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  To Mickey and Sergei 

  the last of the independents.


  


  It was hunted for the sake of its arms and accoutrements from hill to hill, from ravine to ravine, up and down the dried beds of rivers and round
  the shoulders of bluffs, till it disappeared as water sinks in the sand  this officerless, rebel regiment


  Rudyard Kipling, The Lost Legion


  But would you kindly ponder this question. What would your good do if evil didnt exist, and what would the earth look like if all the shadows
  disappeared?


  Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita


  


  Contents


  Prologue


  Part One

  Good Men are Hard to Find: The Crew


  1 The Devils Greatest Trick: Over Kabul


  2 What am I Doing Here? Serbia, 1998


  Part Two

  Everything You Know is Wrong: The USSR


  3 The Lost Boys: Soviet Union, 1992


  4 The Machine: Post-Soviet Russia, Early 1990s


  5 The Birth of the Global Network: Russia, 1993


  6 The Warlord is Always Right: The Caucasus, 1994


  7 Rogue State: Yugoslavia, 19941996


  Part Three

  Gold Fever: The Middle East and Africa


  8 The Men with No Names: The Arab Gulf, 19951997


  9 This is How You Disappear: West Africa, 19951999


  10 Plunder in the Jungle: The Congo, 19972000


  11 Men of Wealth and Taste: Milan, 2000


  Part Four

  High and Wild: Afghanistan to Iraq


  12 The Boys are Back in Town: Afghanistan, 2001


  13 Afghan Black: The Drug Pipeline, 20022010


  14 There are Huge Forces: Afghanistan, 1995 and 2010


  Part Five

  Back to the Jungle:

  Central America and the Horn of Africa


  15 High Times on the Costa Coca: Central America, 19992008


  16 Welcome to Little Minsk: Africa, 2003


  17 Russian Rain Keeps Falling: The Congo, 20052009


  18 Just Drop the Cash out of the Plane: Uganda, 2009


  19 Getting Your Kicks on Route II-76: Central Asia and the Caucasus, 2009


  Part Six

  The Journey Home: East Africa and Russia


  20 The Ghost Factory: Russia, 2008


  21 Death and Taxes: Entebbe to Ekaterinburg, 2010


  22 The Gathering Darkness: Russia, 2010


  
    Authors Note

  


  Acknowledgements


  Picture Acknowledgements


  Bibliography

  
  List of Illustrations


  


  Prologue


  The Russian pilot throws his paper cup onto the tarmac and walks across the pitted runway. The giant planes Soviet military decals are still faintly visible under
  grey paint.


  Thats the signal. There are no words, no checks, no IDs; just a long walk in the last rays of the afternoon towards a tattered Soviet warplane so big it plays tricks with the eyes. As
  the engines rise to a deafening whine, I climb the ramp, and twist my body into position inside the cavernous Ilyushin Il-76  codename: Candid. Bathed in the bright light of the cockpit
  glass, the skipper kicks off his shoes, takes his seat and flips the switches. Seconds later were airborne, heading into the Afghan night.


  From Afghanistan to Chechnya, the giant Il-76 was the USSRs ultimate warhorse. It saw action on every front, in every capacity, from commando missions to reconnaissance,
  military intelligence, explosives drops, arms transport and even cosmonaut training.


  At more than forty-six metres long and forty metres wide, it is one of the biggest planes on the planet. Weighing up to 215 tonnes, this super plane can fly in Arctic ice storms and African
  heat. It can operate from runways that are shorter, more bomb-damaged, more unprepared than planes half its size. It can carry a staggering sixty tonnes of guns, soldiers, tanks, bombs or anything
  else halfway around the world. And these days, for half a million dollars, anyone can have one.


  But the Il-76 also carries a secret.


  Beneath the floor of the cargo hold, deep in the belly of the plane, its Soviet creators added a number of extra spaces. Originally designed for escape equipment, armaments and classified
  payloads, they can be hollowed out to create secret chambers. These chambers dont appear on any cargo paperwork; they wont be checked by customs; officially, they dont even
  exist. But they are there.


  And if youre determined enough to fill them  and foolhardy enough to fly  then your plane will carry anything up to fifteen extra tonnes of phantom cargo. Cargo for
  which some men are willing to die and others are prepared to kill.


  From the lawless streets of Russias Wild East to the pirate-controlled coast of Somalia, and from rogue states and rebel stans to the shadowy world of drug traffickers and black
  markets, this is the story of those fifteen extra tonnes.


  I had heard all about these mercenary aviators  mercs as theyre often known in Africa. I had read the CIA dossiers and seen the crash reports. But now as the plane took off
  with me on it, I was about to see an operation from the inside. And while the real identities of all the crews, their past, even the details of their planes have been changed to protect them, this
  is the true story of what happened next.


  


  Part One
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  GOOD MEN ARE HARD TO FIND


  The Crew


  


  1


  The Devils Greatest Trick


  Over Kabul


  There is no warning, just a sickening upward lurch as we abandon our flight path. A red light goes on in the cockpit. The instruments say were over Kabul, but that
  were suddenly climbing, not landing, and that were doing it too fast and too steep.


  Whats going on? I ask in Russian, but Sergei, one of the seven-man crew, can no longer hear me over the scream of the four engines tearing our dangerously overloaded giant
  up and out of what should have been our runway approach and almost vertically into the night. In the dim light of the freight hold, his face is a mask. Under my feet the greasy, gaffer-taped,
  twenty-year-old, 176-tonne metal tube shakes, groans and pops.


  Then he looks at me, and leans in close. Missiles, he shouts, as if pointing out a house where he once lived, or a roadside bar. Heres where they start
  shooting. For the first time, I notice he stinks, not just of the usual sweat and oil, but of booze. Ive seen the news stories: vague one-liners about unexplained cargo-plane crashes
  in Africa, Russia, the Balkans. Blamed on RPG launchers on the ground, vodka in the air.


  Jesus! Who?


  He shrugs. Mujahidin. Rebels. Soldiers. You never know. But always somebody. He closes one eye, an imagined potshot. Then he grins. Mikhail is a top pilot, though. He knows
  the airstrip from the war. Hes got this method where he lands by climbing up high over the airport, then sort of dive-bombing the runway like a corkscrew.


  Sergei laughs. You dont get shot down that way. His trick is knowing when to pull up out of the dive. Incredible! You watch.


  But suddenly we are at peace. The plane levels off. The engines are almost hushed now, and despite the pressure, bursting ears, fear and humpback-bridge dizziness, an odd feeling of almost
  euphoric weightlessness washes up from the soles of my feet.


  It takes a moment for me to register the sudden downward tilt, to see the lights of Kabul in the cockpit glass. The ground is laid out like a map, dead ahead, where seconds ago there were
  stars.


  The Soviets used the Il-76 in weightlessness training for cosmonauts  the infamous Vomit Comet flights. It would execute a series of parabolic climbs and dives, in which the
  descent was marked by an upward anti-gravitational push in the cabin. Extremely dangerous to execute  in a Candid, at an approach angle of 20 per cent or more stalling is a real risk 
  these dives from high altitudes in which the pilot would attempt to pull up just before the nose hit the tarmac are said to have resulted in a number of messy deaths, and the spontaneous
  redecoration of many more flight decks. As we plummet earthwards my stomach passes upwards, not just through my mouth but through the top of my skull.


