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To Michelle, Gabriel and Roman,
the (my) world’s greatest front three









Foreword by Darijo Srna


When the final whistle went during our penultimate Ukrainian Premier League match of the season against Dnipro-1 (we won 3–0 to clinch the title), I felt empty. Empty because I’d already been through every emotion.


I had been living for that day. This championship was the most important, for me, in the history of Ukraine. Why? Because one year before, when the war started, nobody even expected that we could play the Ukrainian championship. And one year and three months later, we were Ukrainian champions and we were going directly into the Champions League group stage again.


In the meantime, we had lost the whole coaching staff from before the war. We had also lost fifteen foreign players – thanks to FIFA. We began to rebuild the team. We started to play with a lot of young players. They felt some pressure, which is normal. When it was close between Dnipro, Zorya and us towards the end of the season, I never once said to the team, ‘We must win.’ I wanted to take away the pressure from them. I just said, ‘Let’s play our game. If we play our game, with our spirit, we will win the championship.’ The team and the club, the coaching staff – they deserved that. All of us together, we deserved to win this championship.


The matchdays we have now, with no crowds, when the air raid siren can go off at any time and we have to go and hide in the bunker … that has become normal for us. It’s difficult. People are dying and we’re playing football – we didn’t even really celebrate our win.


This is a victory not just for Shakhtar. This is a victory for Ukrainian fans, for Ukrainian football, because we are back in the Champions League. We want to show to the world that we are alive. That we are strong. Not just us – the whole of Ukraine. We are continuing to play. We are continuing to win. And this is our biggest victory: that we are here today. We are alive. We are supporting each other.


My job as sporting director has changed a lot since 24 February 2022. I’ve changed a lot. We’ve all changed a lot. War changes everything. But for me, Shakhtar is not a job. It’s my football family. I arrived as a player in 2003 and, ever since, everything that I had to do for my club, for my second country, for my president, for my friends from Shakhtar, I did. With money. Without money. I will always do it.


I’m happy to have been with my team in Kyiv when the rockets arrived. My wife and my children respect that Shakhtar are my football family, and they are with me in every moment, because they understand the importance. All my best friends are there and we go through this together.


I have lived through three wars: the first in Croatia in the 1990s, then in 2014 in the Donbas region, and now. I have lived through this with Shakhtar. I know how it is to have to leave your house; how it is to have to leave your city, your country. Because of that I’m three times stronger with them, because they are my friends. And I’m so happy to be to be part of this chapter, because in this last year, we’ve shown each other how much respect and love we have for each other in this difficult moment in time.


Before the war, I thought that I couldn’t love Shakhtar any more than I did. But now that love has deepened. I want to stay here my whole life. I’m a professional, but I’m also an emotional person. It’s not a question of money. Shakhtar is much more than money. Shakhtar is family. Shakhtar is strength. I hope that, reading this book, you will begin to understand the spirit of the club and the power of playing on. It is our legacy.









Introduction


Ukraine is everywhere. The peace symbol remains painted in the centre circle of Bundesliga pitches, and in March 2023’s Copa del Rey edition of El Clásico, a supporter near the front of the stand in the Bernabéu brandished a large Ukrainian flag, seen by viewers in hundreds of countries around the world. And that’s what this is about – visibility.


The world’s understanding is that Ukraine has been at war since 24 February 2022. Ask anybody connected with Shakhtar, and they will tell you that they have been at war for much, much longer. They left their home city of Donetsk in spring 2014. That’s why, every time Shakhtar defied the odds with their European results in their adopted home of Warsaw in 2022–23, it mattered. It’s also why it mattered every time they won a trophy or a big European match – and there have been plenty, with the team having reached two Europa League semi-finals and two rounds of 16 since 2015. And it mattered when they sold a player of renown to one of Europe’s elite.


When the legendary Milan coach Arrigo Sacchi said, ‘Football is the most important of the least important things,’ maybe this is what he meant. Or maybe he couldn’t even have imagined how important football could be in a setting like this, an unthinkable setting, a worse-than-worst case scenario, as the Shakhtar legend Darijo Srna put it.


I have written and talked about (mainly European) football for almost two decades and few subjects have made me examine the way I approach my work as forcefully as this one. As you will read in the coming pages, Shakhtar started to become a regular feature in my work orbit in around 2007, as they began to make their presence felt in the Champions League – and what a presence it was. Making a film about Shakhtar with the Guardian in 2015, however, changed my view of this club forever.


Football often looks like such a glamorous life but this club and its players were stuck in a netherworld. They were just coming to terms with leaving their city and making a new base in Kyiv, with flights to home games in Lviv, by the Polish border. The treadmill of uncertainty and endless travelling felt like a holding pattern. Neither they, nor I, could have any idea how long it would last for.


It was an extraordinary situation and it put the club and, I suppose, the game in a different light for me. As people who write and talk for a living we should always choose our words carefully but I sometimes wonder if we do, particularly in a football context. So the words we use all the time in referring to matches, results and even boardroom meltdowns – ‘disaster,’ ‘catastrophe’, ‘tragedy’ – are thrown about with little thought given to what they truly mean. I suspect I have been guilty of that in years past.


