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About the Book

"My notes are written for the future. They are the testimony of the innocent victims of the new Chechen war,
 which is why I record all the detail I can." ANNA POLITKOVSKAYA

 The Chechen War was supposed to be over in 1996 after the first Yeltsin campaign, but in the summer of 1999
 the new Putin government decided, in their own words, to "do the job properly". Before all the bodies of those
 who had died in the first campaign had been located or identified, many more thousands would be slaughtered in
 another round of fighting. The first account to be written by a Russian woman, A Dirty War is an edgy and intense
 study of a conflict that shows no signs of being resolved. Exasperated by the Russian government’s attempt to
 manipulate media coverage of the war, journalist Anna Politkovskaya undertook to go to Chechnya, to make regular
 reports and keep events in the public eye.

 In a series of despatches from July 1999 to January 2001 she vividly describes the atrocities and abuses of the war,
 whether it be the corruption endemic in post-Communist Russia, in particular the government and the military,
 or the spurious arguments and abominable behaviour of the Chechen authorities. In these courageous reports, 
Politkovskaya excoriates male stupidity and brutality on both sides of the conflict and interviews the civilians
 whose homes and communities have been laid waste, leaving them nowhere to live and nothing and no one to believe in.
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GRAVE-ROBBERS

The War Dead of 1994–6

In early August few knew that only two months hence the Russian government would again send the army into Chechnya. It was clear, however, that relations with that republic and, more importantly, within Russian society itself could hardly be described as normal.

25 July 1999

YURY PLOTNIKOV HAS just returned from his latest expedition to Chechnya and, alas, he has come back empty-handed. He was shown four corpses, dug out of the scorching hot Chechen soil near Grozny but not one was handed over. Instead the local committee for locating those missing in action (a body set up by the Chechen government) added these wretched bodies to eleven other captive corpses dug up some time earlier, and then, before Yury’s eyes, locked them all away. We forbid you to take these exhumed corpses out of Chechnya, they told him: if you meet some of our conditions, then maybe we’ll think again.

Plotnikov is a member of the working group set up by President Yeltsin for the exhumation and identification of soldiers killed during the Chechen war (1994–6). All he brought back to Moscow this time was the news that 15 bodies, identified as Russian soldiers, are being deliberately held hostage in Chechnya. Again we are forced to bargain, and this time it is the most outrageous of all the trades known to mankind, when the goods up for sale are a pile of decomposing human remains. What is going on here? Why do the Chechens behave with such insolence? Are they doing so of their own accord . . . or perhaps there are other reasons?

“To whom does a dead body belong?” Ask any normal person and they will answer without a moment’s thought: “To the relatives, of course, and no one else.”

Try as he might, Colonel Slipchenko could not clearly formulate an answer to this question. He is the general director of Military Commemoration Ltd; not long ago he was a colonel serving on the General Staff. Today the remains of more than 400 soldiers and officers are still lying in unmarked graves somewhere in Chechnya, and several hundred other corpses are awaiting identification at Forensic Laboratory No 124 in Rostov-on-Don, but Slipchenko, a military man himself, finds nothing particularly shocking about this.

“So they’re lying there! We must work effectively, and not rush things. It’ll take many years yet to finish the job,” Slipchenko assured us.

He quickly changed the subject and began to talk about the American experience. Even today, he believed, not all the US participants in the Vietnam War had been found and identified. As a businessman, though, Slipchenko’s odd attitude is entirely understandable. The longer the process of exhumation continues, the more profit there is for him. He earns his money from the exhumation and identification of those officers and soldiers of the Russian armed forces who died in Chechnya; his firm, Military Commemoration Ltd, where this interview took place, is located in the same Moscow building as the Chief Military Prosecutor’s office. It is, to be sure, a very curious kind of commercial enterprise. And there is, of course, nothing accidental about their proximity. The Military Prosecutor’s Office, as we all know, bears part of the responsibility for locating the unmarked graves. It should be doing this job during working hours and is paid to do so. But it cannot always find the time.

Military Commemoration Ltd

Military Commemoration Ltd was formed in 1997 by the Ministry of Defence to organise the burial of servicemen and women killed in action. Formerly the Armed Forces Statute laid this responsibility on the military unit in which the individual had served. Now the task has been entrusted to these new businessmen and they make money from the location, transfer and burial of such remains.

Naturally, profit is the purpose of all business. In this case, however, it has come into blatant conflict with common sense and the Armed Forces Statute. The money for each buried serviceman comes from the budget, and the total sum allocated to the nation’s defence is, in turn, confirmed each year in closed session by the Duma. Who are the deputies trying so hard to help with these funds? A private company, it would seem.

The state allocates funds for exhumation and identification and these are then transferred to the accounts of Slipchenko, among others. That was the decision of the Ministry of Defence. These sums, if you remember, were provided only after extraordinary efforts on the part of various non-governmental organisations, above all the Committees of Soldiers’ Mothers. Thanks to them this item of expenditure was specified in the 1999 Budget.

The exhumation work is based on Government decree No 1052, dated 20 August 1998, and should follow an action plan approved by Deputy Prime Minister, Gennady Kulik. The plan obliges the Ministry of Defence to identify, receive, conserve and treat the remains, to ensure their despatch and burial and, finally, to erect memorials. Article 103 of the 1999 Budget, Appendix 23, details the financing of this work. The full title of the article reads: “The Search for those Missing and Killed in Action, the Exhumation and Identification of the Deceased, the Official Publication of Lists and Informing of Parents, and the Burial of those Identified.” The total sum available is 109,654,600 roubles [almost $4 million, Tr.]. This was intended for the excavation of approximately 500 burial sites and the identification of more than a thousand bodies.

In a poor country where pensioners go hungry and thousands of children are under-fed, 109 million roubles is no mean sum, and it demands the most careful and scrupulous accounting. We asked Slipchenko about this:

Q. Sergei Iosifovich, during the period that you have been receiving budget funds has your company buried a single one of the soldiers whose remains were exhumed in Chechnya?

A. No.

Q. So what have you been doing with those funds?

A. We are in possession of the entire database for soldiers missing in action [soldiers lying in unmarked graves are officially considered “missing in action”, AP]. We drew up the lists ourselves, after securing the agreement of executive agencies: in 1998 this was the presidential staff and in 1999, the Ministry of Defence.

