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			Dedication and Epigraph

			For Ksenia, Nikita and Teddy

			***

			For with pomp to meet him came,

			Clothed in arms like blood and flame,

			The hired murderers, who did sing

			‘Thou art God, and Law, and King.

			We have waited, weak and lone

			For thy coming, Mighty One!

			Our purses are empty, our swords are cold,

			Give us glory, blood, and gold.’

			Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Mask of Anarchy, 1819

			What this country needs is a short, victorious war.

			Prime Minister Vyacheslav von Plehve to Tsar Nicholas II, 1904
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			Introduction

			Everyone must understand: mobilisation is ahead and a global war for survival, for the destruction of all our enemies. War is our national ideology. And our only task, our leaders’ only task, is to explain to and convince all the Russian people that this our heroic future.

			Russian writer and volunteer Donbas fighter Zakhar Prilepin, April 20141

			‘You’d be happy to meet.’ My old friend Zhenia’s tone on the phone was flat and wary. It was 28 March 2022. The war in Ukraine had been under way for a month. ‘You want to meet just for the sake of happiness – or are you going to try to tell me why I’m wrong?’

			‘Maybe you can tell me why I’m wrong? We can do that too. I’m in Moscow.’

			There was a silence on the line.

			‘Maybe some other time,’ he eventually replied. ‘It’s not a good idea for me to be seen with you right now.’

			Once, Zhenia had been a rebel. At various stages of his career he’d worked as a labourer and a security guard, and served as an officer in the paramilitary OMON police and fought in Chechnya. He had edited the Nizhny Novgorod edition of the opposition Novaya Gazeta and had been a leading member of the revolutionary National Bolshevik Party. But by the time I met him at a literary festival in 2008 in Saint-Malo, France, Zhenia had adopted a new pen-name – Zakhar Prilepin – and had become one of Russia’s greatest and most controversial novelists. Zhenia was shaven-headed, physically strong and had a generally threatening mien that had got him into a spot of bother with Saint-Malo’s CRS riot police. I helped him out of it. It was a bonding experience.

			Zhenia – Zakhar – Prilepin was smart, well-read, unafraid. He was also passionate about his beliefs – which included a radical faith in the greatness of his country and a withering contempt for the venality of its current leadership. At a writers’ forum in the Kremlin in 2007 he’d sat across from Vladimir Putin and fearlessly taken the president to task for corruption and thievery. After the February 2014 annexation of Crimea, the Kremlin’s ideology had turned on its axis, and Putin and Zakhar found themselves in unexpected agreement: it was time for Russia to take up arms against her enemies. Soon after, Zakhar travelled to the rebel republics of Donbas in eastern Ukraine and became the deputy commander of a rebel battalion. In 2020, like his hero the radical writer and National Bolshevik Party founder Eduard Limonov, Zakhar founded a political party of his own. Its vision was of a manly, belligerent Russia whose destiny it was to purge the world of decadence through war.

			Zakhar’s views may have been poisonous and insane and were undoubtedly dangerous. But they were sincerely held. And unlike many armchair patriots in the Russian elite who spent most of their time plundering the country they professed to love, Prilepin actually risked his skin for his beliefs. He was once my friend. Now, I suppose, he has become a kind of honest enemy.

			I start this story with Zakhar for two reasons. One is that I am interested in what he will do next. Currently, the Kremlin is riding the tiger of Orthodox-fuelled ultra-nationalism that until relatively recently had lurked on the lunatic fringes of Russian politics. What will happen if Putin falters, either through military failure in the field or by losing his grip on the Russian elite or security services? If that were to occur, Zakhar’s vision of his country as a kind of new Sparta, implacable, militant and fired with holy righteousness, could be a terrifying glimpse into one of Russia’s possible futures.

			The second reason I mention Zakhar is his refusal of my invitation to meet. I never found out his reasons. Perhaps he was nervous of being caught talking to someone who could be presented as a Western spy. Perhaps he thought I had become a Western spy. Perhaps he assumed that I was being tailed by the Federal Security Service, or FSB. Perhaps he thought he was. Perhaps he was afraid of hearing a different version of events from me that would shake his faith in his belief that Russian Orthodox warriors were battling Ukrainian Nazis (admittedly unlikely).

			Whatever his reasons, Zakhar had clearly caught a dose of the pervasive paranoia of the times. It was a paranoia shared by the majority of my Moscow friends, colleagues and contacts. In the days following the beginning of the war it covered the city as quickly and obtrusively as the peat-fire smog that blankets Russia’s capital every summer. And like smoke, paranoia’s lingering smell was pervasive and impossible to avoid.

			I have spent, on and off, 27 years reporting in Russia – first as a metro and features reporter for The Moscow Times and then as a correspondent and Moscow Bureau Chief for Newsweek magazine. In over a quarter of a century a total of perhaps half a dozen people refused to speak to me because I was a foreigner, or because they feared repercussions from the authorities.

			That changed dramatically after the beginning of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine – or, more specifically, after the State Duma passed a law in early March making the ‘dissemination of false news about the Russian Military’ punishable with up to 15 years in prison. Soon afterwards the Duma also redefined an existing law on ‘foreign agents’ to include not just Russian individuals and organisations who actually received funding from abroad but also those who had come ‘under foreign influence’. Weekly lists of new ‘foreign agents’ were published and soon came to include almost every non-Kremlin-aligned journalist, broadcaster, blogger and analyst.

			To my shock, when I began reporting this book in the first days of the war, friends and contacts whom I had known for years and decades told me that they could not risk meeting in public or speaking on the record. Even pro-Kremlin officials, both current and retired, as well as prominent patriotic media and political figures, grew cautious to the point of absurdity. Many sources refused to meet me in public places where they would be recognised speaking to a foreign reporter. And many of the most revealing conversations took place at the dinner tables, dachas or – in classic Soviet style – the kitchens of mutual friends who were kind enough to arrange private gatherings, not always telling my fellow guests in advance that I, a dangerous foreigner, would be there.

			Many of the sources cited in this book are, therefore, necessarily anonymous – in some cases to protect their identity, and in others because the remarks quoted were made in off-the-record social situations or in confidence. It’s frustrating, as a reader, to have to take anything on trust – and equally frustrating for a reporter to have to ask. But such was the atmosphere in which this book was reported, in Moscow and Kyiv, between March 2022 and March 2023. What surprised – and chilled – me most was how quickly Russian society shut down. Before Putin’s 2022 invasion there was a space in Russia’s political ecosystem for political opposition and for free speech. The space was narrow, but it was defined by a series of unspoken rules that were observed by the authorities more often than they were broken. Private anti-Kremlin opinions, even when spoken in public places or on social media, were never proscribed. Before 24 February 2022 stories of covering the telephone at home with a cushion were a quaint tale from Soviet days. After, many of my sources insisted that we sit metres away from our smartphones, or leave them behind when coming to a meeting.

