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FOREWORD

TO THE 2009 EDITION

As its title suggests, Russia – a Journey to the Heart of a Land and its People is principally about the wide variety of places I visited and individuals I met on a 10,000-mile journey from Murmansk to Vladivostok. In describing my experiences along the way, I also explore the society, culture and history that have shaped the beliefs and attitudes that form the national mosaic of what has been known, since the fall of communism, as the Russian Federation. But the evolving nature of the Russian political system – a system that has come under even closer international scrutiny since the first edition of this book – also formed a crucial part of my exploration.

At that time, when many Western observers were still inclined to take a relatively benign view of what I described as ‘Putinism’, I concluded that the structure of the Russian state could properly be defined as ‘crypto-fascist’. But, perhaps paradoxically, I also concluded that the policy adopted by the West (specifically at the behest of Washington through the NATO alliance) was misconceived and would prove counter-productive. In the intervening months, two unrelated but tumultuous events have put Russia even more sharply under the international spotlight. I did not foresee that the Kremlin would order the invasion of Georgia, or that the global financial system would implode. Yet both these shockwaves have served only to reinforce my views about the Russian people, the system under which they consent to live, and the way in which the West should deal with the Kremlin.

Although I was struck by the diverse qualities of the hundreds of people from all walks of life that I met on my journey, I was soon made to appreciate that the 140 million citizens of the Russian Federation are remarkably uniform in two crucial respects: their hostility towards Western democracy and their passionate nationalism – their unequivocal love of what they call without embarrassment the ‘Motherland’. In recent months both characteristics have been more than usually on display, and have been brilliantly exploited by the Russian prime minister and his successor as president, Dmitry Medvedev.

As I explore at some length in this book, the disturbing intensity of these mutually reinforcing attitudes has its origins in the long history of brutality and torment that culminated in the social upheaval that followed the collapse of the Soviet system. For most Russians, those years – the decade that preceded the election of President Putin – were synonymous with fear and insecurity. But the then president, Boris Yeltsin, presided not only over the death throes of communism: he ushered in the age of the oligarchs – the establishment of a kleptocracy that placed the resources of the nation in the hands of just a few embryonic billionaires. As they endured this baleful transformation, the Russian people were urged to believe that, before long, their lives too would be enriched. Not only had communism been replaced by capitalism but – they were instructed – dictatorship by democracy: the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness was now enshrined in a constitutional framework that would liberate them from the shackles of the past. When this mirage vanished into the quicksands of crime, violence, corruption and unemployment, democracy was swiftly judged by the overwhelming majority of the Russian people to be the cause of their woes, not the cure.

Putin came to power in 2000, promising a resurgence that would combine the restoration of domestic security and the reassertion of the Motherland’s legitimate claim to be a major player on the international stage. To these ends the former KGB officer set about muzzling the media, co-opting the judiciary, and bludgeoning the nascent parliament into becoming a rubber stamp for the Kremlin. And so far from offering any protest – with a few brave exceptions, scores of whom have been beaten up, murdered or imprisoned for their pains – the Russian people urged him on. ‘Here at last,’ they seemed to say to themselves, ‘we have the strong man that we need: a new tsar for a new age.’ He described this freshly minted fascist system as ‘sovereign democracy’.

That system is now being put to the test on both the domestic and the international fronts. Russia is starting to feel the arctic chill of the global recession. Oil prices, which were nudging $150 a barrel six months ago, have plummeted by two-thirds to under $40. Even though those prices will eventually rise again – almost certainly to levels we have not yet witnessed ($200 a barrel within the next decade still seems more than likely) – the short-term impact of this crash has been severe. The stock market has tumbled and the rouble seems certain to slide further against the dollar. As Russia is heavily dependent on imports, this informal devaluation will not only push up consumer prices (inflation is already above 12 per cent), but sharpen the widespread fear that unemployment will rise to levels that caused such misery towards the end of the last century.

Russia’s predicament is the worse because the Kremlin failed to invest the nation’s vast treasure chest, which had been filled to overflowing with bonanza revenues from oil, gas and other raw materials, during the boom years. Instead of using the nation’s new wealth to revive the decrepit social and economic infrastructure of the state, the Kremlin recycled it back to the oligarchs, the multi-billionaires who had been permitted to seize control of these invaluable assets after the fall of communism. Russia has remained essentially a producer of raw materials and a rentier economy.

The nation’s economic downturn is likely to be aggravated by the fact that the glue holding this post-modern autocracy together is corruption. Despite its membership of the G8 group of industrialized nations, Russia is only marginally less corrupt than some of the worst offenders in the developing world, such as Nigeria or Pakistan. No individual or company, however prestigious, can do business in the Russian Federation without greasing the palms of officialdom to unlock the door to profitable investment. You want permission or a permit? You pay under the counter. You want your application to go to the top of the pile? You pay again. You want your consortium to beat his? You pay more than him. At an estimated cost of $30 billion a year, nothing could be better calculated to deter foreign investment during a global downturn.

Some foreign observers speculate that Russia’s economic woes will undermine Putin’s credibility, and even his hold on power. But there is precious little evidence for this. Indeed, I suspect that Putinism could become even more popular as the Kremlin blames the West, particularly the United States, for incubating the financial crisis of which the Russian people are the blameless victims. Certainly, the prime minister appears to have suffered no loss of popularity. And, in the unlikely event of social unrest, he has the well-oiled security apparatus of a repressive state at his disposal to ensure that his ‘sovereign democracy’ prevails.