  Against my better judgement, I lean out to look over the pilots shoulder. Mikhail is hunched forward like a man reading on the toilet, or praying. Either way, Im with him. The
  ground is more than very close now; its just yards from the nose. Pull up. For Gods sake, pull up. But its too late. Involuntarily, my fists clench, legs kick out, eyes shut.
  Fuck. This is it. Were going down.


  Some people deliver letters for the post. Thats me  just a postman. Only the parcels are heavier.


  I dont really know how Id expected an outlaw aviator and international gunrunner to look, but Mikhail is definitely  almost comically  not it.


  Heavy-boned, grey and stooping, he looks fifty, maybe more. His gaunt, ashen face carries a permanent expression of mild disappointment more suited to anti-smoking ads in a GP surgery than
  wanted posters at the UN. His enormous hands are cracked, filthy and horn-nailed; hes wearing a grey boiler suit, battered cap and army-surplus boots. Sitting on the parched earth of another
  Third-World airstrip after an aid run, cadged cigarette already on the go, he looks for all the world like a car-factory worker on his break. Its just gone seven in the morning, but already
  the hot dust is, he grumbles, making him thirsty for a Baltika.


  Not, on appearances, quite the Han Solo-style maverick Ive fantasized about riding the skies with.


  But if Mikhail  whom I soon take to calling Mickey, first to his good-humoured annoyance then his resignation  makes an odd outlaw, he makes an even odder
  businessman. An Il-76 pilot all his adult life, he is a product of the Soviet military, via a childhood in the Urals, his local air force training base back in Russia, then the massive Vitebsk
  military base in Belarus and the Military Air Transport Regiment to which it was attached, then Central Asia. This squinting, chain-smoking veteran of the bloody, desperate last days of the
  Soviets Afghan war is blue-collar right down to the sloping shoulders and alcoholic sweat. Yet here he is, he says: partner in a highly profitable air-transport business spanning the
  Emirates, Asia, Africa and Eastern Europe, whose operations in the worlds worst trouble spots put them beyond the sharp end of the global free market.


  Mickey and the crew have flown together for more than a quarter of a century. As Soviet air force pilots, navigators, gunners, engineers and loadmasters, they flew more than three hundred
  hostile missions over the same Afghan mountains, villages, plains and cities they specialize in navigating today  and in the same plane.


  When the USSR started to break apart, Mickey explains, well, some of us saw the weather change and took our chance to do something different. That something was a
  dramatic escape from the military and a bid for a piece of the private-enterprise pie. It wasnt difficult. We knew some people, and when they acquired a military plane,
  we flew it down to Kazakhstan and, you might say, rebranded. He suddenly looks embarrassed at this corporate-sounding phrase. Naturally, not a word we used, but it turns out
  thats what it was.


  Goodbye, Red Army star and CCCP livery; hello anonymous, no-logo grey paint and primer. We were, he smiles awkwardly, suddenly biznesmeny  to Russian
  speakers, the word is full of the carpet-bagging mafioso connotations of those wild times. And today we are the A-Team.


  Call them, and the twenty-four-hour, no-questions-asked elite crew will fly whatever youve got to wherever you want it in one of the largest planes on earth, danger no object  if
  the price is right.


  We operate as private transport for all sorts of things, says Mickey. We fly a lot of freight. Military things. And a lot of aid.


  Which has had the effect of turning Mickey, his men and their partners  a shadowy group of men Mickey is reluctant to discuss and whom it will take me nearly a decade to pin
  down  into rather reluctant saints, too. Because from Pakistan to Somalia and from famines to tsunamis, Mickeys crew and their battered twenty-year-old Ilyushin are the first into
  disaster areas with lifesaving humanitarian relief. Chartered by everyone from NGOs to Western governments, they are regarded as agile, responsive, and  largely thanks to their background in
  commando drops  able to get more aid closer to more hazardous, harder-to-access disaster zones than anyone else. If the money is right.


  Their unorthodox methods, guts and sheer chutzpah have made these aircrews legendary. These are the men to call when  in the words of the A-Team themselves  youve got a
  problem and no one else can help.


  John MacDonald is a Surrey-based chartering agent, one of the middlemen who take the initial job specs from armies, aid organizations, import/exporters and private individuals, and find the
  planes and the aircrews to do them. Despite coming from a long line of aviation specialists and having seen it all, he laughs as he recounts one wildcat Il-76 team job that left the
  American military command in southern Afghanistan breathless with admiration, knowing theyd been hoodwinked by a five-man crew of Russians and their shadowy network.


  The US military had this huge generator they needed to get to an airfield site they were planning in the south. This was a remote area, and aside from a few pockets of US troops, it was
  completely under bandit control. There was no fuel available for miles around the landing spot, and none of the outfits we approached would touch it with a bargepole. They all kept saying,
  Well never get out again, how can we take off from an unprepared airfield with no fuel?


  The job was priced at between sixty thousand and seventy thousand dollars, but one day theres a phone call from these Russian guys. They said, Well do it, but
  itll cost you two million dollars, in advance. The Americans didnt really have a choice by this stage, so they paid. And sure enough, right on time, this ex-Soviet air force
  crew flew in, with the generator, in this battered old Il-76, unloaded the generator, then sat down for a leisurely smoke.


  Just as all the Americans were wondering how on earth they were going to fly out again, theres a cloud of dust and up clatters this old minibus driven by some Afghan bloke 
  and these airmen just get in and drive off. The Yanks were all going, Hey, how will you get the plane back? And the crew just said, We wont. Its an old one
   we only bought it for this job, and were ditching it here. Half a million dollars it cost them, and they held it together with string just long enough to land, then cleared
  off one and a half million dollars in profit and left it to rust. Its still there.


  Everyone just applauded them  the US guys in command, us, and charterers the world over. Not just for the flying, but for the incredibly sharp business mind that could hatch this.
  It was truly beautiful.


  Mickey laughs when I tell him this story, but points out that flying dangerous missions, under fire, into hostile lands where the airports may have been destroyed is more or less what we
  were brought up to do. Still, like the potential rewards, casualties are high  together, maverick Il-76 and Antonov transport outfits court one of the highest civilian fatality rates
  since the dawn of aviation history.


  And for anyone even thinking about shadowing these guys on their missions as I am, the roll call of death makes for especially sobering reading. In 2009 alone, two Russian-manned Il-76s collided
  above Makhachkala, near the Chechen border; an entire ex-Soviet crew and all passengers were killed when an Il-76 blew up mid-air over Uganda; a Ukrainian Antonov-12 bound for Entebbe crashed on
  takeoff in Luxor, killing all on board; and another crew was wiped out attempting a crash-landing in the Congo. As I write this, in November 2010, another An-12 has just crashed with all hands dead
  in Sudan, and Pakistans news network is showing a mysterious Georgian-registered Il-76 on an aid run to Sudan bursting into flames over Karachi, killing all eight Russian and Ukrainian crew.
  And thats comparatively good going: of all the worlds Antonov-12s  the Soviet militarys second most popular cargo plane  just under one in seven has been
  destroyed by accidents and disasters.