Q. Could we take a look at your database?

A. No, it’s a commercial secret.

Q. And how much money have you and your company already received from the budget without even beginning to do your job?

A. That’s also a commercial secret.

 

As well as creating this database, Military Commemoration Ltd is helping to construct an enormous cold storage facility, capable of holding up to 500 bodies, at Laboratory No 124 in Rostov-on-Don. This work is also financed from budget funds. We ask Slipchenko: Whatever was the need for such an enormous cold store? Wouldn’t it be better to speed up the identification and burial of those being found? His answer is firm and categorical: “The more morgues we have, the better.” In other words, the dead soldiers of the future guarantee that his company will never go out of business.

The number of war casualties used to be a military secret, now it’s a commercial secret. The strictly confidential information about those missing, presumed dead, is today an entirely tradeable commodity: it can be sold, when and to whom you wish. One of the Chechen conditions for the release of the exhumed bodies, according to information obtained by the Committees of Soldiers’ Mothers, is that Moscow gives them a copy of the database. Why, you wonder? In order to get the addresses and telephone numbers of those families who are still waiting, perhaps, and who would gladly give any amount of money in return for supposed sightings of their captive son?

“And just what business is it of yours, how we’re spending this money?” The man at the Ministry of Defence, Sergei Aksyonov, is furious. He heads the special department for exhumation and identification work.

It proves quite pointless to ask him for detailed information. How is an exhumation actually carried out? As of today how many bodies have been found? In what Chechen village is a grave being opened at the moment? Although his department only came into being (and is now successfully expanding) thanks to those same 109 million budgeted roubles, and despite the fact that exhumation is his direct responsibility, he has no idea.

So what is his department actually doing? It’s engaged in the usual pen-pushing and intrigues, allocating resources and creating new jobs – acquiring fax machines, telephones, photocopiers and so on. Aksyonov’s staff cannot offer society any direct evidence of their activities. But we know what their department’s only job should be: the dignified burial, with military honours, of the identified bodies of officers and soldiers.

In fact, the figures are as follows.

Since the beginning of the year, only 21 bodies of the estimated 500 servicemen and 1,500 civilians buried in Chechnya have been exhumed (figures as of 1 July 1999). Of those 21, not one has been buried. For 1998 and 1999 a total of 108 bodies have been exhumed, but only nine have been transferred from Grozny to the Central Laboratory for Identification Studies (Laboratory No 124) in Rostov-on-Don.

One telling detail: engrossed in its own reorganisation and expansion, the Ministry of Defence has not met its minimal obligation. In the budget allocation it was clearly specified that funds should be set aside for the publication of official lists, confirmed and authorised by the State, of those conscript soldiers who died in Chechnya. This is of the utmost importance. Yet Aksyonov did not even manage to make public these lists. “The Ministry has got its hands on most of this money and is simply spending it on itself,” concludes Valentina Melnikova, a leading member of the Committees of Soldiers’ Mothers who also sits on the presidential human rights commission. In a joint letter to the President, the Prime Minister and the country’s Security Council, the Soldiers’ Mothers appealed for help: “The Ministry of Defence is continuing to spend budget funds for purposes other than those intended.”

“Cynical Time-Wasting”

In Colonel Konstantin Golumbovsky’s opinion all unidentified soldiers could be buried within a year. He is Yury Plotnikov’s superior and heads the presidential working group on the exhumation and identification of soldiers killed in action. Much must be changed and very rapidly, however, if this aim is to be achieved, he says. A major reason for the present cynical time-wasting and misuse of funds, Golumbovsky believes, is the attitude of Vladimir Shcherbakov, the head of Laboratory 124:

“Shcherbakov should spend day and night doing nothing but identification work. I am deeply convinced that now is not the time to write dissertations, conduct scientific research, engage in administrative reorganisation or pursue personal ambition. That can all come later. Now we should only be identifying bodies and burying them! And if there is a chance to identify every single one within a year, then you must postpone these other activities. Yet what is happening is quite different.

“The system of identification proceeds as follows. First, they identify those who can be recognised from their external appearance; then dental records, bones and fingerprints are used; the next category require more specialised methods. Finally there are remains that can be identified only by using a sequencer, a special piece of equipment for delicate genetic investigations. While Shcherbakov was lobbying in Moscow to reorganise the laboratory and purchase a sequencer, 25 of the bodies in Laboratory 124 degraded from the category of those suitable for identification to those that are unsuitable. Twenty-five bodies!

“That means that 25 families and 25 mothers cannot bury their sons. Now they have been told they must wait, indefinitely, until a decision has been taken about the sequencer. I have the unpleasant feeling that this may have been deliberate. When the other bodies can no longer be identified by methods now available in our country then Shcherbakov will get his sequencer. There’s a word for this kind of behaviour: blackmail.

“Until recently no one gave Shcherbakov more consistent support than the members of our group. But then we found out that even the most basic physical measurements and features were not being recorded. And at the same time Shcherbakov was busy trying to get Laboratory 124 transferred from the North Caucasus Military District to the direct control of the Ministry of Defence in Moscow. I simply cannot understand it. Shcherbakov now has almost 70 permanent members of staff, but only seven of them are engaged in identification. What can be the justification? If you have 70 people under your command and your main task is to identify bodies then, in my view, all of them should be involved. If you can’t manage in the course of a year to alleviate the suffering of those mothers then you should report to your superiors and say: ‘I can only identify 25 bodies with my present laboratory, please help me.’ The State could give you the two sequencers it already possesses, and then you’ll get on with the job.

“That’s what someone who is really concerned about his work should do. If Shcherbakov is now merely career-building then this is amoral behaviour. Our hospitals are starved of funds, and children in children’s homes don’t have enough to eat, so if the country has provided money for identification then you must get on with it and do the job! Take the lead – don’t use the publicity to create a laboratory for yourself that will be the best-equipped in the world.”