Putinism at home and Putinism abroad are mutually reinforcing. The invasion of Georgia in August 2008 was not simply an assertion of military might by the Kremlin in Russia’s ‘near-abroad’, but the culmination of a chain of events that, from a Russian perspective, constituted a national humiliation at the hands of the United States. From the early 1990s onwards, the West persistently rebuffed the Kremlin’s efforts to forge a partnership – a post-Cold War strategic alliance – with NATO. Instead, under pressure from the White House, NATO expanded eastwards, embracing former Soviet satellite states, such as Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic. Even more provocatively, its leaders promised membership to Georgia and Ukraine, both of which border Russia’s volatile southern flank in the Caucasus. The Kremlin protested, but in vain. To the Russian people it was as though their old adversary were dancing on the grave of their lost past.

This resentment was fuelled when the White House (in 2002) unilaterally abrogated the thirty-year-old ABM Treaty to free the path to negotiations with Poland for the deployment of anti-ballistic missiles only a few hundred kilometres from the Russian border. Although Washington insisted that the purpose was to shield the world from a future nuclear threat from Iran, the Russians interpreted the move as a direct threat to their own national security. When the agreement was duly signed in August 2008, the Kremlin responded by warning that it would target Poland with nuclear missiles, which would be moved into Russia’s most westerly enclave, Kaliningrad, for this purpose.

Although this threat has little more than symbolic significance (Russia has more than enough nuclear weapons in its present silos to obliterate Poland many times over), it reflects a deepening hostility towards the perceived arrogance of the United States and its allies. As I found again and again on my journey, it is virtually impossible to find any Russian (even among the minority that still endorses Western principles of democracy) who dissents from the Kremlin proposition that the sole purpose of this ABM deployment is to confront and further humiliate the Motherland.

There were those who allowed themselves to believe that Putin’s successor, Dmitry Medvedev, would be more amenable. They were swiftly disabused. As I argue in this book, there will be no significant change in policy either at home or abroad because Putin remains in charge. If confirmation of this were needed, Georgia provided the evidence in spectacular fashion.

With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that this drama did not come out the blue. Moreover, it can be argued persuasively that if only NATO had been less dismissive of Russia’s overtures in the 1990s, the peoples who inhabit this little cauldron in the Caucasus might have been spared the mayhem that was unleashed upon them as a result of President Saakashvilli’s reckless adventure in South Ossetia. There would have been no need – let alone excuse – for Russia’s heavy-handed military response. Instead the Kremlin’s paranoid anxiety about Western expansionism and encirclement would have been mediated through a NATO structure that would have made very clear to Saakashvilli that his Western friends would not tolerate his vainglorious démarche. The powerful separatist tendencies in both Abkasia and South Ossetia would have been contained, if not resolved, through joint diplomacy rather than confrontation – and a great many lives would have been spared on both sides.

We would also have been spared the posturing of Georgia’s Western allies. As Washington and London denounced Russia’s ‘unacceptable’ actions, the Republican presidential candidate John McCain reflected their hubris by uttering the risible statement, ‘We are all Georgians now’. Yet it was obvious from the very start that NATO did not for a moment contemplate a military response, or even a significant diplomatic slap across the Kremlin’s wrist. No episode could have demonstrated the vacuum at the heart of the West’s strategy towards the ‘new’ Russia with greater clarity.

But if at one level the principal actors in this Caucasian drama seemed like refugees from the Theatre of the Absurd, it was not at all funny. Notwithstanding the Russian withdrawal from Georgia (brokered by President Sarkozy of France), both South Ossetia and Abkasia are now de facto Russian protectorates. In addition, there is great uncertainty about what all this might mean for Ukraine, and especially for Sebastopol, the Black Sea port that, under an agreement valid until 2017, is leased to the Russians as a naval base for their Black Sea fleet. With a population in the city of Sebastopol region that is predominantly Russian, the potential for future confrontation with NATO is self-evident. Another misjudgement on either side would be very much more dangerous.

Mercifully, wiser counsels in Europe, led by France and Germany, have so far prevailed over the militarists in Washington. Now, rather than honouring its invitation to both Georgia and Ukraine, NATO seems set to postpone it for the indefinite future. Russia has put down a marker and the West has been unwilling, if not unable, to erase it. In the process, at least to their own satisfaction, the honour of the Russian people has been redeemed: the Kremlin acted righteously in Georgia and gave the West a bloody nose for good measure.

None of this should lead to the conclusion that we are in the early stages of a new Cold War. To believe that is to be trapped in a time warp. There is no ideological struggle between East and West, no superpower confrontation, no military stand-off between Moscow and Washington, and the nuclear umbrella under which we all sheltered and shivered has been folded away. The threat of ‘Mutually Assured Destruction’ – which enjoyed the apposite acronym MAD – no longer holds the world in thrall. The struggle for global supremacy that defined the Cold War is over, and to suggest otherwise is either mischievous or muddled.

However, the present stand-off between the White House and the Kremlin, between Russia and the West, damages both sides. It will take a degree of statesmanship that has so far been markedly absent to restore relations to a mutually beneficial level. The Kremlin is determined to re-establish its proper place in the dysfunctional family of powerful nations that now jostle for power and influence in the ‘New World Disorder’ bequeathed by the end of the Cold War. This may not be an edifying thought but, as the new American president will surely discover, it needs to be understood. Russia’s aspirations will have to be accommodated if the world is to have any realistic hope of meeting the far greater challenges that face our multi-polar twenty-first century. In the meantime, fasten your seat-belt – it promises to be a bumpy ride.

Jonathan Dimbleby

January 2009


INTRODUCTION

It was an irresistible invitation: to make an epic journey across Russia from Murmansk in the far northwest of the country to Vladivostok in the far southeast. The route would be some 10,000 miles in length and would allow me to explore the past, the present and the future of the largest country in the world. Travelling principally by road, rail and boat, I would experience a land and its people from ground level. I would visit great cities and tiny villages, I would explore forests and mountains, huge lakes and long rivers, and – most importantly of all – I would have a chance to meet hundreds of Russians in all their rich diversity. The journey would take a total of eighteen weeks, enough time to delve beneath the surface and discover some of the realities of life in a resurgent nation that for me – in Churchill’s aphorism – was still ‘a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma’. Perhaps, I told myself, I would be able to reveal the enigma, unwrap the mystery and solve the riddle. It was a journalist’s dream.

