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October 2014, Torez, rebel-controlled eastern Ukraine

There had been an autumn chill in the air for a few days, and even inside the seized secret police headquarters, it was cold. The Romanian did not seem to notice the temperature, apparently comfortable in his light military jacket and a single, fingerless leather glove. But he clocked me shivering, and declared it unacceptable that the town’s heating system had not yet come on. He had been to the power plant the previous day, he said, and laid down an ultimatum. They had a week to get things sorted or he would have the management shot for sabotage.

This might have been taken for bravado, were it not for the fact that the Romanian had organized two public executions in the preceding weeks. Most recently, a young man in his twenties had been caught looting by some of the Romanian’s men, and sentenced to the ultimate punishment. ‘He thought it was a joke until the last minute,’ the Romanian said, puffing his way through the latest in a steady stream of cigarettes held in his ungloved hand.

The young man was executed by a bullet to the back of the head, outside the shop from which he had stolen. A crowd of locals gathered on the street to watch.

Public executions seemed a little out of place in twenty-first-century Europe, I ventured. The Romanian shrugged. ‘Nobody blames a surgeon for the fact they remove tumours from the body with a scalpel. That is what we are doing here, with this society.’

Despite the name, he was very much Russian; ‘the Romanian’ was merely his pozyvnoi, a nom de guerre chosen because one branch of his family had roots in Romania. All the fighters I met during the war in eastern Ukraine had a pozyvnoi. There was the Amp (a former electrician), the Ramone (they were his favourite band), and the Monk (he’d never cheated on his wife).

With their silly names, they often seemed like boys playing at war, but the Romanian was one of the serious ones. He radiated intensity, and had a clipped, military brusqueness when he spoke that bordered on disdain. Nevertheless, it was clear he enjoyed having an audience. He had griped repeatedly when our interview was set up that he did not have time to waste chattering with journalists. But when I arrived, he proceeded to talk about his fiefdom for three hours with little interruption, spraying literary and biblical references, ranging from the novels of Stendhal to obscure conspiracy websites about the Bilderberg Group. Tall and lean, with closely cropped greying hair and a neat, clipped moustache, he sat at the head of a long table, drinking over-brewed tea and ashing his cigarettes into a rusting old tuna tin. The walls were bare save for peeling light-blue paint.

The building had previously been the headquarters of the SBU, the Ukrainian security services, in the grimy mining town of Torez. Now, it was a heavily fortified base, controlled by the Russia-backed militias of the Donetsk People’s Republic, a lawless quasi-state that had come into existence a few months previously.

A retired Russian military officer, the Romanian now held the official title of Head of Counterintelligence for the Ministry of State Security of the Donetsk People’s Republic. In practice, this gave him license to act as a kind of vigilante ombudsman. A blonde woman, with gold hoop earrings, an elaborate manicure, and a combat jacket lined with faux fur, periodically entered the room to hand him sheets of paper, appeals from locals about looted property, or other grievances linked to rebel forces behaving badly.

He was trying to get to the bottom of one case of a local farmer, whose only cow had been pilfered by rebel soldiers. He had jailed several rebels for theft. The two public executions for looting were justified, he said, because only the lowest form of humanity would steal the few provisions remaining in the town. ‘In order to live by the laws of the New Testament, first we must live by the laws of the Old Testament; an eye for eye. If the people behave like animals, we will treat them like animals.’

This was the Romanian’s sixth war. The first had been the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, soon after he signed up. He became an officer in the Soviet and Russian armies, and later in an interior ministry special forces unit. There was no way of verifying his claims; he never even told me his real name. But I doubted he was lying.

Having been through the blood, mud, and brutality of both Chechen wars during the 1990s, he left the army. Afterwards, he tried his hand at civilian life, setting up a small construction company in Moscow. It was not a success, and he ended up working on the building sites himself to make a living.

The Romanian did not like corruption; his eyes sparkled with fury whenever he brought the subject up, which was often. If he had his way, he would have all the corrupt officials shot. Joseph Stalin had been right, he said; there may have been repression back then, but the country developed, and progressed, and that was the main thing.

‘Giving a bribe makes you feel like a gay. It’s like being raped. This repulsive man standing in front of you with a leering smile and his hand open. It’s disgusting. I never gave a single bribe when I was working in construction.’ He continued, pensively, after a pause: ‘That’s probably why nothing ever worked out for me.’

The Romanian had come to eastern Ukraine of his own accord, he insisted. Nobody had sent him. He made regular, informal reports to old friends in the Russian security services back in Moscow, but was spending his own small savings pot to subsist here. He had seen footage on the news a few months previously, of pro-Russian protesters burning to death in Odessa’s trade union building, a horrific event in any terms, but one that Russian television had upgraded to a Nazi-inspired pogrom. He decided there was nothing for it but to travel to Donetsk himself. Just as patriotic Russians had come together to defeat the Nazis in the Second World War, he said animatedly, it was again time to join in unity against the modern-day ‘Ukrainian fascists’ and their backers in Western capitals. On his lapel, he wore the orange-and-black St George’s ribbon. It marked the Soviet victory in the Second World War, and had become the symbol of the Donetsk rebels in this new war.

Although he despised the corruption of Vladimir Putin’s Russia, he was pleased that over the past year the president had done ‘at least something’ to restore Russian prestige, annexing Crimea and providing support to the rebels. The army was being revamped again; money was being spent on defence. Maybe soon, Russia would once again become a country of which he could be proud.

The Romanian’s trajectory over the past two decades was an extreme variation on a recurrent theme of post-Soviet malaise that I encountered during my years reporting from Russia and other former Soviet countries, first as correspondent for The Independent and then for The Guardian. He had lost his way in the aftermath of the Soviet Union; now, as he meted out summary justice on the battlefields of a messy war, he felt that he was finding his bearings again.

