheaters all by herself.
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