  Mickey stops me. Yes, of course there are risks, just like any job  dont make too much of them. He ranks the dangers, counting them off on his fingers like a man
  remembering ex-girlfriends  Tiredness, enemy fire, stupid errors, overloading, mechanical failure, bad conditions, bad cargo, bad luck  but adds that alcohol and
  bad living have killed just as many men in the business as flying.


  Over the years, he says, theyve learned what not to do. They never approach an airport in Afghanistan or Africa on a standard landing approach, for example, having been attacked too many
  times by rocket launchers on the perimeter, so they climb and either corkscrew down over the runway or dive steeply onto the tarmac. There are things you dont forget once youve
  done them in a war.


  A recent United Nations report compared the crews to swallows: migrating great distances guided by mysterious commands and principles, rarely landing, and whenever possible, avoiding contact
  with others. Missions are rumours, routes and stopovers often remaining unconfirmed until youre already in the air, cargo arrangements and contents kept deliberately fuzzy to preserve
  deniability on all sides.


  In Kabul, explains Sergei, we know were picking up mail and fruit for South America. When we get there, who knows? Maybe well collect washing machines for
  Morocco, and there someone will tell us to pick up humanitarian aid for Congo, then fish for Europe or bricks for Iraq.


  This keeps turnaround and ground time to a minimum, and profits high. But it also has the effect of keeping their visibility and contact with the authorities low.


  It seems insane, I tell Mickey: why risk their lives on missions like this, in aircraft that were made before most of todays Red Army recruits were even born, for nothing more than the
  standard one hundred and twenty dollars per hour (for pilots) and fifty-five dollars per hour (crew) plus per diems and board?


  Mickey enjoys the life, he says. I became a pilot because I love flying. So thats my life. I can choose most of what I do. The people are nice. Its a job. He does
  that modest Mickey shrug thing again. Zhizn harasho. Its all good.


  I believe Mickey. He comes across as a decent, reliable man trying, like all of us, to carve something out for himself. But I also know a couple of things that hes
  omitting to mention in what, at this stage, is just a casual conversation.


  Because as they line up anonymously on runways, jungle tracks and military air bases across the world beside the hundreds of legitimate operators with their own liveried ex-Soviet warhorses,
  theres a shadier side to some of these crews, to a fair few of the outfits they fly for, and their missions. Theirs is work that means big money  millions of dollars  changing
  hands, often through elaborate networks of bank accounts in places like Cyprus, Sierra Leone, Kosovo and Dubai. And this money doesnt come from aid agencies, the US military, the UN, or
  anyone else whose real name appears on the receipts.


  Because, according to recent reports by the United Nations and monitoring groups like the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, Amnesty International and the International Peace
  Information Service  the worlds elite trafficking detectives  many of these phantom pilots, in their untraceable, migrating flocks of Ilyushin Il-76 planes, are
  also the key channel for the illicit transport of destabilizing commodities like narcotics, banned weapons, mysterious diamonds, arms to illegal or terrorist armies, and secret supply
  lines to rogue regimes looking to bust sanctions. They, and their even more elusive network of business partners, have over the past two decades fuelled the growth of the global black market, the
  rule of warlords, and the rise of the mafia, in Eastern Europe and far beyond.


  Its a tantalizing glimpse of the other world these men inhabit  a world in which nothing is as it seems. One in which a hold full of blankets bound for a disaster zone can
  apparently transform, mid-air, into fifteen tonnes of landmines for the local rebel militia or bootleg goods for the local mafia. One in which a man can be saviour and warmonger at the same time,
  and the very flight thats full to capacity with doctors and medicine can also magically conjure up the Kalashnikovs that will, within days, be used to execute the patients. A world in which
  the words mercenary, pilot, aid worker and trafficker have become dangerously interchangeable.


  The greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didnt exist. The tagline and refrain of the 1995 Bryan Singer film The Usual Suspects describes
  the methods of fictitious Hungarian trafficker, murderer and crime lord Keyser Sze  a shape-shifting master of disguise whose murderous wake is obscured by rumour, myth and the failure
  of the authorities to grasp his endless subtlety, resourcefulness and determination. To this day in Italy and the United States, mafia trial juries are flummoxed into making acquittals at the
  highest level by defence attorneys arguments that there really is no such thing as the Mafia  that its just a fantasy projected by Hollywood and a few overzealous and deluded
  prosecutors onto what really are one-off crimes unworthy of further investigation.


  Even the existence of the most talked-about movement of the twenty-first century is in dispute. Many investigators contend that the very idea of a formal organization called al-Qaeda is
  primarily an American invention. They argue that the phrase al-Qaeda was first brought to the attention of the public in the 2001 trial of Osama bin Laden and the four men accused of
  the 1998 US embassy bombings in East Africa, although at the time there was no organization as such. Instead it was a loose network of militants who planned their own operations independently and
  only looked to bin Laden when issues of funding and other assistance arose, much like mobsters with a notional godfather.


  In fact, many claim that the idea of a rigid organization named al-Qaeda was actively and aggressively promoted by the US Department of Justice post 9/11 because in order to charge bin Laden
  in absentia, they needed to use the existing Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act, which in turn meant they needed to demonstrate he was the head of an organization that could
  be commanded. Because if he commanded it, it could be uncovered, monitored, disrupted, and stopped. In the words of one senior US State Department official, When all youve got is a
  hammer, the whole world looks like a bag of nails.


  To US prosecutors and public officials of every stripe, whose very existence hinges on structures of affiliation, allegiance, command, transparency and accountability, the alternative 
  that people, goods and historical forces are conducted by a motive power over which they have no influence or oversight  verges on the literally unthinkable. Because without control
  and command, any movement becomes diffuse, shape-shifting, threatening and fundamentally unassailable: al-Qaeda becomes a state of mind. The mafia becomes a series of unfortunate coincidences.
  Osama bin Laden becomes Keyser Sze. And, like Mickey says, Im just a postman.


  To most of us  from you and me right up to the charities themselves, the Pentagon, international law enforcement and the UN  this twilight world of migratory cargo and global
  networks of rootless, unaccountable, non-unionized, go-anywhere-carry-anything airmen, each with a briefcase full of different life stories and enough ID to prove every single one beyond doubt,
  simply does not exist. We put a coin into a charity jar or sign a direct debit form, and we trust that what we send gets to where were told it will go. In our world, what goes into a
  container at one end of a journey is what comes out at the other. Hammer it in, see the same nail come through.


  So the idea of airmen declared dead after a crash apparently rising again to take control of a plane in a different part of the world, or massive cargo aircraft disappearing mid-air, only to
  turn up at the same instant thousands of miles away a different colour, and with a different life story and owner, is the stuff of spine-chilling bedtime stories and David Copperfield Vegas TV
  spectaculars. And like the ships that carried the Black Death along with their grain, any connection between the goods we knowingly send and the growth of black markets, terrorism, the mafia, the
  narcotics trade, brutal regimes, civil wars and global instability is, for most of us, so obscure, so off the radar, that it doesnt even register until its too late.


