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PRELUDE: A WINTER IN MOSCOW

For the best part of one post-Soviet Moscow winter I travelled in to the Lenin Library and read stories of Cossacks and Old Believers and plotted a journey to the south.

It was a long winter. Over the months it drained the colour from the city’s public face  from the fur-coated bundles on the metro trains, the ranks of anonymous buildings, the milky skies. The only exception was upriver from the Lenin Library where a host of orange hard-hats swarmed over the reconstruction of the cathedral.

Of that improbable building, nothing had existed until New Year’s Day when the Patriarch of Moscow and All The Russias, Aleksei II, bent his patriarchal back and laid the first stone. Originally the cathedral had been built to commemorate Russia’s victory over Napoleon’s Grande Armee and dedicated to he whom they had most to thank: Christ the Saviour. It had been a vast building, big enough for ten thousand worshippers. But in 1931 Stalin dynamited it to make room for his Palace of the Soviets. The palace was to be thirteen hundred feet high, topped by a statue of Lenin so large that even his index finger would be nineteen feet long  until the planners realised the clay beneath would not support such a structure. An open-air swimming-pool was put there instead.

For reasons I could not fathom, the Lenin Library issued me with a reader’s card usually reserved for eminent professors and high-ranking government officials. The card gave me access to Zal no. 1, where pallid scholars sat all day hunched over volumes from which they never looked up. They never noticed, therefore, the little marks of privilege that distinguished Zal no. 1 from all the other zals  the succulents and ferns on top of each desk, the bun-haired woman who watered them, or the billows of pink curtains which bordered thirty-foot-high windows. Too much of my time, however, was spent gazing out of those windows at the golden cupolas of the Kremlin, and out beyond them to the factory chimneys which leaked streams of grey smoke into the grey sky.

In September 1812, Napoleon Bonaparte stood at the Kremlin windows. He was gazing out at the city he had conquered. It was ablaze. Whole quarters were subsiding beneath flames which had been ignited by the Russians themselves. He saw at once that the fire was the ‘herald of great disasters’.

‘What extraordinary resolve!’ he muttered. ‘What men! These are Scythians!’

The emperor knew the passage in Book IV of Herodotus’s Histories in which the Scythians defeat the Persians by drawing the enemy back into their own territory, then destroying everything.

But talk of Russians and Scythians put me on my guard. It filled me with the suspicion I’d reserved for glib phrases like ‘Asiatic cruelty’ and ‘the Slavic soul’. Pitfalls for outsiders, I concluded, and steering round them, aimed for the dissenters and misfits of the Russian fringe.

There, by chance, I stumbled on a mystical movement known as Scythianism. Instigated at the time of the Revolution, it counted Aleksandr Blok among its devotees, and in his poem ‘Scythians’ he wrote: ‘Yes, we are Scythians! Yes, we are Asiatics …/Russia is a sphinx, triumphant and mournful.’

Several years earlier, I had been to St Petersburg for the first time. It was mid-summer and the air was thick with flies. The city’s benign grid of canals, its cliff-like façades, its by-the-yard classicism left me unmoved. Only in the collection of Scythian gold in the Hermitage was there any sense of the vigour which Peter’s capital so lacked. The collection had been gathered -largely by looting Cossacks  from graves in the Ukraine and the south of Russia. At the time I had looked at it with awe, at those miraculous curled-up Scythian wolves, the running golden stags, all the fluency and ease of the animal style, and saw no relevance at all to the present. But after reading Blok, I refiled those Scythian beasts with the things about the Russian winter that were conspiring to send me south.

For five years, I’d been skirting around Russia. I’d spent long periods in Belarus, in Lithuania, in the stony uplands of Armenia. I’d ambled through Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan. I’d watched like everyone else the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union, sensing that what happened in Russia would somehow define the new century  just as it had, more than any other country on earth, defined the old. But the more time I spent here, at its centre, the more I felt drawn back to its rim, to its burning radicals, to its remoter villages and the ambiguities of its fraying southern border.

In mid-January, the temperature dropped. The black waters of the Moscow river clogged and froze. Light snow swept over the ice. In the hours before dawn a stillness fell upon the city as if the earth itself had stopped spinning. One night when it hit thirty-three below, I remember walking home and feeling the breath freezing in my throat. But most Muscovites agreed that it wasn’t a cold winter.