			Fear is infectious. Fear breeds especially fast in a world where long-recognised rules have collapsed and new ones not yet formed. Opposition activists and journalists once jokingly described the Putin regime as ‘vegetarian’ rather than carnivorous. With a few notable exceptions, it tended to intimidate rather than destroy. The Kremlin’s chief ideologue Vladislav Surkov – incidentally, a friend of Zakhar Prilepin’s and a relative of his by marriage – presided over a system based on an essentially postmodern, consumerist and ultimately cynical attitude to ideology. Some Orthodoxy here, a dash of Soviet nostalgia there – Surkov played chords of ideas like the keyboard of the organ of scents in J. K. Huysmans’ decadent literary classic À rebours. That relatively tolerant, vegetarian ecosystem collapsed after Surkov’s departure from the Kremlin in February 2020. It was replaced, as we will see, by the exclusive rule of paranoid ex-KGB men convinced that the West was on a mission to undermine and destroy Russia.

			Anti-Putin people had always tended to be fatalistic, even cavalier, about their security. A few continued to be outspoken after the invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 – but by that time insouciance had become an act of great bravery. What was more striking to me was how the pro-Putin people suddenly discovered fear. The ponyatiye – the set of unspoken ‘understandings’ that had ruled their world – was suddenly superseded by a new and unfamiliar gravitational field of patriotism and war. What was permitted in wartime Russia, what newly forbidden? Nobody knew. One former KGB major-general, a close personal friend and former university classmate of one of Putin’s most senior ministers, took me outside in midwinter to talk by a dacha’s woodshed where he could be sure we would not be overheard or seen. The daughter of a major oil magnate close to Putin asked twice to move tables at the White Rabbit restaurant because she didn’t like the look of people sitting nearby who might overhear us. And so on.

			I mention these things not to give the impression that reporting in Moscow has become a cloak-and-dagger, le Carré affair, but to make the point that the political and media landscape of Russia changed very quickly and very profoundly in the aftermath of Putin’s invasion. Some old friends became aggressive, even obnoxious, patriots. Others realised that a Russia where one could pretend to live an open, prosperous European life no longer existed – or perhaps had only existed in their imaginations. Thousands of Russia’s best-educated people escaped into exile. But the vast majority remained and conformed – some actively, most silently. If the paranoia of war was like peat smoke, then the conformity was like snow, blanketing a whole society in a numbing blanket that deadened sound and feeling and sent people huddling for shelter. Some Russians found that shelter in the comforting tropes of their Soviet childhoods. Some found it in actively ignoring and blocking out reality. Until 21 September, six months into the war, life in Moscow continued as an almost aggressive simulacrum of total normality into which the war was not allowed to intrude. On that date Putin took the country – and his own elite – by surprise when he announced a partial mobilisation. Suddenly a war that had been all but invisible became, to tens of millions of Russians with male family members of military age, suddenly very up close and personal. From that moment on, no Russian was immune to the bitter political winter that had descended on their country.

			The definition of a great conflict is that it results in the breaking of nations and a reordering of the world. By that measure, the Russo-Ukrainian War is the most serious geopolitical crisis in Europe since the Second World War, and one which will result in far greater global consequences than 9/11. The world’s security architecture, food and energy supply, balance of military power and alliances will be altered by it forever.

			At best, Putin’s botched invasion of Ukraine could prove to be the last convulsion of expansive imperialism in European history and mark the final death of the age of empires in the West. It may also give China pause in its ambitions to use conventional military power against its neighbours. In the first weeks of the war Ukraine surprised both its enemies and its allies by demonstrating that overwhelming armoured and airborne force could be defeated by modern infantry-carried weapons, upending traditional Cold War era calculations of attack and defence. The world’s sanctions response to Russia’s invasion also showed that true economic power – including the power to devastate whole economies overnight – has shifted from nation-states to corporations, whose ethical and political decisions can carry more clout than those of governments. And Russia’s attempts to strike back by cutting gas supplies to Europe showed, surprisingly, that energy was in fact less potent a weapon than the West had once feared.

			At the same time the Ukraine war made the world a far more dangerous place as Putin and his propagandists brought the idea of battlefield or even strategic use of nuclear weapons from the realm of the theoretical firmly into the realm of the possible. It also posed a fatal – and as yet unanswered – question about how much economic pain Western societies are willing to take in the name of defending the principles upon which their societies are founded.

			The Ukraine war is the bloody final act of the collapse of the Soviet Union. Hostilities continue as I write, so the story is, therefore, necessarily incomplete. But though we have no idea of exactly how the conflict will end, we already know how it will not end. There will be no complete victory for either Russia or Ukraine. NATO is too invested to allow Kyiv to fall to the Russian army; Putin’s regime and his life are at stake if he allows Crimea, or for that matter the rebel republics of Donbas, to fall to the Ukrainians. He has said repeatedly that he is willing to defend that territory with nuclear strikes if necessary. Therefore this war will eventually end – as all wars that do not result in total victory end – with a negotiated peace.

			Putin is likely to declare any final outcome a victory, and his control over Russia’s media is so complete that there is a good chance he will succeed in convincing many of his people to believe him.

			But it’s also clear that however much formerly Ukrainian territory Putin manages to hang on to after the guns go silent, his attempt to reverse Ukraine’s westward drift and assert Russia’s new power and greatness has proved a catastrophic failure. Decades of careful economic planning have been destroyed, sympathetic allies all over the world alienated, hundreds of thousands of Russia’s brightest and best have fled into self-imposed exile, the country’s strategic independence profoundly compromised by a forced economic and political dependence on China. Putin has poisoned Russia’s future in the root. His self-declared victory will be one of the uneducated over the educated, of the provinces over the metropolis, of the old over the young, of the past over the future.

			Putin’s invasion also precisely created the very things it was intended to avert. It united Ukraine and gave the country a true sense of nationhood. The war also reinvigorated NATO with new purpose, money and members, and also reminded the European Union of the post-war anti-totalitarian values on which European integration was first founded. On a more profound level, Putin reminded the democracies of the world that freedom does not just happen – the determinist conclusion that many in the West came to after the collapse of communism – but has to be fought for and defended.

			This book was mostly written in Moscow and Kyiv during the course of the first year of the war. It’s not, therefore, the story of the war but a first draft of the history of how the war began – and how the conflict moved from Russia’s blitzkrieg through stalemate to Ukrainian counter-offensive. My focus is on the most compelling mystery at the heart of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine: how did the idea of violently carving out a Greater Russia, backed up by mystical Orthodox nationalism, travel from the marginal fringes of Russian politics to become official Kremlin policy? How and why did Putin decide to throw decades of carefully constructed macroeconomics and diplomacy out of the window and launch a war so reckless and risky that the full details were kept even from the majority of his most senior ministers right up until the very moment of the invasion? Who were the dogs fighting under the carpet – as Churchill memorably once described Kremlin infighting – who battled for and won Putin’s ear, heart and mind? And most importantly, what was the true reason that Putin decided to go to war?

			Moscow, 24 February 2023

		

		
			PROLOGUE

			The Brink

			Moscow

			Presidential residence of Novo-Ogarevo, Moscow region, 23 February 2022

			Shortly after 11 a.m. Vladimir Putin boarded one of the three Mi-8 helicopters of the Presidential Flight at the helipad of his official residence at Novo-Ogarevo, 30 kilometres northwest of central Moscow. For security reasons two identical Soviet-designed Mi-8s took off with him, turned in formation and accelerated eastwards towards the Kremlin.