I would not quite be an innocent abroad. As a television reporter I had been to Russia before, but that was during the Cold War when it was impossible to have a free and open conversation with anyone. Attempting to interpret a pyramid of Soviet half-truths and evasions for the benefit of a Western audience for whom Russia meant the Gulag, nuclear weapons and vodka was, to put it mildly, a challenging frustration. My fleeting impressions of the Soviet Union in the late seventies and early eighties was of a society stricken by repression, viciousness and corruption; of a political and social environment corroded by bad faith and self-delusion. Although I was able to glimpse and record a little of the material and spiritual poverty of everyday life in Moscow, I felt myself to be deeply ignorant of the humanity that trudged to and fro in front of the camera’s eye. So, like most observers, I gave a half cheer when President Mikhail Gorbachev ushered in the era of perestroika and glasnost; when I met him before the fall – an encounter that I describe in these pages – I very nearly gave a full cheer. But, aside from a long weekend in Moscow in the celebratory days following the final collapse of the Soviet Empire in 1991, I had not been back since. I was intrigued at the thought of discovering how Russia had altered and where the nation was heading.

In the decade following the demise of the Soviet Union, Russia came to be regarded internationally as something of political joke, a fallen giant that no longer threatened the victorious superpower and could therefore be safely consigned to the margins of history. But from the start of this century and the arrival of Vladimir Putin in the Kremlin that patronizing and blinkered assumption had been rudely exposed. The international community came belatedly to realize that the ownership of huge energy reserves in the form of oil and gas, in a world where demand is dramatically growing as resources sharply diminish, had given Putin’s Russia a muscle-flexing source of international power and influence. Russia, we had all come to appreciate, would matter very much indeed and could be ignored only at our peril.

Against that background, I had a host of questions in my mind. What is the relationship of Russians to one another and to those who rule over them? How do Russians see themselves in the world today? What role do they want their nation to play? What are the sources and origins of these aspirations and attitudes? And after so many centuries of suffering what is it to love ‘Mother Russia’? I knew that those and many other questions would take me not only on a long physical journey but on a political, cultural and psychological one as well. Intrigued by what it means for people to say, ‘I am Russian’, I wanted to understand better their sense of the past, their individual histories and beliefs and ambitions, and to illuminate, if possible, the elusive nature of the ‘Russian soul’. The opportunities seemed limitless and exhilarating.

The invitation had come from one of television’s grandees, George Carey, who had managed to sell the idea of a five-part documentary series called Russia – A Journey with Jonathan Dimbleby to the controller of BBC2. He then sold it to me. But as soon as he had done so, I got cold feet, feeling suddenly overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the task to which I had committed myself. Half in panic, I told myself I was taking a terrible risk with my life that was not so much physical as professional. To make the Russian programmes I would have to give up the security of a stimulating perch at the edge of the political arena as the presenter of ITV’s weekly flagship political programme, Jonathan Dimbleby. And for what, I asked myself: the insecurity of an unknown venture in an alien land without a compass? Although I would be travelling with a producer, a director, a researcher and camera crew, and despite the fact that I would have a translator and interpreters at my side (I had no more than half a dozen words of Russian at my command and I could not read the Cyrillic alphabet), I felt that I would be very alone, if not entirely lost.

To ward off the demons of insecurity that now started to assail me, I told myself that I would become a twenty-first-century version of the Victorian traveller. Baedeker in one hand, journal in my knapsack, I would be open to every experience, shying away from nothing, however eccentric or bizarre it might seem. Russia has always invited contradictory epithets – romantic and brutal, harsh and generous, brooding and exuberant, raw and sophisticated, crude and subtle. In writing a book about my journey to accompany the TV series, I would have the space to attempt a resolution of these contradictions, or at least to make sense of them. I would be able to immerse myself in a country that straddles half the globe, and would investigate the complexities of a nation that embraces – or rather strives to contain – so much ethnic, cultural and religious diversity.

My route was to take me deep into rural Russia, travelling south from Murmansk through Karelia via St Petersburg and Moscow (hoping to peer beneath the carapace of these great cities to hear the beating heart of the new Russian metropolis) to the edge of the Black Sea. From there I would traverse the war-torn Caucasus until I reached the Caspian Sea and the mouth of the Volga. Following the course of that vital artery for hundreds of miles, I would pass through the cities of Volgograd, Samara and Kazan before heading eastward once again, to cross the Urals into the vastness of Siberia, with its massive deposits of oil, gas and precious metals, until eventually I reached the Pacific coast and my final destination, Vladivostok. Russia – A Journey to the Heart of a Land and Its People would be the story of that journey, a personal odyssey in which I would have the chance to describe anything and everything along the way.

