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  Introduction


  Just over 100 years ago, Leo Tolstoy described in the novella Hadji Murat a skirmish between Russian soldiers and Chechen guerrillas. The action begins when Russian
  troops stationed at the edge of a forest spot a handful of Chechen fighters on horseback. Shots are exchanged and the Chechens melt back into the trees. In the brief clash, which the officers treat
  as sport, a bullet fatally wounds one Russian conscript; the Chechens suffer no visible casualties. Militarily speaking, it is an insignificant engagement. Yet when the time comes to report to
  headquarters, wrote Tolstoy, the incident balloons into a heroic battle: an assault of considerable Chechen forces, a Russian counterattack with bayonets and the routing of the enemy.
  In the course of this action two privates were slightly wounded and one killed, reads the report. The highlanders losses were about a hundred killed and
  wounded.


  Tolstoy, whod served in the Caucasus, knew what he was writing about, and in Hadji Murat, set in the mid-nineteenth century, he portrayed the self-serving lies of an imperial army
  with memorable effect. So what would he have made of the gap between reality and the official version in the contemporary Chechen war?


  More than a decade has passed since then president Boris Yeltsin ordered the Russian army to take control of Chechnya and restore constitutional order. More than five years have
  passed since Vladimir Putin sent the army back to Chechnya with the aim of securing Russia from terrorism.


  The so-called first war (199496) and second war (1999to date) both had lofty official aims. The results, however, have brought about precisely the
  opposite. Rather than a place of constitutional, or any other order, Chechnya has for years been a lawless ghetto. Here, soldiers and policemen have been able to loot, rape and murder 
  almost certain of escaping punishment. Chechen rebel factions have blown up civilians who happen to be around military targets; increasingly they have dispensed with military targets altogether and
  simply aimed at civilians. Chechens in irregular, pro-Kremlin units torture and kidnap fellow Chechens  often former rebel comrades in arms.


  As for protecting Russia from terrorism, President Putins war has provoked an unprecedented wave of outrages: the downing of passenger planes, a mass hostage-taking at a Moscow theatre,
  an explosion in the Moscow metro and a bloodbath at a school in Beslan. If terrorism can be defined as violence against civilians in the name of politico-military goals, then much of what the
  Russian military has perpetrated in Chechnya should be added to this sinister list. A recent survey by the aid group Mdecins Sans Frontires found that Chechens suffer some of
  the highest levels of psychological trauma in the world. 9 out of 10 people in the study had lost someone close to them in the war. 1 in 6 had witnessed the death of a close relative. 80 per cent
  had seen people wounded. Two thirds said they never felt safe and almost every single respondent had come under aerial bombardment or crossfire. Terror: the word is apt.


  According to various reliable estimates, more than 100,000 Chechens have been killed in the last decade, and several hundred thousand others have at some point lost their homes or been forced to
  flee: that from a population of one million. Grozny, once a city of about 450,000 and one of the Soviet Unions major oil refining centres, is a gruesome ruin. Oil spills, radiation,
  landmines, unexploded ordnance, and destroyed forests scar and poison Chechnyas landscape. By sober unofficial estimates, more than 20,000 Russian soldiers have been killed.


  Yet on Russian television screens, all now controlled by President Putins Kremlin, Chechnya is at peace. There is rarely any mention of resistance to Russian forces, only a flow of
  Tolstoyan success stories about liquidated bandits and foiled terrorist plots. Believe the Russian media and Chechnya has enthusiastically embraced the Russian state and President
  Putin himself. Accept this version and one believes official reports that Chechens voted unreservedly for a constitution cementing them within Russia. One believes they flocked to elect as
  president Akhmad Kadyrov, a former rebel mufti who went over to the Russians at the start of Vladimir Putins war. (Kadyrov  who in fact was hated, feared or mistrusted by almost all
  sides in Chechnya  was assassinated in the summer of 2004.) Logically, one must also consider it normal that many of Kadyrovs powers were transferred to his son Ramzan, a boxing
  enthusiast accused by human rights specialists of being one of the republics chief torturers.