  Luckily, there are some men and women at the UN and international monitoring organizations whove put cause and effect together, and are tasked with tracking, disrupting and halting the
  underground movement of contraband. But even for dedicated trafficking monitors and plane spotters, these countless Ilyushins and the outfits and men who fly them are ghosts, drifting in and out of
  sight  almost unstoppable, untraceable, and unpunishable. Meanwhile, to the rest of us, these ghosts dont even exist.


  That is, until we see them for ourselves. I only became aware of these phantom aircrews, clandestine flights and deadly cargo by accident  or rather, by a series of accidents  that
  led me from the last days of Soviet collapse, through a job advertising arms deals, to the mafia heartland of Milosevics Serbia.


  As a young journalist, filing freelance reports from around the world for the BBC while holding down a day job on business magazines about Eastern Europe, Id already seen the implosion of
  the old Soviet Union up close. While in Moscow and St Petersburg in 1992, Id watched spellbound the everyday effect on peoples lives as the system, the rule of law, the economy, the
  whole Soviet dream went into meltdown seemingly overnight.


  Suddenly, the wide, classical prospects of St Petersburg became dark and dangerous places. Office workers and factory hands began stripping light bulbs, chairs, fittings, ornaments and
  cables from their workplaces and heading out into the squares to sell them alongside the householders hawking their belongings. I witnessed one waiter stealing his own restaurants cutlery
  while serving guests.


  But if it looked like chaos, there were also tantalizing hints of new, more organized forces at work. The mafia groups were already all-powerful  a well-intended clampdown on alcohol by
  President Gorbachev between 1985 and 1987, culminating in partial prohibition, had not only sunk the state coffers in a country where alcohol is often more a career than a pastime, but also
  facilitated a countrywide black market for smuggled, stolen and home-made vodka, wine and other booze, allowing it to take root and grow out of control. Now, even amid the masses of patched-up vans
  and backfiring Ladas, one could see here and there conspicuously shiny Japanese-made jeeps with tinted glass, guarded or ridden shotgun by hulking, shaven-headed ex-military types.


  The Chechen mafia took over Moscows exclusive, 3,200-room foreigners-only Hotel Rossiya next to St Basils Cathedral, and I watched as they shook down guests and
  directed their army of bruised, overcoat-clad prostitutes to work the filthy lifts and hammer on guest rooms, attempting to sell sex, heroin and amphetamines they called cocaine.


  Meanwhile, on Moscows lively Arbat Street, bony AWOL soldiers sold off liberated army gear  their uniforms, supplies, live bullets on the roll. Western defence analysts were
  already hurriedly trying to place and trace the last known locations of the billions of tonnes of explosives, bullets, nuclear and biochemical material and military technology now lying loose and
  unguarded and very much for sale.


  A lifelong Russophile, I was horrified. But in a funny way, I was fascinated too. This dangerous, dirty place on the verge of anarchy, full of the dark anti-glamour of desperation and violence,
  was everything my middle-class home wasnt. And most of all, I was curious. What will these people do now? In a place this powerful and this unstable, what happens next?


  Back in London and struggling in journalism, I worked briefly in a dead-end job at a journal publisher, whose titles included a defence trade magazine and several Russian business titles
  carrying a remarkable number of ads for defence hardware from the former Soviet Union. Though even the publishers themselves didnt know it, throughout the West humble, niche trade
  publications like these were beginning to function as discreet clearinghouses for any MiG-29 fighter planes or bits of other hardware that Russian, Kazakh, Ukrainian or Belarusian biznesmeny
  had mysteriously acquired and wished to convert into currency. Taking copy of the We are your ideal partner in Russia for sell top military plane variety, dictated by a man who only
  ever referred to himself as The Contact over a crackly phone line from a dacha in the Caucasus seemed to fit, somehow, with what Id seen myself a year or so
  earlier.1 None of these biznesmeny ever paid for their ads.


  But with their dachas and deals, these men were clearly at the top of the tree, the winners from the big shake-up. I couldnt help wondering where that money was going. Who could
  possibly have a use for all these Soviet planes? And who was going to fly them? Whatever happened to all those regular Joes down below?


  Then in 1998, I found myself in what was left of a rapidly disintegrating Yugoslavia  the war in Bosnia over, the NATO intervention in Kosovo imminent  on what I hoped would become
  a freelance piece for the Sunday Telegraph. And with the currency collapsing and the Serb mafia and regime cronies holding court in the hotels of Belgrade, I considered myself pretty well
  versed in Eastern European anarchy. I thought Id seen it all before.


  What I hadnt prepared myself for was the first glimmering of an answer to the questions Id been asking myself all along.


  


  2


  What am I Doing Here?


  Serbia, 1998


  The freezing night rain comes in drifts, smashing onto the driveway of the Hyatt Regency Belgrade with the force of an airborne tsunami. Theres no point pulling your
  collar up against the roaring night, but Im relieved to have made it out of the boozy, pistol-packing drivers cab. For a few seconds, the universe is chaos. Then the glass moves and I
  cross into the bubble of warm-blown air and light music.


  Inside, cops are everywhere, flashing sidearms, smoking cigarettes and drinking with mobsters. The atrium is crawling with security: some state, some private, some mafia, some
  uniformed, some not. Packing the lobbies, restaurants and business centres, press, diplomats and NGOs bide their time, flipping between CNN and BBC World and swapping stories about how close we are
  to the inevitable backlash against Milosevics campaign of ethnic cleansing in Kosovo, his increasingly flagrant disregard for international diplomatic efforts to defuse the crisis, and his
  mafia-sponsored grip on Serbia itself.


  Right now, this hotel is the branded international heart of Belgrade: a relatively safe environment, where diplomats and anchormen stay and work, and where Serbias own VIPs play. The
  once-proud Habsburg city and former capital of Yugoslavia has by 1998 become the tattered gangland capital of a state now consisting solely of Serbia, its tiny mountainous neighbour Montenegro, and
  whatever claims on Kosovo it could make stick. Even now, its obvious to everyone but the regime itself that these are its final days. Just like the Moscow Id left in 1992, this
  freewheeling, broken Belgrade is a honeypot for the new rich, the scene of almost daily mafia assassinations, and home to an honest, increasingly desperate majority still grimly holding on for
  better days.


  Its also the playground of the Milosevic regimes cultivated army of cronies, mobsters and mercenaries, and the black-market heart of the remaining economy: the towns
  official structures are ruled by Red Businessmen  gangsters given carte blanche by the regime to kill and traffic to their hearts content, in return for their loyalty to
  Milosevic when its head-cracking time. Only now they are falling too  blown up in cars, machine-gunned by ski-masked assailants, stamping desperately on sabotaged brake pedals having
  outlived their usefulness to the regime or simply aroused the paranoid suspicions of an ever-shifting inner circle around the president. Even the most feared arent safe: before long, Arkan,
  the Serb regimes favourite militia commander, colour-supplement pin-up and war criminal, will be gunned down in the lobby of the InterContinental next door.