In an attempt to bring perspective and shape to the journey, I decided that I would sketch in the principal historical events that have shaped the Russian drama – from the arrival of the Vikings and the later invasion of the Mongols through to Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, and in the twentieth century from the Bolshevik Revolution and murder of the last tsar through to Lenin, Stalin, Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Putin. (There is a timeline on page 543 for quick reference.) I would also draw on the glorious wealth of Russian literature, especially that of the nineteenth century, to distil some of the insights of Gogol, Dostoevsky, Lermontov, Tolstoy and others, both to illuminate their own tumultuous times and, through them, to explore the character of the Russian psyche. In short, I told myself as I imagined this huge canvas in front of me, I was entitled to be daunted but I should not let myself be intimidated: I was about to have a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

And that is just about how it has turned out, though not quite in the way I had expected. For example, I did not foresee in 2006 when I set out on the first leg of my journey that relations between Russia and the West would deteriorate so sharply and rapidly. When I started out, the international ‘jury’ had not even begun to form a coherent view of Putin’s Russia. But since then, Putin’s increasingly autocratic rule at home, combined with his international assertiveness, has started to disconcert more and more observers. I witnessed Putinism at close quarters, discovering and confronting the profoundly disquieting attitudes of most, though by no means all, Russians to the values and principles that a Western liberal holds dear. I have tried to understand and explain their deepening aversion to Western democracy, but I have not refrained from expressing my views about it. I have also come to believe that a quasi-ideological gulf between ‘them’ and ‘us’ makes it likely that Russian resurgence will find itself on a collision course with the West. This does not mean that a new Cold War is in the offing (an outcome that would be inimical to Russia’s immediate and long-term interests as an energy superpower), but a reversion to a form of peaceful coexistence is more likely than the positive collaboration that optimists like me had expected a decade ago. To a child of the Cold War, who rejoiced unequivocally at the fall of the Berlin Wall, this is a dispiriting prospect.

I was shocked too by the accelerating corruption of the political process within Russia: notably the absence of free and fair elections, the supine torpor of the parliamentary body, the Duma, the muzzling of the media, the intimidation of the judiciary and a profound contempt for human rights. I did not set out to be an uncritical traveller, but the extent to which this retreat from the guiding principles of a free and open society has eaten into the soul of the nation shocked and dismayed me. Even though I had a huge number of gloriously challenging, stimulating, amusing and exhilarating encounters with Russians of all kinds – encounters that form the bedrock of this book – and found among them some of the most generous and warm-hearted people you could hope to find anywhere, I could not quite shake off the disquieting sense that I was travelling through a crypto-fascist state by any other name.

But all that formed part of my ‘exterior’ journey. In parallel, I gradually came to realize that I had also embarked on an ‘interior’ journey and that it would have been wrong to conceal this. Throughout the two years I have spent on this project my perspective on Russia has been affected, if not shaped, by an emotional volatility that troubled me especially when I was away from home. While I never set out to write an objective account of my journey across Russia, I found that, day after day, I was turning to my notebook to record my sharply fluctuating moods. After rereading those notes and recognizing the extent to which these emotions (which would swing rapidly from delight to despair) had coloured my outlook, I decided that – except in bad faith – I could not pretend that it had been otherwise. Some of these feelings therefore surface from time to time in my narrative. But I can only make sense of these passages for the reader by outlining the background to what has been a roller-coaster period in my personal life.

A little over three years before I embarked on my Russian venture, I met an opera singer called Susan Chilcott who was the leading lyric soprano of her generation. In May 2003 we started to have an affair. Some months earlier, after treatment for breast cancer, she had been given the all-clear. But very soon after our relationship began she discovered a secondary lump in her breast, and two days later her oncologist told her that the cancer had spread to her liver. No further treatment was possible; she had only a short time to live. Although Sue protested that I should not turn my life upside down for her, I felt that I had no choice but to be by her side for the final months of her life. In so doing, I had chosen to leave my wife Bel with whom I had shared thirty-five years of marriage and to whom I had always believed myself bound as a partner for life. I still do not adequately understand the intensity of passion and pity that animated my decision; only that I felt I had to follow my heart and what seemed to be my duty. For the next three months I lived with Sue and her four-year-old son Hugh. They were precious days of intense joy mingled with deep sorrow until, on 4 September 2003, Sue died in my arms.

It was a tragedy for those who loved music and had heard Sue sing or seen her on stage. I found myself broken by a grief that was more dreadful than I had ever imagined such pain could be. For day after day I could barely bring myself to get out of bed in the morning. Nor did I care whether I lived or died. I could not rest, I could not sleep, I could not think. With the benefit of hindsight, I feel now that only my wonderful family and a small handful of close friends saved me from going out of my mind. When I went back to work, colleagues at the BBC and ITV were astonishingly sensitive and forbearing.

I began to hope that I could return to our family home. But although my adult children, encouraged by Bel, were more loving and understanding than I could ever have hoped, I was in no condition to repair the damage I had inflicted on our marriage. Bel understandably decided that she could take no more, and, a few months after Sue’s death, moved out of our farmhouse. Now I felt doubly bereft and bewildered. The very foundations of my life seemed to have collapsed. I did not know who I was or where I was going, and I could see no way out of the long, dark tunnel in which I now found myself.

And then, in the spring of 2004, I met Jessica. Gradually and cautiously, over the following months we formed a relationship as she helped to nurture me back to a better state of health. But it took far longer than I had expected and I was still frequently stricken by waves of grief that welled up unexpectedly, drowning out every other sensation and not leaving me until I was utterly drained and exhausted. This lasted, gradually becoming less frequent but no less intense, for months, a year, and then two years. Even in January 2006, when I had to make the choice between Sunday politics and the Russian project, I was in such a state of inner turmoil that my doctor warned that I would descend into a serious depression unless I put myself on a course of drugs. As it happened, I resisted this advice and that wave passed.

If the Russian journey was, in professional terms, an irresistible challenge, it became, in personal terms, a very simple decision. Jessica was at work during the week; I was working at weekends. It was clear that if we were to have a life together, I would have to recover my weekends for both of us to share. For this reason alone, the Russian invitation arrived at just the right moment. But it took a long time for me to restore the mental equilibrium that I had once taken for granted. My journey through Russia played what, in retrospect, I believe to have been a crucial part of my recovery – a parallel journey – and that is why, in an effort to be true to my experience, I have not pretended otherwise.