By any measure, his presence in Ukraine, commanding a ragtag bunch of armed separatists and ordering public executions, was illegal. But the Romanian did not consider himself to be outside his homeland. His home was the Soviet Union. That was the country in which he was born, the country to which he first swore a military oath, and the country that still lived on in his heart. He admired the coal miners and steelworkers of eastern Ukraine, ‘simple, hardworking and morally outstanding people’ who made him feel he was back in the Soviet Union.

The Romanian mourned the Soviet Union’s passing, but it was not quite right to say that he longed for its resurrection. His nostalgia was not about a devotion to Leninist philosophy. It was not necessarily even a striving for the same kind of lives people had lived before Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika and the subsequent Soviet collapse. What the Romanian really missed was something more fundamental.

‘We need to rebuild the country. The Soviet Union, the Russian Empire, it doesn’t matter what you call it. I want a Russian idea for the Russian people; I don’t want the Americans to teach us how to live. I want a strong country, one you can be proud of. I want life to have some meaning again.’


PART ONE
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Curating the Past


1
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A first-tier nation

I

To assert that the collapse of the Soviet Union cast a long shadow over subsequent events in Russia and the other former Soviet republics is to state the obvious. It is hardly surprising that the death of a whole system would irrevocably shape the future for years, if not generations, to come. But I feel that the particular way in which the Soviet Union disintegrated, and the vacuum of ideas and purpose it left in its wake, is undervalued when it comes to our understanding of Russia and the whole post-Soviet world.

In 1991, Russians experienced a triple loss. The political system imploded, the imperial periphery broke away to form new states, and the home country itself ceased to exist. There were few committed Communists left by 1991, but that did not make the collapse any less traumatic. Russians felt they had lost not an empire or an ideology, but the very essence of their identity. If they were no longer Soviet citizens, then who were they?

Images of toppling Communist monuments and the tearing down of the Berlin Wall were the easy metaphoric expressions of the Soviet collapse; the multitude of Lenins that remained, standing proudly amid the capitalist cityscapes of modern Russia, were a sign that attitudes to the Soviet past in Russia were not so clear-cut after all. But the visual, surface issue of how to deal with Communist symbols was just one small part of the picture. Almost every story I have written during many years of reporting from Russia and the broader post-Soviet region has been, at least in some way, about the effects of the Soviet downfall, and with it the requirements of reformatting national ideologies, the international geopolitical balance, and the emotional and psychological makeup of 250 million people.

For a great many Soviet citizens, the collapse came as a long-awaited blessing: the end of a stifling political system and the arrival of a multitude of exciting opportunities. But even for those who despised Communism, the collapse of the country along with the system was a jarring moment. They had spent their lives walking along a particular path: it had been hard going, the progress was minimal, and it was unclear if they would ever make it to their destination. But they at least understood the terrain. Suddenly, the ground beneath their feet gave way. All that had constituted the fabric of everyday life—accolades and punishments, status and rank, linguistic and behavioural codes—was suddenly rendered meaningless. The established order had dissolved, and in its place was a new world that was difficult to navigate and full of pitfalls.

It was a sensation I would hear about again and again from people who had failed to find their way in the post-Soviet years. The vague sense of unease and nostalgic longing created fertile ground for manipulation. It often seemed to be most acute in those aged between forty and fifty: people who had come of age just as the system collapsed. Men often seemed to struggle more than women to find the emotional resources to deal with the transition: there are many confused and angry men to be found in these pages.

What people remembered about the Soviet period did not, perhaps, bear much resemblance to what they had actually felt at the time. But memory, both individual and collective, is fickle, more dependent on the vantage point of the present than on the reality of the past. Viewed through the prism of the miserable 1990s, the previous decades took on a rosier hue.

Appeals to a visceral and intangible sense of the past, what the Russian émigré thinker Svetlana Boym labelled ‘restorative nostalgia’, can gain traction in any society: witness the ‘taking back control’ of Brexit, or Donald Trump’s promise to ‘Make America Great Again’, with little explanation of when the exact period of previous greatness started and ended. In Russia, there were more specific historical hooks on which to hang these appeals, most of all the Soviet collapse, which could be recast in people’s minds not as the juddering death of an untenable system, but as the nefarious dismantling of a great state by malevolent external forces and their helpers within.

This book charts Vladimir Putin’s mission to fill the void left by the 1991 collapse and forge a new sense of nation and purpose in Russia, though it is by no means a chronological history of the Putin era. The first section explores the curation of the past in the service of the present: the attempt to meld collective memory of the painful and complicated Soviet decades into something Russians could be proud of, particularly the elevation of victory in the Second World War to a national founding myth. Putin had no interest in resurrecting the Soviet system, but the sense of injustice over the way it collapsed would prove a powerful rallying point.

The later sections explain how this historical discourse, along with a parallel process in Ukraine, helped lead to the events of 2014, which left ten thousand people dead and changed the geopolitical map of Europe. By 2017, with record-high approval ratings at home, and much of the Western world looking towards Moscow with trepidation, Putin appeared to have succeeded in his quest to consolidate Russia, and turn a weak and traumatized country into a major world player once again. But with what collateral damage?

This book is not an apology for Putin’s policies during his years in the Kremlin. Putin’s mission to unite Russia involved the manipulation of history and an aggressive stifling of dissent; the system he constructed also allowed his old friends and inner circle to become fantastically rich. But neither is the book an anti-Putin polemic. Putin, after all, is only one of a large cast of Russians featured in these pages. He too had his moment of personal trauma as the Soviet Union collapsed, which strongly influenced his later worldview and actions. Putin was, to some extent, the director of the post-Soviet story for modern Russia, but he was also very much a character in it.

II

There is a rather well known story about a lieutenant colonel of the KGB, who in 1989 was stationed in the East German city of Dresden. His was just one of millions of individual experiences that would remain seared into the memories of those who had lived them for years or decades to come. But for the future direction of Russia, this particular one would have great resonance.