‘Hero’ is also an overused and often melodramatically employed epithet in football. It’s the hero of the hour; a goal-scorer, a maker of a last-ditch block, the player who takes one for the team in picking up a card and ‘sacrificing’ him or herself for the greater good (‘sacrifice’ is another of those ill-used words). In a wider sense our ‘hero’ might be a long-serving player who gives everything to the club, perhaps putting the possibility of moving onwards and upwards to one side to stay loyal.


But these (mainly) men who represent Shakhtar are something else. I came to know this through extensive conversations with them – and those who used to be in their positions and have since moved on. Conversations in Ukraine, Poland, France, England and Turkey in hotels, on training pitches, deep in the recesses of stadiums after matches, and over Zoom calls, as we all do nowadays. It is sometimes hard to get words from football people; the media-trained are paranoid about giving anything away, while the uber-motivated want to be on the training field or on their laptops and phones analysing their opponents and their own games for incremental gains, rather than talking about their actions to journalists. Not so here. They had stories to tell and a cause that the world must continue to hear. Many times they wanted to talk. On other occasions, I suspect, it was the last thing they wanted to do, but they were open and frank all the same.


But I can really say that these people – Igor Jovićević, Taras Stepanenko, Sergei Palkin, Darijo Srna, Yuri Sviridov, Andrei Babeshko, Oleg Barkov and all of Shakhtar’s players and staff – are heroes for the fortitude, humility, grace and determination with which they carry themselves, going above and beyond what anyone could expect of any hero. I can say the same of those journalists like Andrew Todos and Iryna Koziupa, who cover countless miles.


These people will simply not be beaten. It has been an honour to tell their story.
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The Escape




‘You can’t mix sport and politics. But this time, you have to. We must. Because Shakhtar lost two homes in eight years. And Russian teams – they are still there. They are still playing. It’s impossible for them to play World Cup, European Championship, Olympic games. It’s impossible. It’s not their [the sportsmen’s] fault, but it’s not our fault. We lost our home because of them [Russia].’


Darijo Srna, Shakhtar Donetsk sporting director, 6 February 2023





Tension is tension, and war is war. You might have an idea in your head that point one can always naturally develop into point two, but the speed with which that journey takes place when it does – or that it happens at all, depending on your perspective – is shocking.


‘One day before, on [February] the twenty-third,’ remembers Darijo Srna, ‘I was having dinner with my friend in a restaurant, everything was full, we were enjoying ourselves. The twenty-fourth in the morning, you cannot …’ The Shakhtar Donetsk sporting director usually speaks as he thinks, rattling along at pace, efficiently and neatly layering the strata of any subject, regardless of its complexity. Here, even he needs to stop, to absorb, to consider, to try and find the words. ‘You see how scared people are.’ He makes himself restart. ‘Going out of the city with their children, billions of cars on the street, traffic …’ There is just too much to process, too much to explain and too much to comprehend. Perhaps it will never be possible to do so.


On 24 February 2022 at approximately 4 a.m. Kyiv time, Russia’s all-out offensive on Ukraine began. In what Russian president Vladimir Putin historically and infamously described as a ‘special military operation’, the capital, plus the cities of Kharkiv (another former home of Shakhtar) and Kherson were targeted by the Russian military, with airstrikes aimed at taking out Ukrainian military infrastructure and border protection in particular. It was the worst-case scenario made reality, with an extraordinary abruptness.


Russian–Ukrainian confrontation was not new. The Euromaidan protests of November 2013, against the reneging of then-president Viktor Yanukovych on his promise to sign an association agreement with the European Union, had turned violent in the weeks and months that followed. The situation reached its nadir in February 2014 when police snipers started taking shots at peaceful demonstrators in the city’s Independence Square, killing scores of them. A Ukrainian move towards a tighter relationship with Europe had pushed Putin, who had never truly accepted the break-up of the Soviet Union, to brutal action. In that same February Crimea, the Black Sea peninsula to the south, was occupied by Russia, and continues to be.


Outside Ukraine, it was often described as ‘unrest’, ‘turbulence’, ‘instability’, but not always recognised for what it truly was. Invasion. War. The Fourcast, Channel 4’s weekly world news podcast, actually did acknowledge the holding pattern of Russia in Ukraine when it assessed the possibility of a full-blown invasion in its episode on 12 February 2022. ‘There’s no major invasion of Ukraine by Russia right now,’ outlined host Kiran Moodley with a hint of fatalism, while correspondent Paraic O’Brien spoke of continuing border skirmishes ‘bubbling away under the surface, a grinding, low-level, cold war [which] is psychologically difficult to process.’


But 2014 had been the year when life changed for Shakhtar. By May the Crimea situation was near replicated in Donbas, the south-eastern, 45,000-square-km region pressing into the Russian border, of which Donetsk is the de facto capital. Taking advantage of the instability following Euromaidan, Russian-funded separatists violently wrested control. The club, its staff and players hurriedly packed up and fled Donetsk, never to return, and setting Shakhtar on their current, itinerant path.