			The air crews, like all other staff at Novo-Ogarevo, had been living in strict Covid isolation before coming into close physical proximity to Russia’s Pervoe Litso – literally ‘First Person’, as the president is referred to inside his administration. For nearly two years since the beginning of the pandemic all visitors to Novo-Ogarevo and to the presidential residences near Lake Valdai and Sochi where Putin had spent most of lockdown had been required to spend a week of quarantine and daily tests in specially converted hotel blocks on the grounds of each residence. Always intensely private, Putin’s personal contact had for years been limited to a small group of no more than three dozen insiders. During Covid that bubble had shrunk far tighter still.

			Fifteen minutes after take-off, Putin’s chopper landed at the helipad by the Beklemishevskaya Tower in the Kremlin’s south-east corner. He stepped into his ZiL limousine for the short ride to the Great Palace of the Moscow Kremlin. During the pandemic, Putin had barely visited Moscow, much less been seen in public. But this was his third visit to central Moscow in as many days.

			The first visit, in the early afternoon of 21 February, had been for an extraordinary – in more ways than one – session of Russia’s Security Council. The venue was the soaring Hall of the Order of St Catherine in the Great Kremlin Palace, a vast colonnaded space usually used for official receptions, rather than the usual, much smaller room in the Senate Palace where the Council usually convened. There had been no time for the 12 permanent members of the Council to quarantine for the required week. The enormous space allowed for Putin, seated alone behind a large desk, to keep six metres’ social distance from Russia’s most highly placed – though not necessarily most powerful – men (and one woman). The choice of venue was also highly symbolic for a made-for-television event intended to signal a new phase of Russian assertiveness.

			The ostensible reason for the Security Council meeting was a discussion of plans tabled in the Duma and its upper house, the Federation Council, to recognise the statehood of two breakaway republics in Ukraine’s Donbas. According to a source close to Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov, all the participants in the Security Council meeting had been told that the proceedings were being televised live. That was not true. The evidence of the watches of the participants showed that it was in fact aired some five hours later. Peskov told the same source that only four people in the room apart from Putin himself knew the full extent of Putin’s military plans to launch a full-scale invasion of Ukraine some 72 hours later. One was Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu, another was Nikolai Patrushev, chairman of the Security Council and Putin’s KGB colleague since 1975, the third was Putin’s old St Petersburg University classmate and FSB head Aleksandr Bortnikov and the fourth another KGB colleague, foreign intelligence chief Sergei Naryshkin.

			One by one, the Security Council’s members stood to agree with the Duma’s proposal to recognise the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s Republics – collectively known as the LDNR – as independent nations. Naryshkin fluffed his lines and was publicly humiliated by Putin.1

			The following day, 22 February, the Duma duly formalised the recognition. Putin travelled once more to the Kremlin for a rare press conference with a group of hand-picked journalists from the Kremlin press pool. According to one of the people in the room Putin looked ‘pale and puffy but energised … unusually emphatic and aggressive’.2 Asked by veteran Kremlin correspondent Andrei Kolesnikov of the Kommersant daily whether he thought that ‘anything in this modern world can be resolved by force’, Putin reacted sharply. ‘Why do you think that good should never be backed by force?’ He also denied that Russian forces would ‘deploy right away’ to Donbas.3

			Putin was lying. Russian forces were already mobilised. The first units – the vehicles of the army group based in the Southern Military District marked with a distinctive ‘Z’ to distinguish them from identical Ukrainian armoured vehicles – crossed the effectively non-existent border between Russia and the LDNR hours after the press conference. By mid-morning on 23 February Russian forces had deployed all along the line of control that rebel fighters had established with Kyiv’s forces in 2015 after two brutal summers’ fighting that had left 14,000 dead.

			23 February – Defenders of the Fatherland Day – is an important Soviet-era holiday. It’s a day for drinking with buddies, congratulating men for being men (the counterpart to the 8 March Women’s Day) and watching patriotic war films on TV. More formally, it’s a day to celebrate Russian armed forces past and present. Victory Day – celebrated on 9 May and traditionally marked by a major military parade on Red Square – is a more triumphalist celebration of the USSR’s defeat of Nazi Germany in the Great Patriotic War. But over the last decade of Putin’s rule both 23 February and 9 May have become key parts of a Kremlin-fostered cult that has co-opted the memory of the Second World War to serve the glory and legitimacy of the current regime. The high point of both celebrations is a laying of a wreath by the president at the Eternal Flame that burns in front of the Kremlin.

			Putin’s motorcade emerged from the Kremlin’s Spassky Tower gate, drove across Red Square and up to the elaborate wrought iron gates of the Aleksandr Gardens. Putin walked past an honour guard – all keeping their distance – and laid a wreath at the Eternal Flame. It was the first recorded occasion since the same day in 2021 that Putin had walked on a Moscow pavement.

			A pre-recorded message from Putin celebrating the Defenders of the Fatherland holiday was broadcast nationwide. ‘Respected comrades!’ Putin began, a deliberate throwback to communist-era usage. He made only one oblique reference to Russia’s occupation of the LDNR that had taken place that morning. ‘Our country is always open to honest and direct dialogue … but I will repeat: the interests of Russia and the security of our people are, for us, non-negotiable.’4

			Back at Novo-Ogarevo by 5 p.m, Putin took a scheduled telephone call from Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. According to the official readout of the conversation, Putin ‘expressed disappointment that the USA and NATO have ignored Russia’s legal and reasonable concerns and demands’.5 Though Putin and Erdogan had known each other for over two decades and described each other as ‘friends’, there was no mention in the conversation of any imminent full-scale invasion of Ukraine. According to a senior source in Turkey’s Foreign Ministry who has worked with Erdogan since 2003, ‘there was no indication or warning whatsoever of what Putin was planning’.6

			At some point on the evening of 23 February, Putin sat down in the television studio at Novo-Ogarevo to record another message to his people, the second in as many days. This one announced that he had given orders to begin a ‘limited military special operation’ against Ukraine. It was broadcast at 6 a.m. the following morning. All along the 2,000-kilometre-long border between Russia, Belarus and Ukraine a force of at least 71 battalion battle groups totalling some 160,000–190,000 men – the biggest deployment of Russian troops on European soil since 1945 – rolled to war.7

			Kyiv

			Presidential Palace, Kyiv, Bankova Street, 23 February 2022

			Since November 2021, US intelligence had been warning Volodymyr Zelensky with increasing urgency and in remarkable detail that Putin was planning a full-scale, multi-front invasion of Ukraine that would involve a direct assault on Kyiv. Zelensky and his national security team had been ‘not exactly dismissive, but sceptical’ of the warnings, said one adviser to Zelensky’s chief of staff Andriy Yermak. ‘We were in no doubt that Putin would be capable of an invasion, that was not the question. We have been at war [with Russia] for eight years.’8 But since the previous spring Russian military build-ups on Ukraine’s borders – and warnings of a possible invasion – had become something of a regular occurrence. Putin had boosted troop numbers threateningly in March–April 2021, and again in September–October, only to stand them down again. The first build-up had been explained away as a test of the incoming US President Joe Biden’s resolve, the second as a protest against Ukraine’s participation in NATO land and sea exercises over the summer. With even very highly placed security sources and top government officials in Moscow confidently predicting that there would be no war, it was by no means clear that this, third, build-up would be the big one.

