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			INTRODUCTION

			This book is based on conversations with volunteers during the war’s first three years. Some I met on the frontline in Ukraine, some in bars, cafés and hospital wards from Kyiv to Kherson. Others I caught up with while they were on R&R back in Britain, with battlefield stories re-enacted in their local pub: ‘So imagine the trench is where our table is, and the shell lands over there, where the bar is …’ The accounts would go on for hours sometimes, with breaks for cigarettes, more beer, and occasionally the odd tear. We took care to talk out of earshot of other drinkers. Conversations about gunfights with Russians can be alarming if heard out of context.

			The volunteers in this book were not picked in any scientific fashion. Rather, they are those who were willing to be interviewed, something many avoid. Partly, this is down to soldiers’ usual wariness of nosy journalists. But with the war still ongoing, they also fear being targeted by the Kremlin, even when back home. Nonetheless, I think that the narrative features a wide range of voices. There are those who went to Ukraine as seasoned combat veterans, and those who’d never held a gun before. For some, the main motivation was defending democracy, for others the reasons were more complex and personal.

			As a British author, I have inevitably focused mainly on British volunteers, but in keeping with the spirit of the International Legion, other voices appear too: Americans, Canadians and Europeans. In an ideal world, I would have limited the number of voices to perhaps just half a dozen, all in the same unit, all fighting together from the start, like a real-life Band of Brothers. I soon realised this was not going to be easy in a volunteer force like the Legion, where fighters have relative freedom to move around, often shifting from one unit to another, sometimes only fighting for a few months. As I’ve also learned through writing about an ongoing war, death and injury sometimes cut stories short. For that reason, the cast in this book is something of a hotchpotch: characters come and go, some playing bigger roles, others with only walk-on parts.

			Most chapters are told from one volunteer’s perspective at a time, witnessing key events in the invasion, be it the siege of Kyiv, the gruelling trench combat in the Donbas or the horrors of Russian captivity. That way, I hope readers get not just the story of the Legion, but that of the wider war itself. Rather than attempting an exhaustive account of every frontline, I’ve focused on whichever aspects of volunteers’ experiences struck me as interesting, like their time in battle, their motivations for coming to Ukraine or what they did afterwards. Soldiering is generally long periods of boredom spliced with short bursts of action, with many volunteers recalling just a few memorable days per deployment. I have focused mainly on those memorable days, rather than chronicle each volunteer’s time in Ukraine from start to finish. Again, this is a reason for more voices rather than less, and where readers may be curious about each volunteer’s subsequent adventures, the Epilogue section does its best to tie up their stories.

			As well as the volunteers themselves, there is also a supporting cast of others: logisticians and well-wishers who helped them, and also some of the volunteers’ families. They may not have been sitting in the trenches, but they often had a war all of their own, worrying constantly about their loved ones, and having to cope if they were captured or killed. Some interviewees, because of concerns about their own security, appear under pseudonyms, with minor biographical details also changed to protect their identity.

			In return for their speaking to me, I’ve tried to tell the volunteers’ stories as best I can, although I make no claim to have done so perfectly. If there is one thing I have learnt while researching this book, it is that battlefields are far more chaotic and complicated than they look in the movies. One volunteer likened firefights to very bad dreams: terrifying, hard to explain and unique to the individual involved. One person’s recollection of events, therefore, can be substantially different from another’s. And when things go wrong in war, there’s often a tendency to blame someone else. Nor, despite its heightened sense of life and death, is a battlefield necessarily where great insights into the meaning of existence are acquired. Observations while under fire tend towards the profane rather than the profound. And when reflecting later, not every soldier is a Siegfried Sassoon or Wilfred Owen, even if they have spent just as long in cold, muddy trenches.

			Besides, most of us are lucky enough never to experience the more hideous ordeals outlined in this book, which means the vocabulary available to describe them is sparse. Often, when I asked volunteers what it was like to be shot, shelled or tortured, to put into words extremes of fear or pain, they would shrug, reach for a cliché or simply say: ‘It’s indescribable.’ At times I have left it at that, rather than fill in the blanks. What I have tried to do, however, is to convey some sense of what those battlefields are like in Ukraine, and why so many from around the world chose to risk their lives there.

			Finally, a quick word about ‘frontlines’ – a word overused in war reporting, and which needs some context. When journalists like myself talk about being on Ukraine’s ‘frontlines’, we seldom mean literally right at the front, with bullets flying everywhere. It usually refers to somewhere a few kilometres back – close enough to hear gunfire and watch the odd explosion, but not so close that a safe exit isn’t possible. The real frontline in Ukraine – also known as ‘the zero line’ – is a different place altogether, where artillery roars, drones buzz and bodies lie rotting on open ground because it isn’t safe to collect them.

			Or so I’m told. The zero line isn’t a place I ever really went to much in Ukraine. To reach it would require soldiers to risk their lives escorting me there, and to go there simply to see it would be voyeuristic (I’m as much of a war tourist as any other reporter, but not at others’ expense). I rely, therefore, on second-hand accounts, which are terrifying enough in themselves. One Ukrainian medic I interviewed, who regularly visited the zero line to pick up dead and injured, summed it up thus: ‘The fear there is so intense, you want to vomit, shit and cry at the same time.’ And he only went there during lulls in fighting.

			In other words, the zero line is frightening even when it’s quiet. Yet this is where the volunteers in this book would spend much of their time. Many, by their own admission, are flawed characters, sometimes with troubled pasts, whose motives for fighting in Ukraine were not always just the pure and the noble. But to do what they did still takes guts. And besides, the war didn’t really care why people came to fight, only that they did so. On which note, not all of those who feature in this book are still alive. It is dedicated to their memory, and the sacrifice they made.

			Colin Freeman

			London, January 2025

			The Combatants

			* indicates name changed at interviewee’s request. Pseudonyms are also generally used for minor characters referred to by interviewees in passing.