In 2022, the Russian invasion was full and uncompromising. It would not just be Shakhtar and the clubs from the eastern part of the country, such as the smaller Olimpik Donetsk, who in 2021 had been forced to withdraw from the Ukrainian Premier League (UPL) citing a lack of funding, that would be profoundly affected. For some, the moment, when it arrived, was hard to fully believe. They needed to be sure. ‘We woke up to the sounds of explosions,’ Shakhtar captain Taras Stepanenko tells me. ‘Before [this] everyone in Ukraine, I think, was watching the news, saying something could happen, that a lot of Russian troops were [moving towards] the borders of Ukraine.’ Then came the noises that woke millions of Ukrainians from their slumbers. ‘My wife said to me, “My dear, the war has started.” But I said, “No, maybe you’re wrong, maybe it’s some problem in the factory or the energy power plant, I don’t know.”’ Reports coming through via online news sites and first-hand accounts on social media removed all doubt. ‘But then we started to read the news and we knew that, yes, Russia had invaded Ukraine.’


‘That day was terrible,’ Israeli midfielder Manor Solomon, who spent the 2022–23 season on loan at Fulham, says. ‘I woke up, and the other players woke up, to the sound of explosions. It was a nightmare.’ As the possibility of a Russian offensive built, Shakhtar had sought to set the minds of Solomon and his fellow overseas players at relative ease. They had, after all, experience of dealing with extraordinary events. ‘The club … told us that everything was going to be OK and we will be safe,’ he says, ‘and if something happens, they will rescue us and they will get us out. But in the end, it was a different story.’ The sheer speed and brutality of it all caught everyone by surprise.


Others had seriously feared war, but not expected the scale of attacks that were quickly becoming apparent. ‘It was authentically chaos,’ recalls Igor Jovićević, then the head coach of Dnipro-1 and now in charge of Shakhtar. ‘Because you speak about it [the prospect of war], you feel afraid, that there could be an invasion by the Russians, but you think maybe subconsciously that it could be Donbas again, but not so deep [into the country].’ Yet here it was not just in Donbas but in Kyiv, Kherson, Dnipro (some four hundred kilometres southeast of the capital).


One of Jovićević’s predecessors, the Portuguese coach Paulo Fonseca, was in Kyiv at the time with his Ukrainian wife and their son. ‘At the time rumours were swirling about the possibility of Russia invading Ukraine,’ he tells me, ‘but we thought it probably wouldn’t happen, or [if it did] it may happen again in the region of Donbas, in Donetsk, in Luhansk, but we never imagined it could be the whole of Ukraine. I remember I was on holiday, and there was more and more news on the matter and I said to my wife that we had to go back to Ukraine to see what we should do, because things were getting dangerous there. And my wife, who had gone through the experience of Donetsk, where she is from, was convinced nothing was going to happen, but said, “Let’s go back to see.”’


They had no idea of the ‘really, really tough’ situation that lay ahead of them. The Fonseca family’s experience of the suddenness of it all chimes with Srna’s. ‘So we went back four days before the war started,’ he says. ‘I found Kyiv the same as when I lived there. People were extremely calm, the city was normal, living their normal everyday lives, and everyone was very confident in relation to what may transpire, saying nothing would happen here. If problems were going to occur, it would be in the region of Donbas and Donetsk and Luhansk, but here … nothing would happen here. So during those days the atmosphere was extremely calm. Even so, I thought, OK, let’s spend some time in Portugal and let’s take the family, that’s what I told my wife. So we prepared things and booked our flight for the twenty-fourth of February at ten o’clock in the morning.


‘We went to bed extremely late,’ he continues, ‘preparing everything for the journey, and the only thing I remember, at around five o’clock in the morning, was that I was woken up by the sound of the falling bombs. We lived in an apartment on a very high floor from where you can see almost the entire city. I went to a window, looked out, and saw that the war had started. We have a young child – at the time he was about to turn three – and we entered in panic, like I think everybody did, and my first concern was how we were going to get out of there. Looking out of the window, I saw all the cars coming out of their garages, everyone trying to escape, to flee. I managed to arrange a vehicle and, after speaking to some people, they advised us to go in the direction of Lviv, towards Poland, and try to get out that way. We got in the car, but when we arrived in the city centre it was a standstill because of the traffic.’


For Shakhtar it was time to do a headcount – and to take refuge. ‘Firstly, I started to send messages to family, relatives, friends,’ Stepanenko recounts, ‘to see if they were in a safe place, and if they were OK. In Kyiv we were in a house and my sons slept on the second floor. We took them, we went into the basement and stayed there for three days. [We knew] Russian troops were really close to Kyiv and we didn’t know if they were coming into the city. So it was better for us to stay there.’


The skipper’s situation was different to that of many of his teammates. Having revolutionised Ukrainian football with their large-scale import of (mainly Brazilian) overseas players over the previous fifteen years or so, Shakhtar had a cosmopolitan squad, which at the time included seventeen non-Ukrainian players (fourteen of whom were Brazilian). Ever since the 2014 departure from Donetsk, the club’s administrative base, offices and home had been the palatial Hotel Opera in downtown Kyiv, the property of multi-billionaire club owner Rinat Akhmetov. It was always going to be true north for everyone connected with the club needing somewhere to go when crisis point was reached.