Unfortunately, Colonel Golumbovsky’s view is supported by certain documents that have come into our possession. For example, a “Note on the Receipt and Use of Budget Funds Assigned for Specific Purposes” provided by Military Commemoration Ltd. The financial details here are quite involved: the Ministry receives the funds for a defined purpose, hands them on to Military Commemoration Ltd which, in turn, transfers them to Laboratory 124. Every conceivable item has been bought for the laboratory, as the note confirms: the usual chairs, stools and lamps, a binding machine, and computers have been purchased; a construction contract has been paid, and a security system, safes, and a digital camera, have all been acquired. Only one of the 13 listed items of expenditure is something of direct use: the chemical reagents necessary for identification tests.

The other document is even more revealing. This is the laboratory’s plan of immediate expenditure, as approved by Shcherbakov. Of the budget funds at his disposal, the head of the laboratory intends to spend 10 million roubles on scientific research, 11 million on new buildings and only 1 million on identification. Yet the entire sum was allocated for this last activity. At this rate the laboratory and its staff will be fulfilling their obligations to the families of the bereaved for many years to come.

The Kosovo Contingency

The fate of those abandoned soldiers’ graves in Chechnya remains unclear, but three years after the war ended this situation continues to pay dividends for the generals. The more unidentified corpses, the better. The war itself was a disgrace. How much more disgraceful it is to halt the exhumations for commercial reasons.

And that is one reason why the Chechen side behaves so insolently. You only respect those who respect themselves. The Chechens look at us, and they see a demonstration of the most fantastic cynicism at the highest level. We were the first to trade and barter human remains. We are no worse and no better than they are: the Chechens are merely playing along with the Ministry of Defence.

Ultimately everything we see today goes back to our total failure to regulate and define relations between the armed forces and civilians. We still do not have basic medical cards for all of our citizens. We don’t even possess a database of identification samples for people in high-risk occupations. Nowhere do those sent on dangerous missions (to Chechnya, for instance) leave biological samples, physical measurements, fingerprints or a single drop of blood before they go. Had that elementary work been undertaken at the outset, our present financial schizophrenia would have been impossible. Only once was there a display of enlightenment. In the very last days before our forces were sent to Kosovo the main military-medical directorate and Konstantin Golumbovsky’s group made enormous efforts to ensure that a doctor accompanied the troops. There, in Kosovo, and for the sake of experiment, he would begin to collect those crucial samples (albeit on a semi-legal and voluntary basis). Not one NATO officer or soldier crosses into that unsettled region without giving such samples.

Perhaps things will be better in the future. But that doesn’t help Yury Plotnikov who, once again, must find something to say to families who have now been waiting for several years for their sons’ remains to return home. Again he must disappoint them, and bear responsibility for the entire State. I have a suggestion. All involved in the division of budget funds should, for the good of their souls, meet one of these mothers at least once a week. If they were obliged to look them in the eye, answer their questions, and say something in their own justification, that would be a great help. They would stop imagining that they could avoid having to answer for themselves.

MOSCOW

*

That was how things were presented in Moscow. A month later, when the fighting in Daghestan was just beginning, Anna Politkovskaya went to Rostov-on-Don to see Laboratory 124 with her own eyes. The situation she found there was rather different.
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LAND OF THE UNKNOWN SOLDIERS

A New Delivery of “Cargo 200”

23 August 1999

SENIOR LIEUTENANT (MEDICAL Corps) Sergei Moiseyenko holds a glass laboratory dish between the palms of his hands and carefully raises it to his eyes. With a nod towards the corner of the office he indicates several bones lying on the floor, but keeps his eyes on the dish. Seven human teeth, discoloured as if they have not been brushed for a long time lie scattered there, together with small pieces of someone’s lower jaw.

“Do you see?” says 25-year-old Moiseyenko, who, despite his youth, is considered one of the most gifted specialists at the renowned Rostov laboratory of forensic medicine. “That’s not a filling in this tooth here, but part of a bullet . . . Together the teeth and those bones are body No 1007 according to our classification. An unknown soldier. He died in August 1996 in Grozny. My job is to establish who he was. There are already some indications. I think we’ll get a result.”

“Lord only knows how! You’ve got nothing but scraps of bone and some teeth. And that bullet, of course . . .”

The conversation moves on. We talk about the frustration felt by all at the laboratory, and the reason why they are still swamped with work though the war ended three years ago. Soldiers in Chechnya carried no metal identity discs or documents. Their superior officers cared little what became of them once they were dead. As a result, body No 1007 today fits into a small plastic bag.

“If they send back bodies from a new war without ID disks . . .” It was the evening of 17 August. Moiseyenko did not yet know that two days earlier, on a Sunday morning, the laboratory head Vladimir Shcherbakov had already received a disturbing call from the Ministry of Defence in Moscow.

“How many ‘credo’ bags do you have there?” someone shouted down the line.

“I’ll find out immediately,” replied Colonel Shcherbakov.

“Send them all to Makhachkala.1 Quickly! Can you get a hundred?”

Shcherbakov put down the receiver. His shoulders gave an involuntary shudder, as if from a chill, although it was 32ºC in Rostov that day. For those who don’t know, the “credo” bag is one of those large black plastic envelopes, closed with a zipper (you’ve all seen US police films) in which they pack up dead bodies. The sort of container the army always needs when its men start getting killed.

Neither did Lieutenant Moiseyenko know that on 18 August, the very next morning after we talked, the bodies of soldiers killed in Daghestan would begin to arrive. They arrived in “credo” bags, under the code name “cargo 200”, at the main reception and treatment centre in Rostov (which serves the entire North Caucasus Military District). And once again, they were without ID discs or documents.2 Body 1007 would have to squeeze up and make space on the senior lieutenant’s table for bodies 1015, 1020 and 1030. It looked as if the entire laboratory was fated to start from scratch all over again, although it still had 277 bodies to identify from the previous war.

Morgues are never cosy places, but wars are bound to happen and you need dissection rooms. There aren’t any decent wars either. But they all leave us with a choice: we can either draw lessons from a war or ignore what it teaches us.

What lessons have been learned over the last three years, from August 1996 when General Lebed helped to negotiate an end to the war in Chechnya, to the present fighting in Daghestan? Why have ordinary soldiers again not left behind even a single drop of their blood to aid their rapid identification? What was Colonel Shcherbakov up to all that time? Why didn’t he persuade the generals that they should never wage another war like that in Chechnya?