Jonathan Dimbleby

Moreleigh, Devon
February 2008
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PART ONE

FROM MURMANSK
TO NOVGOROD

The Russlandia Hotel, the best in the Arctic city of Murmansk, calls itself ‘your home on the top of the world’. Some home. I was sitting in the Ice-Breaker nightclub, where customers were welcomed by a sign instructing us that we were forbidden to enter with hand-guns about our persons. Otherwise, disappointingly, there was no echo of the Wild West. The Ice-Breaker, I gradually discerned through the gloom, was designed like the mess room of a ship, complete with portholes offering a submariner’s glimpse into a simulated azure sea. There was canned laughter from a fuzzy TV screen that hung from the ceiling and, leaking from the walls in discordant rivalry, retread dance music on a loop. The bar was empty except for a scatter of businessmen and tourists from Finland, here for the salmon fishing. They engaged in desultory banter with a trio of hookers while consuming beer and vodka in gargantuan quantities. Although consuming lots of booze is supposed to break the ice, it was hard to think of any place on earth less likely to do so.

It could have been midday or midnight. The stygian Ice-Breaker concealed the fact that outside it was broad daylight, as it would remain for twenty-four hours a day during this brief midsummer break from the long Arctic winter that otherwise embraces this inhospitable territory in the far northwest of Russia. To fit myself for purpose, I was reading Nikolai Gogol’s subversive little masterpiece, his ‘Diary of a Madman’, in which the father of the modern Russian novel chillingly reminds us that sanity and insanity are two sides of the same coin, or, rather, arbitrary points along the spectrum of ‘normality’. In the surreality of the Ice-Breaker, sleepless with fatigue, I found it easy to imagine myself as Gogol’s demented hero who has deluded himself that he has become the new king of Spain, and who therefore endures unspeakable torture in the fond belief that it represents a rite of passage rather than the sadism of a prison warder beating him to a pulp for daring such lèse-majesté. But that way, of course, madness lies.

My grasp of Russian was confined to pleasantries – ‘good morning’, ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ – and I had to summon up the resolve to order a cup of coffee. I gestured as best I could and finally a bored waitress alighted on my repeated use of the word ‘cappuccino’. A while later she returned with a small cup of bitter black coffee. Gogol, I noted lugubriously in my diary, was absolutely right to instruct us that what we like to believe to be the gulf between the real and the surreal, the sane and the insane, is paper-thin.

I slumped into gloom, my constant companion since leaving England. A familiar question wormed its way out of my subconscious: ‘What, in the name of God, am I doing here?’ As a child I was sent to boarding school by loving parents who obeyed the middle-class conventions of the day. They thought they were sending me off for a good education; I cried myself to sleep every night for a week at the start of every term. Nothing much has changed except that – for the most part – I have disciplined myself to hold the tears at bay. But homesickness still grips me, and whenever I am away I still count the days until I get back, marking them off in my head, and sometimes in my diary, like a prisoner waiting for release. Yet I was supposed to be on what I had told myself to regard as the ‘journey of a lifetime’. The cliché alone was enough to suggest bad faith – though at one level, of course, it was just that kind of venture. Who would not – in principle – donate what remained of their eye teeth in return for the chance to explore the largest country in the world and to write about the experience as well? Friends and colleagues had been encouragingly envious. So why, I wondered, was I whingeing to myself: ‘Wish I wasn’t here.’

MURMANSK AND
THE GREAT PATRIOTIC WAR

Murmansk is quite a challenge. It has no beauty or grace. Architecturally it is a museum to the worst of the Soviet age. There is not even one of those neo-imperial grotesqueries that self-glorified Stalin and still preside over the Moscow skyline. This outpost in the Arctic is drab and ugly, designed and constructed as if its purpose was not so much to celebrate the triumph of the proletariat as to oblige the human spirit to submit: ‘Who? Whom?’ writ large in dreary tiers on the slopes leading up from the harbour.

Ignorance is the polar opposite of bliss (what absurd aphorist suggested otherwise?) so I put aside Gogol and plunged into my briefcase in search of my notes about Murmansk. If you want to begin to understand the Russian people, wise counsellors had advised me, you really have to have a sense of Russia’s past. So, I reminded myself, Murmansk was once a small fishing port in the Kola Peninsula whose surrounding waters, blessed by a quirk of the Gulf Stream, defy temperatures that can fall below minus 25 degrees centigrade and thus remain navigable throughout the severest winter. Down the centuries its inhabitants eked out a living by trading in fish and furs, and, if they had a lucky break, walrus tusks as well. The port barely registered on the map of Russia until well after the turn of the nineteenth century, when the last of the Romanovs, Tsar Nicholas II, decided that the empire needed an all-weather naval base for the new Arctic fleet that he had commissioned to defend the northern flank of the Imperial Motherland. With the hubris that so often characterizes the powerful – and the purblind – he named his new city Romanov-on-Murman, as though his dynasty would last for ever. But after his overthrow in 1917 and his gruesome murder at the hands of the Bolsheviks a year later, Romanov-on-Murman was renamed Murmansk.

Russia’s new leader, Vladimir Ilich Lenin, was careful not to throw the military baby out with the water from that revolutionary bloodbath. The facilities at Murmansk were rapidly expanded so that by the outbreak of World War II, the little fishing port had become a major military headquarters, destined by 1941 to play a key role in the what the Russians call the Great Patriotic War against Nazi Germany. It was the landfall for Allied convoys bringing military supplies from America and Britain through the treacherous waters of the Arctic for the hard-pressed Soviet front line to the south and especially around Leningrad. Murmansk was therefore a critical link in that vital supply chain, and both its port and railhead were prime targets for the Luftwaffe, which in 1941 blitzed the city to such effect that only a handful of pre-war buildings survived.