Early February came and the Moscow river thawed. Tabletops of ice drifted through the capital, past the White House, through the loop by the Sparrow Hills and out again into the forests. On the metro the fur coats became fewer. The orange hard-hats at Christ the Saviour finished the foundations and started on the walls. Clear days shone between the grey. Looking out of the Lenin Library window one morning, I saw the entire city fish-eyed in the Kremlin’s golden cupolas.

Each morning in the yard below my flat, there now appeared a woman with a broom who replaced the wintery scrape-scraping of snow shovels with an odd litany of shouting. ‘May the devil take you! The devil dance on your grave! Jokers! Criminals! This isn’t a country, it’s a prison!’

Such was the vitriol of her cries that it occurred to me that she swept the yard not because she had to, but out of some desperate need for self-expression. When I talked to her, it turned out she was the widow of a former Soviet ambassador to Brazil.

‘I am a spiritual man,’ said a spiritual-looking man in the Alexandrovsky Gardens. ‘Please give me some money so that I may spend the day in prayer.’

At the open-air book market I came across Boris. He had travelled up from his southern town hidden in the train’s luggage compartment; the money he’d saved had gone on a three-volume edition of Borges, a book of medieval witchcraft and a cassette of Irish music. He had a high regard for the Celts and in his town had started ‘secret cell of IRA’. One night he’d pulled a balaclava over his face and sprayed FREE IRELAND! on the railway bridges. The authorities didn’t mind as it was in English, and no one knew where Ireland was anyway.

Nor did Darya from Borodino when she was instructed, in a dream, to study the Irish language. She and I had been on the same course the year before at the University of Galway, and when I went to see her in Russia, I reminded her of the amazement the Connemara fishermen showed at a Russian speaking fluent Irish. But she had never noticed it. She was now studying to be a nun.

Generations of force-fed ideology had not diminished that peculiarly Russian passion for belief. But in Moscow at least, it had certainly distorted it. Each time I went to see Christ the Saviour, and the cranes and the scaffolding and the orange hats had climbed yet higher into the heavens, I could not help feeling a strange sense of vertigo.

In late February, a newcomer appeared in Zal no. 1. He had a sage’s beard and an impish face. Each afternoon he arrived at the same time, with the same chin-high stack of books, and always chose the same seat. When after a week or so I found an opportunity to talk to him, I found him much younger than I’d thought. He was called Sergei and was trying to work out when exactly we should expect the Second Coming. He was an Old Believer of the ‘priestless’ division.

Sergei was attached to the monastery at Preobrazhensky and, expecting him to refuse, I asked him one day if he would take me there. He looked at me askance: ‘Just so long as you do not ask us any questions.’

On a moonlit evening we met in front of the library. Fresh snow squeaked beneath our boots. Sergei took from his pocket a remote key, and the electronic locks of a brand new Land Rover Discovery clunked open.

‘Smart car,’ I said.

‘My boss’s.’

‘Who is your boss?’

‘Bandit.’

Sergei’s boss was in fact a senior executive in one of the larger oil companies, but as he was currently ‘sunning his back’ in Cyprus, Sergei had the use of the Land Rover. A driver by day, Sergei’s real passion, indulged after hours in the recesses of the Lenin Library, was the apocalypse. One by one, as we purred round the eastern edge of the Garden Ring, he tossed aside the bastions of Russian culture: ‘Books are shit … art is shit … the Church is shit … all culture is crap.’

To Sergei, worldly endeavour had ceased to have any significance in 1666. That was the year in which the Old Believers, as they became known, broke away from the main Russian Church in reaction to the reforms of Patriarch Nikon. Persecuted, hunted down, many Old Believers simply gathered in their churches and burned themselves to death. Others fled to the far corners of the empire  the frozen north, Siberia, the southern steppe. From their isolation they declared Nikon to be the Antichrist, the Tsar his demonic accomplice and their own diaspora the True Church. They were the ‘Fourth Rome’, the last stage before the Parousia.