‘In Hotel Opera myself and my staff were there,’ details Roberto De Zerbi, Shakhtar’s head coach at the time, ‘plus thirteen or fourteen Brazilian players and their families. A total of 40–45 people, with of course also journalists from BBC and CNN.’ While the gathered parties eventually began to work on a what-next plan, it was initially about community, company, and a sense of comfort. ‘I have never been before in such a situation,’ De Zerbi continues, ‘so myself and my staff were just trying to help and support Brazilian players to leave the country and at the same time to organise for us a plan to leave.’


Shakhtar is a rock-solid club, with experience beyond what any club should really have to have given events since 2014. They are consistent in management, board level personnel and outlook. They are pragmatic and practical. But as Srna suggested, even they were blindsided by this. This was something else. Everything and everyone, however, was still in a spin. ‘The first day,’ Stepanenko says, ‘nobody knew what to do. It was a total mess.’


His situation was different. Unlike the overseas players, Stepanenko hadn’t gone to the Opera, staying hidden away with his family and keeping in touch down the line. ‘I just had a video call with De Zerbi,’ he said, ‘and he asked where we were staying, and if we were safe. The Brazilian players were in the Opera, waiting for a rescue from Kyiv, because already all flights were cancelled. You could only leave Kyiv by bus or by car [at that point]. But there were huge problems with [finding] petrol, and it was a really stressful situation.’


Everyone, no matter how sanguine, had their moment of doubt. Srna’s was different to many others. He is Shakhtar royalty, having arrived as a twenty-one-year-old and given the club nigh on two decades of almost continuous service – give or take a year in Italy with Cagliari in the final season of his playing career – as a player, assistant to Portuguese coach Luís Castro and now sporting director. He has been through every state with the club, but even before, his life was rarely easy. Born in spring 1982 in modern-day Croatia to a Bosniak father and a Croat mother, his experience of war and displacement stretches back to childhood and the break-up of Yugoslavia. ‘I’ll be honest with you,’ he tells me. ‘I wasn’t afraid on February the twenty-fourth when they started bombing at four in the morning. I had fear when I started to hear the sirens. The sirens put me back in the 1990s in Croatia, when I was a nine-year-old kid.’


He quickly found his own way to perspective. ‘I wasn’t in such a huge panic because,’ he says, ‘first of all, my family wasn’t with me. My family was in London. And more or less it was OK for me. But on the other side you hear my daughter and my son; they’re calling me and saying, “Daddy, Daddy, we are waiting for you at home.” On the other side you have fifteen [overseas] players, one with a six-month-old baby … I cannot leave them.’ And he didn’t.


Everyone under the Shakhtar umbrella tends to look to Srna and CEO Sergei Palkin for leadership, and that’s what they got. De Zerbi, a leader of men, stood up too, despite having moved to Ukraine less than a year before to take on his first head coaching job outside Italy. With his family not having come to Kyiv with him, he was subject to similar pressures to reassure relatives, feeling helpless at home, as Srna was. He resolved to stay until his players had safe passage. ‘My family didn’t understand my choice,’ he acknowledges, ‘because before the war started they were [already] pleading for me to come back home, especially my nineteen-year-old daughter everyday was telling me, “Dad, come back home.” During the first days of war there was desperation mixed with anger, but when I came back home my daughter understood what kind of tight relationship there was between me and my players.’


De Zerbi’s assistant, Enrico Venturelli, was in a parallel situation, also having to explain the situation to remote, fraught family. ‘I was living in Kyiv with my girlfriend – she is Ukrainian – but of course in Italy my family was so worried, particularly my father,’ he nods. ‘When in your life you have a commitment, you have to keep it until the end. This is my view about life and business, because it’s too easy to be happy when everything is fine, and then run away when there is any trouble. So I was committed until the end. I stuck to my position, I followed my head coach, and then [when the time came] we left all together.’ De Zerbi cuts in on Venturelli, keen to underline his assistant’s loyalty. ‘Enrico learned the lesson well, and because of this I kept an opinion about him in my mind – he is a top man and if I have the chance to bring him with me, I’ll do it. And I did it.’ The pair now work together in England, at the Premier League club Brighton and Hove Albion.


For all, the survival instinct began to trump the sense of bewilderment. Some took it into their own hands. One of the Brazilian contingent, winger Tetê, wasn’t going to hang around and let the situation play out. He had arrived in Ukraine as a teenager from Grêmio and adapted quickly. Far from the Brazilian cliché, he liked the cold, for one. ‘The first night I arrived,’ he told L’Équipe in September 2022, ‘it was -18°C and I slept all night with the window open.’ His new teammates thought it was hilarious. They quickly grew to like him. He settled well, shining in the UPL and Champions League alike, and met and married a Ukrainian woman, Tania.


Despite having turned twenty-two little more than a week before the invasion, Tetê was every inch a grown man. He had to be, growing up in a tough part of Alvorada, adjacent to Porto Alegre in Rio Grande do Sul, in southern Brazil. Like many young footballers from tricky backgrounds, he had been quickly pushed into a leadership role in his family, but he was comfortable with that. He was not loud or brash, but he was decisive. When he signed his first professional deal, he moved his parents out of Alvorada and into a house ‘a hundred times better,’ as he revealed to Globo in a 2019 interview. He bought them a home in a smart southern suburb of nearby Porto Alegre.