			Daniel Burke from Manchester, England. Ex-Parachute Regiment.

			Douglas Cartner from Castle Douglas, Scotland. No previous military experience.

			Alex Drueke from Alabama, US. Ex-US Army.

			James Durose from Middlesbrough, England. No previous military experience.

			John Harding from Sunderland, England. Ex-Parachute Regiment.

			Andrew Hill from Plymouth, England. Ex-Duke of Lancaster Regiment.

			Andy Huynh from Alabama, US. Ex-US Marines.

			Richard Johnson* from London, England. Ex-British Army officer.

			Jack Knight from London, England. Ex-Royal Engineer.

			Hiu Le from California, US. Ex-US Marines.

			Christopher Perryman from County Durham, England. Ex-Royal Fusiliers.

			Henry Stevens* from US, living in Germany. Ex-US military.

			Stephen Wilson from Rochester, England. Ex-Royal Engineer.

			Others

			Freddie Ickenham and his son David*: part of the British volunteer network that supplies Ukrainian forces.

			Fatman, Uniform Man, Moustache Man and Dead Eyes: interrogators in Kremlin ‘black site’ prison.

			Damon Adams: owner of army surplus store in England.

			Glossary of terms and abbreviations

			Note: Some foreign volunteers serve in the Legion’s own battalions, others are attached directly to the Ukrainian military. In this book, ‘Legionnaire’ is used as a generic term for all foreign military volunteers.

			The International Legion – umbrella organisation for foreign military volunteers in Ukraine, created by President Zelensky in February 2022

			APC – armoured personnel carrier

			BMP – armoured fighting vehicle used by both Ukrainian and Russian forces

			Casevac – casualty evacuation

			dead ground – patch of low-lying ground hidden from enemy view

			DPR – Donetsk People’s Republic. Breakaway pro-Kremlin region in Ukraine’s eastern Donbas region

			Himars – High Mobility Artillery Rocket System

			HUR – Ukrainian military intelligence directorate

			IED – improvised explosive device

			Javelin – US-made anti-tank missile supplied to Ukrainian forces

			KIA – killed in action

			OP – observation post

			PKM – belt-fed machine gun used by both Ukrainian and Russian forces

			PoW – prisoner of war

			RPG – rocket-propelled grenade

			treeline – line of trees along the boundary of a field, often used as cover by advancing/retreating troops

			YPG – Western-backed Kurdish militia that fought Islamic State in Syria

		

		
			PART I

			A CALL TO ARMS

			Mobilisation, the Siege of Kyiv, Mariupol

			‘This is the beginning of a war against Europe, against democracy, against basic human rights. Anyone who wants to join the defence of Ukraine, Europe and the world can come and fight side by side with the Ukrainians against the Russian war criminals.’

			President Volodymyr Zelensky, Sunday 27 February 2022

		

		
			1

			‘TELL HR I’M OFF TO WAR’

			South-east England, 24 February 2022

			Most shoppers at Damon Adams’ army surplus store were not kitting themselves out for combat. His customers ranged from paintballers and hikers through to school cadets and anglers, browsing his budget camouflage gear and outdoor kit. But aside from a few oddball survivalists busy prepping for Armageddon, very few were stocking up for war. Then, last week, Vladimir Putin had invaded Ukraine, since when his phone had been ringing off the hook. Had he got boots, helmets, uniforms? What about body armour and medical kits? How much could he supply?

			At first, the callers were mostly Ukrainians living in Britain. ‘Procurers’, they called themselves. Buying kit for Ukraine’s under-equipped armed forces, funded by whip-rounds in towns and villages back home. They were ringing every military surplus store in Britain they could find. Adams’ shop was particularly popular because it was handy for the cross-Channel ferries.

			The invasion had started at dawn on 24 February, a Thursday morning. Adams worked round the clock that weekend, helping Ukrainians stuff their vans and cars with kit. Some were heading direct for the ferries and the 1,000-mile drive to Ukraine’s Polish border, where millions of refugees were fleeing the other way.

			Then, from Monday onwards, Adams noticed a new kind of customer browsing in the shop. This time, they were Brits, although they wore the same preoccupied, shopping-in-a-hurry faces as the Ukrainians. He could guess why they were there. Over the weekend, Ukraine’s president Volodymyr Zelensky, holed up in a bunker somewhere in Kyiv, had issued a plea for foreign volunteers to help defend his country. A new ‘International Legion’ would be formed.

			As a former soldier himself, Adams sympathised with anyone who wanted to help. At 52, he had memories of the last time Europe had felt scared of Russia, during the Cold War. Of being terrified by that film Threads, a 1980s BBC drama depicting a Soviet nuclear strike in Britain. Of asking Dad if everything was going to be okay, and not feeling totally reassured by the answer.

			Then that sense of relief when that nice Mr Gorbachev came along, with his talk of peace and perestroika. Adams had joined the army in 1987, just as the Soviet Union was collapsing and Moscow no longer seen as a threat. Now, with Putin’s tanks rolling into Ukraine, the bad old Russia was back.

			Keen to do his bit, Adams was already offering discounts to the Ukrainian procurers. A few unscrupulous army surplus stores were hiking their prices, and flogging dodgy kit – boots that fell apart, antique body armour from 1970s Belfast. He now extended his discount to any British customer answering Zelensky’s call.

			As long as they sounded like experienced professionals, he told himself. Fighting in a war wasn’t for amateurs. As he served the Brits coming into his shop, Adams tried to strike up conversation. Some talked knowledgeably about tours of Iraq and Afghanistan. Others sounded like the only fighting they’d ever done was playing Call of Duty. He grilled them gently, seeing if they knew what they were getting themselves into.

			Been in the military before, mate? Where? Ever been under fire? No? Sure you’re going to cope? What do your family think about all this?