Sergei leaned back. One hand foraged in his beard. Since the time of Christ, he continued, the true Church had fled like a tormented virgin from one philanderer to the next  from Rome to Byzantium, chased out of Byzantium by the Turk, and thence to Moscow. The heretical reforms of Patriarch Nikon had proved Moscow to be as corrupt as all the others, and only the Old Believers, scattered in the wilderness and waiting for the Second Coming, could claim to be the true protectors of the Church’s honour.

Catherine the Great, whose self-professed holiness enabled her to make even the date of her smallpox inoculation an annual day of obligation, had a soft spot for the Old Believers. Under her reign they re-established a community in Moscow and showed themselves diligent in business and selfless during an epidemic of bubonic plague. The empress rewarded them with a piece of land and on this they built the Preobrazhensky monastery.

Sergei swung the Land Rover off the main road and into a dimly-lit courtyard. Light snow had begun to fall. In the middle of the yard was a small church, surrounded by frosted trees. The service had already begun. The elders were reading their readings and the old women kissed the icons at regular intervals. It was very cold and very dark. The service went on for three hours.

Afterwards I went with Sergei into a back room. A brazier stood in the middle and its flames sent flickering shadows into the room’s low vault. Some of the elders leaned forward to warm their hands, others sat gazing at the flames. The light played on the Old Testament faces and as we talked and the talk mellowed and even Sergei appeared content, I looked at each one of those wilderness men  with their rigid convictions, their hirsute and timeless faces  and was left with the impression not so much of a doom-soaked sect as one passionately committed to survival.

The books of the Lenin Library had yielded a fair crop of minor sects and dissenters  groups like the Judaisers (hounded for their rational thought), the Sheared (drowned by the authorities), the Castrated (exiled), the Wanderers, the Jumpers, the Icon-Wrestlers. But as to their continued existence, a weary professor of history was sceptical: ‘That was in the old days. Stalin got rid of the last ones.’

Then one evening in mid-March I met a doctor who said that among his patients he had a member of the Doukhobor sect. I had read a little about the Doukhobors. Their name means literally ‘spirit-wrestler’, and the tsarist authorities had sent them on an odyssey of exile around the old empire. In the end they’d emigrated to Canada, where they still speak a Russian frozen in the nineteenth century. But there’d been no indication that any remained in Russia.

I telephoned the Doukhobor and arranged to meet him at the metro station. I spotted him at once  stocky and broad-faced, and quite still among the flowing Moscow crowds. We went to my flat and talked about Tolstoy, who had taken the Doukhobors to heart and helped them leave Russia. I asked him how many remained in Russia and he said: ‘A great number near Tula and also in the south.’

When I showed him a map he prodded a finger at a whole series of steppe villages near Rostov. ‘But I am not from there,’ he said.

He looked more closely at the map, mouthing the place names as he read them. His finger ran south across the steppe, over the Caucasus to a point in the far south of Georgia where the old Russian empire bordered with Turkey.

‘Here. I was born here,’ he said, tapping the map. ‘On the edge of the world.’

For three days in mid-April the snow returned. In the morning the puddles were crusted with ice and it seemed to me that warmth would never again return to that heavy-hearted city. The ambassador’s widow leaned on her broom and scowled at the late snow: ‘Nowadays the weather and the nature are no longer married.’

But then a strange thing happened. Within a single day the buds burst open and the bare-branch skylines became tinged with green. There was no spring as such. The Moscow river rose two feet and grew swifter. One afternoon I returned from the Lenin Library by the usual route and a man stepped onto the metro in shirt-sleeves. He wiped his forehead and in that single gesture convinced me that it was time to leave Moscow  less because he’d brought the heat of summer into the carriage than that I recognised him. That same afternoon I took down a brand new notebook, cracked open its spine and under the heading ‘The South’, entered:


	Scythians  Sarmatians  Alans


	Steppe


	Mountains


	Cossacks


	Old Believers


	The Spirit-Wrestlers on the edge of the world




On the next page I wrote:


The land between the Caspian and Black Seas is Russia’s Vendee, where serfs and schismatics fled to become Cossacks, where rebels like Stenka Razin and Pugachev rose to march on Moscow, where the perennial urge to conformity seems at its weakest  the place where the sea-like flatness of the steppe breaks against the Caucasus and all its scatterings of non-Russian peoples …



I gathered maps and went on a round of farewell visits. I handed back my Lenin Library card and caught a last glimpse of Christ the Saviour (walls almost complete, towers begun), and on a lovely sunny morning bought in advance a one-way ticket to Rostov-on-Don.