The thirty-seven-year-old lieutenant colonel, Vladimir Putin, watched nervously as angry crowds stormed Dresden’s huge Stasi compound in December 1989. Overrunning the offices of the East German secret police, the crowds moved on to the KGB headquarters, the inner sanctum. Putin called for armed backup to protect the employees and sensitive files hidden inside, but was told there was no help on the way. ‘Moscow is silent,’ said the voice on the line. He had no choice but to go outside and lie to the crowds that he had heavily armed men waiting inside who would shoot anyone who tried to enter. The bluff worked, the mob dissipated, and the KGB’s files on informers and agents remained safe. But the psychological scars ran deep, at least in Putin’s own telling a decade later.

As delighted crowds in Berlin tore down the wall separating the two Germanies and drank in the new atmosphere of freedom, a shocked Putin set to work destroying the compromising documents of the KGB, an organization that had until recently seemed omnipotent. It would be another two years before the Soviet Union collapsed for good, but the way Putin recalled it later, his personal moment of realization that the game was up for the Communist superpower came that day in Dresden. He felt he was watching one of the largest and most powerful empires the world had ever seen unravel in the most pathetic and humiliating way. ‘I had the feeling that the country was no more,’ Putin remembered. ‘It had disappeared.’1

It might seem strange that Putin would mourn the passing of the Soviet Union, given his life trajectory in its wake. Like millions of Soviet citizens, Putin grew up in spartan, even squalid conditions, his whole family crammed into one room of a communal apartment that had no hot water. Having worked his way up to what was only a middling position in the KGB by the late 1980s, he did remarkably well out of the decade following the Soviet collapse, inserting himself into the St Petersburg mayoral office at a time when being part of the government meant proximity to contracts and financial flows. In 1996 he was called to the presidential administration in Moscow, and by 1998 he was made head of the FSB, the successor organization to the KGB.

In a few short years, Putin had made a spectacular rise from mid-ranking cog in the periphery to overlord of the whole sprawling organization. A year later, the ailing Boris Yeltsin made Putin his prime minister and, ultimately, successor. The 1990s were good to Putin, and he proved far more adept at rising through the post-Soviet system than he had the Soviet one.

But he never forgot that moment of helplessness in Dresden, and however well he did personally from the Soviet collapse, he was deeply angered by the manner in which the country had disintegrated. He seemed to mourn not the human cost or material tribulations, but the national humiliation of a powerful state simply imploding. He later claimed to have had a sense for some time that the collapse of Soviet power in Europe was inevitable. ‘But I wanted something different to rise in its place. And nothing different was proposed. That’s what hurt. They just dropped everything and went away.’2

Even those who had been far less committed to the Soviet cause than Putin felt these pangs of regret at how the end of the seventy-four-year political experiment brought the country itself tumbling down with it. ‘I was delighted that the end of Communism had come about,’ Alexander Voloshin, chief of staff to Yeltsin and then to Putin, once told me. ‘But the Soviet Union was my homeland. That was different. How can you be happy about your homeland collapsing?’

During Putin’s early years in Moscow serving Yeltsin, he saw up close how weak the country had become. The Russian Army fought a miserable and bloody war to stop the southern republic of Chechnya from seceding, costing tens of thousands of lives and ending in de facto defeat for Moscow. Russian society was in turmoil, goods scarce, and the majority of the populace impoverished.

On the international stage, things were little better. In 1998, when President Bill Clinton called Yeltsin to tell him the United States was considering air strikes on Serbia, Yeltsin was furious. He screamed ‘Nel’zya!’—something like ‘it is impermissible!’—several times down the phone at the US president and then hung up. The bombing raids went ahead anyway. A country that had only recently been one of the world’s two major lodes of power was now utterly powerless to stop bombs falling on the capital city of an ally. American diplomats and politicians were constantly warned during the Yeltsin era that such a state of affairs would not last forever.

‘Russia isn’t Haiti and we won’t be treated as though we were,’ Yeltsin fumed to Clinton’s point man on Russia, Strobe Talbott. ‘I don’t like it when the US flaunts its superiority. Russia’s difficulties are only temporary, and not only because we have nuclear weapons, but also because of our economy, our culture, our spiritual strength. All that amounts to a legitimate, undeniable basis for equal treatment. Russia will rise again! I repeat: Russia will rise again!’3

On the eve of the millennium, Yeltsin announced he was stepping down. He left the country mired in poverty, the wealth in the hands of a few greedy oligarchs and the army fighting a grim and demoralizing war in Chechnya.

Perhaps most troubling of all, Yeltsin’s years in charge did not provide a clear idea of what kind of country modern Russia should be. Gleb Pavlovsky, a spin doctor and ‘political technologist’ who worked for both Yeltsin’s and Putin’s Kremlin, later told me about the panic during the handover period: ‘There was a real sense that Yeltsin could leave and there would be utter chaos. Most of the population didn’t recognize the Russian Federation as a real thing. They felt like they lived in some kind of strange offshoot of the Soviet Union. We had to ensure the handover, but we also had to create some sense of nation.’

Yeltsin, a man who had once embodied hopes of future prosperity, cut a sorry figure, of unfulfilled expectations and missed opportunities, as he gave his slurred farewell address on the eve of the millennium: ‘I am asking your forgiveness for failing to justify the hopes of those who believed me when I said we would leap from the grey, stagnating totalitarian past into a bright, prosperous, and civilized future. I believed in that dream. I believed we would cover that distance in one leap. We didn’t.’

III

I first travelled to Russia in January 2000, a few weeks after Yeltsin stepped down. I was eighteen, and before starting at university spent four months teaching English at a secondary school in Moscow. The Russian capital then was a dark, chaotic city. The cautious optimism that some people had felt about the future a decade earlier had all but evaporated. Life in the 1990s had progressed along the lines of a particularly implausible episode of a job-swap reality TV show: biochemists were now taxi drivers; market stallholders were CEOs. The criminals became the authorities and those who tried to stand up against them became the criminals. A few people had pilfered all the ladders, leaving the rest to be devoured by snakes.