After a day – or was it night? – of non-sleep I crawled out of bed and took myself off to get a better sense of the city. Driving through potholed streets lined by concrete housing blocks and shops so reticent that they seemed to be ashamed to proclaim their role in the new market economy, I saw nothing so garish as a colourful sign or window display, merely a half-open door here and there beckoning you without welcome. Murmansk seemed to be trapped in a Soviet time warp. But then, on one of the main streets, I found a sudden splurge of bright colour defying the drabness: flower shop after flower shop in fierce rivalry, with blooms of every hue skilfully but garishly arranged in bouquets without regard for those subtleties of shade and tone that Western sophisticates like to regard as ‘tasteful’ or ‘stylish’. This unexpected exuberance of clashing reds, oranges and purples hinted at a joie de vivre in Murmansk that had hitherto seemed entirely absent. And since there was not a cemetery in sight, nor a Palace of Wedding Ceremonies (the Soviet equivalent of a Register Office), I gave the citizens of Murmansk the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps they just liked the colour to offset their dour surroundings.

As the elderly people carrier wheezed up the long climb to the tabletop of the city, I looked down to see a lake dotted with skiffs and pedalos and, on the grassy banks, children and dogs and family games. Suddenly Murmansk acquired humanity and I could, for a moment, imagine that it was the Serpentine in Hyde Park on an early summer day. Up on the peak, the harbour is overlooked by a soaring stone monument from the base of which there is a spectacular view over the bay and the peninsula beyond. It was absolutely quiet that day, but in the silence it was not hard to imagine the distant drone of Nazi bombers advancing low over the hills towards the docks and the marshalling yards: the roar of the Heinkels as they came overhead, the thunder from the Soviet anti-aircraft guns, the waterspout trails through the harbour, the sheets of flame, the ships ablaze, the locomotives and goods wagons smashed into matchwood. The dead would have lain in their thousands in the surrounding streets or buried in the ruins of their bombed-out homes. As I looked down at the apparently comatose port, I could imagine the survivors – those who had not perished and were too weak to flee – cowering from a sustained bombardment that caused more damage (95 per cent of the city was razed) than in any other Russian city except Stalingrad.

Today the port, like the city, is in sharp decline. I watched a couple of cargo ships offloading lethargically in the only dock that seemed to be active. In the bay, merchantmen rode at anchor idly in the haze. Until the end of the Cold War this waterway was a high-security military zone, home to the Arctic fleet of nuclear submarines. It is still a nuclear base, both for naval submarines and for a fleet of polar ice-breakers. But nowadays, if you are well-heeled, you can take a weekend cruise on one of the latter (coloured crimson, with an emblematic white bear painted on the superstructure) to the North Pole itself. Although I had accreditation from the government in Moscow, I half expected to be stopped by a police officer or even an agent of the FSB (the Federal Security Service, the born-again equivalent of the KGB). Slightly to my disappointment, however, no official, uniformed or otherwise, betrayed the slightest curiosity in my presence on what had once been top-secret terrain.

As I got closer to the monument, it revealed itself as a vast figure cast in concrete, towering some 40 metres above me, a giant of a military man gazing out across the bay. My instinctive sneer at Soviet realism – so crassly assertive and crudely heroic – was swiftly rebuked by the gentleness and sorrow in the massive but delicately chiselled profile of this Unknown Soldier. It was the meaning within the form that mattered, the knowledge that he represented the millions who died to save the Soviet Union from the Nazi invasion. At his feet lay wreaths left by veterans and posies placed by newly-weds around an Eternal Flame that flickers in peaceful reverence over the ‘Hero City’, as it was belatedly designated by the Kremlin in 1985.

Before leaving Britain I had a smattering of knowledge about the Arctic convoys and the notorious ‘Murmansk Runs’, described in the official US naval history of World War II as involving the negotiation of ‘more hazards’ than any other form of naval duty in that conflict. The combination of treacherous waters, enemy attack from air and sea, and temperatures well below freezing meant that the convoys had only a very modest chance of returning unscathed. Between January 1942 and March 1943, one out of every three merchant ships (forty-five out of 143) that set out from America and Britain on the Murmansk Run did not return.

The calamity that struck Convoy PQ17 in July 1942 is especially poignant. In the grandiloquent words of Sir Winston Churchill, writing some years later, it was ‘one of the most melancholy episodes of the whole of the war’. The most ‘melancholy’ truth is that it was an entirely avoidable episode. On 4 July, as they were nearing Murmansk and at the most dangerous point on the voyage, thirty-five Allied merchantmen laden with tanks, aircraft and other supplies for the Russian Front suddenly found themselves abandoned by all sixty-one of the Allied warships escorting them. Incomprehensibly, as it seemed to them at the time, the merchant fleet was ordered by the Admiralty in London to ‘scatter’. Simultaneously, their naval escort was instructed to ‘withdraw to the Westward at high speed’ – in short, to flee. But from what? In the absence of any other compelling evidence, the Admiralty had heeded intelligence reports to the effect that an enemy task force led by the most dreaded of all battleships, the Tirpitz, was closing in fast on the convoy. In reality the German fleet was still at anchor 300 miles away in the Norwegian Altenfjord. In the absence of naval support, the Allied merchant ships became sitting targets for the Luftwaffe and the German E-boats, which did indeed close in fast. Altogether twenty-four of the thirty-five vessels in the convoy were lost; some three thousand of the ‘bravest souls afloat’, as Churchill described them, perished in the icy waters of the Arctic.