  One of theirs got assassinated upstairs. My young, slick-coiffed and Italian-shod fixer Sasha (not his real name) nods across the room at a smart young American Psycho
  lookalike. A man called Knele in room 331. Checked in, left strictest instructions that nobody was to be allowed up to his room without the front desk calling to announce the visitor. Then a
  visitor walks straight into his room and blows his brains out. Sashas hands trace an imaginary room layout on the table. Think too much about that and you will become
  very paranoid. Because if somebody let the killer up to do his work, then you know nothing is forbidden.


  Nothing is forbidden. Its a while before I figure out just why his phrase is nagging at me so badly.


  Serbia is, to all appearances, isolated in the world. The government is careering into its last madness, ordering hit after hit, crackdown after crackdown. Someone on the hotel TV is talking
  about the latest arms embargo passed against Belgrade by UN Security Council resolution 1160, aimed at forcing what was still officially Yugoslavia to open a dialogue with Kosovo Albanians. Amid
  the economic collapse and stop-start hyperinflation at home come varying degrees of sanctions, downgrades, embargoes and censures applied over the past few years by the EU, United Nations, United
  States and other individual states and organizations in a list as long as your arm.


  On paper, Belgrade is a city in which a great many things are forbidden. Outside the glass bubble, ordinary Serbs pick through rubbish, sell off their last belongings, teeter between poverty and
  desperation. Yet among the chosen out here in New Belgrades luxury palaces, champagne corks pop. International news teams eat fresh fusion cuisine and get whatever protection, transport and
  kit they need at the click of a finger. Cash is showered about with ostentatious largesse  no weak Yugoslav dinar here, just fresh deutschmarks and US dollars. All over Belgrade, for the
  favoured few, cocaine is freely available. Guns, luxury goods and substances that should be scarce are ubiquitous. Wheres it all coming from?


  If you cant beat em, join em, smiles one local businessman over lunchtime drinks at the Hyatt the next day. Some stuff you can theoretically get
  legally, but its too difficult and costs too much to do it. I can tell you one thing: if anyone in this city tells you their business, their government ministry, their shop, their
  restaurant, whatever, could survive for a single week without some benefit, directly or indirectly, knowing or unknowing, from the smuggling pipeline, you can tell them from me theyre talking
  bullshit.


  Food and fuel, he confides, are smuggled by land on a nightly basis across the border from Romania and Hungary. Other more specialist items for shops arrive on unpoliceable successions of plain
  container barges up the Danube, where New Belgrade gets first shout. Some basics, designated humanitarian aid, get diverted either en route or upon delivery into the hands of black
  marketers. Meanwhile Yugoslav- or Soviet-made arms and other goods are sold for hard currency abroad: dollars, marks.


  All that sort of thing comes and goes by plane, he tells me, laughing at how cloak-and-dagger he sounds. The dealers have their delivery men.


  Soviet planes have been coming and going with noticeable regularity for a couple of years now, says the businessman. This has opened up a black-market wormhole through which anything 
  guns, people, cash, black-market goods, drugs  can appear or disappear. It makes sense. When you drive through impromptu barricades all day, these mysterious giant Soviet-era planes begin to
  sound like no-brainers  there are no stickups, shakedowns or quasi-military roadblocks at thirty thousand feet. But they also sounded expensive. The fuel for a journey from anywhere outside
  the Balkans would cost hundreds of thousands of (theoretically unavailable) US dollars. Someone has to be flush.


  It turns out that a man named Rade Markovic, one of Milosevics most trusted secret-police chiefs and a regime assassin implicated in the murder of former Serb president Ivan Stambolic,
  and attempted murder of the opposition leader  for which he will later be sentenced to forty years in jail  is now liaising extremely closely with a man called Mihalj Kertes, head of
  customs at Belgrades Nikola Tesla airport. And over the past couple of years, the routes on the flight plans have gone from interesting to downright suspect: mysterious midnight departures
  originating in Russia or the Emirates, making their way from Belgrade via the stans and Cyprus to Iraq and Libya. Theyve coincided with a spike in trafficking activity through the
  Balkans in drugs, guns and hard currency to sustain the regimes proxy militia armies down in Kosovo.


  Probably we know before anyone when war is on the way, Mickey will remember years later, casual as an after-hours minicab driver running down the nightly routine. Jobs
  change. A lot of jobs at one spot. Or maybe a different kind of job becomes popular very quickly. It always means something. And it means money.


  The Serb businessman and I finished our wine, paid the waiter in new US dollars, and headed away from the hotel to our respective jobs, the next meeting.


  But I didnt forget what hed told me, or what Id seen. From that point, every time I travelled as a journalist, the airfields and terminals glowed with
  occult significance. Id find reasons to separate myself, accidentally on purpose, from the press packs in places like Indonesia, Central America, the former Soviet states, the Balkans,
  Africa. I sat and watched the comings and goings of these giant cargo planes and the men who flew them. Mostly, Id sit there for hours and nothing would happen; often, Id attract the
  attention of the local security or military police. Either way, most of it was spent either explaining or wondering to myself what I was doing there.


  But sometimes Id catch a glimpse of some interesting planes, some interesting people. You got to recognize the crews: the worry lines, the likely hangouts, the incongruous overalls,
  Hawaiian shirts and sports clothing. Even the way theyd walk across the asphalt, drink and wait for their connection together, all watchful-casual just like military units. Watch them
  through the foyer window for long enough and you could almost feel their civilian clothes making them itch.


  Id spend the next decade and a half tracing these men and their movements, and trying to get to the bottom of exactly what they were carrying, where, and for whom. And when I got my
  chance to hitch a ride with a crew of delivery men into Afghanistan in the wake of the US-led coalitions invasion, I made sure I took it.


  As it turned out, the pilot and his crew of Soviet veterans would lead me into the shadowy side of the new global economy, from South American guns-for-cocaine drops to the Afghan heroin trade,
  and from the warlord-controlled jungles of the Congo to parachuted suitcases full of cash for Somali pirates. But that was all in the future.


  To understand Mickey and his business, Id first have to hear his story. And to understand the cosmic rupture that threw him, his plane, and a tidal wave of deadly cargo unequalled in
  history out into the world, we have to go back to the USSR.


  


  Part Two
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  EVERYTHING YOU KNOW IS WRONG


  The USSR
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  The Lost Boys


  Soviet Union, 1992


  By December 1992, for Mickey and his crew, not only was the disastrous, drawn-out SovietAfghan war over; the Soviet Union had given up the ghost completely, bankrupted by its
  own arms-race supremacy and torn asunder by the tensions between reformers like President Mikhail Gorbachev and the old guard; between satellite states from Lithuania to Georgia making their bid
  for secession, and by the instinct for stamping out dissent. From the Berlin Wall to McDonalds in Red Square, and from universal comradeship to the new Russians sweeping around
  Moscow in armed cavalcades of BMWs, the times were changing indeed. When hed left for Afghanistan in the early 1980s, Mickey had left a home he knew. By the time hed returned, that
  home was no longer there.