			A few he actually turned away – telling them, as politely as he could, that real-life war was not like playing a video game, and that with all due respect, they’d be more of a liability in Ukraine than a help. Yet even among the seasoned players, there were some whose motivations seemed personal rather than professional. Sure, they talked the noble talk of defending democracy. But they also mentioned marriage break-ups, lack of stimulation in work and life, depression. One said he didn’t really care if he came back.

			Adams wasn’t a therapist. But he did know one thing. Going to war made life seem very much simpler, putting all other problems into perspective. He remembered his own days serving in Northern Ireland, being blown up in his army Land Rover in an IRA stronghold in South Armagh, and then going back happily for more. Being close to death made you feel very alive.

			Combat was a drug, a rush like no other. You got hooked on it. Those who’d already tasted it in Afghanistan or Iraq probably wanted another fix. And those who’d never fought, yearned for the chance to try it, to sample that raw, potent cocktail of fear and adrenalin. To see if they could handle it.

			***

			HS2 MAINLINE BUILDING SITE, HIGH WYCOMBE, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE, FEBRUARY 2022.

			‘Paedo! Bigot! Fascist!’

			I hate this job, thought Christopher Perryman.

			High Wycombe, a leafy Buckinghamshire market town, lay on the proposed line for the new High Speed 2 railway, linking London with the West Midlands. The line was being blocked by eco-protesters, sceptical of HS2’s claims to be the route to a new, greener Britain. They were particularly upset that woodlands around High Wycombe were being destroyed to make way for it. Perryman, along with hundreds of other private security guards, had been hired to stop them disrupting the building work.

			The activists might well have had a point, Perryman thought. But for folk whose stated tactic was civil disobedience, they weren’t very civil. On TV, they came across as very cuddly – posh, dreadlocked hippies, earnest students, off-duty vicars. Up close, it was rather different.

			In the last 20 years, he’d served as a sniper in Iraq, tracked war criminals in the Balkans and worked as a bodyguard in Somalia. The people he was normally paid to worry about were usually trained killers like himself. Which, in terms of job satisfaction, made them much preferable to his new adversaries in Britain’s commuter belt. Rather than bombs and bullets coming his way, he now had fireworks, bricks and plastic bags filled with urine and faeces. Plus, every insult the protesters could think of – anything to provoke a reaction, which they’d then film. Any security guard who retaliated risked finding footage of themselves on social media, portraying them as the snarling, hard-hatted face of the Establishment. Not great for the CV. Which you’d be needing the following day, after getting the boot for losing your rag.

			He’d never really liked civilian jobs anyway. Having joined the army at 16, he’d become accustomed to its regimented ways. Discipline, punctuality, orders. Being told when to eat and sleep, when to have a haircut, when to have a beer.

			After leaving the army in his early thirties, he’d tried everything from farming to delivery driving to highways maintenance. None had really suited him. Frankly, civilians drove him slightly nuts. They turned up late for things. They didn’t always appreciate his dark army humour. And they tended to whinge, as if unaware of how nice Britain was compared to somewhere like Iraq or Somalia.

			Hence his relief, a few years ago, when a pal had got him onto the bodyguard and close protection circuit. Lots of ex-soldiers did it, guarding VIPs in places like Iraq and Afghanistan, earning ten times what they’d got in uniform. A dividend of the ‘War on Terror’. Perryman had worked in Mosul first, then Mogadishu, finding a new home in a fraternity of fellow warrior-nomads. Military routine and banter again, generous R&R. Work hard, play hard.

			All of which then got screwed by Covid and lockdown, which forced every expat back to their home country. Since then, the only reasonably paid work he’d found was at HS2. He’d been so desperate to escape from it, to get back abroad again, he’d considered some daft ventures.

			Like last year, when Kabul had fallen to the Taliban. A pal in the ex-military networks knew a commander in the Northern Alliance, the Afghan militia that helped America topple the Taliban’s rule after 9/11. The commander was recruiting foreign military veterans to help the Alliance overthrow the Taliban again. This time, though, there’d be no US military to help. It was risky, to put it mildly. But Perryman had been so bored, he’d been on the point of signing up. The plan fell through when the commander was himself captured by the Taliban.

			With hindsight, the whole enterprise was madness. He’d have stood every chance of ending up in an orange jumpsuit, awaiting beheading. Meanwhile, though, he was still stuck here at HS2. Dressed, as it happened, in an orange jumpsuit, plus a hard hat as well. And being abused by people who’d clearly seen nothing of the world. Who else, after all, would really think that a security guard in hi-vis gear was a fascist?

			Paedo. Bigot. Nazi!

			Then, just last week, fascism had raised its head for real. Not in a hard hat, nor a steel helmet with swastikas. But fascism all the same – a fanatic, ultranationalist dictator trying to take his neighbour’s land by force. President Vladimir Putin of Russia sending his tanks into Ukraine, starting Europe’s first major land war in 80 years.

			Perryman had followed the invasion on the news, watching with a professional eye. It wasn’t how a professional army was supposed to act. There were hospitals and homes getting bombed, civilians getting killed. Sure, soldiers made mistakes during war. During the invasion of Iraq, which he’d taken part in, innocents had died sometimes. But not on this scale. This was far too much to be explained away as ‘collateral damage’.

			Then, a few days into the war, another ex-military mate had rung. Had he heard the latest from Ukraine’s president, Volodymyr Zelensky? Yeah, the guy in the t-shirt and stubble? He’d just appealed for foreign volunteers to defend his country. All ex-soldiers welcome. Just register with your local Ukrainian embassy, and get yourself to Ukraine’s Polish border. They’d pick you up from there.

			Straightaway, Perryman was tempted. This wasn’t some ramshackle militia like the Northern Alliance. This was an elected, legitimate government, wanting help against a bully. A breed of person he’d always despised, be they in a children’s playground or a president’s office. And Poland was just an EasyJet flight away. Better to be fighting fascists abroad, than standing around being called one at home.