PART I
Steppe


‘I threw in everything and left for the steppes of the Bashkirs to breathe fresh air, drink koumiss and live a primitive life.’

From A Confession by Leo Tolstoy






The Victorious Tractor

At Moscow’s Kazansky Station they were shooting a film. It was early evening and a crowd of 1930s extras was standing on the platform. A man suddenly broke out of the crowd and threw himself on the tracks. The crowd pulled back and gasped. The scene was repeated several times. It was still being repeated when the Rostov train clanked at its couplings and slid out of the station.

Moscow’s half-built fringe gave way to forest. For an hour or so I watched a line of dark green trees pass before the window. Then we entered a stretch of open country full of lakes and in the last of the light there was a monastery whose towers and cupolas rose like fireworks into the night sky.

The compartment door slid open. A policeman came in and asked for papers. ‘Rostov?’

I nodded, and offered him a glass of vodka. ‘You know what we say about Rostov-on-Don?’ He sat down fatly.

‘What’s that?’

‘If Odessa is the mother of crime, then Rostov is the father!’ The policeman downed the drink. ‘But of course it is a very disciplined city. It’s a Cossack city, and I am a Cossack.’

So, a Cossack policeman. I asked him to tell me about the Don Cossacks.

Smoothing down the ends of his moustache, he began to speak of the life of the Cossacks and their proud customs, about how bravely they had all fought for Russia in the old days, and how they would gather at the famous krug and sit around the fire telling stories of the old days and how bravely they had all fought for Russia.

‘But it is not an easy life and not everyone is up to it.’

The women, he explained, used to put their babies in a snowdrift, and if the baby died then it was just as well as it proved it was too weak to live a Cossack life.

Then there was the banya! A true Cossack, he said, likes nothing better than a good banya, and before the banya he must run out onto the steppe and lie naked on the ant-hills. The ants crawl all over him and suck out the bad blood. ‘But even the strongest of the Cossacks cannot lie on those ant-hills for more than a minute. It’s those big ants, you see, like this.’ He held up his thumb and index finger; there was a gap between them of more than an inch.

‘And now,’ the policeman stood up. ‘I am required to look at your papers.’

I gave them to him.

‘You have a visa for Rostov?’

‘It’s not necessary.’

‘I will decide that!’ He flicked through the papers, paused just long enough to make his point, then slapped them back in my hand.

‘So, we will drink to your journey. We will have the toast the Cossack makes before going to war, when he rides out over the hill to where his little soul is waiting for him and she lets him spend the last night with her and in the morning she sees him off again with a towel over her arm and bread and salt and a cup of vodka. And he’s on his horse and he drinks to his fortunes and throws the cup to the ground. There’s that toast, my friend, for a journey!’

I reached Rostov late the following day. Evening flooded the streets with its honey-coloured light. Men with sunburned faces were squatting in the dust. The Russian they spoke was slower than in Moscow and softer. Rows of poplars stretched long shadows across the tramlines, and on the corner of Budyonnovsky Prospekt my attention was at once caught by two men  their flocculent beards, and their stomachs which swelled the tunics of their tin-soldier uniforms. This was Cossack country.


1993. Summer, late July. In the mountains of Karabakh, the Armenians had launched an offensive. All night I had watched the battle for a village near Hadrut. There was a late counter-attack by a number of Azeri tanks. It was all very noisy, very confused. But by dawn it was over; the Armenians had taken the village.

First light revealed the stumps of burning houses, the casualties, the weariness, the sudden silence. A helicopter arrived to evacuate the wounded, and from it a Cossack jumped down with a group of reinforcements. He wore cavalry top-boots, red-piped breeches and an old-fashioned white tunic. As the helicopter rose again above the trees, the Cossack’s cap blew off and he chased it as it rolled across the field. He was the first Cossack I’d seen in the flesh. I asked him what he was doing there.

‘I have come to protect the Motherland!’

But whose Motherland that was, I wasn’t sure.