  The Russian military were drafted in small numbers initially to shore up a tame Afghan communist government, like the Americans in Vietnam, but the game quickly changed. By the
  time Mickey arrived, huge numbers of men with the worlds best weaponry, tanks, aircraft and intelligence found themselves struggling to survive the stealth-and-sabotage tactics of Afghans
  fighting for their own land and familiar with the endless mountain passes. Increasingly motivated by fear, desperation and the thirst for revenge, both sides quickly developed a reputation for
  playing dirty. Reports of torture, looting, the massacring of civilians, booby-traps and poisoned supplies and indiscriminate dropping of explosives began to emerge. And as the Afghan tribal
  leaders and mujahidin began receiving covert backing from Pakistan, the Gulf and the CIA alike, flights of the Gruz-200s (Soviet military code for the Il-76 and giant Antonov cargo
  planes that carried Soviet soldiers bodies home) stepped up their frequency Soviet withdrawal went from unthinkable to inevitable.


  Returning home, Mickey and his fellow veterans saw everything theyd thought was eternal, secure and structured turning to ashes in a matter of months. The campaign was lost, their wages
  (when the government could afford to pay them at all) rendered worthless by a collapsing rouble, the air force itself was a busted flush, the economy going down the pan, and their hopes for any
  kind of future, in the armed forces or out, were looking bleak.


  In a parallel universe, a Russian-set version of The Full Monty would portray the sense of listlessness, despair and betrayal felt by these erstwhile Soviet poster-boys of heroism and
  virtue; suddenly told theyre no longer needed, wont be paid, and that everything they fought for was wrong anyway. The entire Soviet army was on the scrapheap, and whole garrison
  towns had become dilapidated and abandoned, almost post-apocalyptic husks. One of them was Mickeys.


  Torrential rain does few cities any favours, but its hard to believe Vitebsk could ever really be beautiful. Perhaps Im being unfair. Like anywhere, the
  fourth-largest city of the Socialist Republic of Belarus has its old town, though its now reduced to a couple of whitewashed promenades, and the centre  all potholed auto routes,
  soot-spouting Volgas and dirty yellow buses full of elderly ladies in headscarves  is no worse than many of the former Eastern blocs industrial centres. But theres something
  about the way the slate sky pushes down on acre after acre of horizontal concrete blocks (offices, houses, hospitals and municipal car parks all seem to have been designed by the same firm of
  architects who may or may not have been heavily influenced by Tetris) that can make a man itch to get into his car, or anyones car, and drive very far away, very quickly.


  Like so many former Soviet towns, it had its pet industries, beyond the air base and military-transport regiment, and like all of them, the clues are in the football teams. The two big local
  names are Lokomotiv Vitebsk (in the Soviet workers paradise, the Lokomotivs were originally teams of engineers and railwaymen), also known simply as Vitebsk FC; and Kimovets Vitebsk (workers
  at the towns KIM tights and hosiery factory). After a disastrous 1995 season, they went under.


  Eight miles out of town as you go north-east towards the lorry-choked E95 motorway and the Russian border, theres a rather bleak military field with a conning tower, planes, gates and a
  few scattered concrete buildings: the ghost of a once-mighty air base. When they werent on tours of duty in Afghanistan and across the Union, this was home to Mickey and his crew, and the
  hundreds of men and planes of the Third Guards Military Transport Aviation Division. It had all seemed so permanent: the men, the base, the planes  some thirty giant Il-76s and more An-22s
   were part of the greatest standing armed force the world had ever known. And then one day that force simply evaporated.


  Looking at it from this historical distance, in the rain on the deserted perimeter, its hard to see how the empires sudden collapse, and so many former Soviet states crazed
  transition to freewheeling capitalism, could have ended up producing anything but a pan-global underground network of airborne traffickers. Or how the world could have expected
  anything but a proliferation of organized crime, profiteering, black markets, terror and instability in its wake.


  For ordinary Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians, the sudden, galloping disintegration of the Soviet Union and its subsequent carve-up by privatizing entrepreneurs was nothing short of a
  disaster. A universal share-voucher issue by the Russian state went disastrously wrong when starving and impoverished ordinary Russians, with little or no idea what it meant to be a stakeholder in
  anything, swapped their shares almost immediately for food or vodka. As a result, almost 100 per cent of the shares in newly privatized state operations and utilities worked their way back to the
  few men already wealthy enough to buy them up, share by share, with booze and bread.


  Meanwhile, many among the first generation of Western firms to do business in former Soviet lands more than lived up to the Soviets image of the robber-capitalist adventurer, turning up
  with much-needed liquid capital and tying Russian companies into swingeing and impenetrable contracts. Some Russian businessmen  soon dubbed new Russians, or biznesmeny
   caught on quickly: Coca-Colas head office in Ukraine reportedly hired its own militia after being raided by gunmen who forced their way past reception demanding the directors
  sign a partnership agreement. A Russian friend in credit control succeeded in tracking down a debtor with an invoice inquiry, only to be told by a voice on the telephone that he
  recognized her accent, and her family wouldnt be too hard to trace should they not be able to write off the debt amicably.


  As the economy seized up, ordinary people across the former Soviet Union became increasingly desperate. The World Banks chief economist Joseph Stiglitz noted in disgust, Not only
  was the [former Soviet states] national economic pie shrinking; it was being divided up more and more inequitably so the average Russian was getting a smaller and smaller slice. The
  effects were clear: from being a society in which only 2 per cent lived below the poverty line  then defined as living on the equivalent of two dollars a day or less  by 1998
  Russias poverty trap had claimed one in four, with over 40 per cent living on less than four dollars a day.


  But if it was a disaster for ordinary people, for anyone employed by the military  and even by 1985, that figure was reckoned by the Central Committee to be a massive 20 per cent of the
  entire working population of 135 million  it was nothing short of an apocalypse.


  As the lands of the Union split away to try their luck as independent states, army units, air bases, nuclear submarines, men, machinery and warheads suddenly found themselves claimed as
  sovereign property; as residents or unwilling occupiers of newly independent states far from home. Even in their home states, funding for the armed forces simply evaporated. Wages went unpaid.
  Rations of food, fuel and clothing just failed to arrive. Equipment lay unrepaired. Ghostly, hunger-ravaged soldiers lost confidence in the chain of command and simply wandered off. Nuclear
  warheads lay unguarded in padlocked sheds and on abandoned rolling stock, their guards forced to forage in the woods. Elite weapons scientists on the verge of starvation appealed frantically to an
  impoverished state for help in keeping their crumbling research facilities going, and their families provided with food, shelter and medicine. High-ranking officers took payment in whatever form
  they could get, from vacuum cleaners to breakfast cereals, and spent their days AWOL, trying to sell them for their supper on the black market. Army platoons hired themselves and their equipment
  out for cash, laying roads with their tanks and enforcing security for whoever had the money to feed them, while airmen expropriated aviation fuel, planted potatoes in air-base soil, did whatever
  it took to feed their families, their men, themselves.