			He was due a week off anyway, which he spent looking into it. Half of his old military network seemed to be going, or thinking about it. A pal had worked with some Ukrainians as part of a Nato training programme. Spoke highly of them, reckoned volunteers would be well looked after.

			Others urged caution. This wouldn’t be like fighting Iraqi insurgents or the Taliban. Russia was the world’s second superpower. It had a proper army, plus tanks, jets, spy satellites, hypersonic missiles. And, if it came to it, nuclear weapons. The Ukrainians were underdogs in this war. Fighting alongside them would be like fighting for the Taliban against Nato. No calling in air strikes if it got tough. No helicopters to whisk the wounded to hospital.

			Perryman’s years in the military, though, had convinced him there was no point fretting about when his time was up. The way he saw it, he was as likely to die in some mundane mishap at home as in a warzone abroad. Run over on the way to buy a pint of milk, or a random victim of knife crime Britain. Stabbed in the pub by some kid trying to be a gangster.

			True, there was also his son to think about. The lad was 10 years old. Perryman wasn’t with his mum anymore, but saw him when he could. He could imagine already what some people would say. Why fight in someone else’s war, when you’ve got a kid back at home? Nobody’s forcing you to go, are they?

			No, they weren’t. But that was a civilian view of the world. Perryman was from a military family. Most of his relatives had served, going back to World War II and before. And if every father back then had refused to fight, Britons would now be speaking German.

			Besides, there were plenty of Ukrainian fathers now out fighting. They didn’t have a choice, even though many had never picked up a gun before. He’d done 16 years in the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers, was a trained sniper. Fighting was what he’d spent his life learning to do. What good was it if he didn’t use those skills when someone cried out for them? His son would either hate him for his decision, or he’d understand.

			***

			CASTLE DOUGLAS, SCOTLAND, FEBRUARY 2022. Zelensky’s call for foreign military volunteers didn’t seem to have reached the staff at Ukraine’s consulate in Scotland. When Douglas Cartner knocked at their door in Edinburgh, there was no grateful military attaché waiting to register him for duty. Instead, an overworked-looking diplomat handed him an email address to write to, and disappeared back inside.

			It was perhaps just as well. Had anyone grilled Cartner there and then, the answers might not have sounded very impressive.

			What past military experience do you have?

			‘None.’

			What made you volunteer?

			‘I was having a beer and watching Netflix when something came on the news about it. Just seemed like a good idea.’

			How do your next of kin feel about your decision?

			‘They think I’m fucking daft.’

			Cartner was from Castle Douglas, a town in Scotland’s remote Dumfries and Galloway region, where he still lived on his parents’ farm. He was 26, a qualified tractor engineer, with a decent job and a girlfriend. Give it another few years, and he’d probably be able to afford his own place too. But it wasn’t the life he’d wanted.

			Ever since he was a kid, he’d dreamed of being a soldier. At 17, he’d gone to the Commando Training Centre in Devon to take a pre-qualifier course for the Royal Marines. Three days of press-ups, pull-ups and obstacle courses, with a one-in-two failure rate. He’d trained hard for it, only for his shoulder to lock up during one of the press-up marathons. A doctor looked at it later, spotted an old fracture from an accident on the farm. When the Marines found out, they said it meant he could never join them.

			After that, he’d lapsed into serious depression. Doctors had got involved. That, in turn, had scuppered his chances of joining other army regiments. Half a dozen had turned him down after seeing the mental health notes on his medical record. The army wasn’t big on neuro-diversity back then.

			By his mid-twenties, he’d finally accepted that soldiering was not to be, and had done a college course in agricultural engineering. Plenty of work on the farms around Dumfries and Galloway. He now had a job, a partner and a future – everything in life, that was, except any sense of adventure. Other people his age went on gap years, travelled the world. But if you’d set your heart on being a Commando, going off to find yourself in India wasn’t really a substitute.

			Hence the twin stab of hope and fear he’d felt one Sunday night, while having a beer and a TV dinner. He’d been browsing Netflix for something to watch, and getting distracted as usual by the latest news from Ukraine. Normally he didn’t follow current affairs closely, but the invasion was another matter, a drama not even Netflix could compete with. An old-school land-grab, on Europe’s doorstep in 2022. And now, as the Russians circled Kyiv, here was Ukraine’s president, appealing for military volunteers.

			Shit. Is this what I am going to do? Shall I sign up?

			No. Didn’t you hear the man? He’s said he only wants people with military experience.

			Well, yeah … but …

			He’d started looking into it the next day. If he was ever going to fight in a war, this was the right one. A despotic, nuclear-armed bully, beating up on its smaller, democratic neighbour. Not some messy religious or ethnic conflict. If he couldn’t actually fight, perhaps he could do humanitarian work. Even if it was just handing out sandwiches at an aid station.

			A few days later, he got an email back from the Ukrainian consulate. His services, they said, were not required. Not even as a sandwich man. If he wanted to help Ukraine, the email politely advised, he could do some fundraising at home.

			His parents, when he told them of his plans, took the same view. In rather less diplomatic language. Don’t be so bloody silly, said his dad. You’ve got a job, a girlfriend, a future. You could get killed. Are you insane?

			The arguments in the Cartner homestead raged back and forth for days. Sensible parents versus impulsive youth. Cartner tried quoting history at them. Remember the Spanish volunteers in the International Brigade? He’d be following in a noble tradition.

			At the time, he could see his parents’ point. It was, by any normal reckoning, a daft idea. And much as he wanted to go, part of him was undecided. Every moment his mind was racing, chewing it over.

			Driving home from work one day, he asked for a sign. He didn’t believe in God. Or Fate. So he asked Spotify instead. Put his playlist on shuffle. A thousand songs at least. Everything from the Rolling Stones and Credence Clearwater Revival to Britney Spears and Johnny Cash. Let’s see what come up first.