In a moment of crisis, he again took the bull by the horns. ‘It was kind of a scary moment,’ he admitted in his self-produced documentary Eu Sou O Furacão (I Am The Hurricane, a reference to his nickname) in early 2023. ‘We already knew that they were about to invade. We could hear the bombs from our house but,’ he cracks a smile, ‘I was still playing video games.’ Playing video games had always been his release valve from moments of pressure, and a big one was coming.


‘I was calm,’ he continued, ‘because we’re the ones that are responsible for our families and if we pass that panic to the people around us, they would have got more scared for sure. So I tried to keep them calm. In three or four hours, I decided. Let’s get the car with my family and go and cross the border.’ Once the couple reached Poland they found a hotel and Tetê quickly joined a local gym to stay in shape. Those daily workouts would be his routine for two months, punctuated by him and Tania buying, preparing and handing out boxes of food and hygiene essentials for refugees arriving from Ukraine. He later signed a short-term deal with French club Olympique Lyonnais, with his Shakhtar contract suspended as part of FIFA’s ruling of 8 March, which allowed foreign players in Ukraine and Russia to sign for other clubs without penalty until 30 June. When he was thrown on for his Lyon debut as a late substitute against Angers, Tetê hadn’t touched a football since leaving Ukraine. Two minutes later he collected a Malo Gusto pass with his left foot, then curled a sublime winning goal into the far corner. No drama, just action.


While Shakhtar had attempted to reorder the unfathomable in the Opera, the centre of their world for almost eight years, the rest of Ukrainian football began their own scramble towards some sort of salvation. ‘Last year I was here,’ says Jovićević, who was then leading Dnipro-1 through their mid-season training camp in Antalya, the coastal city in Turkey where many of the UPL clubs go to ready themselves for the resumption after the substantial winter break. Antalya is where he is now putting Shakhtar through their paces in familiar surroundings, a welcome crutch of continuity in a world without much of it. Sitting on a sofa in the team’s hotel lobby he is even more of a vivid, garrulous and engaging speaker than Srna but, just like his sporting director, you can see him take a second after his words to compose himself, to try and settle the insanity of everything that has happened in the previous twelve months. Has it only been a year? It barely seems real.


‘On 23 February we were leaving here,’ he remembers, winding back to the same backdrop in the previous year when much was comparable to now, but when so much was different. ‘We had to go back to Ukraine because on the twenty-seventh, we had our first game [of the UPL resumption] against Desna. We decided to go back three days before the first official game for adaptation, because it was snowing [in Ukraine].’ Many UPL teams were in the same boat – in Turkey enjoying palatial facilities as they geared up for a season restart like any other, on the surface at least. Yet amongst the players and the staff the talk was inexorably flowing in one direction. The potential invasion was on most, if not all of their minds.


‘In the last days in Antalya we were reading that the invasion could be happening,’ Jovićević says. ‘We were calling back [to Ukraine] to ask, “What’s happened?” and told, “Don’t worry, the championship will go on.”’ The squad completed the camp, returned home – and then it happened. ‘So we arrived back on the twenty-third to Dnipro and at 5 a.m. on the twenty-fourth we heard the first bombs. It was a shock,’ he says, despite the build-up. The saving grace for Jovićević from his perspective, as with Srna, was that his wife and children live back in the Croatian capital, Zagreb, where he made his initial steps in the game as a fêted young player from the renowned Dinamo academy. He was alone.


‘I lived in the training centre of Dnipro,’ Jovićević recalls, ‘and I heard boooch [he makes the noise of a huge explosion]. There were a few bombs at five o’clock. We went to the bunkers and we were there until ten o’clock, and you were reading on the internet that the war had begun.’ The mood of the group, as with Shakhtar, was one of confusion at the dizzying pace of events. ‘For a few hours we got together as a team,’ he continues, ‘and decided what to do, but it was a panic.’


Dnipro-1 also had a diverse staff with diverse needs – and varying levels of consular assistance from their respective embassies. Keeping it all together was a challenge but, Jovićević recognises, they had a strong guiding hand from club president Yuriy Bereza, a former member of parliament and commander in the Dnipro Battalion, a volunteer police unit set up in the wake of the violence in 2014. The plan clicked into place. ‘We had twelve foreign players in the team,’ Jovićević details, ‘some Spanish coaches on the coaching team, and we took a few cars from the club. On the advice of the president we headed west, and left Dnipro.’


Shakhtar’s operation was on an even bigger scale. The Croatian embassy had advised Srna to leave. The Brazilians were still waiting for definitive direction from theirs. Srna was getting assistance from his friend Aleksander Čeferin, the UEFA president, but it wasn’t happening quickly enough. The former made it plain to the latter that he wouldn’t be going anywhere until he was sure that his players were out safely. Čeferin came through for him. ‘After two days …’ – just how long those days felt is apparent as Srna unconsciously stretches in his seat – ‘ …Čeferin helped a lot. The president of the [Ukrainian] federation, Andriy Pavelko, helped a lot, and we found a way to get all the players out of Ukraine.’


