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PREFACE

On 11 December 1994 Russian forces were sent into Chechnya "to restore the constitutional order" after three years of tension and uncertainty. "Why can't we carry out an operation in our country like the US did in Haiti?" demanded Kremlin hawk Oleg Lobov when warned of the possible consequences. Whether the attitudes of the war-party were shaped by contempt or historical ignorance, the use of force turned a minor distraction into a major conflict.

The Chechen fighters denied the federal authorities a rapid victory. The generals and politicians leading the campaign had to face the unaccustomed scrutiny of Russia's new media and parliament. A small but articulate minority in Moscow opposed the operation from the outset and mounting casualties extended public disaffection: a year later Boris Nemtsov, young governor of the Nizhny Novgorod Region, gathered a million signatures on a petition against the war. Finally, after 18 months of armed conflict and uneasy ceasefires, the stalemate was officially acknowledged.

Following Yeltsin's re-election as President of the Russian Federation (and a last outburst of fighting), an agreement was reached with Chechnya's leaders in August 1996. Federal troops were withdrawn, and a five-year moratorium imposed on any discussion of the republic's disputed status. The war had been a terrible 


and disturbing lesson for the reformers.

A mere ten years earlier the USSR was a nuclear superpower and serious rival to the West. The rapid dissolution of the Soviet bloc and the emergence of more than a dozen new states from the USSR was "in retrospect a remarkably non-violent process"1 – only in Chechnya (and distant Tajikstan) did the transition result in war. The end of the fighting offered a new start, both to Russia and Chechnya. For a time it seemed that the brutal military campaign had been a singular lapse, one last appalling aberration in a momentous period of change that saw the end of the Cold War, the defeat of communism, and the beginning of market reforms in the old Soviet Union.


In January 1997 Asian Maskhadov was chosen President of Chechnya in elections that international monitors agreed were free and fair. In May that year he met President Yeltsin and they signed a treaty that further confirmed the end of hostilities. Both sides seemed determined henceforth to resolve their differences by non-violent means. This commitment to democracy and diplomacy justified Russia's admission to the Council of Europe in 1996. In international eyes Chechnya remained within the Russian Federation, and was thus also regarded as part of a wider Europe.

However, others drew a different lesson from the first military campaign. If such an operation were repeated, the government was advised, the forces sent into Chechnya should be properly led and co-ordinated; and this time public opinion, the media and parliament would have to be effectively prepared and managed. When Anna Politkovskaya began reporting for the popular bi-weekly Novaya gazeta in summer 1999, Yeltsin was selecting a new prime minister. The little-known Vladimir Putin's candidacy benefited from a widespread feeling that the country needed firmer government, that the new business magnates, the so-called oligarchs, should be reined in and that the Federation's 89 restive regions and republics ought to be 


brought back under control. With parliamentary elections soon to be held, a rapidly escalating sequence of events provided an opportunity for Yeltsin's protégé to give a dramatic demonstration of such firmness – fighting in Daghestan, terrorist explosions in Moscow and the second deployment of federal forces in Chechnya on I October 1999.

JOHN CROWFOOT







INTRODUCTION

In 1818 the tsarist general Alexei Yermolov founded a new fortress in the North Caucasus. He was stepping up his efforts to subdue the rebellious native peoples in the mountains to the south and he called the fortress Groznaya, meaning "Terrible" or "Formidable", as a token of his intent to intimidate them. How grimly appropriate then that the city of Grozny, the successor to that fortress, should now symbolise the terror that the Russian military can inflict in the modern age. Grozny, which once had a population of 400,000, is now barely a city at all. All its major buildings stand in ruins. It is modern Europe's most powerful symbol of what happens when politics fails and violence takes over.

The destruction wrought on Grozny makes even the damage to a battle-scarred town like Sarajevo seem light. Wandering through the streets after its ruination during the first Chechen war in 1994–6, it was hard to conceive how conventional weaponry had done so much harm. The centre of the city was reduced to rubble, with many of the inhabitants of these streets lying in mass graves. Ruins had been swept into tottering piles. Streets had become empty thoroughfares that ran between large areas of sky. If an occasional building had escaped the bombing, it was only a large windowless facade facing nowhere. It would have seemed more plausible to be told that the 


place had suffered a nuclear attack or some giant natural catastrophe.

The destruction of Grozny was both terrible and strange. Terrible, because of the wantonness and scale of the damage. Strange, because this destruction was ordered from Moscow with the stated aim of preserving Chechnya within the Russian Federation. Chechnya was Russia's equivalent of Northern Ireland within the United Kingdom or the Basque country in Spain – an unstable dissident region, some of whose citizens wanted to secede, some of whom wanted to stay in the larger country. Like both those places, it had a mixed population. The majority of the inhabitants of the centre of Grozny were Russians.