The poverty among the majority of the population made for widespread squalor and rampant exploitation. At Komsomolskaya metro station, in the centre of Moscow, there was a Dostoyevskian tableau of despair on emerging at ground level: dazed homeless drunks, penniless grannies hawking a few sorry wares spread out forlornly before them on the concrete, and a shabby market selling cheap Chinese electronics and knock-off DVDs of hardcore porn.

Sex, which had been a taboo topic in Soviet times, was everywhere. At several points on the Garden Ring, the multi-lane highway that encircles the very centre of Moscow, prostitutes stood by the roadside in skimpy outfits, offering their services. Their leather-jacketed pimps paid off the police to turn a blind eye. Any sensible citizen knew to avoid the police, who were far more likely to shake you down for a bribe than help you out. Heroin abuse was rampant; the country was on its way to having the world’s fastest-growing HIV epidemic. If Moscow was bad, outside the capital life was much, much harder.

The shortages of the late-Soviet period had created a nation of resourceful barterers, and now, absolutely everything was for sale: sex, marriage, a doctor’s note to avoid being called up to fight in Chechnya, your acquittal or someone else’s conviction in a court case, or a ready-made PhD thesis to boost your qualifications. The appeals to ‘traditional Russian values’, that would become official Kremlin rhetoric much later, resonated because of their aspirational quality: people wanted to believe in a country of supposed purity and chastity exactly because what they saw before their eyes was so at odds with it.

After my months in Moscow, I spent several weeks traversing Russia in the third-class platskart carriages of Trans-Siberian trains. The dormitories on wheels puttered across the endless Eurasian landmass, the air inside thick with a blend of sweaty feet, fish lunches, and a sooty tang emanating from the coal-fired samovars that dispensed boiling water for tea. I remember snippets of conversations with my fellow passengers in the open-plan carriages: a skinny young conscript who had nervously bade farewell to his parents and was en route to his army base; two gossipy matriarchs travelling on a four-day journey home to Irkutsk, after visiting children who had fled the nest to Moscow; a pair of go-go dancers from the Siberian city of Ulan Ude who dreamed of moving to South Korea and making a fortune working the restaurants and nightclubs there; and a duo of young wheeler-dealer businessmen from Vladivostok who force-fed me vodka amid much bravado and then vomited all over the carriage at night, much to the despair, if not the surprise, of the beleaguered attendant who had to mop up the mess.

My unexpected presence in the cheapest class was met with ever-changing combinations of warmth, aggression, inquisitiveness, drunkenness, and flirting, depending on the interlocutors, the time of day or night, and the general mood of the carriage. Back then, my Russian-language skills weren’t good enough to launch complex conversations about nostalgia, or probe people’s memories of the Soviet Union, which had collapsed less than a decade previously. But I remember a palpable sense of confusion with the state of affairs in the new country. A few young business-oriented types saw it as a time of great excitement and opportunity, but most people seemed lost on some kind of existential level—plaintive, overwhelmed, and alarmed by the chaos that a decade of ‘democracy’ had brought. Two years earlier, a financial meltdown had meant millions of Russians lost whatever paltry savings they had managed to put aside. More recently, explosions had torn through several apartment blocks in the capital, supposedly the work of Chechen terrorists.4 People longed for normalcy and stability. This much-craved stabil’nost’  became an altar at which many freedoms would later be sacrificed.

Public opinion surveys from the time show that the majority of people were unimpressed with the new Russia. In March 1993, 63 per cent of Russians said they regretted that the Soviet Union had collapsed. By the end of 2000, the figure had risen to 75 per cent.5

After six months in Russia, I returned to Britain to go to university, but I already knew I would be back before long. The coexistence of beauty and horror, hope and despair, glory and absurdity was frustrating and alluring in equal measure. Russia got under my skin, as it had done to foreigners for centuries.

I studied Russian and Soviet history at Oxford, and moved back to Moscow at the end of 2003, working for an NGO for a year before taking up journalism. The city was slowly becoming more prosperous and humane. Over the next decade, oil prices rose so high that, even allowing for the rampant corruption in Putin’s inner circle, money did trickle down and provide real benefits to people in the cities.

In Moscow and other major settlements, abject squalor disappeared from the central streets, and a middle class began to develop. With it came coffee shops, wine bars, and frequent flights to Europe. But trips to the regions were a reminder that for the majority of the country, life was still hard. The heroin and HIV epidemics worsened; when authorities did crack down on heroin supply, people switched to krokodil, a synthetic opioid made from cooking codeine pills, lighter fluid, and industrial cleaning products until they formed a brownish gunk. In Tver, just a couple of hours from Moscow, I met krokodil addicts whose flesh was quite literally rotting away from injecting the drug.

Across Russia’s multiple time zones, there were endless towns and villages where similar scenes played out. In Alexandrovsk, a small town on Sakhalin island in the far east of Russia, an eight-hour flight from Moscow followed by an overnight train, the roads were made of mud and stray dogs howled relentlessly. Alexandrovsk’s only point of interest was a museum that marked Anton Chekhov’s visit there a century previously, after which he had written at length about what a miserable hellhole it was. Half the town seemed to be drinking spirt, chemical ethanol, because they could not afford vodka. A friendly drunk explained the drill: you had to exhale fully before drinking; if you didn’t, it would burn a hole in your oesophagus. Millions of Russians drank ethanol, window cleaner, perfume, or other industrial spirits that were marketed more cheaply than vodka. There was both an economic and an existential sense of hopelessness, interconnected and mutually reinforcing.