			‘There was always a question of whether this was just another Putin psychological operation … to disrupt Ukraine,’ said the adviser. ‘On the one hand, there was concern, of course, each time that this would lead to war. On the other, there was the idea that we cannot let Putin send us into a panic every time he sends his troops on manoeuvres near our borders.’ When the US and British Embassies pulled out of Kyiv on 12 February, Zelensky had said that ‘right now, the people’s biggest enemy is panic.’ If Western powers had ‘any firm evidence of an impending invasion’, he had ‘yet to see it’. So deep was the scepticism about a possible coming war that senior members of Ukraine’s parliament and SBU intelligence service had taken to retweeting humorous memes of Mr Bean standing by a roadside, dubbed ‘Waiting for the Russian invasion’.9

			By 23 February, however, it was clear that this time it really was different. The previous night Russian troops had crossed into the breakaway republics of Donetsk and Luhansk. Russian troops had been operating more or less covertly inside the LDNR in force for years. But now that the Russian Duma had voted to recognise their independence, the occupation was now official. Yet the question remained: would Putin stop at the LDNR, or go further?

			At midday on 23 February Zelensky convened a session of Ukraine’s National Security and Defence Council (NSDC). Around the table sat the country’s most senior military and intelligence chiefs, as well as civilian ministers. Some were lifetime soldiers and intelligence officers. Others were old friends whom Zelensky had known from childhood and worked with in show business for years.

			Ivan Bakanov, a youthful 47-year-old who habitually wore blue glasses and fashionably tight suits, had grown up with Zelensky in the tough industrial town of Kryvyi Rih and had later headed the television production company they named Kvartal 95 Studio after their old neighbourhood. Zelensky had appointed his old friend, colleague and former campaign manager to head Ukraine’s SBU security service in August 2019. Bakanov – by training a lawyer who had spent his career as an entertainment executive – had no background in intelligence or secret police work, but was totally loyal to Zelensky. That was the point. Bakanov’s job was to reform and to tame a secret service that had several times in recent history tried to undermine the government – and which was believed still to harbour thousands of pro-Russian sympathisers.

			In manner and background Lieutenant-General Valeriy Zaluzhny, 49, came from an utterly different world from Bakanov. Yet the career officer was also a Zelensky-appointed new broom. Too young to have served in the Soviet army, Zaluzhny was one of the first generation of Ukrainian officers to train with Ukraine’s NATO partners, including a stint in the UK. Stocky, round faced and tough, Zaluzhny had distinguished himself in action as a divisional commander during the heavy fighting in Debaltseve in Donbas in 2015. Zelensky appointed Zaluzhny chief of the Ukrainian General Staff in 2021 with a brief to bring the army up to NATO standards and put an end to the thievery, bullying and stifling top-down command structures that had plagued the Soviet and Russian armies.

			The third key attendee was Ukraine’s foreign intelligence chief, Oleksandr Lytvynenko. A graduate of both the FSB’s Institute of Cryptography, Telecommunications and Computer Science in Moscow and the Royal College of Defence Studies in London, Lytvynenko’s appointment as head of Ukraine’s spy service the previous July had been controversial. In 2015 Lytvynenko had been one of thousands of officials who had been suspended from serving in the government because of their previous work in the administration of disgraced, pro-Moscow president Viktor Yanukovych. Nonetheless, Zelensky judged that he needed a lifelong intelligence officer like Lytvynenko in charge of answering the single most pressing security question facing their country: was Putin serious about an invasion or not?

			At the Security Council meeting, ‘three basic points of view emerged,’ recalled Serhiy Leshchenko, a prominent journalist and lawmaker who is a senior adviser to Zelensky’s chief of staff. ‘One was that Putin would stay in the [breakaway republics of] Donbas. Another was that he would try to create a corridor linking Crimea to Donbas and expand [the LDNRs’ territory]. The third was that he would go ahead and launch a full invasion of Ukraine, including from Belarus,’ which would mean an attack on Kyiv. All three versions were based on various conflicting pieces of intelligence and analysis. The NSDC’s meeting was ‘inconclusive’, said Leshchenko.

			Zelensky spent the rest of the day speaking to ambassadors and reading intelligence reports from his own services as well as those of NATO allies. He also penned a speech aimed directly at the Russian people. In the early evening, still convinced that Putin was undecided about moving further than the borders of the LDNR, Zelensky recorded his speech in a single take.

			‘I want to appeal today to all the citizens of Russia,’ Zelensky said in Russian – his native language, but rarely used for public addresses, which he usually made in Ukrainian. ‘Not as president. I am appealing to Russian citizens as a citizen of Ukraine … Today, your forces stand along that border, almost 200,000 soldiers and thousands of military vehicles. [This] could become the beginning of a major war on the European continent. Any spark could set it off … You are told that we are Nazis. But how can a people who gave more than eight million lives for the victory over Nazism support Nazism? How could I be a Nazi? Tell that to my grandfather, who went through the entire war in the infantry of the Soviet Army and died as a colonel in independent Ukraine.’

			Zelensky did not mention his own Jewish roots. But he did speak of visiting his best friend in Donetsk before the war, cheering on the Ukrainian national football team in a match there and drinking beer in a park with a crowd of locals, united as fellow Ukrainians. He concluded with an emotional appeal to Russians to ‘remember that Ukrainians and Russians are different. But that is not a reason that we should be enemies … Many of you have been to Ukraine. Many of you have relatives in Ukraine. Some of you studied in Ukrainian universities, befriended Ukrainian people. You know our character. You know our people. You know our principles. You are aware of what we cherish. So please listen to yourselves. To the voice of reason. To common sense. Hear us. The people of Ukraine want peace.’

			Many of Zelensky’s aides ‘were almost moved to tears’ as Zelensky recorded his speech. ‘It came straight from the heart,’ remembered one adviser. ‘He wrote every word himself … it was the best speech he had ever made.’10

			In the evening Zelensky joined his wife Olena and children Oleksandra, 17, and Kirilo, 9, at the presidential residence in the suburb of Koncha-Zaspa, on the right bank of the Dniepr 15 kilometres south of central Kyiv. Ukraine’s president had ‘no forewarning’ of the coming Russian attack, confirmed Leshchenko. Zelensky went to bed in the hope that the ‘common sense’ of which he had spoken earlier that evening would prevail. Within hours that hope would be spectacularly disappointed.

			Belgorod

			Belgorod Province, Russia, 23 February 2022

			For the officers and men of the Kantemirovskaya Tank Division, Defenders of the Fatherland Day would usually be an important and much-anticipated holiday. Based in Naro-Fominsk, 70 kilometres outside Moscow, the division – formally known as the Yuri Andropov 4th Guards Kantemirovskaya Order of Lenin Red Banner Tank Division – had been one of the Russian army’s elite units since its original formation during the Battle of Stalingrad. But on 23 February 2022 nobody had time for celebrations. Orders had just come down for the division to mobilise for action.

			A month before, the Kantemirovskaya had been deployed to Belgorod province, close to the northeastern border of Ukraine. Officially, they were on exercises. But it was clear enough to most of the men that they were there to invade Ukraine.