This turned out to be only the first round. In 1999–2000 even more devastation was inflicted on the city by artillery and bombers. Chechnya has now lost almost everything we associate with a modern state: government, economy, housing, power, healthcare. Chillingly, recent visitors also note a lack of men. Wandering through the devastated streets of what he called the "Hiroshima of the Caucasus" in September 2000, a British journalist found only women working on tiny efforts at rebuilding from the ruins: "The men are not simply demoralised: they have vanished – for some good reasons."2 One reason was an order by the Russian military command to treat all Chechen males between the ages of 10 and 60 as potential fighters. Many were arrested and "filtered" into places like Chernokozovo, a former prison, turned into a "filtration camp". Chernokozovo was officially set up in order to unmask Chechen fighters, but was turned into a factory of torture and extortion against the Chechen male population. According to human rights researchers who interviewed survivors the Russian soldiers greeted new inmates with the words "Welcome to Hell".3


How did this hell come to pass? How did Chechnya end up obliterated by war? In answering these questions, it is important 


to remember that, although the conflict has deep historical roots, Chechnya's implosion was quite rapid. Ten years ago it was an unusual but by no means exotic southern region.

Three snapshots from my visits to Chechnya as a reporter over four and a half years, show its descent into the Inferno: I first visited Grozny in January 1994, eleven months before war broke out and a little more than two years after General Jokhar Dudayev proclaimed the republic independent of Moscow. Its freedom was only symbolic: direct flights operated from Moscow, Chechnya's borders with the rest of Russia were open and the currency was the rouble. Yet Grozny was already a bizarre place, where guns were traded in the bazaar and the silence of the night was punctuated by baying dogs and random shots. The project of Chechen independence had gone sour, and yet Grozny was still an imposing Russian city with broad boulevards, a university, shops and cafés.

Three years later in January 1997 this city had vanished. The university, the neo-classical Hotel Kavkaz, the presidential building had all been levelled by bombs. The human cost had been appalling, but a residual society had survived the war. Most of the Chechen population had retained their one-storey houses on the edge of the city. And the occasion was an optimistic one: after the Chechen victory and the Russian military withdrawal, the Chechens were holding elections, monitored by international observers. All the candidates advocated Chechen independence, but the long lines of voters were solidly behind the most pragmatic and apparently honest of them, the chief military commander Asian Maskhadov.

Contrast these scenes to a year and a half later, the hot summer of June 1998 and my last visit to Grozny. Maskhadov had failed and peace had only brought new nightmares. The city had never been so forbidding and for the first time a foreigner had to fear for his safety in broad daylight. I had four guards with me all the time, to deter the kidnappers, who were Chechnya's most – its only – successful entrepreneurs. Hundreds of people, the majority of them Chechens, 


but also Russians and foreigners, were being held hostage. At the children's hospital, where staff had not been paid for months, the chief doctor told me about a growing tuberculosis epidemic. Almost the entire adult population was unemployed and insurgents opposed to President Maskhadov were growing more powerful.

This was the background to Moscow's second military intervention in the autumn of 1999, bringing yet more destruction, marauding and hatred. The second Chechen conflict is Anna Politkovskaya's subject in A Dirty War. Normal civilian lives are often overlooked by war correspondents in the heat of battle, but this is Politkovskaya's essential subject. By her careful reporting, the author becomes our Virgil, Dante's guide through the Inferno, a guide both to this apocalypse and to the attempts at ordinary life lived in its shadow.

This book is a work of immense courage. Politkovskaya risked the dangers of a partisan war, of army checkpoints and Chechen kidnap gangs. Finally, and most frighteningly, she was arrested, abused and threatened with death by some of the same soldiers she was investigating for atrocities. This is investigative reporting in the truest sense. She also has the capacity to remain human in the most inhuman of situations. She feels sympathy – and elicits our sympathy – for the victims of this conflict, however little their story. There is real pathos in the story of the Russian conscripts, misled into going to a war zone by being fuddled with alcohol and packed off in the middle of the night; or the poor villager whose only cow has been shot by a rabid Russian general using it for target practice. Of such little calamities is a great tragedy made.