IV

Putin’s task, as he took over from Yeltsin, was to imbue this vast, creaking country with a new vitality. Shortly before he became acting president on the eve of the millennium, Putin wrote a lengthy, programmatic text about the challenges facing Russia. It touched on poverty, social upheaval, and other human issues, but its main thrust was a worry about the health of the Russian state rather than that of its people. Russia, Putin wrote, was undergoing one of the most difficult periods in its long history.

‘For the first time in the past 200–300 years, Russia faces the real danger that it could be relegated to the second, or even the third tier of global powers,’ the article’s conclusion warned. ‘In order for this not to happen, we will need a huge mobilization of all the intellectual, physical and moral strengths of our nation. We need unified, constructive work. Nobody else will do it for us. Everything now depends on our ability to understand the level of danger, to unite, and to set about carrying out the long and difficult task.’6

The poverty and divisions of the 1990s were a symptom of this broader malaise, Putin believed. The health of the state was the most important thing: if Russia could regain the global importance the Soviet Union once possessed, then people’s well-being would automatically improve. Putin’s article tapped into a long line of Russian political philosophy that fetishized the strength of the state and sovereignty.

To facilitate this renaissance, Putin faced the enormous task of creating a sense of nation and national pride among Russians. At his inauguration, on 7 May 2000, Putin explicitly laid out the mission ahead of him as he saw it: ‘I consider it my sacred duty to unite the people of Russia and to gather citizens around clearly defined tasks and aims, and to remember, every minute of every day, that we are one nation and we are one people. We have one common destiny.’

But what was this common destiny, and what was this new ‘first-tier’ Russia meant to look like? Should it be a neo-Soviet superpower, and strive to resurrect as much as possible of the Soviet past? Or was the Soviet period, in fact, a horrible error and thus the new Russia should be a continuation of the tsarist empire, with its triple ideology of Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality? Was Russia a bastion of ‘traditional values’ in opposition to a decadent West? A ‘Eurasian’ power that could bridge the gap between East and West? Or simply a ‘normal’ European nation, albeit one of dramatically bigger size than the others and with a more traumatic past, that could in time integrate with the democracies of the continent’s western half?

Putin, and those around him, at various times appealed to elements of all these visions of Russia. Foreign leaders who met Putin in the early years say he floated the possibility that Russia could join the EU at some stage. In one of his first interviews in 2000, he suggested Russia might even become part of NATO one day.7

The Russian president was a political chameleon in both domestic and foreign policy, but whatever the changes in backdrop and mood music, his various political incarnations were all designed with the broader goal in mind of restoring what he believed to be Russia’s rightful place on the global stage, lost when the Soviet Union collapsed. If the West would play by Putin’s rules, the quest to regain status as a first-tier nation could be achieved through cooperation. If it would not, confrontation would be required.

V

Leaders of all stripes, faced with the task of rejuvenating wounded nations, have looked to history to do so. Back in 1882, the French thinker Ernest Renan recognized that for a sense of nation to take hold, shared glories and common suffering were far more important than customs posts or heavily guarded borders.

The fifteen nations to emerge from the Soviet collapse all took different approaches to dealing with their pasts as they built new national identities. In the three Baltic states, where Soviet rule had been imposed only in 1940, and large swathes of the populations had always been strongly antipathetic to rule from Moscow, new governments worked feverishly to undo the Soviet legacy. Museums opened that equated the Soviet period with the Nazi occupation. The old KGB archives were opened, and monuments erected to the victims of the occupying regime. The national narratives saw 1991 as an unequivocally celebratory date: the end of oppression, the restoration of a past, interrupted independence, and a return to the European family.

In Belarus, by contrast, President Alexander Lukashenko offered his people the limited but comfortable 1970s version of Soviet power: high on tractor production and agricultural targets, low on political freedoms. It was as if nothing had changed; 1991 was an irrelevance. In the new ethnic republics of Central Asia, where there was little in the way of pre-Soviet ethnic-based statehood to hark back to, new national identities were manufactured that traced the nations back centuries on semi-historical or pseudo-historical grounds. Lenins were replaced by portraits of the smiling, geriatric local autocrats, just as ubiquitous and just as hagiographic. The Soviet past was quietly excised from the official narrative, neither demonized nor nostalgized, a historical elephant in the room that was simply ignored, despite the fact that the dictatorial leaders were all former party bosses in a new nationalist guise.

The only two of the fifteen countries not to come up with a coherent, unifying national-historical narrative in the first two decades after the collapse were Russia and Ukraine. The events of 2014—the revolution in Kiev, Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and the war in eastern Ukraine—were, at least in part, a clash between competing Russian and Ukrainian attempts to transcend the conundrum of 1991 and mint new national identities.

By the time Putin took over, Russian attitudes to the Soviet past were ambivalent and confused. Back in 1991, crowds in Moscow had toppled the monument to Felix Dzerzhinsky, founder of the Cheka (the Bolshevik secret police that would later be called the NKVD and then the KGB), which stood outside the Lubyanka, the KGB headquarters in central Moscow. Leningrad reverted to its imperial name, St Petersburg. But after this initial flurry of activity, the disposal of the iconography of the Soviet past came to a halt. Most cities still had a Lenin striking a stirring pose in their main squares; many streets retained their Soviet names. There were Lenin, Marx, Komsomol, Red Partisan, and Dictatorship of the Proletariat streets across the country. Russia was like a party host who awoke the morning after, started making a cursory effort to clean up the mess all around, but after a while simply gave up and slunk back to bed to nurse its hangover.

The visual representation of history was dizzying and disorientating. Lenin’s mummified corpse remained on display in a glass case inside his marble mausoleum; stern soldiers watched over visitors to ensure they treated the embalmed Soviet leader with respect (no talking, no hands in pockets). Meanwhile, on the other side of Red Square, the new rich dropped obscene amounts of money in the upmarket boutiques of a flashy department store. The last tsar and his family were made saints by the Russian Orthodox Church, and yet a Moscow metro station still bore the name of Pyotr Voikov, the man who was directly responsible for organizing their execution.