			Jesus. ‘Seven Nation Army’ by the White Stripes. Surely, that was a sign. Of all the songs to come on …

			Granted, it wasn’t the most rational way to make up his mind. Then again, going to Ukraine wasn’t the most rational thing to do anyway. What he would have done if Britney Spears had come up, he wasn’t sure.

			The next day, he announced his plans to his baffled bosses at Cornthwaites, suppliers of tractors to south-west Scotland and the Borders. They weren’t used to employees disappearing off to fight for democracy. When he asked if they might keep his job open until he came back, they said they couldn’t guarantee it.

			So he scribbled a resignation letter out on top of an oil drum, and used a work laptop to type a will and funeral plans. Then he downloaded them onto a memory stick, which he stuck in a bedroom drawer and marked with a coloured tag.

			‘IF NOT HEARD FROM IN THREE MONTHS, READ THIS.’

			***

			ROCHESTER, KENT, FEBRUARY 2022. Stephen Wilson saw Zelensky’s appeal while watching TV at his flat in a housing block set aside for ex-soldiers. The Kitchener Memorial Home in Rochester was built in honour of the general who’d led a previous military recruitment campaign in Europe a century before. Lord Kitchener was the finger-pointing, handlebar-moustached figure in the ‘Your Country Needs You’ posters, urging fellow Britons to do their bit in World War I.

			One of the most famous campaigns of all time, its themes of duty and honour had featured in British Army recruitment patter ever since. Yet when Wilson had signed up as a young squaddie in 2005, that had only really been half the story. As much as fighting other people’s battles, he was joining up to get away from his own.

			He’d been raised on a council estate in Slough, born to a Scottish mother and a Romany gypsy father. Burning the candle at both ends, as he used to put it. From the age of seven he’d fought other kids in bare-knuckle boxing contests on gypsy sites around southern England. Not so much a gypsy rite of passage, more just a way for others to make money. Bets would be had on the outcomes. Sometimes people would even bet on him to lose.

			Wilson was a disaster at school, a cheeky, aggressive little shit, never out of trouble. Part of it was the gypsy in him, taught never to back down. But mostly, he was the bully, not the bullied. Expelled aged 13, then sent to a Pupil Referral Unit. Around that time, he’d refused to carry on fighting for his dad. But there’d been plenty of other punch-ups on his estate in Slough, where there was no shortage of kids with a point to prove. He’d left school barely able to read and write, drifting round town, smoking weed and drinking, life going nowhere.

			Around his 18th birthday, he’d decided to join the army. He’d always vaguely fancied it, thought it might suit the warrior in him. Plus it might impose discipline in his life, get him out of Slough, off the booze and weed.

			It had been the making of him. He’d been accepted into the Royal Engineers, working as a lorry driver. Not exactly the SAS, but as good as he was going to get with his lack of qualifications. Like many other young soldiers who’d been failures at school, he’d finally mastered basic numeracy and literacy, with the help of army education classes. No opportunity to mess around in them.

			The army felt like the family he’d never had. He took up boxing again, won some army trophies. Did a sapper’s course in the Royal Engineers’ Explosive Ordnance Disposal unit, studying bombs and how to defuse them. Life was finally coming together. At a pal’s wedding, he met a girl. Soon he was a father too. Then came Afghanistan.

			In 2010, just after his first daughter was born, the Royal Engineers were sent to Sangin, one of the toughest spots in Helmand Province. As a sapper, he went out with infantry patrols, checking routes for improvised explosive devices (IEDs), the booby traps that were killing British soldiers every day.

			His time in Helmand was nothing particularly special by the standards of some people’s tours. But he’d been shot at and bombed enough times, and was near the scene when a helicopter was shot down. Saw the crew burn alive. Some PTSD around that, which he hadn’t really addressed at the time.

			Things went downhill after he left the army in 2013. He’d drifted through jobs, spent time homeless. He felt constantly angry, at everyone and everything. Angry at his old man for his lousy upbringing. Angry at his missus and kids. Angry that the Nato mission to Afghanistan – the one time he’d felt proud of himself – was starting to go downhill. All those lives wasted. Angry at himself too, for acting like a selfish dickhead. He was drinking far too much, cheating on his partner, ruining his relationship with her and his kids.

			He went back to lorry driving, and for want of anywhere else to stay, ended up back with his dad, now in a caravan on a traveller site. It was a rowdy place at times. Wilson would come home after a day on the road, have a few hours’ sleep, get woken up to help his dad out in some punch-up, then go back to driving lorries all day. Not ideal health and safety practice. After a couple of years at his dad’s, half the knuckles in his right fist were broken.

			Then, sometime around 2019 – it was all a blur really – he’d started to confront his mental health issues. Got in touch with an army mental health charity, found a bit of inner peace, anger management. Stopped blaming everyone else, stopped seeing himself as the victim. Decided that from now on, he was in charge of his own fate.

			By 2022, he was the happiest he’d been in a decade. But when he watched TV footage of the Russian invasion, and saw Zelensky making that announcement, it was a lightbulb moment. Sure, there wasn’t much wrong with his life at that point. He had his bachelor pad in Rochester, a job with a decent lorry firm, visiting rights to the kids. Ukraine, though, would offer a sense of purpose, which was what men needed. Men like him, anyway.

			He was no crusading hero, for sure. He still saw himself as a bum, who’d treated people badly. Not many higher ideals in him. But Ukraine was a good cause nonetheless – even if the motives for going were mostly personal, to ride some redemption arc. Besides, if you had issues with anger, why not direct it at someone who deserved it? Nor was he the only one thinking about it. As he mulled things over, he got a message on WhatsApp.

			‘Yo Steve, you fancy going to Ukraine with me?’

			***

			OCADO DISTRIBUTION WAREHOUSE, SOUTH-EAST LONDON, FEBRUARY 2022. The WhatsApp message to Wilson was from Jack Knight, an old pal from his days in the Royal Engineers. Knight had also served in the bomb disposal squad, and, like Wilson, credited the military with being the making of him.