			‘Mom, my phone won’t work for a week. I’m handing it over,’ 21-year-old Sergeant Vadim Shishimarin had told his mother Lyubov on 22 February. ‘Someone might tell you that I have left for Ukraine. Don’t believe it.’ Comrades of her son would later tell her that the unit’s commanders had assured them that ‘they would go in and out [of Ukraine] and that’s it’.11

			Shishimarin did not look like much of a military man. He was skinny and short, with an almost childish face. ‘He doesn’t give the impression of a professional soldier, let alone a member of an elite tank division,’ Shishimarin’s lawyer Viktor Ovsyannikov would later tell the press. He was born on 17 October 2000 in Ust-Ilimsk, an industrial town of 86,000 people about 700 kilometres up the Angara river from Irkutsk in eastern Siberia. Vadim was the eldest of five children – he had two brothers and two sisters, the youngest four years old – and was brought up by his mother and stepfather.

			Like many of the troops deployed to Ukraine, Shishimarin was from one of Russia’s most remote and impoverished provinces. Ust-Ilimsk was known for its hydro-electric dam, a timber mill and the remains of a notorious 1930s-era Gulag. A quarter of the population had moved away since the fall of the USSR. Vadim graduated from school aged 17, then trained as a mechanic in a vocational school. When later interviewed by journalists, neither of Shishimarin’s parents could name any of their son’s interests or hobbies. ‘What would he be fond of?’ said his father, Evgeny Shishimarin, who left his family when Vadim was small. ‘He lived. He’s a hard worker.’12

			According to his mother, Shishimarin decided to travel to Moscow after leaving technical college because ‘there are more opportunities there for work and education’. He worked in a tyre repair shop in the Moscow region and found a girlfriend. Then, like hundreds of thousands of young Russian men not in full-time education, Shishimarin was summoned for compulsory military service in 2019’s annual spring call-up. His local Moscow region voyenkomat, or conscription office, assigned him to the nearby Kantemirovskaya Division. ‘He was fit. The time had come to join the army,’ said his mother. ‘What of it? Everyone serves.’

			In January 2020, nine months into Shishimarin’s year-long term of conscription, his stepfather – a crane operator – was killed in Ust-Ilimsk. He was ‘in the wrong place at the wrong time’, explained Shishimarin’s mother Lyubov. ‘He was accidentally shot and killed. We don’t know the full name of the person who did it.’ Lyubov and her children were left without any reliable source of income. Shishimarin decided to join the Russian army as a full-time kontraktnik, or professional soldier, because there was ‘no need to worry about housing’ and that he wanted to ‘help my mother and younger brothers and sisters’. To a 20-year-old man from Ust-Ilimsk, the army salary of 40,000 rubles – then around £400 a month – sounded like a good career proposition. ‘He decided that there was nothing for him to do here [in Ust-Ilimsk],’ said his mother. ‘There really is nothing to do here.’13

			By February 2022 Vadim Shishimarin had been promoted to the rank of sergeant – which unlike its apparent equivalent in the British or US militaries is a very junior rank in the Russian army. The equivalent role of Western long-serving non-commissioned officers is fulfilled in the Russian military by praporshiki, or warrant officers. Nonetheless, Shishimarin led a ten-man section in a platoon commanded by a Senior Lieutenant Kalinin.

			On the evening of 23 February, Kalinin collected all the phones from the privates and non-commissioned officers in his unit as a security precaution. The men were also issued three days’ sukhoi paiok – dry rations – which the commanders considered sufficient for what they expected to be a short mission. The Kantemirovskaya Division’s estimated two hundred T-80U and T-80BV main battle tanks and approximately three hundred BTR-2 infantry fighting vehicles were armed and fuelled.

			At dawn the following day the squad commanded by Shishimarin – Military Unit No. 32010 of the 13th Guards Tank Regiment of the Kantemirovskaya Division – moved forward from their positions outside Belgorod and joined a vast column of armoured vehicles heading westward towards the Ukrainian border, some 20 kilometres distant. At around 9 a.m. Shishimarin’s unit crossed the border between Sumy province and Ukraine’s second city, Kharkiv.

			Moscow

			RIA Novosti Building, Zubovsky Boulevard, Moscow, 23 February 2022

			Anna Bondarenko, 40, a senior producer at a major state-run Russian news channel, had had a nightmare day. Just a couple of days before, the station’s editorial line – agreed by her boss during detailed weekly planning sessions with the Kremlin’s top communications team – had been that Russia had no intention of attacking Ukraine and that Putin’s diplomatic efforts were proceeding well.14 Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov was the great peacemaker, and despite NATO’s implacable aggression Russia was committed to peace. A lot of work had gone into planning news coverage, assigning news teams, and booking satellite link-ups to Washington and London. Bondarenko’s channel had for years been signalling that the Ukrainian government was full of fascists, who were aggressively targeting the peaceful Russian-speaking people of Donbas. But there had been no specific propaganda preparation for a coming occupation of the LDNR, let alone a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

			Then, on 21 February, the official line had changed abruptly. Peace was suddenly off. Instead the new top line on the rolling news service, handed down from on high, was that the Donbas republics were under active attack from Ukrainian ‘fascists’. Civilians were being evacuated. Russian wire services were suddenly full of video feeds of the evacuation – as well as of supposed Ukrainian car-bomb attacks on border crossings featuring dead attackers in Ukrainian uniform. The alleged upsurge of violence from the Ukrainian side was to be presented as an unfolding ‘genocidal’ aggression by Kyiv against the people of the LDNR.

			Bondarenko, whose family were ancestrally Ukrainian, was personally ‘furious when I saw those images’, she recalled. ‘How could the Ukrainians allow themselves to be taken over by ultra-nationalists?’ What was their problem with Russian-speaking people like herself? Bondarenko had spent 20 years working in Russian TV news. She was not naive about the workings of the Kremlin’s propaganda machine. But she saw no reason whatever to doubt the evidence of her own eyes as she watched the raw video coming in. NATO was on the march. Russian people were being attacked, and the Kremlin had mobilised the army to save them. ‘Where were you the last eight years?’ was the new slogan for the operation to relieve the LDNR – along with ‘We don’t abandon our own.’ The new editorial line was that Russia’s troops had embarked not on a war of imperial aggression but on an urgent humanitarian mission to save their close kin from genocide.

			As she handed over the news desk for the night shift on the evening of 23 February, Bondarenko had a ten-minute briefing with the incoming producer. They went through a list of expected newsfeeds from various RIA Novosti, TASS and other Russian state TV agency correspondents in Donbas, and the assignments and reports for their own correspondents on the ground in south Russia, Crimea and Donbas, as well as stringers in Kyiv and Kharkov. The news-line was all about how Russian troops were protecting the LNR and DNR from the Nazi Ukrainian attacks.

			There was nothing on the news roster, no hint from her bosses and no rumours on the Moscow journalists’ gossip mill of a strike against Kyiv or anything like it.

