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Foreword


by Philippe Sands


My generation believed war in Europe was over. We had read of it in distant lands, including the proxy wars fought by leaders in the name of our security. We had experienced local acts of murderous violence, characterized as terror, like The Troubles in Northern Ireland, or the attacks of September 11th, a day on which I happened to be in New York. We had watched the collapse of the former Yugoslavia. But the horror of a full-scale war – of armies on the march, of international borders crossed by tanks, of blockades and aerial bombardments, of prisoners taken and militants executed? No. That, we believed, was a matter of history.


Then Ukraine entered my life. A decade ago, I received an invitation to deliver a lecture in Lviv, at the historic law school. One thing led to another – new encounters, research on the origins of genocide and crimes against humanity, a search for the house where my grandfather Leon Buchholz was born. I find it, on Sheptyts’kykh Street, close to St George’s Cathedral, and I am able to imagine a life, his parents and siblings, his departure from Lviv in the summer of 1914. I will learn that his beloved older brother Emil stayed behind, enlisted as an infantryman in the army of the Austro-Hungarians, likely involved in the ‘most colossal battle’ near Lviv that involved over a million and a half men, described by The New York Times at the time as a ‘thousandfold, cosmic destruction and wrecking of human life, the most appalling holocaust history had ever known’.


One of the casualties was my Emil, killed in action before he reached his twentieth birthday. ‘What was a single murder,’ Stefan Zweig asked, within ‘the cosmic, thousandfold guilt, the most terrible mass destruction and mass annihilation yet known to history?’ My grandfather was never able to talk to me of this loss, not even once.


This tale and others catalyses me into a greater involvement in the life of the city – and writing East West Street: On the Origins of Genocide and Crimes against Humanity, published in 2016 – a place where the lives of my forebears connected with my own work. To delve into the archives, I retain the assistance of two remarkable Ukrainian doctoral students of law, Ihor and Ivan. And then in 2014, war comes to Ukraine. Ihor is called up, sent to the east. The reality of war draws closer. On visits to Lviv, I will see many young men on the streets, in the uniform of active military engagement. I worry about Ihor, my research assistant. Reports of fighting in the east of Ukraine become more acute, so does the rising death toll. War approaches.


The years pass, the fighting in the east continues. Chechnya, South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Crimea, Syria. The lines connect. In the autumn of 2021, I am invited to Kyiv, to deliver a lecture at the National Museum of the History of Ukraine in the Second World War, to donate an artefact from my grandfather’s meagre possessions. And then a few weeks later, Russian troops mass on the borders. A full-scale invasion seems impossible to imagine, and then, yes, it happens. Europe is once more at war, in the very places that saw mayhem and death in the times of my grandfather and his brother.


This is the personal context in which I read Olesya Khromeychuk’s remarkable, intimate memoir. It is the account my grandfather never was able to write. Not history, but now. Not distant, but proximate. Not imaginary, but real. Here is an account of love and loss, one that is intimate and personal, that transcends time and place, that is brutal and universal, and raises the only question that remains: why?


Philippe Sands
June 2022





Introduction


by Andrey Kurkov


When Olesya Khromeychuk first wrote this book, along the 270 miles of the Ukrainian border, Ukrainian fighters were under regular artillery and sniper fire from Russian forces and their local collaborators in the Donbas. The ammunition for these continued attacks arrived regularly from Russia, which also sought to make the return of these territories impossible by giving Russian passports to inhabitants of the Donbas.


That war in this book ended only for its hero, Volodya, the brother of the author, Olesya Khromeychuk. He died at the front. He has become a cipher of military statistics. He has also become a treasured memory for his relatives, friends and brothers-in-arms, and he has become this book, which would not have appeared if he had remained alive.


Since then, of course, things have changed. Now, Olesya’s book has acquired another dimension. Now it is no longer so much a personal story as the history of a country that has been subjected to the most severe aggression. And this time again from Russia. The new phase of the Russian–Ukrainian war pushes the events of the last 80 years, including the Second World War, into deeper history. Although the new aggression has all the signs of that war of the last century with the massacres of civilians and the destruction of cities and villages. I dare not say that this book is more relevant now than it was when it was written. Perhaps this is not entirely true. But reading such a book during active hostilities, and therefore during the saturation of the information space with war, is an intellectual and emotional test and it is not an easy one. Therefore I am even more grateful to everyone who will read this book now, at a time when one of the largest countries in Europe is fighting for the right to be part of Europe and of the European Union.


With this book, the reader walks the path that Olesya had to travel after the news of her brother’s death. It is a very personal story and, I imagine, one that was very difficult to write. But she could not help writing this book, and it is important for people to read it. Her history, the history of her family reflects the history of tens of thousands of Ukrainian families. It reflects the history of modern Ukraine with its problems, hopes, victories and losses. Today, when news about what is happening in Ukraine gets less and less attention in the pages of European newspapers, this book will become an important source of information about the war and, perhaps more importantly, about the impact of the war on ordinary Ukrainians. It does not focus on numbers and dates, but on human experience in a country that has found itself in a state of war.