Hammer and sickle motifs adorned dozens of government buildings; sumptuous mosaics of happy collectivized peasants and stoical workers lit up metro stations. Looked at through contemporary eyes, it was hard to say if they should be taken merely as culturally valuable artefacts of a bygone age, or if they still celebrated the achievements for which they had initially been designed. Most disturbingly, the Lubyanka, the imposing mustard-coloured KGB headquarters, famous for basement interrogations and executions during the purges of the 1930s, remained the headquarters of the FSB, the KGB’s successor agency. Inside, there was no ‘lustration’ of those cadres who had taken part in the worst excesses of the Soviet regime, no purge of Soviet functionaries in the way that many Central and Eastern European countries implemented in the aftermath of 1991. In most of those countries, there was a consensus that the Communist period had been an occupation, or an unwanted external imposition. In Russia, the issue was far more slippery and confusing. After all, both Gorbachev and Yeltsin had themselves been Soviet officials.

The Moscow of the early 2000s was a palimpsest; the monumental buildings and heroic archetypes of the Soviet past were still visible beneath the tacky veneer of modern construction and the gaudy capitalist hoardings advertising casinos, loans, and burgers.8

The new president’s nation-building task was unusually thorny, as he inherited a multi-ethnic, post-imperial state with a recent history that was as bewildering as it was painful. Putin took a selective approach to the Soviet past, picking out individual elements that could help provide a sense of continuity, starting with the old Soviet national anthem, which was restored in 2001, albeit with new lyrics. But simply creating a Soviet Union 2.0 was not going to work. While there was much nostalgia for the Soviet period, calling for its return would alienate the business community and younger Russians, who enjoyed the opportunities that capitalism and Putin’s oil wealth had brought them. Putin tapped into the sense of injustice among many Russians, famously calling the Soviet collapse the ‘greatest geopolitical tragedy of the twentieth century’. But he also equivocated, saying that while only a person without a heart could fail to miss the Soviet Union, only someone with no head would want to restore it.

In the new Russia, the old Soviet pantheon of revolutionary heroes and dates was no longer applicable, and it was not clear from where new ones might emerge. The Orthodox Church could help provide some kind of moral code and a new sense of purpose for a portion of Russians freed from the confines of official Soviet atheism. Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Saviour, blown up under Stalin in 1931 and later replaced with a swimming pool, was rebuilt during the 1990s and reopened during the first year of Putin’s rule. The Church became an important part of Putin’s identity project for modern Russia, but it could not alone unify the nation, especially in a country with large Muslim and smaller Buddhist regions.

Putin enjoyed reading history books and came across many figures in the tsarist past whom he admired, mainly those who had strengthened the state and ensured political continuity. At different times he would reference various statesmen and thinkers as inspirations, and draw from both the tsarist and Soviet periods. But in all of Russia’s long and complicated history, there was only one event that had the narrative potential to unite the country and serve as a foundation stone for the new nation, something that could help to foster a sense of national pride, just as the oil revenues led to improved economic indicators. That was the victory in the Second World War, or in the Soviet parlance that was still used in modern Russia, the Great Patriotic War. Pride in the defeat of Nazism transcended political allegiance, generation, or economic status, and had been used by the later Soviet leaders to cement the regime’s legitimacy. Putin would once again draw on the war victory as the key to creating a consolidated, patriotic country. Only as this kind of country could Russia regain its rightful place as a first-tier nation, Putin felt, and as the years of his rule over Russia continued, the role of the war victory in official rhetoric grew steadily. The answer to the implosion of 1991, it turned out, was the triumph of 1945. The ideology of victory would become the touchstone of Putin’s regime: an anchor of national legitimacy in an ocean of historical uncertainty.


2
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The sacred war

I

The four years between 1941 and 1945 had a logical place as the defining cataclysmic event for generations of Russians in a century that had been full of them. Putin’s own parents lived through the siege of Leningrad, which lasted more than two years, and his older brother died in it. There was barely a family in Russia that was not linked to the war effort in some way, and in most there were missing grandparents or great-grandparents, among the millions who died in those years.

The modern-day victory legend that Putin would create built on the late Soviet narrative. It was under Leonid Brezhnev, who led the Soviet Union between 1964 and 1982, that the legend in its current form began to take shape. In the immediate aftermath of the war, the subject had been too raw, and Stalin was jealous of the acclaim given to the top military leadership. Georgy Zhukov, the man who led Soviet forces during the war, was demoted and consigned to relative oblivion. Victory Day was made a normal working day;4 Labour Day and Revolution Day were the main celebratory dates. After the legendary 1945 victory celebration, Red Square held no victory parades at all in the first two post-war decades.

As the economy stalled under Brezhnev, and the path towards a utopian future of Communist plenty seemed less easily navigable, the regime sought validation in the past rather than the future. The heroism of the war, in which the Soviet people came together to defeat the ultimate enemy, became a foundational pillar of the state, and 9 May became the biggest holiday in the calendar.

Despite the official pomp, for ordinary Soviet citizens the holiday remained primarily about spending time with real veterans, many of whom were still alive. Unlike other Soviet holidays, Victory Day had a visceral, personal element for millions of families who retained indelible memories of the war years. During the 1970s, veterans wore their uniforms on Victory Day and gathered in parks across the country, bringing their children and grandchildren, and happily receiving flowers from well-wishers. But the tone was one of solemn commemoration rather than joyous celebration. One report of the day from the Siberian city of Nizhny Tagil recalled the following scene: ‘There was an endless stream of people moving along the road to the cemetery. More than an hour before the designated start time, the cemetery was filled with people of various ages. . . . During the solemn meeting there was a tense silence; many of those present were sobbing. The participants placed wreaths and bouquets of flowers on the graves of the fighters. Not one grave was left forgotten.’5

The official narrative, of a unified Soviet people marching forward to a glorious victory, a black-and-white tale of the triumph of good over evil, was always vulnerable to historical enquiry. In 1965, the Soviet historian Alexander Nekrich published a book called June 22, 1941, which dealt with the events around the launch of Operation Barbarossa, the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union. Nekrich, himself a veteran who had spent much of the war on the front line, wrote about the purges of the army leadership in the years leading up to war, and the intransigence of Stalin in the face of evidence that the Nazis were preparing for an attack. Conceived during the brief ‘thaw’ under Nikita Khrushchev, by the time the book came out, Brezhnev had taken over and the critical viewpoint was not welcome. Nekrich was denounced and expelled from the party. He eventually emigrated.