			He’d wanted to be a soldier since he was a boy, lying about his age to get into the Army Cadets at 11. Other kids in his old south London neighbourhood had laughed, thought running around in uniform was naff. But it had kept him straight, when some of them had gone astray.

			He hadn’t just learned how to shoot guns, he’d learned basic life skills too. Punctuality, cleanliness, tidiness. Say what you like about old school spit-and-polish, most women he’d ever dated liked a man who could make his own bed, and wash and iron his clothes.

			Unlike Wilson, Knight’s unit in the Engineers hadn’t been sent to Afghanistan. A big disappointment. Soldering was probably the only job in the world where you could train for years, and never get the chance to put your skills into practice. Like being a pilot who never got to fly, or a surgeon who never operated. That wasn’t the only reason, though, why he’d then quit.

			The army had gone soft. When he’d first signed up, there was drill and discipline. If someone messed up, the instructors would make them do press-ups as a punishment. It kept everyone fit, like in Band of Brothers. By the time he’d left, it felt like a youth club, the instructors forbidden to be tough anymore. But if recruits couldn’t handle being shouted at, how were they going to handle a battlefield?

			Knight saw it as the decline of a once-great institution, one that his own family had a proud history in serving. His great-great-grandfather, William Young, had won the Victoria Cross during the Battle of the Somme in World War I. Rescued a wounded comrade from no man’s land, despite being shot twice himself in the process. There was still a street named after him in Preston. Quite a thing to have in the bloodline as a soldier.

			Knight had left the army in 2016. Like Wilson, he’d struggled to adjust at first. Spells of depression, poor mental health. For a while, he’d fallen in with old friends from south London who were dealing drugs. Some had ended up behind bars. A new girlfriend had helped him settle. Thanks to the training he’d had in the Engineers, he’d found work as an electrical technician at Ocado, the online delivery firm.

			Right now he was working at one of their giant warehouses, supervising an automatic production line that loaded up the nation’s shopping. The job was well-paid, and he got on well with his bosses. Funnily enough, they quite liked people who knew how to obey orders, who didn’t gob-off like they were owed a living, which a few of his workmates did.

			But as a calling in life, keeping Britain supplied in groceries wasn’t quite up there with defending the realm. For all that the army might have gone a bit soft, he missed the camaraderie. He sometimes also felt out of step with modern-day Britain in general. Too many people out protesting about stupid things, mouthing off on social media, then getting offended at what someone had said. It was in Britons’ DNA to fight, had been for centuries, but now with no wars to wage, people just turned on each other, arguing about anything. They were too mollycoddled, demanding safe spaces at school and college where nobody could offend them. When he’d been at school, if someone offended you, you answered back and, if necessary, punched them in the face. Not the right answer for every situation, granted. But if you were being bullied, sometimes you had to stand up for yourself. Like Ukraine was having to do against Putin.

			He’d been on shift at Ocado when he’d heard about the war. Someone asked him whether he’d get called up as a reservist if Nato got dragged in. If that happened, it might end up being settled with nuclear weapons. But if Ukraine put up a good fight, other countries wouldn’t have to get directly involved. And now Ukraine’s president was appealing for foreign fighters to help.

			A moment of reckoning had arrived, and with it a chance to play a role. A chance he thought had gone, to see if he could live up to his great-great-grandfather’s example. This is the shit I missed out on, this is the shit I wanted to do.

			His family didn’t quite grasp the grand historical narrative. His mum thought he was just seeking attention, told him to stay at work. He himself began to dither. He decided to force his own hand, by handing in his notice at Ocado. Otherwise, he knew, he’d spend forever mulling it over, and the next thing the war would be over. If he quit a well-paid job, and told everyone he was off to the war, he’d have no choice but to go. Or look very silly indeed.

			His shop-floor bosses were supportive, if somewhat surprised. They told him to take a couple of days off to think it through while they spoke to HR. Who knew, they said, perhaps HR might give him a sabbatical. A week later, he was summoned for a meeting in some posh executive suite. Two people were there from the HR department at head office. Very smooth, full of praise for what he was doing. But no, sorry, they couldn’t give him a sabbatical. Ocado couldn’t be seen to be involved in politics. Subsidising staff to fight Vladimir Putin counted as a political activity, no matter the rights and wrongs.

			Knight wasn’t impressed. If he’d asked for a sabbatical to travel the world, or take a six-month yoga and wellness course, or some other bucket-list dream, he’d have probably been fine. He tried arguing the point, then gave up, shook everyone’s hands and walked out. The next day, he said his goodbyes to his workmates, and handed in his notice.

			***

			As they packed their bags, bade farewells and put their affairs in order, one emotion played on the nerves of even the most combat-seasoned volunteers. Loneliness. Normally, when soldiers mobilised for war, they were accompanied by comrades from their own unit, people they’d often known for years. The volunteers would be travelling to Ukraine on their own, joining a Legion full of strangers. If anyone else turned up at all. Nobody could dismiss the feeling that the entire venture could be folly, that they might turn up to an empty barracks.

			Yet rightly or wrongly, Zelensky’s appeal had captured the imaginations of people everywhere, be it to defend democracy, or take part in some global, militarised version of Fight Club. Volunteers from all walks of life were now heading for Ukraine, leaving worried families, baffled HR departments and hastily written wills in their wake.

			Down in Plymouth, Devon, Andrew Hill was handing in his notice as a scaffolder. A former infantryman with the Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment, he’d been sent to Afghanistan in 2013, just as the action was winding down. The nearest he’d got to combat was a stint a few years ago as a nightclub bouncer.

			Up in Middlesbrough, Teesside, James Durose was quitting his job as a welder, the trade he’d learned since turning his back on a life of crime. A former courier for a drugs gang, he’d spent much of his early twenties in trouble with the law. He had no military background, and his only experience of guns was transporting a firearm in the boot of a car, for which he’d served a jail term. Ukraine, for him, was about atonement.