  As 2004 gave way to 2005, the official media portrayal of Chechen loyalty to  love for  the Russian Federation knew no bounds. The Russian-installed government in Chechnya was
  promising its sick, broken population not only peace, but a film industry, a football stadium and what the prime minister, Sergei Abramov, called Disneyland, apparently an aquatic fun
  park in the city of Gudermes. To mark the New Year, President Putin personally awarded Ramzan Kadyrov the Hero of Russia medal  the supreme decoration of the Russian state.


  
    ***

  


  At about this time, 10 years after the first tanks rolled toward Grozny, I made a visit to Chechnya. I had been there many times before. Its capital was a place I knew well and
  over the last decade I had observed several stages of its slow-motion catastrophe. Yet I found myself in a place I had difficulty recognising. Certainly Grozny was not the impoverished, but still
  functioning ex-Soviet regional centre Id seen in 1994. But neither did it resemble the devilish battlefield Id come to know later. Grozny had become a twilight zone  a place
  where the definitions of war and peace were blurred, all loyalties suspect and the aims of the combatants themselves unclear.


  The fact of having made previous visits also did little to lessen the shock of witnessing the citys appalling condition. In the central square kilometre  an area once thick with
  institutional buildings, the university, large apartment blocks, major thoroughfares and parks  barely a stone is left. Flattened by bombs and shells, then bulldozed clean, the onetime heart
  of the city is a desert. And from this ground zero the destruction radiates for miles: through gutted factories and sprawling neighbourhoods of smashed houses, through disembowelled apartment
  complexes, through tangled, wild undergrowth that no one dares enter for fear of bombs and mines.


  The only crowds youll find are those in the Stalingrad-like centre. War never prevented the Chechens from trading and in a place where there have long been no shops, the open-air bazaar
  is a lifeline. But at dusk, even those crowds leave for the villages and Grozny becomes dark, quiet and dangerous. In my estimate  reached by driving at night and counting lighted windows
   no more than a third of the population, or 150,000 people, permanently reside in what was once one of the most important cities in the Caucasus.


  Official Moscow and its subordinates in Chechnya talk up their reconstruction programmes. But in reality these projects have in ten years accomplished almost nothing other than enrich those
  controlling the funds. In Grozny the restored or reconstructed buildings are in such small numbers that they are startling  far more so than the ruins. I counted only dozens and, bar a few
  exceptions, they were security forces barracks and offices, institutions serving the oil industry, or the electricity and gas companies that keep Chechens, however miserable, alive. Grozny is a
  monument not only to the Russian armys destructiveness, but the Russian states inability to rebuild the peace.


  Walking through this wasteland, I discovered the former site of the presidential palace and its rose garden. Across the way, there would have been the Hotel Kavkaz, an exotic, semi-Soviet,
  semi-Oriental building in which I stayed once before the war. There would have been the national bank, parliament and internal security ministry. Today, only mud on each side of the asphalt
  indicates where the road, the pavements, squares and buildings used to lie. A young girl passed. Did she remember the presidential palace? This had been the headquarters of Dzhokhar Dudayev and the
  original separatist government, as well as the scene of an epic battle early in the first war. No idea! the girl said. She was sixteen, so only six when the wars began.


  Nearby, I found a woman, one of these typically expressive and incalculably tough Chechen housewives. She was collecting water. This meant towing a trolley-load of bottles and urns to a broken
  pipe, then towing the trolley home, where she would boil the lot. Few parts of Chechnya have running water anymore. Taps, sinks and baths, like phones and rubbish bins, are relics of a forgotten
  civilisation. (Not that the lack of water is hindering the plan for an aqua fun park in Gudermes.)