With the advent of perestroika in the mid-1980s, there were still many people alive who remembered the war vividly. As the archives opened and the fear of taking the ‘wrong’ line dissipated, it was no longer possible to silence alternative voices. Difficult questions about Stalin’s unpreparedness and the huge casualty count resurfaced, together with some new ones. Why were returning Soviet soldiers who had been captured by the Germans sent to labour camps? Why were whole ethnic groups deported from their homelands to other parts of the Soviet Union during the war? And what exactly was it that motivated the Soviet people?

Secret NKVD reports into the private moods of writers and intellectuals during the war came to light that showed just how much resistance there was to Soviet power during the first months of the conflict. A Moscow journalist claimed he was ready for another three years of war and a million deaths, if by the end of it the ‘despotic, awful order in our country’ was defeated along with the Nazis.6 Other intellectuals, including those considered loyal to the regime, apparently had similar thoughts.7

There remained no doubt that millions of Soviet citizens did fight, heroically and to the death, but it was clear that the picture was not as simple and clear-cut as the previous historiography had made out. The Soviet order, after all, had existed for less than a quarter of a century and had embarked on a series of bloody attacks on huge swathes of its own population. Some people fought for the Soviet Union or for Stalin, while others fought in spite of them, for a deeper sense of Russianness and homeland.8

It turned out that prior to the Nazi invasion, Stalin had received more than a hundred warnings of the impending attack, coming from sources as diverse as moles inside the German air force, Winston Churchill, and an intelligence agent in Japan who had seduced the German ambassador’s wife. He ignored them all, convinced that Hitler was not planning an attack, and failed to make elementary preparations to repulse the initial advance,9 a blow to the idea of Stalin as the wise and brilliant military tactician who had steered the Soviets to victory. When it came to the fighting itself, the sanitized, glorious portrayal of the war also began to crumble. Soviet tactics paid scant concern to human lives; it was often a case of victory by sheer numbers. In one Crimean operation, Red Army soldiers were ordered not to dig trenches because they spoiled the ‘spirit of aggression’. In under a fortnight, 176,000 soldiers died.10 Historians dug up many such examples.

There were also many examples of tactical brilliance, and the Western image of terrified Soviet soldiers who lived in fear of execution and fought only through coercion is equally problematic.11 But the reality of war is never pretty, and the Eastern Front was perhaps the most savage theatre of the most awful war in human history. There were indeed many cases of extreme bravery and extraordinary feats, but this did not lessen the horror. Many who fought heroically were persecuted after the war, especially those who had succumbed to the ‘shame’ of being captured rather than fighting to the death.

In 1985, the director Elem Klimov’s Come and See, one of the most disturbing war films ever made, hit Soviet cinemas. Released as the first hints of perestroika were in the air, the film had been planned since the mid 1970s but was deemed inappropriate by the censor. Nobody who has seen it can forget the expression of horror on the face of the main protagonist, Flyora, a young boy from a village in Belarus who leaves his mother to fight with the pro-Soviet partisans against the Nazi occupants. With the exception of very brief moments of graphic violence, the film’s power is channeled through the reflection of events on Flyora’s face, a masterly and disturbing piece of acting. It certainly does not besmirch the memory of the Soviet war dead or show the Nazis as anything other than monstrous killers. But it does not glorify the war either; it shows events in all their appalling misery. When it was released, there were reports of people fainting inside the cinema. Nevertheless, nearly thirty million Soviet citizens went to see the film and were subjected to this shockingly realistic portrayal of the conflict.

The official, Brezhnev-era historiography was coming apart at the seams. In 1989, Moscow admitted the existence of the secret protocols of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, by which it had carved up Eastern Europe together with Nazi Germany, moved into the Baltic States and eastern Poland, and deported tens of thousands of people in 1940 and 1941.12 There was finally an admittance that the mass execution of 21,857 Poles at Katyn and two other sites, which the Soviet government had for decades blamed on the Nazis, was indeed Moscow’s doing. In the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, historians and activists who had always balked at the Soviet insistence that 1945 should be seen as a liberation, rather than a new occupation, began writing their own, new histories.

In this atmosphere of soul-searching, the Soviet ministry of defence commissioned a new history of the war from the director of the army’s main history institute, General Dmitry Volkogonov. By 1990, Volkogonov had prepared a draft in which he criticized the terror and slaughter in the years leading up to 1941, suggested that the Red Army had won the war in spite of Stalin’s tactics rather than because of them, and intimated that the death count was far higher than it had needed to be. With access to more archives than anyone previously (and more than any historian would have today), Volkogonov was able to piece together a disturbing portrait of the war, which even in the atmosphere of perestroika was extremely controversial. When attacked by other generals over the tone of his work, he said, ‘We don’t need blind patriotism. We need the truth!’13

Gradually, attitudes were changing, and during the first years of Yeltsin’s rule there was a flourishing of interest in a new historiography of the war, one that would take in the more problematic sides of the victory as well as the glory. In parts of the periphery, there was also a flourishing of interest in one of the least publicized crimes of the Soviet war effort: the deportations.

II

Kalmykia, a chunk of arid steppe on the Caspian Sea, is only a two-hour internal flight from Moscow, but when my plane landed in the region’s capital, Elista, I felt as though I had made a civilizational shift. The ethnic Kalmyk population is of Mongol origin, and the city’s skyline is dominated by a splendid Buddhist temple.