Andrey Kurkov





Preface


This is a European war that just happened to start in eastern Ukraine. That is what my brother told me, explaining his choice to go back to the frontline in 2017. Soon after, he was killed in action.


Russia’s war against Ukraine did not start on 24 February 2022. It started in 2014 with the occupation of Crimea and parts of the Donbas. The reason why the Kremlin was able to escalate it in 2022 was because Russia got away with violating international law and invading a sovereign state unpunished. The world responded with little more than ‘deep concern’ to campaigns of aggression and terror conducted by Russia for eight years in Ukraine. Vladimir Putin felt emboldened by the West doing business as usual, and the revenue from oil and gas financed not only the continuation of the war, but also its escalation to a full-scale invasion.


After 24 February 2022, Ukraine dominated media headlines all over the world. Outlets in the English language finally got the spelling of Ukrainian cities right, at least symbolically releasing the country from the Russian imperial embrace. The Ukrainian president became a household name all over Europe, and the high streets of cities and towns were painted blue and yellow. There were many Ukrainian flags and supportive posters in the windows of residential houses, which were particularly heart-warming as they demonstrated an overwhelming sense of solidarity among the peoples of different countries of Europe who felt the pain of Ukrainians. People expressed their concern by generously donating to humanitarian causes and opening their homes to Ukrainians displaced by the war. Flags were also flying on official buildings, signifying each state’s support for Ukraine, and demonstrating unity against the invasion that the Kremlin had not expected. But if the ordinary citizens were quick to offer practical support, their political leaders didn’t always rush to help Ukraine by supplying weapons, introducing sanctions against the aggressor or showing support through other means that could be perceived as politically unpopular. Russia’s war aimed to destroy Ukraine, but it was also testing the rest of the democratic world’s commitment to opposing imperialism and oppression.


The West was discovering Ukraine. And, as has often been the case with the Western world, it was discovering something that in actual fact had been in existence for centuries. As a historian with something of a public profile, I was contacted by numerous journalists asking me to comment on Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The motivation was often the first question they wanted to discuss: ‘Putin says that Ukrainians and Russians are the same people. Is there any validity to that claim?’ asked the ones who tried not to offend. ‘Are you yourself Russian or Ukrainian? Ukraine was part of Russia once, right?’ asked others who did not mind displaying their ignorance. In both cases, the journalists were trying to demystify Putin’s version of history. Yet by choosing to discuss the false vision of Ukraine that one dictator has imposed on the rest of the world, stuck in the framework proposed by the Kremlin, they were learning what Putin got wrong about Ukraine, but not necessarily what Ukraine actually was. Few journalists understood that Putin’s statements on Ukrainian history, culture or language were simply a weapon of war. Once he had denied Ukraine’s existence in words, he proceeded to attack it with tanks and bombs.


It was only when Putin began to do everything he could to destroy Ukraine as a state that the world really woke up to the fact that Ukraine is the largest country within Europe. When Ukrainians, displaced by Russian bombs, started to flood EU cities, the world realized that the country it thought of as ‘small’ had a population of over 40 million, and several million of those people were now heading west. When the Russian troops started to commit horrific war crimes, the world began to see what the ‘Russian world’ propagated by the Kremlin really looked like. It looked like the mass graves in Irpin and Bucha. It looked like Mariupol, razed to the ground by Russian shelling. It took Russophone Ukrainians standing in front of Russian tanks with nothing but blue-and-yellow flags for the world to understand that Putin’s lies about a ‘divided Ukraine’ were simply that – lies. These lies had been amplified by the world’s media and passively consumed by many of us for years.


For years we also said ‘never again’ while commemorating the dead of the Second World War. But what did we really mean by that? When my brother was killed, most west Europeans did not even remember that there was a war raging in Eastern Europe. Instead, the international community was preoccupied with the destruction of the Russian opposition by Putin’s regime. Few commented on the fact that the leader of this opposition compared the illegally occupied Crimea to a sandwich that cannot be passed back and forth, thereby accepting the grab of Ukrainian territory as a modern-day Anschluss. Some Europeans focused on their guilt for Russia’s losses in the Second World War, conveniently forgetting that ‘Soviet’ does not equate to ‘Russian’, and that during the Second World War, Ukrainians suffered Nazi and Soviet occupations.


Seven decades after the Second World War, when the sovereignty of Ukraine was once again denied by an irredentist state, Russia, the aggressor continued to be perceived as an ally and a victim in the Second World War, and the world continued to turn a blind eye to its aggression, both historic and current. ‘Never again’ did not seem to apply when it came to preventing the war in Ukraine.