Body 549

“What was I doing?!” The colonel is indignant. “I was telling them just that. It’s the reason I was in such disfavour.” He explains:

“The more I pushed, the greater the pressure on me. I was accused of every failing in order to shut me up. Finally, when I could see no other way out, I drafted a law: “On Forensic Registration and Identification in the Armed Forces and Other Paramilitary Formations.” And what do you think? It’s been lying unheeded at the Duma for almost a year. Where was public opinion? And the human rights activists who are today shouting that the Daghestan campaign is a repeat of the Chechen war? They said nothing.

“The Ministry of Defence, on the other hand, and the presidential staff, accused me of playing ‘political games’ to the detriment of the job in hand. But I started to push things further, and demonstrate it was essential to have a database for the identification of all who are in the armed forces. Then they began a campaign to discredit me. Supposedly I was not fighting for identification, but only to create a nice cosy job for myself; I was exploiting these remains to push ahead scientific research. I was personally blamed because the laboratory was identifying no more than four or five bodies a month. But that was simply the reality!”

Body 549 reached Laboratory 124 from Grozny on 20 August 1996 with the label “unknown” attached to the stretcher. It had also been set on fire after death (someone had burnt the soldier after he was shot). The tissue was already in a state of total disintegration. The corpse was therefore impossible to identify visually; it had evidently lain under the southern sun for several weeks. There was no ID disc or any information about his unit. Two distinctive features: the top joint of the left thumb was missing and, by some miracle, a tin cross of the Old Believers still hung around his neck.3

In September 1996 when the lab’s officers could see that no one was coming to claim Body 549 – neither those who had served with him nor his relatives – they sent out thousands of letters, requiring military registration offices throughout Russia to track down any of 549’s surviving fellow soldiers. (It was known which units had taken part in the August battles in Grozny, and so they had a good idea which military registration offices had provided their conscripts.) It was 18 months before they received any replies. That’s how things work in our country. Only many months later did the following letter reach the laboratory:

“From 24 June 1996 I served in Chechnya with unit 21617. On 9 August we were ordered to advance. We went about a kilometre and, after the company in front of us had gone ahead, we came under fire from both sides. I was hit by shrapnel, first in the foot and then in the arm. I fell down and they fired at me again. When the shooting ended I got back to the armoured vehicle. Private Ozhigov was sitting there. Perhaps they would not have noticed him, but he began to make a tourniquet above my elbow to stop the blood. Suddenly he fell across my knees. A sniper had got him. Then our side gathered all the wounded and loaded them on to the armoured vehicle.

“Again the Chechens started firing at us, this time with mortars. I fell down and passed out. When I came to, the platoon leader and our driver-mechanic Khazanov were lying next to me. They said I should keep down because a sniper was watching us. We lay for four hours, pretending to be dead, until the helicopters started bombing the nine-storey building where the sniper was. Then we crawled into some cellar where our commander found us with one of the scouts. We were put in an armoured vehicle . . .”

Private Artur Kamaleyev, from the Volga republic of Bashkortostan, then spent many months in military hospitals: Vladikavkaz, then Rostov and Ufa. Only in spring 1998 did the district military registration office find him, at the laboratory’s request, when he was discharged as unfit for further service. It was then that they discovered he had been saved by Private Ozhigov, who did not have the upper joint of his left thumb.

The laboratory sent a formal request to the military office in the Altai Region, for blood samples, plus thumb and palm prints from the parents of Ivan Ozhigov. His mother and father also sent a photograph of Ivan which Major Boris Shkolnikov, a forensic craniologist, compared to the skull of Body 549 – the same test carried out on the remains of the Romanovs. After five more major scientific investigations the experts could say without doubt: “This is no longer an unknown soldier.”

On 3 August 1999, three years after he died, Ivan’s family received his remains, and a short while ago the body of this 19-year-old private, who had died trying to save his wounded comrade, was buried in a village in Siberia.

A shocking story? Yes, but all the more so because it is no exception, but a typical and everyday example. The majority of cases at Shcherbakov’s laboratory are of this type. He cannot help “spinning out” the identification procedure.

Perhaps you imagine that Moscow – i.e. the Ministry of Defence and the presidential staff – drew the same conclusion from the history of Private Ozhigov? Nothing of the kind. “For three years you’ve been messing around with one body!” That was the accusation thrown at Shcherbakov. The colonel’s retort was just as sharp: “Don’t blame me for your mistakes; all those who could have been recognised by simpler methods have long ago been identified. From now on we can only work in this way. We shall be forced to continue doing so, moreover, until you take urgent measures to finally create a database of identification samples for all soldiers and officers who are sent to areas of conflict.” Keep your voice down, they told Shcherbakov: You’re the one making a good living out of these corpses, it’s your people who are writing dissertations and won’t listen to anyone else. So now we are declaring war on you.

Slander

The campaign against Shcherbakov was headed by Victor Kolkutin, the chief forensic expert at the Ministry of Defence, and Konstantin Golumbovsky, head of the president’s working group on the exhumation and identification of soldiers killed in action. They are highly respected and well-known people. However, it is difficult to describe the weapon they unleashed against Shcherbakov as anything other than public defamation. In Moscow, journalists, Duma deputies, and the Ministries of Heath and Defence were supplied with deliberately distorted information about the colonel. It was claimed, for instance, that Shcherbakov was openly disrespectful towards the remains he worked with, separating skulls from bodies simply because that was easier for his research purposes.

How can you check? The only way is to sit there, among the skulls at the laboratory, in the section headed by Major Boris Shkolnikov and read through dozens of files on unidentified soldiers. Here are the bullet wounds in the skull and here is the file. As you read, it turns out that each of these skulls represents a body: at best a few, individual bones are added to the skull and even then it’s not clear to whom they belong. Lengthy molecular-genetic investigation is needed before they can be proved to come from the same person. Something else of major importance became clear to me then – the soldiers were already in this state when their remains, delivered by Golumbovsky’s team, reached the laboratory.