Much has been misunderstood about the origins and nature of the Chechen conflict. Many of the categories commentators use to describe it are simply misleading. The war was not, as Moscow determined it in 1999, an "anti-terrorist operation": you do not flatten cities in anti-terrorist operations. It has never been an Islamic jihad – the Chechnya that initially fought for its independence in 1994 was, formally at least, a secular republic. Islam won more recruits 


during the war and afterwards, but it was more a new badge of identity than fuel for conflict. Equally, the politics of oil, despite many Western analyses, was always a secondary consideration. Chechnya was producing very little oil by the 1990s and the separatist regime in Grozny never interfered with the oil pipeline from the Caspian Sea that ran through Chechnya. In dozens of conversations with Russian officials about the origins of the 1994 war I do not remember the subject coming up once.

It is better to see the Chechen war within the particular history of the North Caucasus Region and the clumsy efforts made to integrate it into the Russian state. The region is both Russia and not Russia. The mountains, foothills and plains on the north side of the Caucasus contain a patchwork of small nationalities, which were incorporated into the Russian Empire only in the mid-nineteenth century. In the Soviet era they were divided into six – now seven – "autonomous republics", regions where some of the more populous nationalities were honoured with a higher symbolic status and a few token institutions. The common language and urban culture is Russian. Yet they were and remain a world away from the flat Slavic heartlands of Russia because of their mountainous geography, distinct ethnic traditions and the predominance of Islam over Christianity.

In the summer of 1999, when Anna Politkovskaya travelled to the region, the focus of anxiety was the easternmost republic, Daghestan. Daghestan forms a long sliver of mountains that falls down to a strip of coastline and then the Caspian Sea. Almost every valley is home to a new nationality and language; by one estimate there are 34 main ethnic groups in the republic. This has helped to make Islam a greater force than in Chechnya, indeed the republic's lingua franca used to be Arabic, as taught in the mosques (it is now Russian). Deeply divided within itself and heavily reliant on Moscow for economic subsidy, the region has remained, as it were, Russian by default and the idea of Daghestani independence has never carried weight.

Yet after the war in Chechnya ended in 1996, Daghestan began to 


fall apart. Radical Islam made headway among young men and many of them flocked to two villages, Karamakhi and Chabanmakhi, which declared themselves autonomous from the regional government. The republic's notoriously venal politicians resorted to violence to sort out their feuds and there were prominent victims in gangland-style bombings and shootings every week. Chechnya, de facto independent and next door, provided a haven and safe refuge for armed gangsters and militants on the run

On 7 August 1999 two Chechnya-based warlords moved across the mountains from Chechnya into Daghestan in a convoy of vehicles and armed men. They acted suddenly and their motives were unclear. One was Shamil Basayev, the most famous of the Chechen warriors of the first conflict. Basayev had become Russia's enemy number one after he led a raid deep into southern Russia in 1995 and took hundreds hostage in the town of Budyonnovsk. He had been allowed to escape back to Chechnya in return for the promise of peace negotiations. A year later he led the Chechen recapture of Grozny. Basayev is more radical than President Maskhadov and was seeking a new role for himself in post-war Chechnya. Equally, he was not a radical Islamist, merely a devout adherent of the Naqshbandiya, the local Chechen brand of Sufi Islam.

His comrade-in-arms was Emir Khattab, a frightening individual with long black Medusa-like locks. Khattab, the only non-Chechen to have fought with prominence in the first war, is a Bedu from Saudi Arabia. He fought with the mujahedin against the Soviets in Afghanistan and moved to Chechnya in 1995. A year later he led an operation that destroyed an entire Russian tank column high in the southern mountains. A video cassette of the attack - released no doubt to elicit more money from his Saudi sponsors and on sale in Grozny market - shows Khattab walking along a line of charred Russian corpses, yelling in triumph. After the war was over, Khattab stayed on in Chechnya and started a training camp for fighters.

The two warlords, together with a couple of thousand warriors, 


moved into three villages in the mountains. They said later they were responding to a call for help from Islamist allies in three mountain villages, but their broader goals are disputed. It seems unlikely that at this point Basayev and Khattab were anticipating a new war in Chechnya. A year before they had publicly proclaimed their desire to yoke Chechnya and Daghestan together into one Islamic republic. A union with Daghestan was probably their long-term ambition and any rebel movement in the North Caucasus needed Daghestani support to flourish; but in 1999 a union like this had no widespread public support and was little more than a slogan. (Indeed Basayev seemed to be aware of this. When I interviewed him in June 1998 the subject of Daghestan did not come up once, he talked only about Chechnya and Russia.) Another writer has called the fighters "Che Guevaras in turbans", men more interested in the overthrow of the pro-Russian corrupt order in Daghestan than in creating an Islamic state.4 Just as important a spur for Basayev was his obsessive desire to continue the fight against the Russians in any manner possible; since 1996 he had lost status and purpose in Chechnya and had had an unsuccessful spell as the republic's prime minister. He remained a man in quest of martial glory as an end in itself.