			Kherson, Ukraine

			Nova Kakhovka, Kherson Province, Ukraine, 23 February 2022

			Larisa Nagorskaya, 44, heard the news that Russia had sent its troops into the LDNR on the television as she ate breakfast with her 11-year-old daughter Masha. Her first thought was whether her husband Serhii, 42, would be called up. ‘It’s begun again,’ Larisa recalled thinking. ‘Eight years we have been fighting, and now full-scale war has begun all over again.’15

			Nova Kakhovka was a model Soviet town constructed in the mid-1950s for the workers constructing the Kakhovskaya GES, one of a series of giant hydro-electric dams built to harness the power of the Dniepr river. Larisa had lived there all her life. The furthest from home her younger daughter Masha had ever been was the regional centre of Kherson, 50 kilometres to the west. Her older daughter Ksenia, 19, was studying to be a kindergarten teacher in Odesa. Though Nova Kakhovka was just 70 kilometres north of the narrow isthmus that connected Ukraine to the Crimean peninsula that Russia had occupied in 2014, it did not occur to Larisa that her town – the nearest point on the Dniepr from Crimea and the linking point of a key canal that before 2014 provided most of Crimea’s water – could become a target. ‘We had heard on the television for months that Putin was planning to invade,’ she said. ‘But we assumed that was all about Donbas, not about us in Kherson [province].’

			The population of Nova Kakhovka, like that of new melting-pot Soviet towns all over the region, had been drawn from all over the USSR two generations ago. Larisa spoke to her family in the local surzhik dialect – a mixture of Russian and Ukrainian that in the specific dialect of Kherson province contained a predominant admixture of Russian. Her daughters had been taught in pure Ukrainian at school, but Larisa herself was more at home speaking surzhik or Russian. At home the family watched Russian-language TV when together, while her daughters switched to Ukrainian-speaking channels when alone.

			In common with swathes of Ukraine’s east and south, before 2014 Nova Kakhovka had strongly supported the Party of the Regions and its leader Viktor Yanukovych – a Donetsk-based ex-convict turned businessman who had built a political career on championing the rights of Ukraine’s Russian-speaking minority and advocating closer ties with Moscow. When Yanukovych was toppled from power in February 2014 by pro-European protests in Kyiv, many of Larisa’s neighbours had mixed feelings. ‘On the one hand, we learned that [Yanukovych] was a thief and wanted to sell out Ukraine to Putin,’ said Larisa. ‘On the other, people agreed with him that the government should not discriminate against Russian speakers. Many were scared that Russian would be banned altogether.’

			Personally, Larisa was not much interested in politics. But she was angry when Russia annexed Crimea and Russian-backed ‘bandits’ took over parts of Donetsk and Luhansk, sparking two years of war. ‘Putin should leave us to sort out our own problems,’ she said. ‘What business is it of his?’

			Over the last few months before the outbreak of war, some strange things had been happening in Nova Kakhovka. In December, a local administrator had ordered the felling of a picturesque pine wood that stood on a ridge overlooking the Dniepr and the dam. Local people were angry, and the authorities promised that they would plant a new wood. But there was no convincing explanation given for why the trees had been cut down. Two months before that, a prominent deputy to the Kherson Provincial Council – a former supporter of Yanukovych and the Party of the Regions – had disappeared. People said that he had gone to Sochi, Russia, but nobody knew why.

			Larisa worked as an administrator in the local water utility. In the office on the morning of 23 February most of her colleagues were ‘indignant and fearful’ about the news of Russia’s occupation of the LDNR. The parents of young men worried, like Larisa, if their menfolk would once again be sent to fight. Like most of her neighbours and colleagues, Larisa just ‘prayed for there to be no more war. That’s all we really cared about. Anything but war.’

			Oxfordshire, UK

			Wantage, Oxfordshire, 23 February 2022

			One thoughtless mistake would change Jimmy S.’s life forever. Just out of school in his home town of Reading, Jimmy and his mates decided to get some tattoos for a laugh. He chose a crown, like the crown on a playing card, on his right hand and a rose on the other. He didn’t especially like or think about his new tats. But when Jimmy tried to join the British Army a few months later, he was told that there was a strict rule – no tattoos on the hands or neck. ‘It’s in case you ever have to meet the Queen,’ the Army recruiting sergeant had told him. Jimmy tried again a year later, but still no dice. As a boy Jimmy had been really into war films and ‘loved military stuff – guns, camping, good mates’. But the tattoos had scuppered his childhood dream of being a British soldier – ‘at least till I save up enough money to have them removed’.16

			Jimmy is of medium height, strong-built, decently good looking and fashionably bearded, on the taciturn side. He doesn’t go out of his way to be liked, but is cheerful and polite when he’s not nose-down in TikTok. Not much into news and politics, more interested in football and drinking with mates and chatting up girls. The kind of normal bloke who you’d meet in any local pub anywhere in England. After failing to get into the army, Jimmy had moved 40 miles from Reading to Wantage in Oxfordshire, worked a series of ‘rubbish jobs’ packing and heat-sealing ready meals and butchered meat. He moved in with a girlfriend and got her pregnant. But the relationship didn’t work out, so Jimmy had left to live at a friend’s place. The child – a boy named Isaac – was born in January 2022. Though the couple were no longer together, Jimmy’s ex still wanted him to change nappies and help her look after the baby.

			‘Lambie’, a mate of Jimmy’s, got talking about a war that was brewing with Russia. Lambie said he was thinking of joining up as a volunteer with the Ukrainian army. He knew people who’d done it and loved it. Decent money, tons of lovely Ukrainian girls, beautiful and keen to go to bed with war heroes. No military experience required. ‘I’d never heard of Ukraine before, to be honest with you,’ Jimmy told me as we shared a compartment for a day-long train journey from Lviv to Kyiv in July 2022. ‘Couldn’t find it on a map.’ He was surprised when I told him that Ukraine had once been part of Russia.

			On 23 February, Lambie shared video clips of Russian tanks rolling into the LDNR with Jimmy and other friends on social media. ‘It’s kicking off,’ Lambie wrote. ‘I’m in. Anyone else?’

			Mariupol, Ukraine

			Mariupol, Donetsk Province, 23 February 2022

			As a teenager growing up in the Ukrainian city of Kharkiv, just 30 kilometres from the Russian border, Mstyslav Chernov had learned how to handle a gun as part of the school curriculum. It seemed pointless. Ukraine, he reasoned, was surrounded by friends.

			Chernov became an award-winning reporter and photographer for Ukrainian news agencies and later for the Associated Press. He covered wars in Iraq, Afghanistan and Nagorno Karabakh as well as Donbas. But when the Americans and then the Europeans evacuated their embassy staffs from the city of Kyiv in December, Chernov began to pore over maps of the Russian troop build-up just across from his hometown. His only thought was ‘my poor country’.

			When the news broke that Russian troops had occupied the LDNR, Chernov had a hunch that Russian forces would try to take the eastern port city of Mariupol, a strategic prize because of its location on the Sea of Azov, and a key to the creation of a land bridge between Donbas and Russian-occupied Crimea. So he spent 23 February hurriedly gathering supplies and equipment from his apartment and office in Kyiv. In the evening he set off on the six-hour drive to Mariupol with his long-time colleague photographer Evgeniy Maloletka in a white Volkswagen van. On the way, Chernov started worrying about spare tyres. As Maloletka drove, he found a man online from his mobile phone who was on their route and willing to sell them a set of tyres in the middle of the night. Chernov explained to the tyres’ owner and a cashier at an all-night grocery store that they were heading south to cover the coming war. ‘They looked at us like we were crazy.’