The other accusation was that, for the convenience of research and the writing of dissertations, the army privates who serve as lab assistants are forced to boil up the bones of the deceased soldiers in the laboratory courtyard in full view of the unfortunate parents. Mothers supposedly had to pass by bubbling cauldrons full of skulls before they could view the remains of their children. It’s a blood-chilling scene and makes one want to demand the immediate arrest of Shcherbakov.

How do you check this story? You must venture yourself into that devil’s kitchen. There it is, exactly as described. Surrounded by filth and an unbelievable stench, soldiers are boiling the bones until the rotting flesh falls off them. It is also quite true that they do this in large vessels more usually employed for boiling clothes. But you must ask why. The reason is that money to purchase autoclaves was not allowed for in the budget estimates. Even the laundry pans were bought only recently. Before that the bones were boiled up in large tins that previously contained jam or herrings. They have no choice. Genetic investigations with contaminated remains are strictly forbidden since they will give no results and damage the equipment. What were they to do? Warn Moscow that all identification work is henceforth halted until autoclaves are provided? They might wait for years. And how then could they look mothers in the eye when they came demanding, if not their sons then at least a coffin?

As a result, the six months before the present fighting began in Daghestan have been spent squabbling, not working. The laboratory got on with its job, but in Moscow they intrigued and spread rumours and Shcherbakov had to fight back. The idea of creating a database for identification of all soldiers sent to areas of conflict has not advanced one iota. The army entered the present war in the same barbaric state as the Chechen war of 1994–6, while Colonel Shcherbakov, a unique specialist whose knowledge is now desperately needed, is a thoroughly harassed and exhausted individual. He is bound, hand and foot, by numerous investigations that do not cease from one week to the next. He is a workhorse, he says, that Moscow has driven to its limit and will soon finish off.

Graves or Monuments?

Who benefits from this outrageous squabble over bones? The immediate and obvious causes are entirely traditional. People, as always, are fighting for wealth and fame. The Moscow authorities are determined that Shcherbakov must be neutralised so that they can decide who is in charge, throughout the country, of identification research and procedures.

Novaya gazeta has learned that very recently – just as they were preparing for the war in Daghestan, in fact – a decision was taken at the highest level by the government and the presidential staff: the unidentified “Chechen” bodies still in Laboratory 124’s refrigerators must be rapidly laid to rest. The reason? The soldiers’ mothers were making too much of a fuss, and it was proving too expensive for the State to pay its respects by identifying and burying everyone. A site had already been chosen in the Rostov City northern cemetery and the builders were given until 25 August to prepare the monument. When, in future, the mothers complain that they wanted to bury their children themselves the blame will be shifted entirely to Shcherbakov. It was he, they will be told, who dragged out the identification process. Any future court cases should be brought against him.

This conveniently kills two birds with one stone. Our authorities hate to be held responsible by the living, whether they are the families of missing soldiers or that tiresomely demanding Shcherbakov. But they adore all kinds of ceremonies in commemoration of the dead – don’t worry about feeding people, but be sure to place a wreath on their graves. Having proved unworthy of their soldiers and officers, politicians and military officials love annual visits to the Grave of the Unknown Soldier where they can shed a few restrained masculine tears for the benefit of the television cameras. As the Duma elections approach, the need is urgently growing for some kind of memorial to the unknown dead of the Chechen war. Politicians and the military need somewhere they can demonstrate their penitence in public. Today this is the most important and fundamental point of disagreement between Shcherbakov and the authorities. He will not hear any talk of such a monument and whenever he meets people in authority he does not fail to warn them that the State could not bring greater shame on itself than by this hurried burying of the problem. Each time he repeats the same quotation. It comes from the rules of the US Military Pathology Institute’s medical examination directorate (the American equivalent of Laboratory 124):


The goal that all of our employees strive to attain is simple. We must not permit any American serviceman or woman to be buried beneath the inscription: “Here lies an American soldier who covered himself with glory and whose name is known to God alone.”



Shcherbakov follows these words with a demand for money in order to continue the expensive identification research. The more he insists, the more our authorities dream of the peace and quiet of the Grave of the Unknown Soldier.

20 August. Deliveries of “cargo 200” from Daghestan are neverending. Shcherbakov is worn out. The laboratory has no more resources than before. As we leave, Lieutenant Moiseyenko tells us: “If they drive such people as Shcherbakov out of the army, I shall also resign.”

ROSTOV-ON-DON

*

On 7 August 1999 a convoy of vehicles and armed men crossed into Daghestan. It was led by the Chechen commander Shamil Basayev and a veteran opponent of the Soviet forces in Afghanistan, the Saudi-born Khattab. They had come supposedly in support of local Wahhabites. Army and police units were sent to repel them.



1 Capital of Daghestan, one of 21 ethnic republics (including Chechnya) that with Moscow, Petersburg and the 66 predominantly Russian Regions make up the 89 “subjects” of the Russian Federation.

2 In the 1990s Russia’s armed forces adopted the Anglo-American ID disk or “dog-tag”. Previously Soviet servicemen carried a capsule, resembling a spent rifle shell, in which personal details were sealed. For decades volunteers have searched for these on the battlefields of the 1941–5 war, providing confirmation of death and adding names to monuments.

3 The Old Believers, the “Dissenters” of Russian Orthodoxy, broke from the church in the mid-seventeenth century over its reform of texts and rituals.
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“A DIRTY WAR”

Basayev and the Daghestan Refugees

In January 1996 we were told that the Chechens would never take Pervomayskoe in neighbouring Daghestan.1 When they captured the town, we were told they would never get out alive. When they left, the then Head of the FSB, Barsukov, convincingly explained how they got away: early one frosty morning they crossed the ploughed fields very quietly in bare feet.

This time no one has offered any explanations. We were simply and triumphantly told that “the territory is being cleansed”. Our information is that the Chechen guerrillas were not barefoot as they left Daghestan, but drove out, unimpeded, in a motorised column led by Shamil Basayev’s jeep. Furthermore, we have good reason to suppose that someone paid a very large sum of money to ensure that things ended this way.