			In Manchester, ex-soldier Daniel Burke was quitting his concreting business and preparing for his third war in 15 years. After serving with the Paras in Afghanistan, he’d taken up arms again after the Manchester Arena bombing, when an Islamic State suicide bomber massacred pop concert goers in his home city. He’d spent a year with a Kurdish militia fighting Islamic State on the ground in Syria.

			In Alabama, US army veteran Alex Drueke, 39, was gambling on Ukraine as a kill-or-cure for the PTSD he’d suffered in Iraq a decade before. It would, he hoped, be shock therapy, a chance to confront his demons.

			In Colombia, a Vietnamese American and ex-US army veteran named Hieu Le had just set up home. He’d fallen in love with the place while on a backpacking tour, and had just opened his own Vietnamese restaurant in downtown Medellin. But it didn’t feel right, as a young, fit, 30-year-old ex-soldier, to be sitting around making Pho soup and pancakes, when Ukraine needed all the help it could get.

			In Germany was Henry Stevens*, a softly spoken American IT consultant who looked more like a Silicon Valley hipster than a warrior. A former computer operator in the US military, he’d spent the last two decades working round Europe as an IT consultant. He lived in the countryside in an off-grid cottage that he built himself, complete with solar panels, a hand-pumped well and his own beehives.

			At 46, he was older than most volunteers, with no great desire to leave his well-paid job, his cottage or his eco-bachelor lifestyle. But if Russian tanks went into Ukraine unopposed, they might one day roll into the safe, comfortable corner of central Europe in which he’d made his home. Germany had seen quite enough fighting in the twentieth century. Besides, he figured, if something happened to him, the only living things he’d leave behind would be his bees.

			***

			On the South Bank of the River Thames near Parliament stands a modernist sculpture of four bronze figurines, their hands clasped together. Like many abstract works of public art, it is ignored by most sightseers, who usually walk straight past en route to the London Eye or Big Ben. But those who look closer will see that in their clasped hands, the figurines carry a fifth, wounded companion. They represent a previous generation of volunteers who, 80 years before Ukraine, also went to defend democracy in a distant land. In three brief sentences, the sculpture’s plaque tells the story of British members of the International Brigade, who fought against Franco’s Fascists in the Spanish Civil War.

			‘In honour of over 2,100 men & women volunteers who left these shores to fight side by side with the Spanish people in their heroic struggle against fascism 1936–1939. Many were wounded and maimed. 526 were killed. Their example inspired the world.’

			It was a noble cause, and a lost one. After four years of war, and nearly half a million deaths, Franco’s forces – backed by Hitler and Mussolini – overthrew Spain’s elected, left-leaning Republican government. Franco’s dictatorship did not end until 1975. But as the sculpture claims, the International Brigade did indeed inspire the world.

			Around 40,000 volunteers from 52 countries went to Spain, including 5,000 North Americans, and 15,000 from France, Germany and Italy. Others came from Poland, Ireland, the Baltics and Scandinavia, all keen to stop a young democracy being snuffed out by fascism’s spread. The cause attracted idealists and progressives of every sort: trade unionists, anarchists, South Wales miners and Clydeside dockers, intellectuals who’d realised that the pen wasn’t always mightier than the sword.

			Thanks to the presence of so many writers in the trenches, it was one of the few wars where history wasn’t written by the victors. Eric Blair, better known as George Orwell, served on the Republican side, recording his experiences in Homage to Catalonia. Ernest Hemingway went as a war correspondent and cheerleader for the Republican cause, experiences later dramatised in his novel For Whom the Bell Tolls.

			The International Brigade’s members had been celebrated in popular culture ever since, iconised as freedom fighters in the same way as Che Guevara and Nelson Mandela. Even pop musicians, for whom war is generally considered uncool, make an exception for the Brigade. The Manic Street Preachers eulogised Brigade members from their native Wales in their first No 1 single, ‘If You Tolerate This Your Children Will Be Next’. The Clash song ‘Spanish Bombs in Andalucia’ recalls the ‘trenches full of poets’.

			Yet at the time, the British government took a less romantic view. British officials feared being dragged into the Spanish conflict, and threatened to jail anyone who went to fight in Spain. They also knew that most volunteers were members of their local Communist parties, which did much of the recruiting. The security services, nervous about social unrest in the Depression, worried about battle-hardened left-wing radicals coming home to agitate.

			In practice, there were no prosecutions of International Brigade members, many of whom returned to heroes’ welcomes. With Hitler on the rise, anyone who fought Fascists was seen as being on the right side of history. But the memorial on the South Bank was not put up until 1985, as one of the dying acts of the Greater London Council, whose old County Hall HQ overlooks it. The following year, Margaret Thatcher shut down the GLC, as part of her war on ‘loony-left’ councils and their gesture politics.

			***

			If Britain’s government felt uneasy about freelance freedom fighters in the Spanish Civil War, it was no more certain by 2022. Ministers gave out mixed messages in response to President Zelensky’s call for volunteers. Three days into the war, Britain’s then Foreign Secretary, Liz Truss, said she ‘absolutely’ supported Britons who went to Ukraine to fight. The day after, she was slapped down by Downing Street, which urged all Britons to stay at home instead. A memo also went out to all serving soldiers, reminding them to stay put too. The stakes, Whitehall feared, were much higher than the odd Briton killed in action. If UK volunteers were caught by Russian forces, Vladimir Putin could use it as an excuse to start World War III.

			The problem was that by then nobody was listening. A week after Truss made her comments, Kyiv’s government said that some 20,000 volunteers worldwide had already offered their services. It was the biggest international mobilisation since the Spanish Civil War.