Inevitably, this being the Caucasus, there are also suggestions of conspiracy. Some suspect that the Chechen incursion was deliberately provoked by someone in Moscow to justify a strong military response. The two men were invited into Daghestan by two criminalised politician brothers, the Khachilayevs, who had shadowy connections in Moscow (one of them has since been murdered). It was also an open secret in Chechnya that the telephones and the radical Islamic website used by the invaders had been paid for by the prominent Kremlin insider and business tycoon Boris Berezovsky – a man with long-standing business links in Chechnya and a murky political agenda in Moscow.

What needs no proof is that Basayev and Khattab's incursion into 


Daghestan was the cue for a momentous shift of power in Moscow: the entry on to the Russian political stage of a new strong man, the then head of the counterintelligence service or FSB, Vladimir Putin. Putin was named Russia's new Prime Minister on 9 August, two days after the first raid. He promptly flew down to Daghestan to take charge and ordered an escalation of the Russian response. Three weeks later he ordered an attack on the two separatist Islamic villages in the plains. Then a bomb, almost certainly planted by the rebels, tore apart a Russian army compound in the Daghestani town of Buinaksk; it killed 62 people. Further terrorist bomb attacks, their motive unexplained, killed more than 200 people in Moscow and southern Russia. They provided the background to a new intervention in Chechnya.

By marching into Daghestan, Basayev and Khattab had detonated a different kind of explosion in Russia's most fragile region. They also made a big miscalculation. They clearly believed that they could count on local support, but instead a flood of Daghestanis poured away from the mountains and there were demonstrations and rallies against the Chechen invaders. Thousands of Daghestanis appealed to the Russian authorities to give them weapons to fight the Chechens. The region was threatening to turn into a mini-Lebanon, a place with no central control, fought over by private armies.

It is crucial here to emphasise how different Daghestan and Chechnya are. There is no "domino effect" waiting to happen in the North Caucasus – or indeed elsewhere in Russia. Few Daghestanis have ever advocated secession from Russia. Chechnya was and remains very different, its attempt at independence a special case. This is because, in contrast to their other North Caucasian neighbours, the Chechens had two engines that propelled their movement for independence: both a political and economic base and a common memory of mass persecution. Of all the pieces in the mosaic of the North Caucasus, Chechnya alone had a productive economy, centred on its factories and oil refineries, and a large and homogeneous 


population (with around 800,000 Chechens in 1991). They also had a living recollection of mass trauma: they were the largest ethnic group in the Caucasus to be deported en masse by Stalin to Kazakhstan in 1944. Tens of thousands died on the way and Chechnya was abolished and erased from the map. The Chechens were allowed to return home only in 1957 after Nikita Khrushchev's Secret Speech denouncing Stalin, but even then were still second-class citizens in their own republic, subordinate to ethnic Russians.

In 1991 Chechnya gained a radical leader, General Dudayev, who was able to mobilise these grievances into a bid for independence. Dudayev made his dash for freedom in September 1991, when the whole architecture of the Soviet Union was breaking up. It was not a classical act of de-colonisation. Dudayev had been a patriotic Soviet general, who spoke Russian better than Chechen and was married to a Russian. He was an impulsive and difficult leader, who found it difficult to negotiate with Moscow – but sometimes offered very favourable terms for re-joining Russia.

The tragedy of Chechnya is that the 1994 war was completely avoidable. Dudayev was a poor negotiator. But, far more importantly, the administration in Moscow lacked any maturity and historical insight in their bargaining process with the Chechens. To achieve a peaceful settlement with Dudayev required a gesture of historic respect for what would have been the Chechens' first ever voluntary submission to a Russian state. The failure to meet this challenge was the biggest failure of Yeltsin's new Russia.

The men in the Kremlin also lacked the courage to do something else: to cut off the roots of the outlaw economy that had allowed Chechnya to flourish for three years – and they were in Moscow not Grozny.

The Chechens had always had an outlaw reputation. Even in the twentieth century, administration by Moscow was at best provisional. The American engineer George Burrell saw this in 1929, when the Soviet authorities were attempting forced collectivisation of Chechnya: 


When we first went to Grozny we locked the doors and windows at night and were a little apprehensive about the fighting going on around us. We would see the soldiers going out fully equipped for a foray into the hills or the steppe, and see them coming back, tired after a seemingly hard campaign, bringing their dead and injured with them, for they by no means escaped unscathed. But the Army is too powerful for scattered bands of tribesmen or groups of villagers to contend with, hence as time passed less fighting occurred in the surrounding district.