On the outskirts of Murmansk, in a mosquito-infested birch wood, there is an ill-kempt and lonely cemetery. In one forlorn little corner I came across an orderly row of graves honouring a small number of those Allied seamen who were lost at sea or killed in the port itself. All of them were young; some of them teenagers. One headstone, in remembrance of J.B. Anderson, Steward’s Boy, aged sixteen, bears the inscription, ‘His leaf perished in the green, blasted by Arctic gales’. I counted twenty similar headstones. Further into the cemetery, I walked the length of a simple stone wall inscribed with the names of the Soviet soldiers and sailors who died defending Murmansk. I lost count after reaching twenty thousand names, but of course that was only a tiny fraction of the estimated 11 million Russian military personnel who died in the Great Patriotic War. It seems oddly unpatriotic for an Englishman to note that this grand total is some thirty times greater than the equivalent figure for Britain (382,600); in any case, as George Bernard Shaw noted, it is the quality, not the quantity, of suffering that matters. But no wonder the vast statue of Alyosha, as it has been nicknamed locally, is a place of pilgrimage for every generation in Murmansk.

I was taken to meet a veteran of the Great Patriotic War. Yevgraf and his wife Nina live on the eighth floor of a high-rise block that towers over a square of littered waste ground. The stairwell smelt faintly of urine and the walls were covered with graffiti. Among the specimens of post-Soviet self-expressionism were the choicer sentiments of American rap artists punctuated by familiar expletives, more or less in English, like ‘Motherfucer [sic]’ and ‘Kunt [sic]’. I indulged the grumpy old man’s reflection: ‘So this is what their grandfathers died for in this city.’ And then, less mindlessly, I remembered that young people in the new Russia are said to be as alienated as their Western counterparts, a phenomenon, I reminded myself, that I hoped to explore later in the journey.

On the eighth floor, beyond the grime and protected by a heavily locked door, we entered another world – yesterday’s world. Nina looked after her modest flat with exquisite care. We removed our shoes and entered the sitting room, where Yevgraf showed me a row of wartime medals of honour pinned on a neatly pressed blue suit that he brought from a wardrobe for inspection. On a sideboard a black and white photo of a pretty fourteen-year-old boy – who was about to join the Soviet navy – smiled innocently into the room. For his part in the Great Patriotic War, Yevgraf, now a rosy-cheeked seventy-eight-year-old, was revered by the Russian state. He had a kindly smile and a chirpy manner that reminded me of the Cheeryble Brothers in Nicholas Nickleby and, once I had been pampered into a comfortable chair, he was only too keen to regale me with his memories of the Arctic convoys. But Nina had prepared a feast for her foreign guests and she insisted that food came first. We were soon eating from a table laden with cold chicken, cod’s liver pâté, potatoes, Russian salad, olives and vodka. Yevgraf filled my glass and then held his own aloft. ‘I would like to propose the first toast. I am very glad that you have come to see us and that our friendship and cooperation has continued to this day. I was there when the very first convoy arrived in 1941. I wish you health. The most important thing is health and that our friendship should never end.’ It was the first of many such toasts.

Unprompted, he described the German air raids. ‘We had antiaircraft guns, but the Germans started to fly in very low and our guns could not target them without hitting our own people. So they just bombed and bombed. Nothing was left of Lenin Street except broken chimneys. And when the boats docked they were simply blown up.’ The citizens soon ran short of food. ‘The children were given 200 grams of bread a day, the grown-ups had 300 grams,’ he explained, taking two slices of bread from the table to demonstrate what that meant. ‘It was not enough, of course, so parents would cheat – faking ration cards, doing anything to feed their children. We had cabbage as well. But it was not enough. And then, in December 1943, the bread ration was cut to 75 grams and sometimes we didn’t have that. We ate berries, and people boiled their boots and removed the bark from the birch trees to eat the green sap beneath. Sometimes people took the needles from the pine trees and screwed them into balls to chew. By the spring, when the grass began to grow, nettles and other plants as well, it got easier.’

In 1943 the teenage Yevgraf began to take part in the Soviet naval patrols that went from Murmansk and (in the summer), once the sea ice had melted, from Archangel to meet the Allied convoys. ‘One day I saw a ship sunk by a German submarine. The bows rose up into the air and the men on board just slipped off into the sea. I saw their arms and legs flailing in the water. They were screaming for help. But we were not allowed to stop to pick them up. It was a nightmare. You see people dying and there is nothing you can do about it. You can’t do anything. It was just terrible. A nightmare.’ His eyes filled with tears.

We proposed more toasts and drank much more vodka until I was soon as lachrymose as Yevgraf. His final toast was to those who had lost their life in the Great Patriotic War: ‘To all those who died: the English, the Americans, Canadians and Dutch. They all died. I would like to drink to them. They died so that this should never happen again.’ I responded with what I hoped he would regard as a suitable sentiment: ‘Sometimes in the West we forget what was done for us by the Russian men and women who fought and died in such terrible numbers. You not only saved Russia from Nazism, but you saved us as well. And I thank you from the bottom of my heart.’ The virtue of a toast, I was beginning to discover, is that it allows you to circumnavigate the embarrassment that would otherwise deter the expression of sincere emotion between strangers. Of course, the vodka helps.

After a while, Yevgraf took a battered accordion from its place beside the wardrobe and started to play a medley of American and Russian wartime songs. His ‘Roll out the Barrel’ was especially touching; wrapped up in the past, his expression radiated a camaraderie with the British that surmounted the suspicion and disapproval of his own superior officers. He put his instrument aside, remembering that joyous conspiracy of illicit amity. ‘I wish that I and my fellow Russian veterans who played our part in the Murmansk Runs could join the Remembrance Day Parade in London. We have asked, but apparently we are not eligible.’ Then, after a pause: ‘Governments cause wars. People don’t want wars. People want peace. We want friendship.’ We had come full circle. With one more toast, we hugged each other and clung on for a moment as though to convince ourselves that what he had said was true. I tottered off into the midday – or was it midnight? – and returned to my hotel.