It wasn’t just Shakhtar looking after their own. Dynamo Kyiv players Vitinho and Carlos de Pena were with them in the Opera. After a while, their number also included Fonseca and his family. Trying to get out on the packed roads was proving a futile – and extremely anxious – experience. ‘There is a road that goes to Shakhtar’s training centre,’ says Fonseca, ‘and you could see the kilometres of queues and the cars weren’t moving. And then, when I was in the queue, Vitaliy [his former assistant and interpreter] and Darijo Srna called me and said, “Coach, don’t try and leave today. It’s impossible. You won’t be able to get out of here. The Brazilian players and the Shakhtar coaches are there. Go there, see what you can do.”’


They arrived to find an atmosphere barely calmer that the one outside. ‘When I got there, De Zerbi was there with his coaching team,’ he relays, ‘the Brazilian players were with their families, with everyone a little bit in panic. The Hotel Opera has a room, on the basement floor, where we had dinner. It was a large room, and as the alarms were always going off that’s where they asked people to sleep, so we all took our mattresses and we slept there, but everyone was in panic because there was a lot of contradictory information. Some said Russia were going to enter into Kyiv, bring down the government, and then there would be no more problems. On the other hand, we felt that the Ukrainian army was defending Kyiv, so there was a lot of doubt.’


That uncertainty made Fonseca take the initiative, like Tetê had. ‘On the second day I decided to contact the Portuguese embassy, as I knew the people there, to try and understand how they were getting Portuguese citizens out of Kyiv. They said a van had already left, but the next day another van would be leaving in the direction of the border, and I said to my wife we had to risk it. We had to risk it in the embassy’s vehicle. Maybe we’d have luck. So my wife, my son and I and my wife’s family left Kyiv heading towards Moldova, on a journey that lasted more than thirty hours, without stopping, lots of traffic, even at night, sirens always going off. Other people were also in the van, some Portuguese people.’ The frightening speculation continued on the way, though. ‘We could hear at the front they were saying, “We can’t go this way because they’re attacking there, we have to go that way.” And after around thirty hours without stopping we arrived near the border with Moldova, from where we afterwards managed to leave through Romania.’


The Brazilians had been feeling similarly stymied, with limited help from back home. Júnior Moraes, the most senior of the players from Brazil, got the footballers and their families – a twenty-strong group – together in the lobby of the Opera, where they recorded a message on his phone to send out to the world, asking for help from the Brazilian government. It was the club, with the help of UEFA and FIFPRO (the world players’ union), that figured out the best possible plan in the circumstances.


On Saturday 26 February, the foreigners left the Opera for the train station with Brazilian flags hung up on the inside of the bus windows to indicate neutrality. From there, it was a sixteen-hour train journey to Chernivtsi in the country’s west. If leaving Kyiv, the feeling of moving, provided some initial relief, it didn’t last long. Getting out of the capital meant seeing what was happening to the rest of Ukraine out of the train window. ‘It was horrific,’ said Pedrinho, when he eventually landed back home in São Paulo. ‘[We saw] some terrible images, and towns absolutely destroyed. I had my four-month-old daughter in my arms and just wanted her to be all right.’ Every time he called his family, ‘I said goodbye to them, because I was saying to myself that could be the last time that I heard their voices.’ On arrival at Chernivtsi, a bus to Moldova and another to Romania saw them to safety.


Then came the moment for Srna to start his own journey, which he did by road. He shared space with three of his coaching staff and a full tank of extra petrol in the back for refills. ‘I started to drive at twenty to seven in the morning,’ he recounts. ‘I drove, like, thirty-four hours. Until the border. My players … they decided to go by train, I decided to go by car. They started one day after me, by train, and we arrived more or less at the same time.’ He idly taps his phone against the table as we sit opposite each other at the Hotel Cullinan Belek in Antalya, as if trying to jolt himself from momentarily zoning out. ‘We arrived in Moldova. And Roberto [De Zerbi], he went by train to Lviv, and then by car to Budapest.’ Repeating it is a mantra. It still carries a huge ring of surrealness to it.


‘This was a difficult period,’ Srna continues, still trying to make sense of it. ‘Really. I have the photos in my head, videos, but it’s difficult to explain in words.’ Seeing Srna struggling to describe something is quite a disarming experience. To listen to him one senses that the trauma is less the undertaking of the journey and more the witnessing of others going through it – on foot, with children and any belongings they could carry. Srna refocuses, and then shakes his head. ‘This guy [Putin] doesn’t do anything good for the world.’ Even if Srna has known more than his share of hardship he is well aware that his status and career make him more privileged than many. Yet in that moment – these moments, we should say – it was clear that no amount of money or status could have protected him, them, you, anyone, from this.


Tetê, Júnior Moraes, Dentinho and Shakhtar’s Brazilian clan had never appreciated the sense of community created by them and their predecessors as much as they did over those two long, long days in the Opera. ‘We heard the noise of fighter jets, the noise of bombs,’ former Barcelona defender Marlon, who De Zerbi brought over with him from Sassuolo, told reporters when he finally landed back in Rio de Janeiro with his family. ‘It was a horrible situation. But there were people that were willing to take risks, such as Júnior Moraes, who went out to get food, and nappies for children.’


They, at least, made it out thanks to the club’s and Čeferin’s efforts. Other Brazilians in Ukraine – there were a total of thirty-two registered to UPL clubs at the beginning of the 2021–22 season – were left to fend for themselves, with their embassy in Kyiv offering little assistance. Lucas Rangel, a Brazilian forward playing for Vorskla Poltava – about three hours north of Dnipro – made a dash for it in his car, taking two Brazilian Poltava-based clergymen and the mother of an acquaintance’s girlfriend with him.