The trouble would sometimes start when a Government agent went to a village to collect taxes, grain or cattle. He was occasionally roughly handled, or killed. Then retaliatory measures commenced and mayhap what was left of that village was little enough. Some motor cars in Grozny were punctured with bullet holes. Anybody in a motor car out on the steppe might be mistaken for the tribesmen's persecutors and a shot would come winging through the air. Several chauffeurs were killed while we were in Grozny, hence there were some localities not far from Grozny where foreign experts were forbidden to go.

The tribesmen, say the Chechens, are a proud race, not easy to coerce. Many of them dislike the Government on various counts. The men never did much work, allowing the women that privilege. Now an effort is being made to make them work. Furthermore, many are Mohammedans, difficult to persuade on religious matters, and do not take kindly to the Communistic form of religion, or to any change in their mode of living. The Government, they find, wants to change everything. They resent changes in their age-old customs – the blood-feud, harems and the sale of brides. The Mohammedans hopelessly see the passing of Islam as a force in Soviet Russia."5




There was an old Chechen tradition of the abrek, the noble bandit who resists authority. In the modern period he had a less glamorous descendant, the Chechen Mafioso. The generation of Chechens that grew up in exile in Kazakhstan was excluded from positions of authority in the Soviet system and men from this group formed one of the most feared criminal networks in Moscow. Even today, Chechen criminals have powerful influence in the Russian second-hand car business, oil pipelines and even the Moscow city administration. Naturally the existence between 1991 and 1994 of a "free economic zone" in the south outside the Kremlin's jurisdiction made their lives – and the lives of a lot of corrupt Russian politicians – a great deal easier.

Reading Politkovskaya's book, we are reminded that war did not close down the shadow economy in Russia and Chechnya. It merely changed the list of products for sale and raised the prices.

The fact that men make money out of war is a truism. In Chechnya this process has gone much further than usual and the pursuit of financial gain has distorted all other goals. Put simply, everything is up for sale. Politkovskaya records that Russian officers had allegedly taken over control of the backyard oil wells that were Chechnya's most lucrative asset. At the same time they were also alleged to be shipping metal out of the republic.6

This is only the tip of the iceberg. "I could buy a tank if I wanted to," a Chechen trader once told me with typical braggadocio, but he was exaggerating only a little. He had already bought automatic weapons, grenades and ammunition from Russian conscripts – weapons that were bound to be later turned on them or their comrades. Politkovskaya discovered evidence of the same practice in the latest conflict. The first chapter in this book is yet more 


grotesque, as she relates in effect how unidentified corpses became articles of commerce. Samuel Beckett – or nearer to home Nikolai Gogol – could not have dreamed up anything blacker.

The largest amounts of money to be earned in Chechnya came with the kidnapping business. The taking of hostages is an old practice in the North Caucasus, where many mountain tribesmen were in the habit of raiding Cossack settlements and traders in the plains. War, economic collapse and a plentiful supply of guns caused it to surge up again in Chechnya in 1997.

This time however it took on a very contemporary spin. Gangs armed themselves with four-wheel-drive vehicles and satellite phones. The kidnappers were exceptionally brutal, given to torturing their victims and despatching gruesome videotapes of their acts to the families involved. They used "intermediaries", often top-ranking Russian and local officials, who reputedly won large slices of any financial deal negotiated. And they extracted ransoms that were staggering by regional standards. In a region where salaries were at best a few dollars a month, kidnappers demanded – and received – millions of dollars in ransom fees. After several Russian magnates paid out this kind of money, shares in the kidnapping business rocketed.

At least some of the kidnappers have found favour with the Russian authorities. In a extraordinary twist to this tale, it was reported in the autumn of 2000 that the Russian domestic intelligence service, the FSB, was protecting Arbi Barayev, a ruthless Islamist, implicated in numerous kidnappings and the beheading of four Western telecom engineers in Chechnya in 1998. Moscow News reported that Barayev and two other prominent kidnappers, the Akhmadov brothers, had apparently switched sides and were helping the Russians. The three were living in their own houses and travelling freely across Chechnya in their own vehicles. None of them had been put on Russia's wanted list and the Akhmadovs were said to be in possession of FSB documents. If true, the implications of 


this are devastating: the Russian security services have been working with the very "bandits" in Chechnya they claimed to have come to disarm.7

The complexity and danger of Chechnya make it a difficult place for reporters. In the first war there were compensations. Russia and Chechnya were so anarchic that it was possible to drive into Chechnya with a hired driver and travel freely. The two sides were often extraordinarily close; I once took tea with the rebel Chechen vice– president – a man with an arrest warrant on his head in Moscow – less than a mile from a Russian checkpoint. And ordinary Chechen villagers were unfailingly warm and helpful to Western reporters. Most had no political affiliation, although almost all were full of hatred against the Russian invader. They took us in without a moment's thought, mindless of the risks and the expense of having guests during a war.