Back in the isolation of the Ice-Breaker nightclub, I wondered what Yevgraf would have made of my surroundings. He reminded me of so many war veterans that I have seen or heard before: his modesty, his spirit, his unsought heroism. I was born in 1944, soon after D-Day, but the two world wars of the twentieth century did not form any part of my childhood education. At school the study of history ended at the outbreak of World War I – unhappily, the concept of ‘contemporary’ history had not yet been pioneered – and the little I learned about that charnel house came from reading Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen. Although my father had faced danger and witnessed horror as a BBC war correspondent in World War II, he rarely spoke of his experiences. My rudimentary knowledge of both conflicts therefore sprang only from what I had read as an adult and seen in documentaries. And even these did not really give me a real feeling for what it must be like to endure the full horror of the battlefield. That came with my own limited but first-hand experience of warfare as a jobbing reporter who has trotted quite a lot of the globe. I still catch my breath with remembered fear at being caught in crossfire during the Turkish invasion of Cyprus, or crossing the Green Line in Beirut past a bloodstained corpse hanging out of the driver’s seat of a bullet-spattered car and knowing myself to be in the sights of a sniper’s rifle. Seeing the wasted dead and meeting the mutilated survivors of wars in the Middle East, Africa and Latin America filled me with disgust and despair. War may indeed be ‘the continuation of politics by other means’, but it is no less unspeakably terrible for that.

In The March of Folly, the historian Barbara Tuchman, analysing the ‘woodenheadness’ of war-like governments down the ages, cites an unnamed fellow historian who damned Philip II of Spain with the words ‘no experience of the failure of his policy could shake his belief in its essential excellence’. As I sat alone in the submarine gloom, a news bulletin flickering on the television screen showed the latest carnage from Iraq, and I noted that the same phrase could equally well serve as the political epitaph for the architects of that conflict. The images provoked an onrush of isolated despair: despair at the folly of war, at the hubris of our political leaders and at their glib mastery of the shifting half-truths with which, trapped in the bunker of history, they have sought to deflect their critics. At least, I thought, Yevgraf and his comrades-in-arms had an unequivocally valid cause for which to fight and die. At which I returned to Gogol and the ‘Diary of a Madman’ and one last glass of vodka.

SOUTH TO THE WHITE SEA

The journey south from Murmansk to Kem on the edge of the White Sea was a trundle by train. We had a fifteen-hour journey ahead of us. Our carriage was full when we got in, and it smelt of humanity and food. My fellow passengers had already taken up residence on their bunks, which were tiered in twos and ran laterally down the length of the compartment. They stood open to a corridor, a permanently busy thoroughfare that separated them from a row of longitudinal bunks, one of which was mine. Quite like boarding school, I reminded myself. The curtains, faded orange and grubby, were drawn even though it was still a White Night afternoon. My fellow passengers had brought food with them, as the only other source of sustenance was the samovar for hot water and tea at the end of each carriage. But the samovar, which promises Eastern romance and without which no Russian novel is complete, proved disappointing: no more than a huge and absurdly complicated kettle that even Heath Robinson would have been hard put to invent. True, it gushed hot water from a gas heater, but it had no other redeeming feature that I could detect. Yet the samovar is still spoken of in Russia with reverence, as though it were blessed with the same cultural resonance as a coffee ceremony in Ethiopia or a tea ceremony in China. Perhaps I am simply too ignorant or insensitive to get the point.

We passed through an unrelenting forest of birch trees and conifers, pressed up against the railway line and obscuring whatever they might have concealed: more forest, I presumed. I settled myself in for long hours of enforced inaction. The train was in no hurry, and I soon adjusted to the swaying amble. I watched a shabby little man shuffling down the carriage bearing a small bag bulging with what looked at first like maps, but which turned out to be recipes. His shoes were so old that they were worn through at the toe. He stopped mechanically by each bunk, holding out his wares for inspection. An overweight mother with a blotchy face and a baby on her lap examined the recipes with an air of indifference and in a manner that suggested she was unaccustomed to looking at words rather than pictures. After ten minutes of perusal, she finally glanced up. I thought she was going to return the recipes, but instead she held up two of them enquiringly. He nodded. She riffled through the detritus that surrounded her child and herself to extract a purse from a cavernous handbag, and gave him three or four coins. He nodded and shuffled on. The transaction had been completed without a word being exchanged between them.

At home I am one of those travellers who is immediately irritated when the ‘train manager’ comes on the tannoy to announce a delay. I raise my eyebrows and sigh as if to say, ‘Late again’, with the accomplished ennui of the seasoned traveller. On this train, though, I adapted to impotence without demur. I stared out of the window, allowing myself to become hypnotized by the trees, by the nothingness of this meandering journey. I fell asleep.

After a couple of hours I woke again, bleary-eyed. A little way down the carriage an attractive woman, who looked to be in her mid-forties, sat quietly opposite her daughter, their modest picnic neatly unfolded on the drop-down table between their bunks. Rather hesitantly, I went to interrupt them. They at once invited me to join them. They were on their way back home, heading south from Murmansk, a journey that would last forty-eight hours. Sayukin, the mother, elegant but careworn in a black dress that was clearly her Sunday best, introduced her daughter. Karin was a pretty girl with an elfin face and olive eyes, who was anxious to practise her English but was enchantingly modest about her prowess. She had just been interviewed for a place at Murmansk University, where she wanted to study English, French, Spanish and two other, yet to be determined, foreign languages. She had top grades from her school, and she told me that she loved Shakespeare, particularly King Lear. Her dream was to qualify as an interpreter because she wanted to travel and see the world.

The problem, her mother intervened to explain, was that the family had very little money – too little, at any rate, to buy her way into one of the better courses in Russia. In fact, they were not at all sure they would be able to afford
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