Kalmykia’s story during the war was one of many reminders that the black-and-white version of the Soviet war narrative was deeply problematic. In 1943, the Kalmyks, along with many other Soviet nationalities, were accused of supporting the Nazis. Every man, woman, and child of Kalmyk ethnicity was rounded up, expelled from the ancestral homeland, and resettled in scattered settlements deep in the heart of Siberia, thousands of miles away. It was extraordinary, when one stopped to think about it: like deporting the whole of Wales to Australia.

Vladimir Ubushayev, the head of the history faculty at Kalmykia’s main university, had written the only proper book on the subject, published locally in pamphlet form in 1991, amid the new atmosphere of intellectual permissiveness. By the time I visited him in his Elista home in 2007, he was a pensioner with a swept-back shock of grey hair and chunky glasses of the type favoured by Soviet-era intellectuals.

For Ubushayev, the subject was more than simply historical grazing ground. He had been a toddler in 1943 when the Kalmyks were deported, and spent his early years in Siberia. His father fought and died at the front, for the same country that would soon deport his entire family. Ubushayev recalled days as a young child spent with his grandfather scouring the frozen Siberian earth for potatoes, while his mother worked until late at night on the collective farm, each day returning home to find her daughter more and more ill, until one day she died. He was certainly a historian with a connection to his subject. ‘It’s the question that’s bothered me my whole life,’ he said, as we sat on spongy sofas in his living room, the television flickering silently in the corner. ‘Why did it happen? Why us?’

Despite the fact that even mentioning the deportation publicly was not allowed until perestroika, it was a question that Ubushayev had a chance to put privately to Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet foreign minister during the war, when he visited the ageing Molotov at his dacha outside Moscow in the late 1970s. Molotov recalled a 1943 meeting of the State Defence Committee, the Soviet war planning body that consisted of just a few top Soviet leaders. Stalin had a list with different nationalities on it. The military top brass criticized the 110th Kalmyk Cavalry Division, which had fought the Germans on the River Don near Stalingrad and had eventually surrendered. ‘Molotov told me that Beria was in favour of deporting the Kalmyks. I asked him why he didn’t speak out against it, and he said that nobody at the time had any real information, and if Beria said it, who were they to disagree?’ If Molotov’s story is to be believed, the fate of the Kalmyks was sealed on the basis of a few words from Lavrenty Beria, one of the most odious of Stalin’s henchmen, and a flick of the Soviet leader’s pencil.

I headed to a bungalow on the outskirts of town to meet Boris Ochirov, a stocky pensioner, dressed for the summer heat of the steppe in only a pair of shorts. His torso was hairless and wrinkle-free, and he had a full head of closely cropped grey hair. He greeted me cheerily, and we took seats in his kitchen, where he decanted me a cup of traditional Kalmyk tea, a lukewarm buttery brew liable to induce retching in the uninitiated.

He started to tell me about 28 December 1943. He was only seven years old at the time, but the events remained seared into his mind. It was a viciously icy morning on the steppe, and almost all the young and healthy men were away at the front, so the villages were filled with women, children, and the elderly. It was just a few days before New Year’s Eve, and while few people were in a festive spirit, families were nonetheless planning small celebrations and events to humour the children and forget the difficult times in which they were living. As dawn broke, the roar of engines could be heard approaching every village in Kalmykia, and out of the mist came shiny new Studebaker trucks. Given to the Soviet war effort by the Americans through the lend-lease programme, the trucks were part of convoys shipped to Murmansk, and had been brought all the way down from the Arctic Circle to the Caspian Sea.

Out of the Studebakers hopped soldiers from the NKVD, recalled Ochirov. They read the bemused villagers a decree informing them that the entire Kalmyk people were to be deported for treason. Elista had been occupied by the Nazis in August 1942, and was under German control for around five months, until the Soviets retook it at the end of the year. The Kalmyks were accused, en masse, of collaboration. They were given about half an hour to gather their possessions and prepare for permanent exile.

Some Kalmyks were cruelly beaten and robbed by the soldiers; others, such as Ochirov’s family, were treated relatively well. They were allowed to slaughter a cow and pack the meat for the journey ahead; his mother took her sewing machine. ‘They put us in the trucks with our things. The dogs were barking, and the cows and sheep were stamping their feet. People think only dogs can sense this kind of thing, but the livestock also knew something bad was happening. It was such chaos, such a terrible, terrible scene. The dogs ran after the trucks as we drove away, howling like mad. I’ll never forget that scene.’

They were driven to a railway station, where a long train made up of cattle cars was already waiting. The Kalmyks were told to get in, fifteen or twenty families to each wagon. ‘It was absolutely freezing—the height of winter, and we were journeying into Siberia. It must have been minus thirty or minus thirty-five most of the time. The journey lasted about twelve days, and by the end we were disgusting, lice-ridden wrecks. I remember there was a hole cut into the floor of the middle of the carriage for pissing and shitting. If we stopped at a station, sometimes they would let one or two people out to get some hot water. But I didn’t get out once for the whole journey.’

At each station, guards walked along the platform and called up to enquire if there were any dead bodies. ‘There would often be one or two people who had succumbed to the cold. We’d throw out their bodies, and they’d be taken away.’ Parents bade farewell to children this way, husbands to wives.

By 4 January 1944, Beria was able to report personally to Stalin that ‘26,359 families, consisting 93,139 persons, were loaded onto 46 special trains’.14

The Kalmyks were one of many nationalities to be deported. The Chechens, Crimean Tatars, and ethnic Germans living inside the Soviet Union were deported to either Central Asia or Siberia, as well as several other smaller nationalities. In total, the Soviet Union deported around two million of its own citizens during the war.15 The Kalmyk operation alone, one of the smallest in scale, required 2,975 officers of the NKVD as well as thousands of soldiers.
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