At the top of Rostov is the town’s Gorky Theatre, a vast building of concrete and glass designed, in the spirit of its age, to look like a caterpillar tractor. Its tracks are walkways and lift-shafts, its engine-cover the walls of the auditorium. Until the 1930s the Armenian cathedral had stood on the site, but no one was sad when the Party blew it up as they all knew by then that cathedrals were a thing of the past, and that the future lay in caterpillar tractors, built in the glorious new Rostselmash tractor works.

In front of the Gorky Theatre the land falls away to the banks of the river Don. Beyond the river I could see yellow-brown flats and poplar groves and beyond them, the steppe. Cloud-shapes drifted over it like ships. The green of the land thinned to a straight horizon, and the impression was oceanic in its scale and symmetry.

It was the end of April. The three-day snowstorms of the winter were gone. The ground was frost-free and spongy with rain. In a week or two, the mud would dry out and the going underfoot would firm up and on the third morning or perhaps the fourth there would come on the wind the very faint sound of drumming hooves. You would watch the horizon and see nothing and tell yourself it was only the wind. Then would come the slap of a lacquered cuirass, the jangle of a crudely-forged bit and they would appear, close-packed, from the one place you hadn’t looked.

For more than two thousand years the crescent of grassland that runs unbroken from the banks of the Danube to the Altai mountains was dominated by successive bands of horsemen. It was the thaw that set them moving. They never settled or sowed grain but roamed in groups of up to three thousand and attacked anything they saw. They rode short-necked ponies that could gallop for an hour without stopping, or at a moment’s notice lie flat in a ditch. They rode often without stirrups and they broke the ponies to a snaffle bit. In battle the horsemen preferred mares, who could urinate at a gallop, while they themselves needed only to shift slightly in the saddle to defecate. When a horse died, they ate it.

Wave upon wave of these peoples swept west across the steppe. Conquerors became conquered. Scythians replaced Cimmerians and were themselves replaced by Sarmatians. Then came Huns and Hipchaks and Mongols, and from the thirteenth century the descendants of these invaders became known generically as Tatars. In the time of the Golden Horde, the Tatars used an Arabic word, ‘kazak’, or Cossack, to describe a footloose soldier, a freebooter  of which there were many. Groups of Cossacks gathered together to live on the rivers in ‘stanitsas’ and elect their own leader as ‘ataman’. They were never an ethnic group and accepted anyone into their midst who was prepared to endure what they did.

The Cossacks lived the life of an island people. They survived by pirating, paying tribute to no one, sure in the knowledge that they knew their land better than anyone who might come to it. They could track man or beast for days, undetected, over any terrain. They could wriggle snake-like through the grass. From the flight of a bird or the cry of a crow they could tell the location of an approaching stranger, and anyone entering the region learnt quickly that the empty-looking steppe was never empty. The Cossack was inseparable from his horse, and when he became sick would leap into the saddle and gallop off in any direction until such time as his sweat ran out and became one with the sweat of his horse.

Even at the time of the Revolution, these vast southern flat-lands were still largely untamed. Cossack stanitsas were dotted along the rivers  the Don, the Kuban and the Terek. Mountain drovers colonised corners for winter grazing. Trade caravans picked their way patiently along its unmarked routes, but otherwise there was nothing but endless tracts of silky grass swaying in the wind.

The Soviet planners saw two problems when they looked to this southern wilderness. They remembered the Civil War and General Denikin and the winter of 191819; they remembered the number of Whites he had mustered among the Cossacks. And they thought of food: limitless supplies of grain and meat and milk. The steppe was no more than a vast food factory just waiting for the right machinery.

The solution to each problem was the same. They built the Gorky Theatre in its image. They built the Rostselmash works. Caterpillar tractors, marching in line across the virgin soil! Caterpillar tractors, the new warriors of the steppe!

It was the time of tulips in Rostov, waxy red tulips with flames of yellow rising from the stamen. They were brought in by village women and sold from plastic buckets in the subways. They burst out of vases on the desks of office-workers, lay like gloves on tombs, beneath icons, and had been left in great numbers before the statue of Lenin. I sat watching one being pulled to pieces, petal by petal, by a fast-talking and anxious journalist. She was telling me about a certain Cossack ataman.

‘I wrote an article about him, and now he says he wants to kill me. By hanging, if I’m not mistaken.’