			As well as Britons and Americans, Canadians and western Europeans, there were large contingents from the former Warsaw Pact countries and the Baltics, which feared that if Ukraine fell, they would be next. While British officials fretted, some governments actively encouraged anyone who was game for the fight. Latvia’s parliament passed a vote endorsing the right of citizens to go. Denmark’s prime minister, Mette Frederiksen, described it as ‘a choice anyone could make’.

			In fact, as they weighed up whether to go, most volunteers were less concerned about what their governments said, and more about what friends and family thought. The world of 2022 wasn’t like the world of the 1930s. Back then, going to war was a rite of passage for young men. Orwell’s ever-dutiful wife Eileen followed him out to Spain, and even visited the trenches during a Fascist bombardment. Most Spanish Civil War volunteers also belonged to their local Communist parties, who encouraged members to go.

			Seventy years later, with Western nations grown used to peace and prosperity, the peer pressure was the other way around. If there was one thing that the volunteers for Ukraine had in common – be they veterans or amateurs – it was that nearly everyone else thought they were crazy. Friends, family and colleagues questioned not just their judgement, but sometimes also their mental health. The tone would go from scolding to soft, concerned. Never mind Ukraine, what was this really about?

			The scepticism was understandable. After all, why give up a safe, comfortable life to fight in someone else’s war? What if they got killed or badly injured, leaving others to look after them or their children? It was all very well for the Manic Street Preachers to sing ‘If You Tolerate This Your Children Will Be Next’. Right now, the war hadn’t gone beyond Ukraine’s borders, and if it did there were regular armies who could step up.

			The naysayers were right, the Russians weren’t threatening to land on the beaches at Dover. Britain had known no serious external threats since World War II. But that was precisely why many volunteers felt drawn to Ukraine. In their eyes, the West no longer prized old-school-warrior values – or, worse still, labelled them as ‘toxic masculinity’. Nor did they have much time for the cosseted attitudes of generations who knew nothing but peace. Indeed, the problem with modern life was that it was too comfortable, too sanitised, too lacking in the kind of mortal challenges that previous generations had faced. Ukraine – a country facing Europe’s worst bloodshed since World War II – was just the place they were looking for.

		

		
			2

			THE SCREAM FACTORY

			Yavoriv military training base, western Ukraine, March 2022

			‘So, you are Special Forces, right?’

			The young Ukrainian corporal on registration duty nodded at Stephen Wilson. His words sounded more like a statement than a question.

			‘Er, no, not Special Forces. Regular army. British Royal Engineers. I …’

			‘Yes, you’re Special Forces,’ interrupted another corporal. ‘You said on your registration form that you had combat experience, right?’

			‘Er … yeah, sort of, in Afghanistan.’

			‘Yes, so here in Ukraine, you’ll be Special Forces.’

			‘Er, okay …’

			It didn’t take a trained military recruiter to spot that Wilson wasn’t quite Special Forces. Since leaving the army in 2013, years of drinking and truck driving had left him several stone overweight. In his new military fatigues, he bulged in all the wrong places – dressed for the barracks, built for the bar. He wouldn’t pass SAS selection by any means, unless they needed someone to go undercover as a boozy lorry driver.

			Yet here at the Yavoriv military training base, the clearing house for all new foreign volunteers, they didn’t seem too fussy. He’d shown them his old military ID, as proof of his past service record. Judging by the cursory glance they gave it, he might as well have flashed his HGV licence. Nor was the criteria for ‘Special Forces’ particularly exacting. Anyone who said they had past combat experience was put in that category.

			Yavoriv was Ukraine’s answer to the British Army’s training area at Salisbury Plain – a vast stretch of fields and forest with dozens of empty villages for battlefield exercises. Built by the Soviets during World War II, it covered 150 square miles of land near the Polish border. For the last 20 years, visiting Nato troops had been training Ukrainians there under a ‘Partnership for Peace’ programme, much to Russia’s irritation. The Nato trainers had pulled out just before the invasion started.

			Wilson was there with hundreds of other volunteers, who’d arrived in dribs and drabs from all over the world. He’d handed in his notice at the lorry firm in Kent just days beforehand, then he’d set off carrying about 70 lb of kit. With Ukraine’s airspace closed, the only way to get there was across the land border from Poland. He’d flown in on a budget airline, the kind that normally ferried Brits into Poland on stag parties. A Polish humanitarian volunteer had taken him to a refugee centre near the frontier, where he’d spent the night.

			The centre had been a wake-up call – thousands of people who’d fled their homes, mainly women, elderly and children, grab-bags on their shoulders, tears on their faces, scrolling anxiously on their phones. All heading the opposite way to him. For the first time, it had dawned on him that he might not come back alive. On the other hand, watching the misery made him feel needed. Like he wasn’t some complete loon.

			That could not be said for some of the other volunteers. Despite Zelensky saying that he only wanted those with military experience, all kinds of people were turning up. Many, by the looks of it, eminently unqualified for civilian life, let alone military life.

			Regular soldiers had nicknames for such characters: Screamers, Paintballers, Instagram Warriors. People who’d watched too many episodes of SAS: Who Dares Wins, who thought the Legion was going to be like an episode of The A-Team. An alarming number had found their way to Yavoriv, undeterred by warnings from the likes of Damon Adams, the army surplus store boss back in England, that their mission was foolhardy in the extreme.

			The Screamers stood out because they nearly always sported brand-new combat kit, or berets with insignias that nobody recognised. Plus, while Wilson was trying to tell the Ukrainians that he didn’t have a Special Forces background, the Screamers tried to convince everyone that they did. To a man, they were all ex-SAS, Paras, US Navy Seals and other units too hush-hush to mention.

			Stories about the most spectacular and delusional bullshitters were doing the rounds on volunteers’ WhatsApp groups. One American arrived with a CV saying he had fought for ‘Qween (sic) and Country’. Another claimed to have a list of people he wanted to kill back home, and was here in Ukraine simply to get some practice in. Others boasted of carrying out sensitive Special Forces’ missions – which, if true, would have remained strictly classified forever. A few claimed God himself
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