For years Ukrainians have been asking to be taken seriously, not as a territory in Russia’s sphere of influence (have we forgotten what happened last time Europe was split into spheres of influence?), not as just another portion of a ‘post-Soviet’ blur (will we still refer to that region as ‘post-Soviet’ in another three decades?). Ukrainians were asking to be taken for what they were: citizens of a sovereign, democratic, European nation with a complex history, diverse identity, somewhat chaotic politics, but a clear vision of the future in which freedom to choose its own destiny was worth fighting and dying for. Ukrainians only won the trust of the democratic world after months of shedding blood in an all-out war and relying on little more than their own defiance.


My brother was killed at the front at a time when the world was cautious to trust Ukrainians, tolerated Russia’s propaganda, and did not wish to risk losing economic comforts for the sake of the freedom of a nation somewhere in the ‘post-Soviet’ space. His was one of fourteen thousand lost lives that went unnoticed by many outside Ukraine. I wrote much of this book before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. I wrote it to use the privilege that living in Western Europe gave me to remind the world that our freedom is just as fragile as that of our fellow Europeans in Ukraine, not to mention those parts of the world outside of Europe that usually don’t make it onto our emotional or political radars at all. I wrote it because I understood that if we do not help Ukrainians fight for their freedom, sooner or later we will have to fight for our freedom too.


I did not take much notice of my brother’s warning in 2017, just before he was killed in the Donbas. In February 2022, as Russia staged a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, I thought of it every day. This truly was a European war that happened to start in eastern Ukraine.


One day the war will end, but it will remain in the minds and hearts of those who witnessed its horrors first-hand, those who came so close to it they could smell its terrifying scent. Long after the actual war comes to an end, the war with the demons that have entered us – as witnesses, bystanders, victims, participants – will rage on. The struggle not to let hatred consume us from within will last beyond the struggle on the battlefields, and all victorious frontline battles will be futile if we lose this crucial one.


I wrote this book to battle my own demons: grief, resentment, fear. I wrote it in an attempt to make sense of a loss: a combat loss that was just one of thousands for the Ukrainian Army; the loss of a brother that was unique for me. Committing these stories to paper I tried to escape the darkness of mourning, to relieve myself of the hatred that planted its seed inside me, to try and move on. This book gives a name to, and tells the story of, just one life lost to this war, but I hope that it can serve to soothe other grieving hearts.


Most of the stories in this book report true events, as they happened. Through them, I hope to offer the reader a glimpse into the conflict both in and out of the trenches. Five other stories – the ones listed in italics in the Contents – are about things that I couldn’t report on first-hand, because that would require a level of understanding of my brother’s life and death that I cannot claim to possess. Think of them as the fog that might impede clarity of vision but without which the overall picture would not be rendered faithfully.





Volodya, Part I


Volodymyr Pavliv, my brother, died on the frontline in eastern Ukraine in 2017. He served in the Ukrainian Armed Forces for almost two years before he was killed by shrapnel near Popasna, Luhansk region. He was 42 when he died.


Volodya – that is how he was always known in our family – was the eldest of three children. He was followed by Yura, the middle child, and me, the baby of the family. There was a four-and-a-half-year difference between each of us. This meant that Yura was close to both Volodya and me, having us on either side of him. Both Yura and I played music and did theatre, while Volodya was into art and sport. If Yura was the approachable brother, in my eyes, Volodya was always unreachably older, wiser and taller. Now that he is dead, the nine-year gap that existed between us is shortening daily.


I will never be as tall or, perhaps, as wise as he was, but if I’m lucky, I will reach and surpass the age at which he died. I guess, eventually, in a strange sort of way, he will become my little brother. Although it would be fair to say that I often felt like his big sister even when he was alive. It was me who looked out for him, worried about him, and tried to make sure he was okay. He never asked for any of it. I chose to be his little ‘big’ sister. Perhaps he was being my big brother, but in ways that were not always obvious to me.


When he was younger, without much effort, Volodya looked as if he had just walked off the cover of some teen magazine. Later on, he sported the look of a wandering artist, a man who’d had a few battles with life. And it was only in his final years that I struggled to recognize him: the sharp features of his face became even sharper when framed by a helmet or a bandana, the usual long light-brown hair was replaced by a short crop, the arms became more muscly, the skin more tanned, the green of his eyes became darker against the khaki that always surrounded him. When I look at the photos of him from that period, I have to try very hard to discern a familiar face in them.


When I was a kid, I used to say that if I ever married anyone, it would be someone like Volodya. Later on, I decided that I didn’t want to marry someone like him, I wanted to become someone like him: smart, opinionated, confident. He was always reading but never wanted to discuss his ideas, at least not with me. He drew beautifully, played lots of sports and had cool friends; or they seemed cool to me when I was a young girl. In my childhood, he meant the world to me; in more recent years, he caused me much heartache. Our shared blood bound us together and turned us against each other.