  Pilots and other air force personnel were laid off en masse; those who remained often went unpaid for months, even years. As late as 1996, four MiG-31 pilots at the Yelizovo air base in
  Russias far east resorted to a hunger strike in an attempt to recover several months back wages. The rate of extracurricular deaths among conscripts  from
  suicides, murders and unfortunate accidents  jumped from next to nothing to three thousand a year. It had all happened so quickly that the sheer numbers of servicemen returning from
  erstwhile Soviet posts in Eastern Europe, Central Asia and beyond found there simply werent enough houses for them; camps were set up in which soldiers and airmen and their families were
  forced to live in tents.


  The authorities were rattled by the speed and scale of the breakdown. In a panicked 1992 report, first deputy defence minister Pavel Grachev protested that, of the Soviet Air
  Forces three military transport aviation divisions, suddenly only two regiments remain remotely operational. To make matters worse, the massive base in Vitebsk, as well as bases like
  Ukraines Dzhankoy, Zaporozhye and Krivoy Rog, suddenly belonged to newly independent countries  which meant that they were not merely outside Russias control, but even more
  desperate for cash, and potentially even less stable.


  Among the hundreds of newly created ex-servicemen at the Vitebsk base, all of whom suddenly found themselves on the scrapheap with no other prospects, and often without a final wage packet, were
  Mickey and his crew.


  What do you do? says Mickey. It was a very bad time. There was no money coming in, no housing, no food, the army couldnt even feed us. We all had to find another way
  to survive  and I mean, really, to survive.


  But as it happened, they werent looking for long before the solution found them. Because in a curious twist of fate, the very forces of free-market capitalism that had rushed in to pick
  over the bones of the USSR and that were now impoverishing its former pilots suddenly came to rest, for the briefest of moments, in the hands of one of the most powerful men in the erstwhile Soviet
  Union. And that man was about to take a very close interest indeed in the fate of men like Mickey and his crew.


  Evgeny Ivanovich Shaposhnikov was born on his familys farm in the south-western Rostov region of Russia on 3 February 1942, into the tense, impoverished calm that
  descended between two murderous occupations by the SS. Rostov-on-Don had already been reduced to rubble by the Germans. Regarded by Hitler as having strategic importance for its river port,
  railways and land rich in oil and minerals, the area had first been bombed, then briefly occupied the previous November. The Germans would be back to retake it in July 1942, when little Evgeny was
  just five months old.


  Growing up amid the rubble, landmines and poverty of post-war Rostov, and in a society now severely lacking in adult males, the boxy, well-built boy looked to the skies and Soviet newsreels for
  his role models. From an early age, Evgeny worshipped the brave Soviet fighter pilots. It was my dream to be a pilot from childhood, he says today. After World War Two, all
  military, including airmen, were highly respected persons. My house was close to the airport, and I used to watch the planes high in the sky. All my friends wanted to be like [legendary 1930s and
  World War Two Russian fighter aces] Chkalov, Kozhedub and Gromov. So the choice was obvious.


  Shaposhnikov and his schoolmates werent alone. As with the race for outer space, aviation was very much the sleek, silver shape of things to come in the Soviet Union of the fifties and
  sixties: Yuri Gagarin himself was a pilot first, cosmonaut second; and the air force was hungry for the best and brightest to man its aircraft  a new, cleaner defence system for the Cold
  Wars new geopolitical borders in the sky.


  Graduating from the Kharkov Higher Military Aviation School in 1963, he was quickly identified as having the right stuff and passed out of the prestigious Gagarin Air Force Academy in 1969.
  Square-shouldered and handsome, he was the perfect pilot  talented, well liked by superiors and comrades alike, and loyal. By 1991, when he was appointed the last defence secretary of the
  USSR, hed already commanded the Soviet air forces sixteenth army in East Germany. In 1992, when the USSR broke up, he was appointed commander in chief of the armed forces of the newly
  created Confederation of Independent States  a looser, freer alliance, but one territorially similar to the Soviet Union. Shaposhnikov was a powerful man. And his sympathies, as you might
  expect, lay very much with air force personnel at this difficult and uncertain time.


  That, at least, is as close to an explanation anyone today is prepared to risk as to what Evgeny Ivanovich reportedly did next.


  According to documents uncovered by Russian investigative journal Sovershenno Sekretno (Top Secret) and reported by the International Relations and Security Network, in the
  winter of 1992 Shaposhnikov issued a command granting the right to anyone of battalion-commander rank or higher to dispose of surplus property belonging to the air force. They could
  dispose of it in exchange for payment  though no indication survives that guide prices were given  and to suitable buyers, though its unclear precisely who, in this
  impoverished land, might both have cash and want weapons. Nor was it clear to many men further down the line exactly what was meant by surplus property, as distinct from, say the
  entire contents of the stores, aircraft, ammo, uniforms and anything else that wasnt nailed down.


  In the split second between the command and the commencement of an orgy of privateering and black-market arms sales the likes of which had never before been seen in peacetime, the world
  (Shaposhnikovs closest cabinet colleagues included) all asked themselves the same question: what on Earth was the commander in chief thinking?


  Certain steps had to be taken officially in this direction, explains Shaposhnikov today from his office at the Flight Safety Foundation International in Moscow. Firing and
  training grounds were leased to local collective farms; military trucks were used for fetching non-military goods, men were sent to help collective farmers with crops. Then he adds:
  And surplus military property was given to local businessmen.


  Whether he foresaw it or not, it was a looters charter. As if a whistle had sounded, the quartermasters stores from Vladivostok to Vitebsk, and all the air and weapons bases across
  Russia, Belarus and Ukraine, became a January sale. Selling at low, low cash prices to the right people  and that meant more or less anyone with the wherewithal to come knocking 
  lined the pockets of the sellers (with the battalion commander inevitably taking an 80 per cent cut for turning a blind eye and signing the docket), and gave the buyers access to weapons-grade
  material for a fraction (usually less than 10 per cent) of the guideline market value. Every serviceman with access to equipment, from high explosives, guns and ammunition down to night-vision gear
  and regulation thermal vests, liberated what he could. According to senior Moscow military analyst Colonel Oleg Belosludtsev, Freelance arms merchants took over in cahoots with army
  officers, plundering the vast surplus stocks and selling wherever buyers could be found.


  It might not have been a written memo, says historian Dr Mark Galeotti, academic chair of the Center for Global Affairs at New York University, a historian whos spent his
  career tracking organized crime in the former Soviet Union. But its clear that there was an understanding. We cant pay you, so sell what you need to in order to get by. At this
  point, youve got Russian fields being ploughed by tractors that are basically Red Army tanks with the turrets yanked off and a piece of metal soldered over the hole. So in that
  context, you want an Il-76? Sure!


  At the same moment, the masses of ordnance, ammunition, planes, vehicles and supplies returning from former Soviet bases abroad had become problematic. If there was a shortage of homes for the
  airmen, there were certainly no facilities to house the gear being repatriated in a procession of trucks, Il-76s, Antonovs and ships from abandoned Soviet garrisons throughout the former Soviet
  bloc. Between the announcement of withdrawal and the last arms-laden Candid leaving East Berlins Schnefeld airport in 1994, it was widely understood that anyone who could make a buck
  for himself by disposing of some of the load would be doing everyone a favour.