The Russian side was always more difficult. The generals never spoke to us, making exceptions only for a handful of faithful Russian correspondents. The information supplied by the Defence Ministry in Moscow was worse than useless. Only the lower ranks, miserable and badly informed, were accessible. They divided into two categories, the conscripts and the contract soldiers, known as kontraktniki. In the spring of 1996 I spent an hour with three conscripts in a guard-post in Grozny. They had one bed, a scrappy wood fire, and a cast-iron pan. One of them had scrawled on the wall in wavy chalk: I want to go home! I do not know if they ever got home before the Chechen fighters came back to Grozny three months later; I do know that if they were there they would have either surrendered or been slaughtered. We were more likely to meet the kontraktniki at checkpoints, where they were more ruthless at extracting bribes. They were often ex-criminals with tattoos along their arms and bandannas on their 


heads, creatures more of gangland than a modern European army – and no friends to journalists.

The latest war has posed a far bigger challenge to journalists. The Chechen side has been simply shrouded in darkness, the risk of kidnap having made it too dangerous to report on. The brave reporters that have managed to gain access to the Chechen leadership have done so undercover and have had little contact with the local population.

By contrast, the Russian authorities have waged their information war with much greater professionalism. In Moscow Valery Manilov, deputy head of the General Staff, became the army's omnipresent spokesman, spouting a stream of often contradictory statistics.8 On the ground generals, like the much-feared Vladimir Shamanov, turned into media figures. On the strength of his public image, Shamanov was elected governor of Ulyanovsk Region, the birthplace of Lenin, after he was removed from his post.

The government has put tight controls on the media. Russian journalists were routinely summoned for interviews in which they were reminded of their patriotic duty in reporting the "anti-terrorist operation". Strenuous efforts were made to keep foreign correspondents out of the combat zone altogether. Those who went there without the proper accreditation risked being denied visas, while Moscow-based correspondents were called to the Foreign Ministry and reprimanded for their anti-Russian coverage.

The most important difference, however, came from within. This time the military intervention in Chechnya had broad popular support. The main reason for this was a wave of anger and revulsion that followed a string of bomb explosions in Russian cities in September 1999.



The first tremor, on 4 September, came with the slaughter of Russian soldiers and their families in Buinaksk in Daghestan. Shocking as it was, this made little impact outside the North Caucasus. But then the whole country was traumatised. Two apartment blocks, seemingly chosen at random, were blown up in Moscow within a week. More than 200 people were killed in their beds. A fourth and final blast in the southern city of Volgodonsk killed 17 more people.

The explosions were terrifying acts of murder, all the more so because no warnings had been given and no responsibility claimed. The Russian authorities laid the blame on "Chechen terrorists" – only to get a stout denial from Shamil Basayev that he was involved.

The conspiracy theorists have again posed some challenging questions. How come Basayev was accused of randomly killing civilians in Moscow, when he had never targeted civilians before? And wasn't it true that the main beneficiary of the bombings was the new administration of Vladimir Putin? It is indeed strange, to say the least, that the explosions happened out of the blue when Chechnya was at peace – and then stopped again so suddenly. Fighting only broke out in Chechnya after the chain of explosions had ended.

Yet several extremist Islamic militants in the North Caucasus did also have both the means and the motive to stage revenge attacks on Russian cities. The trail here leads to Daghestan, more than to Chechnya. There is a clear circumstantial link between the slaughter at Buinaksk in Daghestan and the two militant Islamic villages in the same region, which were captured with great bloodshed by Russian forces only a few days before. In an interview at the time (in the Czech newspaper Lidove Noviny) Basayev acknowledged the connection: "I denounce terrorism, including state terrorism used by the Russian empire," he said. "The latest blast in Moscow is not our work, but the work of the Daghestanis. Russia has been openly terrorising Daghestan . . . What is the difference between someone letting a bomb go off in the centre of Moscow and injuring 10 to 20 children and the Russians dropping bombs from their aircraft over 


Karamakhi and killing 10 to 20 children? Where is the difference?" Although denying personal involvement with the bombings, Basayev seemed to suggest he knew something about them.