The journalist brushed the tulip petals from her desk and said she wasn’t bothered. ‘It’s all bluster, just Cossack bluster. If you want to know about the Cossacks, the real Cossacks, talk to Nikolai Alekseyevich.’

I found Nikolai Alekseyevich that afternoon in a village a few miles down the Don. His dog leapt at its chain and a row of salted perch hung from his clothes line. Together we walked out of the village to visit the grave of his father.

Nikolai was a wonderfully gentle man with a long, sad face. He stood at the grave with his cap in his hands. The steppe wind tugged at his hair. For some moments we remained there in silence, facing the wafer-shaped headstone and its cameo of his half-smiling father.

‘It was the camps. They took him up there with the other Cossacks. Ten years he survived. But he didn’t last more than six months back here. He died the day after Stalin. I think he was just waiting.’

Recently, Nikolai had visited St Petersburg for the first time. He had been struck in particular by the Scythian gold in the Hermitage. ‘You have seen the gold?’

‘Yes.’

‘When I saw those gold animals, they sent vibrations through my whole body. They are ours, you see.’

Nikolai was in little doubt that it was the Cossacks who were the true inheritors of the Scythian legacy, and he pointed to the ground. The Cossacks of that village had chosen for their graveyard the slopes of a kurgan, one of the hundreds of Scythian burial mounds that break the flatness of the steppe.

‘We are of the same earth.’

What little is known of Scythian lore does, at least in spirit, have something in common with the Cossacks. According to Herodotus, the Scythians were a people who lived for horses and hunting and fighting. He tells a story from the Persian wars that combines all three. Just before one of the battles, with the two armies facing each other, a hare ran between the lines. The Scythians at once broke ranks and galloped after it. So alarmed were the Persians by the Scythians’ nonchalance that they promptly withdrew their forces and refused to fight.

The Scythians lived in their wagons and were constantly on the move. They knew neither hoe nor plough. Their staple was mare’s milk and they believed lactation was aided by inserting a hollow bone into the vulva, and blowing. Wood being scarce, they would cook an animal over a fire of its own bones, and in battle they scalped their victims and gilded the inside of the skulls to make drinking bowls. They were great drinkers. They drank their wine unwatered, and in ancient Greece drinking to excess was to ‘drink like a Scythian’. In Athens they were used as police troops. The land of the Scythians was on the northern shores of the Black Sea whose coastline, it was said, was the shape of one of their bows.

When a Scythian died, the body was drawn around on a wagon for forty days before being taken to the place of burial. Mourners erected a tent and placed mats in it around a pit of burning coals. From time to time they threw water on the coals and the steam bathed their skin; cannabis seeds were also tossed on the coals, which made the Scythians howl with laughter. If the dead man was a king, they would cut open his stomach and fill it with flowers and then take it to a place far away. There they dug a vast and elaborate chamber into which went the strangled corpses of a concubine, a wine-bearer, a cook, a groom, a valet and a bearer of messages. Horses and cups of gold were added. Then for days the people would work to heap earth upon the grave, and sometimes the kurgany they built were seventy feet high. At the end of that year they would return to the site with fifty of the dead king’s servants and fifty of his finest horses. They killed the men and horses and mounted the dead men on the dead horses. Then they drove wooden stakes through both and arranged them in a circle around the kurgan. The job complete, the Scythians leapt onto their horses and rode away across the steppe.

For a long time the Scythians controlled the territory north of the Caucasus. In the seventh century BC they rode south, single file through the mountains’ only pass and, bursting out into Anatolia aroused fears that the people of Gog and Magog had arrived. For a generation they controlled the entire Near East until one night the Median king Cyaxeres floored their leaders with drink and murdered them as they slept.

To the north of the Scythians, said Herodotus, the air was full of feathers. A thousand years later it was from here that the kingdom of Rus emerged. Thwarted by the taxes and retributions of the Asiatic hordes, Russians managed in the end to break through the feathers and reach the Black Sea and the Caucasus. Only then did the Cossacks become, rather than adversaries, the protectors of all things Russian. No one now wears the reinvented emblems of Russianness more boldly than the Cossack.

