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Premier Jour

‘Lana, where’s my perfume?’ I hear Mum’s voice. Squinting against the bright morning sun streaming in through the window, I am too sleepy to see her properly. The blinding light contours her silhouette.

‘It’s there, in the bottom drawer,’ I mumble before going back to sleep. Mum rustles around in the cupboard for a few more moments, then I hear the sound of a closing door.

Or did she ask me to lock it instead? Did she say something about my French class? Did she ask me to buy bread?

I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. Ten years ago, I could recall that day minute by minute, but now the details are fading.

‘Where’s my perfume?’ Quick words with a hint of reproach. I had my own way of putting things in order, unlike Mum. I had a system. Maybe, if I’d left that goddamn perfume where it was, she would have said something else, in a different tone of voice.

‘Where’s my perfume?’ were the last words I ever heard from my mother. She left, trailing the scent of Nina Ricci’s Premier Jour behind her, and I never saw her alive again.





1

Born Into a Storm

1944–94

‘She’s a retard, a mutant,’ the midwife announced, moments after my birth on 3 March 1994. ‘Do you really want a disabled child? You’re still young, you can have more. Leave this one behind.’

That’s how my mother and I were introduced, in a dilapidated hospital on the outskirts of Yekaterinburg, Russia – the city where the last tsar of Russia, Nicholas II, and his entire family were executed in 1918 – thousands of miles away from Chechnya, the place that would become my real home.

‘I told them to bring you to me,’ she reminisced years later. ‘They warned me that there had been some kind of problem during my delivery and I had to prepare for the worst. That you were damaged.

‘But I knew that no matter what, I would always love you,’ Mum continued. ‘When they brought you to me I saw that you were a perfectly normal baby. All your fingers and toes were in the right places and your hair was black, jet black. Nothing was wrong with you.’

Lana. She knew straight away. It was a tribute to her beloved but difficult Chechen father. Lana was his favourite name. It was what he had wanted to call his second daughter, but on the day of her birth he drank so much in celebration that he had blurted out something like ‘Bleahna’ at the registry office.

‘Lena?’

‘Nah, Bleahana.’

Without further hesitation, the registrar wrote down ‘Elena’, an everyday Russian name. Then came the twins – my uncle and aunt, Leonid and Svetlana. I guess he was hoping that Auntie Sveta would be called ‘Lana’ for short, but that never caught on. So, the name came to me.

Estemirova. Neatly handwritten on my birth certificate, my mother’s surname firmly establishing who would play the only role in my upbringing. I rarely asked questions about my father. Mum was always enough.

Our surname was an invention. Almost exactly fifty years before my birth, on 23 February 1944, the entire population of Chechnya and the neighbouring republic of Ingushetia was deported to Central Asia on Stalin’s orders. The pretext was collaboration with Nazi Germany, a myth later debunked by historians – the Nazis never even reached the North Caucasus. Nonetheless, on a cold winter’s day, Russian soldiers appeared in every Chechen village and rounded up the confused and terrified inhabitants, barely giving them any time to gather their belongings. Forced into lines, the crowds were marched to the nearest train stations. Sometimes it took hours to get there and those who were too weak or old for the journey were shot – or, as with the seven hundred inhabitants of Khaibakh, a remote mountain village, locked in stables and burned alive. Thousands of Chechens fighting against the Nazis were pulled off the front line and deported along with their compatriots.

My grandfather Hussein, who was somewhere between eleven and twelve at the time (he never knew his exact birthday), was separated from his parents and three sisters at a train station. In the old days, Chechens didn’t have surnames; instead, they were known by their first name followed by their father’s first name – for instance: Patimat, Badruddi’s daughter from Duba-Yurt. To simplify their records, the Soviets turned people’s patronyms into new surnames. Thus, the name of my great-grandfather, Astemir, was transformed into Estemirov. But, unbeknown to him, his sisters were documented as Astemirov.

At the station, still desperately looking for his parents, Hussein was forced into a cattle wagon with no water or heating and sent into the unknown, alone and scared. All deportees were despatched to the remote Central Asian steppes, Kazakhstan being the main destination. In my grandfather’s case, he was being sent to the small Soviet republic of Kyrgyzstan, although no one had informed him of that at the time. It took the wagon about two weeks to reach the town where they were to settle. Although ‘settle’ is too generous a word, really, because nothing but hunger, disease and destitution awaited them there. The local population was told to stay away from the newcomers because they were ‘bandits’ and ‘traitors’, but luckily many Kazakhs and Kyrgyzs defied those orders and shared their food and clothes. The exact number of Chechens who perished during the deportation, or Ardakhar, is not known, but according to the most conservative estimates it was over 100,000 – a third of the population. In most cases, the bodies of the dead were tossed from moving trains by Soviet soldiers, dooming the lost souls of the unburied to forever walk the earth. Little Hussein lost contact with his family for many years, unaware that both his parents had died during the perilous journey.