Novaya gazeta, 6 September 1999

6 September 1999

On the evening of 28 August, Akhmet Omarov suddenly arrived at the Pearl Hotel, formerly a holiday resort for the rail-workers’ union. Twenty-two women from his village, with their 30 children, were waiting for the news he brought and, at the same time, afraid to hear what he had to say. In August everything they had thought eternal, unchanging and resistant to any natural catastrophe – their large families in their sturdy massive-walled houses – were not simply shaken, but rapidly ceased to exist.

Now one of 30 newly created refugee centres is located in this beautiful hotel in the foothills, away from the mountains, and away from the refugees’ village of Ansalta, just across the border with Chechnya. Akhmet’s own family took refuge in the hotel: his wife, little daughter, six-year-old twin girls and his 14-year-old son. After embracing them all, Akhmet finally went to director Mahomed-Ali Abdurakhmanov’s office to talk to all the other women. There was a fierce downpour on the street but Akhmet did not shake the rain from his jacket or even notice the water streaming down his chest and back.

“It’s no good,” the farmer told his fellow villagers. “Our homes are gone. They’ve been destroyed or burnt, or only the cracked walls are left standing. It will be impossible to rebuild. My home is also gone. The homes of my brothers and parents no longer exist. There are piles of rubble on all sides. There is no electricity or gas in Ansalta, and our cattle and orchards have been destroyed. We couldn’t survive there this winter. Yesterday there was a meeting of the villagers. The men decided that we would move to another place and build there. We can’t remain where we are any longer. We must wait for the prefabricated houses that Putin promised. The old Ansalta is gone for ever.”

This was the worst news anyone could have expected. In the southern mountainous area of Daghestan a family home is a potent symbol and someone without their own house is the most wretched of all human beings. A man who cannot put a roof over the heads of his wife and children is no longer a man. Until the last minute the women of Ansalta just like their sisters from the other villages obliterated in the August fighting (Rakhata, Tando and Shadroda) – could not believe their men would take this decision. Too many generations had toiled to build the massive houses now bombed out of existence. Too many tears and too much sweat had been mixed with the foundations of these fortified buildings that, it seemed, would last for ever. And now they had just got up and left, carrying only their children.

None of the women shed a tear on hearing Akhmet’s harsh verdict. They are strong-spirited women who are used to surviving in the most severe climatic conditions. They merely shook their heads, “Even this rain is not doing any good.” After the stifling heat that accompanied all the fighting for these mountain villages, Daghestan was subjected to thunderstorms interrupted by a low-lying fog. News that arrives with the rain is by local tradition always considered good and a herald of hope. Alas, the torrential rain that met Akhmet on his return to the camp was contemptuous of such ancient beliefs.

Wisdom beyond Moscow’s Capacity

The refugees have spent days now discussing why this all happened, and who is to blame for their misery. The question they most often ask a visiting stranger is: “But why did you Russians forgive Basayev for what he did in Budyonnovsk2 and everything else he’s done?”

It was something that people in the camps now scattered in the Buinaksk, Sergokalinsk and Karabudakhkent districts could not understand. In the answer to this question they see the cause of their own present misfortunes. The problem is not some “wretched” (as they themselves describe it) Wahhabite doctrine, but the customs and ethics of those ruling the State within which they want to live. Hundreds of perplexed women asked: “Why didn’t your Russian men avenge themselves on Basayev for the blood he shed in Budyonnovsk? What words did they use to justify themselves in the eyes of their womenfolk? And what will your mothers in Siberia say now, when their sons are dying in our mountains and all for that same Basayev?”

That was what I heard from Rakhimat Yusupova, a mother of five from the no longer extant village of Rakhata, as she wrapped a borrowed dressing gown about her; an Ansalta mother of four, Sukainat Abdulmultalipova, supported her words. They were both now temporarily housed at the “Oil-worker” holiday camp. I was told the same by Asma Umakhanova, a widow with ten children at the Cosmos camp, and by Patimat Khan-Magomedova, a pensioner in the Danko camp. They are very simple and naive women. The majority of them had never left their mountain villages before the August fighting. Hundreds of them had never seen the sea and, incidentally, did not enjoy their first sight of the Caspian. At the “Oil-worker” camp, for instance, 70 kilometres from the capital, Makhachkala, Zalina Iduyeva told me, in all seriousness, that she did not want to send her child to boarding-school No 2 in the town of Kaspiisk because it was next to the sea, and that was dangerous.

“Why is it dangerous?”

“Because the sea is there.”

But it’s best to let them describe in their own words their recent encounters with the Chechen fighters.

“I went out to do the morning’s milking. An enormous monster, covered in weapons, was walking past the house. I took fright, ran away and began to hide the children. Then they told me this was a Negro woman who was fighting with the Wahhabites.”

Zarina Tadueva from Rakhata had seen her first ever black person.

Many of the refugees do not speak Russian. With the help of a translator they tell me:

“When Basayev arrived he told us that this was a commercial war.”

“And did you believe him?”

“To begin with, no. Now I do. Because the Russian soldiers let Basayev leave Ansalta and only then bombed our houses. But we’d told them: You can knock down the houses, but make sure you kill them all [i.e. the Wahhabites].”

Finally, the mountain women speak words of condemnation and judgement:

“Our menfolk will never forgive Basayev for what he did to us.”

“Did he threaten you?”

“No. He insulted us.”

“In what way?”

“He wanted to make us do his bidding.”

“But some of the villagers were on his side. He didn’t force everyone, some went of their own accord . . .”

The women fall silent. It is left to Akhmet Omarov to tell us the first thing the Ansalta villagers did when, after the fighting was over, they were allowed back to their village. They found and dug up the graves of two villagers who had helped Basayev, but had been killed in the fighting and buried by Basayev’s men. The returning villagers carried the two corpses out into the mountains so that they did not lie near their ancestors, who had never brought such dishonour in their lifetime.

“But Akhmet, we know that some of your fellow villagers left with the Chechen fighters.”

“One man. But that won’t help him. He’ll run around for a while, then we’ll track him down and that’ll be the end of him. That’s our custom. His time will certainly come.” As Akhmet answers, he gazes at the women and it is as if he is taking a vow before them. A look of pride in their men appears on the women’s faces.