We grew up in Lviv, a city in western Ukraine, in a region known as Galicia. Lviv is a beautiful Austro-Hungarian/Polish/Ukrainian city with a terribly complicated history, a rich theatre scene and amazing coffee. Like both of my brothers, I was in love with that city when I lived there. Like both of my brothers, I left it as a young person. I moved to the UK when I was 16. Yura also moved to the UK, even before I did: he was 17 at the time. Volodya left Ukraine for the Netherlands when he was 24. We each managed our homesickness in our own way. Yura always dated ‘our’ girls: someone from Ukraine, Belarus or Russia. I ended up studying the region professionally as a historian. I also set up a theatre company that staged plays related to Ukraine.


Both Yura and I were happy to pay flying visits to Lviv to drink the lovely coffee and check out a new theatre production, but we were usually eager to catch the flight back to London. Volodya, however, always intended to move back to Lviv. The city for him was not just a pretty backdrop for a nostalgic cup of coffee. His relationship with it was much more intense than that. Perhaps Yura and I had managed to fill the void in our identities created by immigration with the perks offered – albeit reluctantly – by our host country: education, employment, freedom of movement, friends from all over the world. Or at least we told ourselves that we had.


In the Netherlands, Volodya worked doing odd jobs here and there, like many immigrants. He married a local woman, and at one point even seemed like he was trying to settle down. But things didn’t work out. After 11 years, he got sick of that sort of life and decided to come home, despite having a residence permit that many immigrants dream of obtaining. Western Europe hadn’t managed to fill Volodya’s void, so he kept going back to the place where he felt more complete.


I don’t really know who my brother was, but I know who he wasn’t. He was never a people pleaser, he was not a coward, he was not accommodating, easy-going or particularly polite. After he died, his comrades said he had been fearless. He must have been fearless to go to war willingly. Soon before he died, he said he had become a warrior. I didn’t understand what that meant. Why would a thinker, an artist, wish to become a soldier? Perhaps I didn’t appreciate what it meant to be a thinker and an artist, or, maybe, what it meant to be a soldier.





Theory and Practice of War, Part I


I have been studying wars for over a decade. Violence described in the pages of books, in oral testimonies, photographs and archival objects always left its mark on me. I couldn’t and, perhaps, didn’t want to detach myself emotionally from it entirely, but, with time, I became impervious to it. Now and again, I would leave an interview with one of my respondents – veterans of the Second World War – profoundly moved by their stories. Occasionally I would burst into tears in the archives having found a particularly touching letter or reading an interrogation protocol that was particularly hard to stomach. I invested a lot of myself into it, but it was a job, nonetheless.


When the war in eastern Ukraine started, everything changed. I could no longer think of political violence as an object of research now that a brutal war was unfolding in a land so close to my heart, although still at a safe distance to most west Europeans: in ‘a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing’. Following it from London, mostly through media reports and videos posted on social media, I was horrified that the words so familiar from my academic work – shelling, bombing, captivity, casualties, war crimes – were now being used in news reports about my home country. I got used to hearing about losses. Heavy losses, actual losses, official losses, loss of territory, loss of control, personal loss. These words acquired a different meaning. They were more real; they were more palpable.


I saw my friends and relatives go to the frontline. Some received draft notices, others joined up voluntarily. My two uncles were called up: one was nearly 60 years old and the other severely disabled. This was a good indication of the level of inefficiency in the military commissariat, especially in the early days. I saw London’s Ukrainian diaspora growing in numbers thanks to new arrivals. Some young men were running away from the draft. I never judged them. No one wants to die, for one’s country or otherwise. I saw my London-based friends grapple with their emotions: they couldn’t decide whether they should return to Ukraine and join up or stay put and dive into the astonishingly efficient volunteer movement, contributing to the war effort financially but from afar.


Before the war began in eastern Ukraine, the phrase ‘before the war’ meant ‘before the Second World War’ to me. It referred to history, something I knew a thing or two about. Now, ‘before the war’ meant the past that was just a step behind the present. The peacetime it described already seemed out of reach.


It was disturbing how quickly Ukrainians got accustomed to the language of war: we learned the names of different parts of uniforms, the jargon of army supplies and, of course, army euphemisms such as ‘two hundreds’ (killed in action), and ‘three hundreds’ (injured). I sometimes joined my friends who spent days and nights protesting outside of the Russian Embassy, 10 Downing Street and the Parliament in London. The solidarity we felt in those moments made us feel a little less helpless, a bit more hopeful that miles away from home we might be able to do at least something, if not to stop the war, we knew we were powerless in that regard, then at least to draw attention to what was going on at the other end of Europe.
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