I’m surprised to see my grandfather appear in the first pages of this book – it was not what I had planned, and he died from tuberculosis in 1989 before he had the chance to meet me. Yet when I think about it, it seems appropriate. He too was sucked, at a young age, into a vortex of violence and uncertainty, not knowing who he was anymore. Our family never had the chance to be bystanders to history – we found ourselves in the middle of the storm. Somehow, despite this, the branches of my family tree continued to grow and entwine. Coincidences, choices, ruthless orders and chance meetings all led to that overcrowded hospital ward in Yekaterinburg, where my mother held me for the first time. A powerful bond developed between us, an invisible thread that could never be broken. Not even by death.

 

History has always clung to the Chechens like a second skin. Preserving and passing it on helps us to remember who we are even when we are ordered to forget. Deportation shaped the lives of an entire generation. The collective trauma and injustice of it fuelled the fight for independence that resulted in the two wars Mum and I were caught up in. To tell you our story, I first need to share some of this history with you.

Despite its modest size, the landlocked republic of Chechnya has always been a sharp bone in Russia’s throat. To understand why, one must look at a map. Chechnya lies in the North Caucasus, on the south-eastern border of Russia in a sliver of land squeezed between the Black Sea to the west and the Caspian Sea to the east. To the north is Russia, to the south is Georgia, and Dagestan and Ingushetia are east and west. Covering only 20,000 square kilometres, it creates a natural boundary between Europe and Asia, a geographical feature that no doubt contributed to the unique and diverse range of cultures to be found there. These are mountain lands teeming with different identities, languages and religions. Among them lived the Vainakh people – which literally translates as ‘our people’ – a name for Chechens and our cousin nation the Ingush, with whom we share a border and similar customs.

In ancient times, when the barriers between myth and reality often blurred, travellers were intrigued by this mystical faraway land on the edge of the earth. The kingdom of Colchis, where Jason stole the precious golden fleece and sailed off on his ship with the Argonauts, was located in the western part of modern Georgia that borders the Chechen republic. A few hundred miles to the north, the titan Prometheus was chained to a tall mountain by Zeus for bringing fire to humans. To add to his punishment, Zeus’ eagle fed on his liver daily, only for the wounds to heal so that his torture could be repeated all over again. Whether Prometheus was bound to Georgia’s Mount Kazbek or Mount Elbrus in the Kabardino-Balkaria Republic of Russia is still open to debate. Pkharmat, as Chechens called him, was not the most well-known hero in Vainakh mythology but he was worshipped as the bringer of fire and the patron of all blacksmiths. This legend of rebellion and punishment, torture and injustice, continues to echo in the Caucasus, as if the whole land has been cursed alongside Prometheus.

The origins of the Chechen people (or Nokhchi, as we call ourselves) can be traced all the way back to the Mesopotamians. The Chechen language – one of the oldest in the region – has no analogues, apart from Ingush. The Vainakh belief system is rooted in paganism and nature worship, which includes complex shamanic rituals. Islam came to the Caucasus in waves and took a long time to embed itself because of the strength of local beliefs and traditions. By the eighteenth century most Chechens had converted to Islam but their lives were still strongly guided by adats – a complex, unwritten code of conduct that shaped everything from social interaction to marriage proposals and neighbours’ disputes. We had no marble palaces or opulent temples, nor could our austere, stone towers compete with the pyramids of Giza and other ancient marvels, but we had mountains. Towering, unforgiving mountains moulded the Chechen people into resilient farmers and agile warriors and insulated them from the outside world, helping to preserve their culture – sometimes to their benefit, other times to their detriment.

Ever since Russia’s first attempts to interact with Chechnya during the time of Peter the Great, the restive mountain people have been suspicious of outsiders. And with good reason. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Russians launched a decades-long campaign to subdue the Caucasus, sending one army after another into the peaks, suffering a string of humiliating defeats at the hands of those they saw as savages. But the mountain people – facing repeated, devastating attacks – were gradually worn down by the sheer size of the Russian army and their inhumane methods. One notoriously cruel Russian commander, General Yermolov, became known for razing entire villages to the ground as retaliation for resistance. Finally, by the end of the nineteenth century, most of Chechnya had been subjugated. Nationalist sentiment remained strong, however, and Chechen insurgents went underground.