To the Russian authorities, however, this was not simply a matter of unsubstantiated suspicions. Officials said they had evidence that linked the bombings to "international terrorism" in Chechnya and made the sensational accusation that the bombers are linked to the Afghanistan-based Saudi dissident, Osama Bin Laden, who is wanted by the United States for explosions in American embassies in East Africa.

The trouble with these very serious charges is the meagre scraps of evidence produced in support of them: a small group of foreign captives, a few brazen quotations from the Chechen war-lords and an Islamic website preaching holy war, www.kavkaz.org. Set against this are some good reasons to be sceptical in the absence of more concrete facts. The Islamic website was set up by the hard Islamic wing of the Chechen rebels with the explicit aim of attracting foreign support; their claims about an Islamic holy war can easily be interpreted as an opportunistic recruiting drive. The Russians have a vested interest in naming Osama Bin Laden, as that helps to blunt Washington's criticism of its conduct in Chechnya. Despite its talk of battalions of Islamic volunteers, the Russians have only been able to produce half a dozen foreigners taken captive out of the hundreds of Chechen fighters that have fallen into their hands. Most of these probably belong to the unit that Khattab brought to Chechnya in 1995. Even if more volunteers want to join the rebels – which seems a reasonable proposition – there are big logistical problems preventing them crossing two other countries, Georgia and Azerbaijan, and the Caucasus mountain range.

The enigma of the bombings has not yet been solved. In September 2000 the Russian authorities said they had arrested 63 people in connection with the attacks. Interestingly they said that most were of North Caucasian origin, but there were very few Chechens among them.



Literature rather than politics provides one possible key for unlocking these horrific events. In The Devils Dostoevsky portrays a group of terrorists so infiltrated by the secret police that it does not know which way it is looking. The tradition of the militant-turned-provocateur is a long one in Russia and takes in Father Gapon, the man who led the revolutionary workers on the Bloody Sunday march in St Petersburg in 1905 – and then turned out to have been working for the tsarist secret police. The same kind of suspicion has fallen on the Khachilayev brothers in Daghestan. So it should not be ruled out, bizarre as it sounds, that both Islamic militants and Russian provocateurs had a role to play in the bomb explosions.

None of this is to deny that Moscow faces a real dilemma in Chechnya – albeit one largely of its own making – and that it faces some very desperate and dangerous enemies, such as Basayev and Khattab. The devil is all in the detail. The campaign that Putin waged – and which helped to sweep him into the Russian presidency – made no fine distinctions between separatists and terrorists, political rebels and bandits. The Russian public was encouraged to identify all Chechens as enemies and an intense wave of xenophobia, cultivated from the top down, swept through the country.

The first victim of this was Chechnya's president, Asian Maskhadov. Maskhadov had failed to bring order to Chechnya. He had tried to please everybody and lost a lot of credibility in the process. But he remained the legitimate leader of Chechnya, acknowledged as such by the Russian authorities after an election that was judged free and fair by international observers. In May 1997 President Yeltsin even received him in the Kremlin. To simply ignore him looked wilful and arrogant. But he too was now demonised, his repeated requests for meetings with Russian officials turned down. His envoy in Moscow, who had been attempting to negotiate, was arrested and jailed for allegedly carrying a pistol.

The official media fuelled the hysteria, portraying the conflict in deterministic good-and-evil terms. As Russian troops went into 


Chechnya, the three main television channels went to reports by young fair-haired boys in their twenties, always in among the Russian armed forces; they talked about the successes of "our boys" against the "terrorists", while the Chechen rebels on the other side were never killed, always "destroyed".

On 21 October a volley of missiles butchered dozens of Chechen civilians in Grozny's Central Market. Russian television broadcast no pictures of the massacre, initially denied that it had happened at all, and then gave several contradictory accounts of how it had been the work of the Chechens themselves.

Few Russian media outlets had the courage to report the story objectively. The palm goes to a handful of Moscow newspapers, in particular the weeklies Moscow News and Obshchaya gazeta and Politkovskaya's newspaper, the bi-weekly Novaya gazeta. How dangerous it now is to be a free-thinking Russian journalist was illustrated by the death in July 2000 of Novaya gazeta's Igor Domnikov. Two months before, he had been attacked by an unknown assailant with a hammer in the entrance to his apartment block. He never recovered consciousness.

All this puts Politkovskaya's achievement into context. She is in a very select band. It is an interesting phenomenon that many of the best journalists in Chechnya have been women. One could also mention Anne Nivat, as well as Carlotta Gall, Petra Prochazkova, Yelena Masyuk, Maria Eismont – as well as the late Nadezhda Chaikova of Obshchaya gazeta, who was murdered in eastern Chechnya in the spring of 1996. This may be because to report well on Chechnya has required not only physical bravery but also the kind of long-term commitment that women reporters are often better at: the ability to work for the long term and negotiate with difficult and delicate situations over many months.