Like so many others, Rangel took the long way round, he told The Mail On Sunday’s Josué Seixas at the time, attempting to avoid Kyiv while the Russians attacked the capital. Using social media updates to keep him abreast of a rapidly changing situation, he let his family back home know where he was when reception was available, all the time terrified by the sound of aircraft overhead. After various detours, Rangel and his travelling companions ditched the car and walked the final five hours to the Polish border, in temperatures as low as -8°C. He finally made it home to his wife and children in Alvorada – Tetê’s home city – via flights from Poland and Portugal.


Jovićević’s journey was even longer. He quickly tallies it up in his head. ‘It was about sixty hours, maybe,’ he estimates. ‘Sixty hours without sleep. We had got to the [Dnipro team] hotel, and we wanted to leave in the night, but the government and President Zelenskiy [declared] a curfew, from 7 p.m. to 7 a.m. When it’s dark, it was forbidden [to go].’ Like Tetê and his family, Jovićević and his travelling companions decided to make a break for it. ‘On the second day,’ he says, ‘we went anyway.’


There are only eight-and-a-half years between Jovićević and Srna – the coach is the elder at forty-nine – but there are significant differences between the generational experiences of the two Croats. As conflict ripped Yugoslavia apart in the early ’90s, deeply affecting Darijo’s childhood, Igor was exiting stage left to make his way in European football as the Balkans’ wunderkind of the time. After an extensive battle for his signature in 1991 (‘Milan, PSG, Auxerre … ’ he lists the clubs offering him the Earth) he was whisked away by Real Madrid when in Verona, on the brink of signing for local club Hellas, the 1985 Italian champions. ‘A team come in the hotel in elegant suits,’ he says, eyes widening, ‘and then you see them. Michel, Emilio Butragueño, Hugo Sánchez, [Robert] Prosinečki. This is Real Madrid.’ Jovićević’s father Čedo had coached Prosinečki at Dinamo, breaking the ice. ‘Pedro Zapata, the vice-president, invited me to go back to Madrid with them,’ and the seventeen-year-old was inking a five-year deal with Castilla, the club’s B team.


So while Srna was living his childhood in partial dread in a fracturing nation, the teenage Jovićević was in Spain living out every kid’s dream. While the former was – unfortunately – well prepared for the worst by his most formative experiences, all of this horror was new for the latter. ‘So in the morning we went west,’ Jovićević continues, ‘to Lviv. By then they’d started bombing the bridges. So [from there] you could go to Romania, Hungary, Slovakia, to Moldova but part of it [Transnistria] is Russian.’ The calculus was complex, and real life or death, rather than theory.


‘In my phone I have all these villages,’ he taps his phone animatedly. ‘All these villages that don’t even exist in Google Maps. If you make a wrong’ – he turns his hand one way and another, indicating a tricky route – ‘you are dead.’ As dystopia morphed into fear, desperation and exhaustion, it felt like a journey without end. ‘So these sixty hours for us … we went over to the Romanian side. It was like ten years.’


Some didn’t have to endure that ordeal, but were hit with different levels of complication. Farès Bahlouli, the Lyon-born former Monaco and Lille midfielder, was having the season of his life for Metalist Kharkiv in the Persha Liha, Ukraine’s second tier, when war was declared. Metalist were due to come back from their own winter training camp in Turkey on the day that Russia invaded. Bahlouli and his teammates’ last sleep before flying back was interrupted by urgent news from Ukraine. ‘We heard that things were a bit hot back home [in Ukraine],’ he told beIN Sports’s Football Show of 15 March 2022, ‘but nobody really believed [anything was going to happen]. We were woken by calls at 4 a.m. by family members, from the president, from some of the staff who had stayed back in Ukraine. So we found out our city had been bombed and that Russian troops had invaded our town. This is how we got wind of it, and we were in total shock.’


Like so many others, Bahlouli left a life he had built – and a career he had rebuilt in Kharkiv, having failed to fulfil his potential at a cluster of prestigious French clubs – behind at a stroke, because he had to. ‘I have my apartment, my clothes, some personal effects, my kids’ stuff, my wife’s things,’ he said. ‘I was pretty much there for a year-and-a-half so I was quite settled. We left everything. But they’re only possessions. When I see my [Ukrainian] teammates who’ve left behind their families, their wives, their children, who are hiding down in the Metro stations, who are refugees, who are scared at each siren when it sounds … I feel lucky compared to my teammates and most Ukrainians.’


In relative terms Bahlouli was lucky, flying home via Paris. Some of his teammates were in an extra level of purgatory in the days immediately after the invasion, trapped and unable to go home to loved ones with flights cancelled and a no-fly zone not shifting in a hurry. Not to mention the new level of reality that would await them if and when they finally did get there. ‘They’re stuck in Turkey,’ Bahlouli said at the time. ‘They can’t go back to their country, because each man of between eighteen and sixty is obliged to stay in the country, to take up arms and help their country.’