  This woman, however, possessed something valuable: memory. Over there, she said, you had the jewellers. There was the music school. There was a college. There were apartment
  buildings... All this time she pointed into space. The broken pipe gushing water marked the site of the Okean (meaning ocean) restaurant and fish shop, she said. I remembered the spot well:
  it was there that one of the first bombs dropped in 1994, killing two bystanders and drawing a crowd of bemused, outraged Grozny residents. None of them could have imagined what was yet to come.
  Its like a dream, the woman said.


  Think of the towns annihilated in the Boxing Day 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean and you have Grozny  the difference being that one disaster was delivered in minutes by nature, the other
  over 10 years, with great effort, planning and determination, by mankind.


  
    ***

  


  Large-scale combat in the second war ended in 2000 after the capture of Grozny and the scattering of thousands of poorly supplied rebels to the mountain villages. Yet, as
  happened in Iraq after President George Bushs famous declaration of an end to major operations, the war was only entering the first of numerous new phases. Each of these has been more opaque
  than the last, reaching the point today when few in Russia or even Chechnya can fully define what the conflict is about anymore.


  There is still open fighting in the mountains. Long range artillery salvos directed into the forests are audible from Grozny in the early hours. But the combat takes place far from most
  witnesses. It is up in the Nozhai Yurt, Vedeno and Shatoi regions that a new generation of commanders almost unknown to the outside world, continue to operate. Until his killing in March of 2005,
  the veteran leader and Chechnyas only freely elected president, Aslan Maskhadov, also remained active. He is survived by Shamil Basayev, another of the original commanders, and, for a long
  time now, the most extreme of them all. Their survival  in Maskhadovs case lasting five and a half years continuously on the run since 1999  testifies partly to the
  inefficiency and corruption of the Russian forces, partly to the rebels determination, robust intelligence gathering and a widespread network of civilian supporters. There is simply no other
  way that a guerrilla force could function so long in such a small place.


  In the plains, insurgents wage a campaign of assassinations and small-scale ambushes. Russian forces and their Chechen irregular allies respond with equally ruthless counter-insurgency
  operations, ranging from raids on suspected hideouts to the kidnapping of rebels relatives. But this is a low-level conflict. Even in Grozny, that great vortex of urban warfare, extended
  combat has become the exception. Every week, or every other week, guerrillas will gun down a pro-Russian official, or perhaps blow apart a jeep-load of police. Just as often, if not more, Russian
  and pro-Russian Chechen forces will corner and kill a suspected rebel, or group of rebels. However, larger-scale actions  such as the rebel takeover of much of the city for a few hours in
  the summer of 2004  are infrequent. On a random visit to Grozny, one will probably hear nothing more than isolated bursts of rifle fire. There are no longer aerial attacks on the city, no
  shelling, or rocketing and almost never any battle involving more than a few houses or a single street. Nights, which for years were rocked by incessant firefights and guerrilla rocket attacks, are
  now eerily silent. The rebels have gone into deep cover, hiding, as they now must, not only from regular forces, but many of their own countrymen who have turned, or have been turned against them.
  One fighter I met, his disguise consisting of a smart overcoat and polished shoes, told me that even the long-favourite tactic of laying roadside bombs against military traffic in the
  city had become ineffective. The security forces reacted too quickly; the waves of arrests were too difficult to escape. Besides, as this man put it, Russia has more armoured personnel carriers and
  jeeps than the Chechen rebels have men. They dont really care about an APC or two. We cant afford to keep losing a man for an operation like that.


  On their websites, the rebels have lost none of their old swagger and bellicosity. But evidence on the ground suggests that after all these years the assorted rebel forces are at least badly
  weakened. The Russian militarys incomparably greater resources have squeezed the guerrillas, hampered their ability to regroup and reduced the territory in which they feel at home. An
  undeclared state of martial law, torture, and the use of informants (themselves, often previously victims of torture) have undercut the rebels links to a society already bled by poverty and
  fatigue. Rebel access to funds has been slashed. And on a purely tactical level, years of practice have brought improvements to the performance of Russian units. Unlike their hapless predecessors
  in the early stages of the first war, they are often well-trained, experienced and know where they are going and what to expect when they get there.