Why did Chechens resist conquest and integration into the Russian Empire so much more fiercely than their neighbours? The answer lies in Chechnya’s culture and its geography. Chechen society had no rigid hierarchy, no political elites and no nobility. People defined themselves as uzdeni – free people. Instead of European-style feudalism, the Vainakh organised themselves by teips – clan-like kinship groupings based on land ownership rather than familial ties. While some economic inequality existed between different households and villages, the decision-making process was relatively democratic (though women were of course excluded) and power was vested in community elders. Russian colonial officials struggled to establish a nominative leader in Chechnya, because while some might take a deal and join the empire, they certainly didn’t speak for everyone.

Later, during the Russian Civil War which followed the October Revolution of 1917, the Bolsheviks lured the Chechens and Ingush to their side with promises of autonomy and equality. Compared to the White Army’s old imperial practices, the Reds seemed a lesser evil. As the White Army legions advanced towards the Caucasus with the help of pro-tsarist Cossacks, the highlanders put up a fierce resistance. After the Bolshevik victory, a deal between the Commissar on Nationalities, Joseph Stalin, and the Mountain Republic’s Congress created the Mountain Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic in 1922.

When policies like korenizatsiya, ‘indigenisation’, were introduced to promote local cultures and increase literacy rates, it seemed that highlanders would finally be given a seat at the table. However, Chechen resistance was soon reignited when Stalin’s dekulakisation policies expropriated land from private farmers in favour of collective state ownership. To people for whom ancestral land was akin to a holy shrine, the idea of handing it over to the state was an outrage. Land hunger had been a big issue for Chechens, but still they were determined to hold on to every acre they owned. The Communist crack-down on sharia laws and adats further alienated Chechens. It was clear that the autonomy they had been promised would never materialise. When Stalin established himself as the leader of the Soviet Union, he vowed to rid it of all insubordinate elements. In 1937, around 14,000 Chechens and Ingush – intelligentsia, rebels, peasants and religious leaders – were rounded up, executed and buried in a mass grave. My grandad was already alive by then. Seven years later, Stalin deported the entire Chechen population to Central Asia.

 

A history teacher before she became a human rights activist, my mother, who knew this story of repression and resistance like the back of her hand, found herself living through the latest twist in the tale.

After the USSR’s collapse in 1991, tensions in Chechnya, where Mum had been living since 1979, reached boiling point. As spontaneous demonstrations broke out on the streets, new alliances formed. It was then that Mum first engaged with political activism. She campaigned for fair pay for teachers, then became involved with the All-National Congress of the Chechen People headed by a charismatic former Soviet general, Dzhokhar Dudayev, who would become the first president of Chechnya.

On 6 September 1991, the Congress – motivated by vivid memories of the deportation – declared Chechen independence, later renaming the country Ichkeria, with its own flag, anthem and constitution. This bid for independence was, unsurprisingly, not well received in the Kremlin. The then Russian president Boris Yeltsin rejected the declaration and embarked on several attempts to oust Dudayev. This only boosted the Chechen president’s popularity and the cause of independence.

Though outright war would not come for another three years, these were turbulent times. Dudayev was a controversial figure, constantly arguing with his parliament about how to handle secession negotiations with Russia. Not all Chechens were in favour of seceding either; certain influential individuals benefited greatly from proximity to Russia.

There was an attempted coup d’etat against Dudayev in 1993, prompting the president of Chechnya to dissolve the parliament. The following year, Yeltsin continued to make public threats against Dudayev, who responded by mobilising the Chechen military and declaring gazavat – holy war. Negotiations between the two leaders broke down with neither side willing to budge.

On 26 November 1994, an armed putsch was attempted, with Chechen forces operating on the side of the Kremlin entering Grozny with Russian support. They advanced a fair way into the city before sustaining heavy losses. Thirty soldiers were captured and paraded on Chechen TV. An incensed Dudayev threatened to execute them unless Russia confessed to complicity in the assault. But by then it was too late: the Russian security council was already planning a military operation in Chechnya. If Yeltsin were to grant Chechnya independence, other republics could fall like dominoes. He wanted to make an example of this little rebellion, whatever the cost. And so began the first Chechen war.