Journalist Adam Crafton spent a few months embedded with Shakhtar, making the award-nominated podcast series Away From Home for The Athletic. He too makes the distinction between the experience of the war and its immediate consequences for foreigners and for Ukrainians. ‘That was a three- or four-day trauma for those international players and their families,’ he points out to me, ‘and that got a lot of attention. Everyone was just talking about these international players, the Brazilian players. How do they get out? And then you stop and think, Shit, this is actually going to be the next few years for all the players that they’re leaving behind.’


Those Ukrainians already in their own country, like Stepanenko, were dealing with something else entirely. As we sit over tea in a basement café at the Cullinan, a gentle hush falls over the table as the captain takes a breath and considers what the difference was in the experience for him and for his international colleagues: ‘I think it was awful for them and for us,’ he begins to tell me, ‘but for them they understood that it was really dangerous to stay in Kyiv and they wanted to leave Ukraine. But they understood when they [got away] they could go home, and they could stay in a safe place in Brazil. But for Ukrainians, you knew that Russians were in your country, they wanted to destroy your life, they wanted to take your country under their control and it’s real war in your country. You know that people will die, and you know that you have to move to a safe place.’


The fight for them, tragically, would continue. A different kind of fight to that on the frontline. ‘A player can help Ukraine on the football pitch but he doesn’t know anything about armies, guns or war,’ Srna told the Guardian’s Nick Ames in March 2022. ‘It would be his decision but maybe it’s better if they volunteer with things like offering food and supplies, while using their platforms to make their voices heard. All of them are involved in humanitarian action now.’


For the foreigners, now physically removed from the drama, a feeling of emptiness was about to set in, having left teammates, friends and dreams behind. ‘I felt dead inside,’ shrugs De Zerbi. ‘In reality, the Shakhtar wound is still open. It’s the human aspect [that counts most]. Due to the war we had to leave the country, to leave Kyiv, which is a fantastic city, but which during the war and under the shelling was full of checkpoints, and there was a ghostly silence during day and night. We left on Sunday afternoon by train, and the city was absolutely different than what I remember [it] was before the start of the conflict.’


What followed was a period of stasis that footballers just don’t have. While Tetê put himself through his paces in a Polish gym, Solomon made the most of time with his family back in Kfar Sava, central Israel. He had left his country for Ukraine at age nineteen, and after being thrown into an unimaginably bad real-world situation, he had the opportunity to decompress and spend rare and valuable moments with those who meant the most to him – the sort of rare time to assess and be grateful for what you have. And after such an ordeal, Solomon felt especially grateful for everything. ‘In this period, I knew that I would be without football,’ he reflects, ‘and without my team. But I said, OK, one benefit that I can take from this is that now I [can be] close to my parents. I’m with my friends. So I don’t know when again I’ll be able to spend so long in my home.’


Back in Ukraine, Kyiv and Shakhtar were left looking for leaders to guide them back into the light. Srna and Palkin were involved, taking their lead from Akhmetov, the man whose money and vision always made it happen. ‘He lost around 60 per cent of his business,’ Palkin tells me, with Mariupol particularly badly hit in the opening days and weeks of the war, which Akhmetov told Reuters in April 2022 was ‘a global tragedy’. Mariupol, in the south of the Donetsk Oblast, which the Ukrainian government estimates has lost around 75 per cent of its population since the beginning of the full-scale war, was also the home of iron and steel mills owned by Metinvest, one of Akhmetov’s main companies.


That the transformation has been so pronounced, so horrific, is now abundantly clear to the world after Google Maps recently changed their imagery of the region, as Paul Niland, a Kyiv-based British businessman and writer tells me. Mariupol is razed. There is simply nothing left. It had been a source of pride to its people and its region, having become the regional capital after the annexation of Donetsk. It was not just industrial but had become pretty, and it had become green, with investment in public parks building on its natural location on the Sea of Azov. The Ukrainian ambassador to the United Nations shared an article that Niland wrote on the destruction of Mariupol on his social media, linking it with a photograph of António Guterres, the UN secretary-general, shaking hands with Sergey Lavrov, Russia’s Minister for Foreign Affairs. The sheer depth of his rage, his indignation, was palpable. ‘What the Ukrainian ambassador wrote when he shared my piece,’ says Niland, ‘was, “Dear UN colleagues, The next time you shake hands with a member of the Russian delegation, bear this in mind. Mariupol is one of the worst war crimes of the twenty-first century.”’


Akhmetov has pledged to rebuild Mariupol, whatever it takes. And it will take a lot. Metinvest has ceased all production and come to an agreement with various creditors. It employed 35,000 people in Mariupol. ‘Of these,’ CEO Yuriy Ryzhenkov told NV Business in September 2022, ‘about half have made contact with the group. Most of them have left for Ukrainian-controlled territory. Unfortunately, currently, we have no contact with the other half.’ Ryzhenkov also estimated that steel products with a value of more than $150 million were stolen from the port by Russian invaders. So Akhmetov really will have to start again. ‘He could live anywhere in the world that he wants to,’ says Srna with no little admiration, ‘but he [has decided] he won’t leave Ukraine.’


Ready to start again, whenever the end of all this might be. Akhmetov had built Shakhtar from the ground up once. Doing it again would be an almighty challenge but in the meantime, it would take all his – and his trusted staff’s – considerable ability to keep it all going.
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