  However, to believe the rebels are broken would be simplistic and to say that the war is ending, or already has, would be wrong. The insurgents kill Russian soldiers on an almost daily basis and
  when cornered often fight to the death. The fact is that the resistance has fragmented to the point where it is almost impossible to defeat in the normal sense of the term. There is no Reichstag to
  capture in Chechnya and the death of Maskhadov  ultimately more a political, than military leader  means that many of his supporters will simply become more hardline.


  The core resistance, which springs from the original nationalist rebellion of the first war, has adapted for a long game. For these fighters, resisting Russian troops is a calling: they have no
  interest in surrender. Another wing is composed of part-timers with grievances to avenge against the Russian authorities and soldiers. This potentially includes most Chechen men, although in
  practice only a small percentage take up arms. The other principal wing consists of Islamic ideologues, blinded by their revolutionary fervour into committing horrific terrorist acts. There is also
  a large pool of men who might be simultaneously bandits, guerrilla fighters and opportunists. Whether all these separate wings could ever again unite is questionable, but the fact is they have
  survived, and the result is stalemate: the rebels cannot drive out the Russian army, yet nor can the Russian army crush the rebels.


  Bizarre as it appears, the impasse is one that suits powerful elements on each side. An unseasoned observer would naturally imagine that all the impressive Russian hardware, those helmeted
  soldiers, secret service operatives and loyal Chechen militiamen are moving irresistibly towards the day when they can clear the last cellar and forest of resistance. The goal, one would assume, is
  total victory. Yet closer inspection reveals something quite different: an army more interested in reaching accommodations than winning, and a war that is self-perpetuating, sustainable in the long
  term  a career. In the rebels extremist wing, war has also become a way of life. War means power and war means recruits, mostly young people barely able to imagine anything else.
  There are those in Chechnya, and in Russia generally, for whom peace and order would spell catastrophe.


  Not surprising, then, that the federal army resembles the enemy it was sent to fight. Just like textbook bandits, regular troops roam in unmarked vehicles. They wear the same masks worn by
  terrorists. They raid and loot private homes at night. They execute people without trial. They hold hostages, even dead bodies for ransom. They organise and provide cover for smuggling operations
  and for black market deals between lawless Chechnya and the neighbouring regions. Picture this conflict not just as a war, but an extreme version of a mafia turf struggle in which armed gangs chase
  money and power while trying to stay alive.


  Indeed, anything, anybody can be sold and bought in Chechnya. The ruins are scavenged for their bricks and scrap metal; oil is stolen and driven into southern Russia; compensation money is
  pilfered, extorted and diverted. Killing has a price: Russian citizens sell the Chechens weapons and ammunition. (For sceptics: note that every bullet and grenade fired by the rebels is
  Russian-made; there are no arms factories in Chechnya; Russian territory surrounds Chechnya on 3 sides and the fourth frontier, Georgia, is impassable to anything but light foot traffic.) Peace,
  too, has its price. A senior officer within the pro-Russian Chechen forces told me that the Russians cut deals with the rebels on ceasefire zones in the mountains. So there may be fighting in one
  valley, but calm in the next, despite the presence of guerrillas.


  Such deal-making  and blurring of lines  has its apex in the complex relationship between Russias federal forces and their irregular Chechen allies. Many, perhaps a
  majority, of the local militia joining the Russians are themselves ex-guerrillas. Some enlist because they are sickened by rebel radicalisation, others because there is no other work. But for many,
  joining the Russians is a way to legalise what they were already doing: wielding a gun and ransacking what remains of Chechnyas resources. In their black uniforms, unmarked cars and with
  their reputation for abduction and torture, the irregular units
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