“You did well,” says Kalimat Ibragimova, an elderly woman from Ansalta, to the approving tongue-clicking of her companions. “If you hadn’t dug them up, I would have done so myself. They cannot lie there next to my mother. On 7 August when those bandits came it was exactly 52 days since her death. I had made all the preparations to perform the prayer for her, and then they drove me out. ‘You’re no Muslim,’ I told Basayev, ‘if you don’t let me commemorate the 52nd day.’ He answered me in Russian: ‘We’re driving out the Russians, Mother, because they don’t want Islam.’ I spat at him and said: ‘Yours is a dirty war, it’s not a Muslim war! There aren’t any Russians here, but you’ll drive us out all the same.’ I’ll never forgive him.”

They are, as you see, very simple people. Some might even call them primitive. However, they can see to the very heart of the matter, while we remain blinkered and confused by our complexes and sophistication. These women speak with a decisiveness and clarity that we have long forgotten: “Basayev is a bloodthirsty bandit and traitor and he has no place among normal people.” Their questions and answers expose Russia’s ill-defined policies in the North Caucasus. Our own answers hint at some involved game we are playing, and it is never clear to whose advantage: “Things aren’t that simple,” we say. “It makes sense to negotiate with Basayev . . .”

Meanwhile in Moscow various media commentators again hold forth about all these savages from the hills, and how we should be much tougher on them. With increasing frequency it is suggested that the Daghestanis be kept out of the struggle with the Chechens: let them stand by while we defend their freedom. Unbelievable stupidity, and yet just another of the thousand foolish judgements uttered over the last few years. Such arrogance on the part of the Moscow elite in its dealings with Daghestan is both unacceptable and dangerous. That becomes quite clear if you travel to the remote mountain areas of the republic, talk face to face with the people, listen to what they say and see with your own eyes the results of their struggle in August to defend their freedom. These direct and unsophisticated villagers are infinitely wiser and more principled than all of our Moscow politicians put together, no matter how many advisers crowd round them. Listen to the Daghestani hillsmen, and open your eyes.

“Your Russian men must be braver and take a hard decision,” says Zeinab Baisarova, a music teacher from Rakhata village, now in the Swallow camp. “Let your men decide what Chechnya means for Russia. And when they’ve decided, let them act. As long as they do nothing we shall be forced to fight and flee. Our men will die because yours weren’t worthy of the name.”

Did You, By Any Chance, See Some Aid?

Several years ago Termenlik was a flourishing tourist centre, one of the most popular not just in Daghestan, but in the whole country. Now it houses a refugee camp. The director, Kerim Murtazaliev, is bitter: “Do you remember how, not long ago, we used to joke about the old Soviet toast? ‘Peace to the World’? Well, it’s been given new meaning now, hasn’t it?”

For the first time in his long life Kerim is taking in refugees and he does not hide his deep sorrow at the fact:

“I have 237 people here. They came with only the clothes they stood up in. The children were in pants and barefoot. The women wore slippers. No money or belongings. Nursing mothers’ milk dried up . . . You don’t know where the aid has got to, do you? The television said it was on its way.”

Every time we finish discussing the main subject with the refugees – Who is to blame for the present war? – they ask about humanitarian aid. Regrettably, we were unable to detect the faintest trace of any such help in a single one of the camps. Someone was certainly unloading boxes at Makhachkala airport in front of the TV cameras. Everyone saw that. But not one of the mountain women has yet been able to feed her child with the baby food from those boxes.

The only Russian woman living in Rakhata village is Irina Gasanova. From Tyumen in West Siberia, she married a local man 16 years ago and now she and her three sons are in the Pearl Hotel camp. She tells the following story:

“After watching that programme several of us women asked the director to lend us a car. We drove down to Makhachkala ourselves to the command centre for allocating refugees on Chernyshevsky Street. ‘Where’s our share of the aid?’ we firmly demanded. ‘There’s nothing for you lot,’ they said.”

The director of the Pearl Hotel, Mahomed-Ali, comforted Irina. “We’ll survive without them. I’ll do everything to make sure you don’t starve or freeze. And we’ll organise classes for the children – I used to be a schoolteacher myself.”

Which sums up how the refugees are coping in Daghestan today. Once again the State is nowhere to be seen. That the refugees are fed and have somewhere to sleep is only thanks to the kindness of others. While Moscow is hyping up reports of “humanitarian aid” it is others who bring food and clothes to the camps because they consider it a matter of honour. On 20 August, Dalgat Mirzabekov, general director of the “Electrosignal” factory in Derbent, transferred half the month’s salary for the entire workforce to the refugees. He did not wait to be asked and, naturally, he had the full agreement of his employees. They spent 150,000 roubles buying bowls and powder for washing clothes, and baby food for the young. Mirzabekov’s business, incidentally, is not very wealthy, although well known in Daghestan. When asked why he helped the refugees, however, he replied: “We had to help. That was how our forbears behaved.”

On 28 August the head of the local administration in Ametirk (they are Lakks there, a different ethnic group) brought 5,000 roubles to the “Oil-worker” camp from his fellow villagers. By local standards that is a considerable sum for a poor place like Ametirk. He told the women: “Take it and spend it as you wish. You must be able to dress your children for school.” To the same camp came the most fearsome Daghestani of the present day, the head of the Avar community, Hadji Makhachev, who is, at one and the same time, a deputy premier in the republic’s government and general director of Daghestan Oil. As everyone knows he is a wealthy man and he gave every refugee, man, woman and child, 250 roubles. He gave a further thousand roubles to each family.

There are hundreds of similar stories. Fresh milk is brought each day for the children at the Swallow camp from the village of Ullubui-aul. Why? “After I saw a woman with a small baby get out of the bus, scared, weeping, and without even the simplest knapsack, I went and organised our lads the very next morning so they should have milk,” Mejid Mejidov, who is farm manager here, tells me. When I ask if he expects anyone to pay him someday for all this milk, he does not reply. He is offended.

The present catastrophe in Daghestan has once again shown that ordinary people are a hundred times better and purer than our authorities. At best our clumsy and unresponsive regime thinks only of itself and does nothing. One other sad observation. Unlike the Chechen war in 1994–6 not a single Moscow human rights organisation has done anything to aid these hapless people – and yet several of those organisations are specifically for refugees and not lacking in resources. Only the Daghestanis today are helping the people of their republic and this does not bode well. Moscow is thereby sowing the seeds of separatism. When they take root and begin to grow, the federal authorities will complain that you can do nothing with these people.