As I write, the war is still going on. Russian public support has begun to ebb, but is still broadly behind President Putin. Although the operation has been declared over, the Russian army continues 


to lose around 30 men a week. On 22 January 2001, President Putin handed overall control of the campaign over to the counterintelligence service, the FSB. The official spin put on this in Moscow was that the army was no longer needed. It could also be seen as a recognition that the army had failed. With more than 3,000 soldiers and a far greater number of Chechens killed, the main culprits Shamil Basayev and Khattab are still at large. It seems unlikely that the FSB, who lack experience for this kind of operation, will succeed where the army has failed.

Russia has resisted all attempts to bring in international mediators to end the fighting – a role the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe played during the first war. Pointing to NATO's bombing of Serbia six months earlier, Moscow called Western criticism of its own operation "double standards". For its part, the international community has chosen mainly to ignore Chechnya – with the honourable exception of a few human rights groups. Many of the outsiders who have condemned Russia most vocally have often done so with dubious motives; some Islamic countries have perceived the war, mistakenly, as a war against Islam, while several Cold Warriors, mainly in Washington, sympathise with the Chechens in so far as they are continuing the liberation struggle against the evil empire in Moscow.

A more engaged and serious response has been entirely absent. The Council of Europe suspended the voting rights of the Russian parliamentary delegation, but has since restored them. The British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, who had promised to introduce an "ethical aspect" to his foreign policy, invited Vladimir Putin to London during the height of the fighting and even before he was elected president. Blair's spokesman said that Russia was facing a "terrorist insurrection" in Chechnya.

And yet the war in Chechnya is above all Russia's agony. Leaving aside any moral considerations, it is simply not practical to wish the Russians success in "winning" this war. Moscow cannot succeed in 


making Chechnya a normal part of Russia again because the weapon it is using – the Russian armed forces – treats Chechnya as a foreign country, open for marauding and random violence. While the Russian security system is too corrupt and vicious to deal with Chechnya fairly – and that probably means over the next generation – ordinary Chechens will feel a deep allergy to Russian military occupation and young Chechen males will be pushed into joining the rebels. The cycle of violence looks to be self-fulfilling.

In February 2001 a Chechen friend wrote to me, after visiting her family in Grozny:

Everything is relatively OK at home, but in the republic as a whole the drama carries on. People are dying every day, young lads vanish – they are arrested openly at checkpoints . . . When someone is arrested like this the poor boys ask people nearby to send a message to their relatives just saying where they are from. And the next day the mullah at the mosque makes an announcement to all the villagers through a loud-speaker: "Two boys were arrested at the checkpoint in Grozny, they sent a message, etc. . . . go and search for them . . . etc." My cousin heard an announcement like this in the village of Berdekel . . . I was in Grozny six days and all that time it snowed and the temperature was below freezing . . . But, strange as it sounds, I returned to Moscow full of optimism. People at home are so strong and have still not lost their sense of humour, despite all their calamities and suffering.

A Dirty War offers no solutions to this continuing suffering. It is the nearest thing yet written to a correct diagnosis.

THOMAS DE WAAL
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PART ONE
THE BUILD-UP
July-October 1999




"You're no Muslim," I told Basayev . . . 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."

KALIMAT IBRAGIMOVA
ANSALTA, DAGHESTAN

The regime couldn't resolve the conflict itself so it decided to go to war. Now we must hand over our children to correct other people's mistakes . . . my eldest boy was bullied quite unmercifully in the army and returned home not entirely in his right mind . . . So now they want my next son? Not for anything in this world.

LYDIA BURMISTROVA
MOSCOW

"What do you think?" I ask them. "What are the police up to?"

"They told me themselves," replies Arslan, "the Chechens are being labelled a nation of criminals."

MOSCOW
7 OCTOBER 1999
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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 he 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 I 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 I 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.9 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 32°C 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.10 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.11


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 never-ending. 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.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/Dirty_War_17.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_15.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_16.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_09.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_10.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_13.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_14.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_11.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_12.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_03.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_05.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_04.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_07.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_06.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_08.jpg





OPS/images/Dirty_War_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Dirty War

Anna Politkovskaya






OPS/images/Dirty_War_02.jpg
TURKEY

] Yy \"
Tammem, VEERBMIAK
L,

0 5
her






OPS/images/Dirty_War_01.jpg
THE HARVILL PRESS
LONDON