  The sheer scale of this plundering of the worlds greatest arms stockpile is staggering. Ukraine, where [notorious cargo baron and associate of Charles Taylor, Leonid] Minin came
  from, is a great example, like all the former satellite republics, wrote investigative journalist Matthew Brunwasser. During the Soviet era the Second Soviet Army was based in Kiev as
  part of the Soviet Unions defence strategy against a Western NATO attack. Ukraine was equipped to maintain a standing army of 800,000  almost three times the size of Ukraines
  military today. After the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, Ukraine inherited these Soviet stockpiles of military goods intended for a military far larger than Ukraines.


  In practice, that means that in Ukraine alone military equipment, weapons and transport sufficient for 630,000 troops was now officially surplus  and fair game for anyone
  with enough cash and chutzpah. Colonel Oleg Belosludtsev estimates that a staggering 80 per cent of all arms exports made after 1991 were through shadowy, mafia-like dealing networks that grew up
  around the old military bases.


  Kremlin mandarin General Alexander Lebed went so far as to claim the entire Russian invasion of Chechnya in 1994 was simply a cover for the massive corruption in military high command.
  These so-called generals needed a big war to break out somewhere, he admitted, so that a large number of armoured vehicles could be written off. Armoured
  columns would leave for the Chechen capital Grozny; an unusually high number of tanks, rocket-propelled grenade-launchers (RPGs), ammo, whatever, would be damaged on the journey,
  written off and replacements sent for. Those damaged goods, in pristine condition, would then be sold to whichever broker could meet them on a lonely Chechen road and take
  delivery.


  It was the fire sale of the century. Many of those who had access to the stockpiles simply sold their booty on, becoming dealers, either in the legitimate marketplace, to Western
  companies looking to buy up cheap APCs, guns, armour and aircraft, or to contacts in the rapidly growing local mafia, giving mobsters prime access to former Soviet army stockpiles reclassified as
  surplus small arms. Within a couple of years, defence trade magazines such as the one I was working on were suddenly full of hurriedly written, blurry display ads for MiG fighters and
  other nearly-new defence hardware placed by men like my friend The Contact.


  With uncanny speed, the mafia infiltrated the higher ranks of the military, developing a broad network of suppliers, collaborators and commanding officers with enough clout to sign off military
  equipment by the truckload. Writing perfectly good equipment off as damaged in transit was a favoured method, as it kept not only the buyers happy but the governments suppliers
  too. It was the perfect win-win situation and, if they could only forget about the end use for the weapons, a seemingly victimless crime. Enlisted men further down the ladder like Mickeys
  loose band of associates set up in business  as private security guards, as mercenaries, as drivers . . . and as freelance transport outfits.


  So if these reports are correct, then what on earth was an honest soldier like Shaposhnikov  a hero to many, whose good standing, integrity and trustworthiness were such that
  President Boris Yeltsin entrusted Russias nuclear red button codes to him for safe keeping  thinking?


  These activities were intended to provide men and officers with free food and goods from local farmers and businessmen, he confirms today. The first post-Soviet winter was
  difficult for everyone, including our military and air force, he adds, but I was impressed that our personnel and operational readiness was up to the mark . . . discipline and loyalty
  mean a lot to our men. Shaposhnikov himself must have felt that aside from being a discreet way of helping the boys, this colossal military fire sale was arguably the only means left of
  averting something even more explosive than an arms free-for-all: all-out mutiny in the armed forces.


  Russia had endured one attempted coup, the previous year when, in August 1991, government members opposed to President Mikhail Gorbachevs reforms had imprisoned him and used troops to
  surround the Soviet White House in Moscow. Supreme Soviet Chairman Boris Yeltsin led popular protests against the coup, climbing on a tank to deliver a speech denouncing the plotters. It is widely
  believed that it was only the entreaties of Shaposhnikov (who says he enjoyed very good working and personal relations with Yeltsin) that turned the tide, forcing the soldiers
  climbdown. But now the men, unpaid, unfed, cold and increasingly disaffected, were restive. The spectre of hundreds of thousands of highly trained, desperate and starving servicemen and
  ex-servicemen turning on their masters was, for a short time, a very real one; and a mutinous air force capable of carrying nuclear warheads and troops anywhere, anytime, would have been a prospect
  too dark to contemplate in a state all too conscious of the possibilities of armed revolution.


  The writing was on the wall. Arms, planes, equipment and men were going AWOL anyway, and given the choice between allowing the men at least a piece of the action, or forcing mutiny and civil
  war, one can only speculate that Shaposhnikov effectively had no choice. His colleague, Minister for Privatization Anatoly Chubais, said, We did not have a choice between an ideal transition
  to a market economy and a criminalized transition. Our choice was between a criminalized transition and civil war.


  As for Mickeys team of airmen, they were still in their twenties and thirties, but already carried the skills, scars and hardship-forged contacts theyd brought back from the war in
  Afghanistan  today, Shaposhnikov calls it the Russian version of Vietnam syndrome. For them, the sudden collapse in prospects for the army and air force combined with feverish
  talk of rich rewards to be made in the burgeoning private sector. Their families were hungry; they themselves had frequently been forced to survive on their wits by foraging and bartering what
  petty goods they could steal. Now, finally, with the fire sale, they had a shot at something bigger.


  With the service descending into chaos, the country on its knees, and rich incentives on offer to join the global movement of goods and capital into, between and from the lands of the erstwhile
  Soviet Union, the question for these boys wasnt if theyd use their skills to go into business, but haw.
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  The Machine


  Post-Soviet Russia, Early 1990s


  The guns, ammunition, planes, even nuclear warheads flowed out of the military stores, the bases and the silos, even straight off the factory lines, and into the hands of
  anyone with a good contact, a bill to pay or a score to settle. But for Mickey and his comrades, turning the free-for-all into a worthwhile business would take all the wiles, expertise and
  perseverance theyd learned flying their endless sorties over Afghanistan. It would also take the right plane.


  After years of neglecting the wider economy in favour of military might, the former Soviet Union now faced a downhill race, just as Mikhail Gorbachev had predicted, to liquidate as many of these
  assets as possible, as quickly as possible. Warheads, tanks, bullets, guns, jet fighters, ships, grenade-launchers, transport planes, the lot. Arms manufacturers, sensing the approach of a drastic
  liberalization of the economy, began to adapt to market conditions. But their production lines, used to working towards targets outlined in five-year plans, couldnt react fast enough.
  Commissioned by a suddenly bankrupt army, dozens of Soviet monster aircraft, Ilyushins, Tupolevs and Antonovs, often made it no further than the post-assembly depots, left to rust in their dozens
  outside factories and on silent, abandoned airfields across Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and Ukraine. Faced with the option  sell them and claw back some cash for yourself, or let them
  rust  their guardians were only too pleased to let them go to whoever came knocking. But if a new model
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