And it’s high time to return to the questions the mountain women asked most often. Of course, they’re naive people. They simply cannot understand that Russian men are going to say nothing to Siberian mothers to explain how they are dealing with Shamil Basayev. They’ll keep quiet as usual. Yet again they’ll do nothing about Basayev and swallow this disgrace. Then they’ll shield themselves behind clever words: discussion of the status of Chechnya has been “postponed”, we must not increase tension by arresting Basayev. Madness. The women are right. As long as our men behave in this way, their war will never end.

MAKHACHKALA-BUINAKSK-KARABUDAKHKENT



1 Retreating from his raid on Kizlyar, Salman Raduyev and the fighters with him were caught by Russian forces near Pervomayskoe village just before reaching Chechnya.

2 In June 1995 Shamil Basayev and 148 Chechen fighters invaded the southern Russian town of Budyonnovsk and for a week held up to 1,000 hostages in the hospital. He negotiated their release with the then Prime Minister Victor Chernomyrdin in exchange for safe passage back to Chechnya.
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TAINTED TINS

How the Soldiers are Fed

30 September 1999

IF IT HAD not been for the fighting in Daghestan the two of us might never have met: the tinned meat of the Semikarakorsk meat-processing plant and my digestive system.

It was getting near suppertime and the men of the Lipetsk Region OMON [riot police] who were off-duty invited me into their improvised kitchen. They are currently based in the Kazbekovsk district next to the Chechen border, and are guarding the approaches to Dylym, the main town in the area. I should have been warned by the mysterious winks and smiles they exchanged.

The kitchen turned out to be in a cellar, down two dark flights of stairs. The lower we descended, the greater my reluctance: the foul stench rising to meet us suggested that chemical weapons had been used not far away.

“May I offer you a gas mask?” a pleasant young man asked.

“You’re most kind, but if you can take it, so can I.”

“Oh, you mustn’t compare yourself with us, we’re already used to it.”

At that moment we reached our destination and the dishevelled character in charge of the kitchen came into view. With a knife he was opening one after another of the latest rations from the Semikarakorsk plant. They had received them the day before from the OMON quartermaster at the food depot in Kizlyar. Plunging his blade through the pliable aluminium he counted aloud:

“ . . . Tin 23, rotten. Tin 39, likewise. Tin 41, the same . . . That’s enough! Tin 42 is for you. Take it back to Moscow and show them what they feed us. Perhaps you’d like me to disembowel it here and now, so there’s no mistake?”

“Better not,” jokes Alexander Pavlovich Ponomaryov, the lieutenant colonel in charge of these Interior Ministry forces (to them he is simply Pal’ich), “everyone on the plane might die before the tin reaches the capital of our great country. Try a sample of what they regularly serve us.”

I sniffed and licked. What else could I do? My organism reacted instantly.

“We have stomach infections all the time,” concluded Pal’ich. “And that’s the condition we fight in.”

“But do you have enough to treat it? Did they give you anything?”

“Medicine, you mean? Not really. We’re chronically short of everything here.”

I pulled out all of the anti-diarrhoea tablets I’d taken with me on the trip and handed them over to Colonel Ponomaryov. Then I decided to investigate local life and its chronic shortages.

Food Fit for Heroes

This unit of the Lipetsk OMON is already famous throughout Daghestan. They are in charge of the Kazbekovsk section of the cordon sanitaire that runs along the Chechen-Daghestani border and they recently performed a feat of heroism. In early September they were guarding the small town of Novolakskoe. With them were the town’s fearless policemen and an army unit under the command of Infantry Major Zhenya (in Daghestan officers do not introduce themselves, even to fellow officers). At one point it became clear that things were going badly and the bandits would soon have the area completely surrounded. No one wanted to die. So while there was still a way out of the town, Major Zhenya grabbed an armoured personnel carrier and drove away from the fighting, leaving his own soldiers and the policemen to their fate, and to almost certain death.

“Why didn’t you save yourselves and run?”

“We had wounded men with us.”

When resistance became almost futile and they faced capture or death, the Lipetsk OMON decided to break through enemy lines. Of course, they had almost no chance of getting through alive. It was simply a case of despair, resentment, and a desire to live. Guided by their senses, they crawled out at night, stealthily and silently, tracing a great arc across Chechen territory, beyond the surrounding fighters, where death waited behind each hill.

Discussing their feat of bravery in that stench-ridden kitchen only sharpened everyone’s perceptions. How could people who have shown such bravery in impossible circumstances and, weeks later, continue to face mortal danger every day, now be living like stray dogs that no one cares for? Is this how the Motherland repays their valour?

The next subject proved highly sensitive for these resentful people whose nerves have been stretched to the limit. The Lipetsk OMON escaped from encirclement in worn and tattered clothes. What was left when they reached freedom could have gone straight on the fire. But did anyone hurry to issue them with new uniforms? The military quartermasters now running Daghestan did not even blink. Instead they had to rely on their well-disposed comrades to cover their nakedness.

Their heroism was not reflected in their pay, either. Prime Minister Putin may frequently offer the nation therapeutic TV sessions, but the OMON are still getting a mere 22 roubles a day [about $0.70, Tr.], and there’s no hope of any more. Not for them the $1,000 the Chechen fighters are supposed to get each month! It makes no difference whether you’re a hero, or a Major Zhenya. Pal’ich supposes that somewhere, perhaps in Makhachkala, at staff headquarters, some of the generals may already be doing quite nicely. On the front line, here in Dylym, where they expect the Chechen fighters to break through again at any minute, no one has seen any extra money.

Hence their hungry existence. They live little better than savages and our beloved country blows the smell of tainted meat in their faces. The Lipetsk OMON men are greeted by this stench in place of supper and can expect nothing else. There are no street-side kiosks here, only ravines and mountains, and even if they could buy something to eat they have no money. If it were not for the tins from Semikarakorsk then the Motherland would be offering its heroes nothing more than gruel. When the local women notice how thin the soldiers defending them are, they bring them food out of the kindness of their hearts.
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