When in 1918 Aleksandr Blok wrote ‘Scythians’, he was warning the people of Western Europe that for too long they had indulged in their soft pleasures; they had become emasculated by comfort. In the Russian Revolution though, if they looked carefully, they would detect the stirrings of an ancient zeal:


to love as our blood loves,
None of you has loved like that for so long!
You have forgotten such love exists
which burns, and destroys!



Russia has reserves of passion it can unleash at any time. Do not take us for granted, he was saying, we are the children of the hordes and we have the patience of eternity.

Historically, it’s all nonsense. A thousand years separate the demise of the Scythians from the appearance of the Russians, and the Cossacks came even later. But standing on the kurgan with Nikolai Alekseyevich that afternoon, history seemed little more than a churlishly-added detail. Much more telling was that the Cossacks had chosen the Scythian myth at all.

‘Just a little unpleasantness with some of the lads.’ Ataman Vladimir flashed a smile. ‘A little unpleasantness, that’s all.’

Nikolai Alekseyevich had directed me on down the banks of the Don to another Cossack village. Ataman Vladimir and I were standing outside the gate of the local police station. There’d been a fight the night before and five of his ‘lads’ had been taken in.

‘A misunderstanding with some regulars. Nothing really.’ He said that sixty people had been involved.

When the gate opened, Ataman Vladimir swept through it and steered the duty officer to one side. I watched him reach into his pocket and take out some banknotes. He flashed another of his smiles and left. ‘They’ll be out this evening,’ he told me.

Ataman Vladimir was dressed for the business of the day in a brown suit and a black shirt. He looked crisp and neat and spoke in clipped quick sentences. At his house, we sat waiting for lunch in his living room. Insignia and photographs of parades filled the shelves. There was one photograph of a man on a white horse  his great-grandfather, he said, also an ataman.

‘Show him the sword, dear!’ shouted his wife from the kitchen.

‘The sword, yes.’ Vladimir reached up for the shashka, a long ceremonial sword that hung on the wall against a red Caucasian carpet. He pulled it out of its scabbard and, grinning, made several quick Xs in the air. He picked up the bulava, the ataman’s mace, his symbol of office, and a stubby little weapon of solid brass. Vladimir heaved it around: ‘Uhr-uhrr!’

Also on the wall hung daggers and pistols and a knout of half-woven leather straps. This was a nagaika. The Scythians had used it in battle, the Kirghiz had killed leopards with it, the Cossacks took it on wolf hunts. In the pictures of the Cossack charges during the 1905 revolution it is the nagaika they wield. Vladimir slapped it against his leg. ‘Break a man’s skull with that.’

Ataman Vladimir’s wife appeared with plates of food and we sat at the table. She was a plain woman who laughed easily and made very good pelmeni and didn’t like Jews. ‘I don’t know why they don’t all go to Israel. They just make trouble for us here.’ She produced a book in which the Politburo of 1936 was listed; she had put stars against those she claimed were Jewish. ‘Look  two out of three!’

‘Oh my God!’ Vladimir cried.

‘It’s the truth, my dear.’

‘No.’ He pulled back his sleeve. ‘The medals! I have to give out the medals at two!’

It was ten past. We hurried to his car and off across the village to the school.

In the assembly hall were a dozen or so tables and sitting at them a great number of smartly-dressed veterans. An accordion player was accompanying a singer who crooned through a series of wartime songs.

Fifty years ago they’d finally defeated the fascist menace and now, all over the country, every one of those who had taken part was to be given a medal. True, there’d been many of those down here, following the purges of Kaganovich in the 1930s, who had been quite keen on the fascist menace when it arrived and did little to resist it and even joined in, but all that was forgotten now, and a pile of red medal cases lay on the table.

Ataman Vladimir stood with a colonel and dispensed the medals. The colonel made a speech and then the music started again. I went to sit at one of the tables. The men were making quick work of the brandy and the women were secreting food into their bags.

‘We used to eat from American tins at the front. They were tasty, those American tins…’

‘We fought together because we drank together…’

One of the women had been a telephone operator at regional headquarters. She told me how one night she had flicked a switch and a familiar voice came through the headphones. It was Stalin.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Aleksandra  Shurochka.’

‘Well, don’t worry, Shurochka, victory will be ours.’

She sighed and looked around the room. ‘People were better in the war. Everything else was bad, but the people were better. Now look at us. How ugly we’ve
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