			Chernov and Maloletka pulled into Mariupol at 3.30 a.m. on the morning of 24 February. Ninety minutes later, Russian rockets began falling on Independence Square in Chernov’s hometown of Kharkiv.

			Bucha, Ukraine

			Bucha, Kyiv Province, Ukraine, 23 February 2022

			Some things hadn’t worked out in Irina Filkina’s life. She was 52 years old, divorced, overweight and had a low-paid job in the boiler room of a shopping mall at the Epitsentr K shopping centre in central Bucha. But she had two pretty daughters and was well liked by friends and colleagues. She was cheerful and determined to turn her life around. Irina had recently begun taking beauty courses from a professional make-up artist in Bucha. To her delight, her fellow students had bought her some cosmetics with which to practise her new skills.17

			On the morning of 23 February Irina ‘was jumping for joy because for the first time in her life she had her own cosmetics which we had bought her,’ recalled Anastasia Subacheva, Irina’s make-up instructor. ‘Every time she went to the office she sat and practised her [beauty] lessons more determinedly than anybody else in the class.’ Irina would ‘come to class and say how much her make-up was appreciated by new male admirers and how great she feels today!’

			Bucha, like its neighbour Irpin, is a solidly upper-middle-class suburb of Kyiv a half-hour’s ride on a commuter train from the city centre. The two suburbs are favoured by young professionals with families seeking more living space and fresh air. A set of new-built apartment buildings – many of them still under construction – rises around the town centre, which is dotted with hipsterish cafes, high-end bicycle stores, steak and pizza restaurants. The Epitsentr mall is – or rather was – a block-long shopping centre that housed a large garden centre, cafes, a home and building supplies depot and cash-and-carry style supermarket. Apart from the Ukrainian and EU flags flying in the large car park in front of it, Epitsentr could be in any well-heeled European suburb from Warsaw to Dusseldorf.

			Irina Filkina lived in a poorer, older part of town, in a 1950s apartment building on Yablonskaya Street. Her neighbours were pensioners and lower-paid workers who cleaned offices or occupied minor clerical positions in the town. Irina had set off for work, as usual, by bicycle. She was happy. Subacheva had just given her a professional manicure and painted her fingernails a striking, deep red. Looking beautiful had cheered Irina up and given her a new sense of self-worth. ‘She held my hand and told me, “In my old age I have at last understood the main thing – that you need to live yourself and life for yourself!”’ recalled Subacheva. ‘And at last I will live as I wish to! I realise that you can live as you please, as your soul wishes, not for men but for yourself!’18

		

		
			PART I

			BLOOD AND EMPIRE

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			Poisoned Roots

			The history of Little Russia is like a tributary entering the main river of Russian history. Little Russians were always a tribe and never a people and still less – a state.

			Russian literary critic Vissarion Belinsky, 18471

			Putin the Historian

			In the later years of his rule, Vladimir Putin came to see himself as something of a historian. Locked down in strict Covid isolation from the spring of 2020 onwards, Putin spent months working on a 7,000-word historical essay where he laid out the historical thesis that would became the ideological blueprint for war. For Putin, Russia, Belarus and Ukraine are ‘parts of what is essentially the same historical and spiritual space … a single large nation, a triune nation’. Underlying all the practical and tactical factors that led to war, it would be a vision of history and historical destiny Putin largely borrowed from Russia’s nineteenth-century imperial historians that he used repeatedly to justify his invasion. Putin’s vision was based not on imperialism but on ethno-nationalism. Putin would claim that the war against Ukraine would be fought not to bring a foreign people under Moscow’s rule but to protect the rights of people he regarded as essentially Russian.

			Ukraine and Russia’s ‘spiritual, human and civilisational ties formed over centuries and have their origins in the same sources’, wrote Putin in an essay published in July 2021. ‘They have been hardened by common trials, achievements and victories. Our kinship has been transmitted from generation to generation. It is in the hearts and the memory of people living in modern Russia and Ukraine, in the blood ties that unite millions of our families. Together we have always been and will be many times stronger and more successful. For we are one people.’2

			Europe’s bloodiest war since 1945 was, by Putin’s own account, being fought over history. Or, more specifically, over Putin’s self-appointed historic mission to reunite a single people sundered by meddling foreign powers.

			For many modern Ukrainians, as well as some Western commentators, the answer to Putin’s ‘one people’ thesis is simple. ‘The most important thing to know is that Ukrainians are not Russians, and that Ukraine is an ancient independent nation,’ argued Israeli historian Noal Yuval Harari. ‘Ukraine has a history of more than 1,000 years; Kyiv was a major metropolis and cultural centre when Moscow was not even a village.’3

			Both views were flawed. The Ukrainian nationalists were correct that theirs was indeed an ancient nation – but one which had rarely in its history been independent, and never in the borders it inherited from the Soviet Union in 1991. And Putin was correct that Russians, Belarusians and Ukrainians were all descended from the historical polity of Kyivan Rus’ – but in the same way that the French and German states were jointly inheritors of the near-contemporary empire of Charlemagne, which hardly proved a recipe for subsequent historical unity.

			Ukraine had always been a marcher country, a frontier. It was where the Eastern Slavic, Orthodox world met the Western, Catholic one. It was also where the Russian Empire met the Muslim world of the Ottoman Turks and the slave-raiding Tatars of Crimea.

			Despite the two neighbouring people’s shared history, Putin’s fundamental error was to imagine that Russian-speaking Ukrainians naturally considered themselves ethnically and politically Russian. His invasion not only proved that to be largely untrue but forced many to make a choice in favour of their Ukrainian political identity over their Russian ethnic one. Millions of Russian-speaking Ukrainians fled from Moscow’s forces, and tens of thousands volunteered to fight against their would-be ‘liberators’. To historian Slava Shvets, an ethnic Russian born in Vinnitsa in central Ukraine, Putin’s talk of ‘one people’ was the political equivalent of a wife beater who sends concerned neighbours away from the door with the angry insistence that his noisy abuse is just a ‘domestic matter … we sort out our problems in our own house.’4

			Nonetheless, Putin was correct in another important aspect. To almost every modern Russian and Ukrainian, relations between the two nations are not an abstract matter of politics, much less history, but of blood and family.

			We all like to believe that we think with our rational minds. But a little bit of us, a deep bit, thinks with our blood.

			My mother Lyudmila Bibikova was born in 1934 in Kharkiv – Kharkov in Russian – a Russian-speaking industrial city in northern Ukraine. Her father Boris was born in 1903 in Simferopol, Crimea and her mother Martha Shcherbak in Poltava in western Ukraine in 1904. Yet the Bibikov family did not consider themselves Ukrainian. Quite the contrary. For two centuries the Bibikovs played a significant role in Russia’s imperial rule over Ukraine, first as servants of the tsars and later as loyal lieutenants of Soviet power. The connection is not a comfortable one. Whether I like it or not, my family story – my blood – is intimately linked not only to Ukraine and Russia but to the history of the Russian Empire.

			The Borderland

			Ukraine literally means ‘by the edge’, derived from the Old Russian word okraina, or periphery. In modern Russian a speaker’s political affiliation is instantly readable from how they parse the word. To say na ukraine – literally, ‘on the periphery’ – uses the word as an adverb. V Ukraine, or ‘in Ukraine’ elevates it to a place name. Most Russians, including, pointedly, Putin, use the former, dismissive usage that implicitly defines Ukraine as a borderland of Russia.