 

What would become the first Chechen war was not the first conflict to break out in the Caucasus after the Soviet Union fell apart. A clash between the north Caucasian republics of Ingushetia and Ossetia came earlier, in October 1992. The dispute concerned an area called Prigorodnoye, an Ingushetian district that had been transferred to Ossetia following Stalin’s 1944 deportation of the Ingush people. Although the area was officially Ossetian, many ethnic Ingush had returned there after the deportation, despite facing constant harassment from their Ossetian neighbours who had the backing of Russian security forces. Six hundred and forty-four people, most of them Ingush, died in the fighting. It was a grim prelude to the violence that would come to dominate the region for decades.

It was also the moment that Mum found her true calling and became a human rights activist.

On 2 November 1992 a twenty-four-year-old reporter named Alexander Mnatsakanyan arrived in Nazran, Ingushetia, to write a story. The city he found was in chaos, with refugees, distraught women and military men running around everywhere with guns. In the mayhem, he spotted a young Russian woman assisting refugees. ‘She was called Tanya or Natasha, or something like that. She said she was a representative of the Chechen Red Cross.’ Mum (for it was her) had gone to Ingushetia because she felt drawn to help, looking for transport and medical assistance for Ingush refugees and helping them find missing relatives.

The local mayor’s office had been converted into a temporary crisis centre. Mum was there one day when a desperate Ingush woman ran inside. The Ossetian military had taken her four children hostage, she explained, and had let her go on condition that she secure the return of an AMPV, an armoured vehicle bristling with weapons, seized from them by the Ingush. It was an impossible dilemma: return an armoured vehicle that could kill more of their compatriots or let the woman’s children die. Mum had a different solution. She demanded an ambulance with a Russian driver, and drove with him under open fire to where the children were being held. There, she launched into a long tirade, shaming the Ossetian militants. She was a Red Cross representative, she claimed, and there would be consequences if she called her superiors in Moscow. In the end, the Ossetians released the children. Had they known that she was in fact Chechen, they would not have let her go.

‘Of course, there was no Chechen Red Cross,’ chuckled Alik, the young journalist who became a close family friend. ‘But when you spoke with confidence and referred to friends in high places, all doors opened for you.’ She used the Red Cross act many times in the early nineties. And no doubt she would have continued to do so, had she not discovered that she was about to become a mother.

 

In 1993, Mum was pregnant and divorced from my Chechen father. Her relationship with him was always something of a mystery to me. ‘I’ll tell you all about it one day,’ she would reassure me, but that day never came. It’s just another thing I’ve long since had to accept.

With a baby on the way, Mum went back to her family home in Kamyshlov in the Urals. She left behind a life that had taken her years to build: a little ground-floor flat with a library she was very proud of near Grozny’s leafy Pervomayskaya Street, her friends and her beloved teaching position at the prestigious school N7 (given a number rather than a name, in the Soviet style).

She watched that life get ripped apart on a TV screen in her mother’s house, while rocking me to sleep. On 11 December 1994, Russian troops finally launched their attack on Chechnya, determined to put an end to its restive independence. On 31 December, while the rest of the country was celebrating New Year, the Russian air force began carpet bombing Grozny without regard for civilian life, pulverising entire neighbourhoods to dust. Bodies were spread out on the ground, many of them Russian pensioners unable to flee to ancestral villages in the countryside as their Chechen neighbours did. That the Kremlin was indiscriminately killing its own ethnic population was ignored as little more than collateral damage.

The school Mum had taught at was used as a military base by Chechen fighters, who shot through the classroom windows at Russian tank columns inching towards the city centre down the once beautiful Pervomayskaya Street. The roof of the school collapsed and the facade was ripped apart by bullets and grenades.

I often wonder what was going through her mind as she watched grainy images of her home, a thousand miles away, being turned to ruins; the streets that she had walked now covered with rubble, ant-like soldiers running back and forth. I wonder how she reacted to photographs of hollowed-out multi-storey buildings, their basements turned into bomb shelters while the upper floors were converted into snipers’ dens. What it must have been like to have the joy of new-found motherhood invaded by the pain of seeing her beloved city destroyed? Even as she held me, something was calling her back, whispering that she was needed. Torn between duty and motherhood, Mum finally made up her mind. Just before I turned two years old, she left me in the care of my grandmother, and returned to Grozny where a painted sign at the city’s entrance greeted her with the words Welcome to Hell.
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