			The term okraina first crops up in written sources from the twelfth century. But in fact the territory of modern Ukraine had been a borderland between civilisations for centuries before. The northern shores of the Black Sea were where ancient Greek civilisation first encountered the wild peoples of the steppe, who they named barabaroi, or barbarians, after their babbling language. ‘It was the first frontier of a political and cultural sphere that would come to be known as the Western world,’ wrote historian Serhii Plokhy. ‘That is where the West began to define itself and its other.’5 In the first century BC the Greek geographer Strabo drew the easternmost boundary of ‘Europe’ – the term he used to describe the expanse of the Greek presence in the outer world – at the Don River that today runs just east of Ukraine’s border with Russia. Beyond lay Asia.

			The state of Kyivan Rus’ – held up not just by Putin but by Muscovite historians from the seventeenth century onwards as the origin of the greater Slavic state – was in fact a Viking principality founded to defend trading posts that stretched from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Its great founder, Prince Vladimir of Kyiv (c. 958–1015), would not have recognised the modern version of his own name. Like his uncle, King Haakon Sigurdsson of Norway, he spoke Old Norse and called himself Waldemar. His grandparents, known to Russian history as Prince Igor and his wife Olga, would have been known to their contemporaries as Ingvar and Helga.

			One of Putin’s obsessions in his 2021 essay was foreign meddling in Russian history. But Grand Prince (and to the Orthodox, Saint) Vladimir the Great of Kyiv – to whom Putin erected a 17-metre-tall statue outside the Kremlin in 2016 – was himself a foreigner. Not only was he a Scandinavian Viking by blood, culture and language, but he spent most of his reign as a pagan, took eight hundred concubines and erected numerous pagan statues and shrines. In 988 Vladimir, having carved out a kingdom that stretched from his native Novgorod near the Baltic to Chersoneses (modern Kherson) on the lower Dniepr, ordered his Slavic subjects to adopt Christianity as the price of his marriage to the sister of Byzantine Emperor Basil II.6 His son Yaroslav the Wise – grandson of a Byzantine emperor and husband to the daughter of King Olof Skötkonung of Sweden – introduced a Slavic liturgy and translations of the gospels written in an alphabet devised in the previous century by two Greek monks, Cyril and Methodius, neither of whom ever visited Rus’. Old Slavonic, the language of the Russian Orthodox Church ever since, came to Rus’ from Bulgaria, whose rulers had accepted Christianity earlier than the Kyivan princes.7

			The Christianisation of Kyivan Rus’ was cited by Putin as the founding moment of the Russian world. But it began with foreign princes imposing a foreign religion, language and script on their Slavic subjects in order to bring them into the European world of Christendom. Just like England, France, Italy, Spain and Germany, Russia’s history and identity would be formed not by a single people’s inexorable march towards their historical destiny but by successive waves of conquest and rule by outsiders.

			It would be nearly nine hundred years before the lands ruled by Prince Vladimir would once again be reunited under a single state by another foreigner with no Russian blood – Sophie Friederike von Anhalt-Zerbst, better known as the Empress Catherine the Great. For much of the intervening period the territory of modern Ukraine had been fought over and occupied by Mongols, Tatars and by the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. To the north various warring Russian principalities had come to be dominated by Muscovy, which had by the end of the fifteenth century decisively thrown off the Mongol yoke. It was during this period that the first member of my mother’s family known to history – born Bibik Beg, a Tatar warlord of the Golden Horde – joined the winning side by swearing fealty to Muscovite Prince Ivan III in 1477. The newly minted Russian nobleman Russified his name to Bibikov. Contra to Putin’s ethno-nationalist narrative of the inexorable rise of the Russian people, by the end of the sixteenth century close to a third of the Russian nobility were in fact of Tatar origin.

			With the power of the Mongols broken, Muscovy’s most powerful rivals for the lands of Ukraine became the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and its successor, the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth to the west, and the Ottoman Empire and its Tatar allies to the south. The steppes of central Ukraine, with no easily defensible natural borders, became a disputed no-man’s land. Slave raids by Crimean Tatars – the Turkic descendants of Central Asian invaders – made the steppes an exceedingly dangerous place to live. In the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries an estimated 1.5 million to 3 million Ukrainians and Russians were sold at the slave markets of the Crimean peninsula, an Ottoman fiefdom. One Ukrainian slave-girl, Roxelana (1504–58), became the concubine and then the official wife of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent.

			The danger of slave-hunters and the lack of any central government meant that only the hardiest and most desperate men dared risk settling the lands of the lower Dniepr basin. The first Cossacks – the word originating from the Turkic term for a freeman or freebooter – were nomadic gangs of escaped serfs who lived from fishing, trapping and banditry. ‘Some are hiding from paternal authority, or from slavery, or from service, or from [punishment for] crimes, or from debts,’ wrote the early sixteenth-century chronicler Michalon Lituanus. ‘Others are attracted … by richer game and more plentiful places.’8 Cossacks would become best known to popular history as the Russian tsars’ most loyal and reactionary cavalry shock troops. But the original Cossacks were largely Ukrainian-speakers who fled servitude on the huge manorial estates, or latifundia, of the Polish–Lithuanian magnates and nobility for a free, if precarious, life in the dangerous steppes of what is now central Ukraine.

			Most of what is now modern Ukraine was part of the Polish–Lithuanian state for longer than it was inside the Russian Empire. By the seventeenth century the Cossacks of central Ukraine, who had come into existence on the margins of society and in opposition to an established polity, had become a political and military force in their own right. In their subsequent attempts to establish an independent state of their own they both found common cause with and rebelled against their neighbours the Poles, the Muscovites and the Ottomans. In 1610 and again in 1618 Cossack troops seized Moscow itself as part of a Polish army. But in 1654 Bohdan Khmelnytsky, the Hetman or leader of the Zaporozhian Cossacks, defied his Polish masters and swore allegiance to Tsar Aleksei Romanov of Muscovy. Three centuries later, the event would be lavishly celebrated by the Ukrainian-born Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev as the ‘reunification’ of the ‘fraternal peoples’ of Ukraine and Russia. But the two sides needed interpreters to understand each other, and the Cossacks clearly saw the oath in terms of an alliance rather than an act of submission.9

			Khmelnytsky’s oath to Romanov would set the pattern for centuries of Ukrainian–Russian relations even into the twenty-first century – transactional, and dictated by expediency under pressure from outside powers. Indeed the first printed textbook of Russian history, published at the Monastery of the Caves in Kyiv in 1674 and hailing the city as the ‘first capital’ of the Muscovite tsars and the birthplace of Muscovite Orthodoxy, was published when Kyiv was preparing for an Ottoman attack and the Poles were demanding it back from Muscovy. The Chronicles of the Origin of the Slavo-Rossian Nation and the First Princes of the Divinely Protected City of Kyiv were written as a desperate appeal for military support from Moscow against Kyiv’s enemies. The book that founded the myth still accepted by most Russians today about the Kyivan origins of their nation was, in fact, an early attempt by Malorossiya – Little Russia, as the book’s authors described Ukraine
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