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Foreword by Darijo Srna

When the final whistle went during our penultimate Ukrainian Premier League match of the season against Dnipro-1 (we won 3–0 to clinch the title), I felt empty. Empty because I’d already been through every emotion.

I had been living for that day. This championship was the most important, for me, in the history of Ukraine. Why? Because one year before, when the war started, nobody even expected that we could play the Ukrainian championship. And one year and three months later, we were Ukrainian champions and we were going directly into the Champions League group stage again.

In the meantime, we had lost the whole coaching staff from before the war. We had also lost fifteen foreign players – thanks to FIFA. We began to rebuild the team. We started to play with a lot of young players. They felt some pressure, which is normal. When it was close between Dnipro, Zorya and us towards the end of the season, I never once said to the team, ‘We must win.’ I wanted to take away the pressure from them. I just said, ‘Let’s play our game. If we play our game, with our spirit, we will win the championship.’ The team and the club, the coaching staff – they deserved that. All of us together, we deserved to win this championship.

The matchdays we have now, with no crowds, when the air raid siren can go off at any time and we have to go and hide in the bunker … that has become normal for us. It’s difficult. People are dying and we’re playing football – we didn’t even really celebrate our win.

This is a victory not just for Shakhtar. This is a victory for Ukrainian fans, for Ukrainian football, because we are back in the Champions League. We want to show to the world that we are alive. That we are strong. Not just us – the whole of Ukraine. We are continuing to play. We are continuing to win. And this is our biggest victory: that we are here today. We are alive. We are supporting each other.

My job as sporting director has changed a lot since 24 February 2022. I’ve changed a lot. We’ve all changed a lot. War changes everything. But for me, Shakhtar is not a job. It’s my football family. I arrived as a player in 2003 and, ever since, everything that I had to do for my club, for my second country, for my president, for my friends from Shakhtar, I did. With money. Without money. I will always do it.

I’m happy to have been with my team in Kyiv when the rockets arrived. My wife and my children respect that Shakhtar are my football family, and they are with me in every moment, because they understand the importance. All my best friends are there and we go through this together.

I have lived through three wars: the first in Croatia in the 1990s, then in 2014 in the Donbas region, and now. I have lived through this with Shakhtar. I know how it is to have to leave your house; how it is to have to leave your city, your country. Because of that I’m three times stronger with them, because they are my friends. And I’m so happy to be to be part of this chapter, because in this last year, we’ve shown each other how much respect and love we have for each other in this difficult moment in time.

Before the war, I thought that I couldn’t love Shakhtar any more than I did. But now that love has deepened. I want to stay here my whole life. I’m a professional, but I’m also an emotional person. It’s not a question of money. Shakhtar is much more than money. Shakhtar is family. Shakhtar is strength. I hope that, reading this book, you will begin to understand the spirit of the club and the power of playing on. It is our legacy.




Introduction

Ukraine is everywhere. The peace symbol remains painted in the centre circle of Bundesliga pitches, and in March 2023’s Copa del Rey edition of El Clásico, a supporter near the front of the stand in the Bernabéu brandished a large Ukrainian flag, seen by viewers in hundreds of countries around the world. And that’s what this is about – visibility.

The world’s understanding is that Ukraine has been at war since 24 February 2022. Ask anybody connected with Shakhtar, and they will tell you that they have been at war for much, much longer. They left their home city of Donetsk in spring 2014. That’s why, every time Shakhtar defied the odds with their European results in their adopted home of Warsaw in 2022–23, it mattered. It’s also why it mattered every time they won a trophy or a big European match – and there have been plenty, with the team having reached two Europa League semi-finals and two rounds of 16 since 2015. And it mattered when they sold a player of renown to one of Europe’s elite.

When the legendary Milan coach Arrigo Sacchi said, ‘Football is the most important of the least important things,’ maybe this is what he meant. Or maybe he couldn’t even have imagined how important football could be in a setting like this, an unthinkable setting, a worse-than-worst case scenario, as the Shakhtar legend Darijo Srna put it.

I have written and talked about (mainly European) football for almost two decades and few subjects have made me examine the way I approach my work as forcefully as this one. As you will read in the coming pages, Shakhtar started to become a regular feature in my work orbit in around 2007, as they began to make their presence felt in the Champions League – and what a presence it was. Making a film about Shakhtar with the Guardian in 2015, however, changed my view of this club forever.

Football often looks like such a glamorous life but this club and its players were stuck in a netherworld. They were just coming to terms with leaving their city and making a new base in Kyiv, with flights to home games in Lviv, by the Polish border. The treadmill of uncertainty and endless travelling felt like a holding pattern. Neither they, nor I, could have any idea how long it would last for.

It was an extraordinary situation and it put the club and, I suppose, the game in a different light for me. As people who write and talk for a living we should always choose our words carefully but I sometimes wonder if we do, particularly in a football context. So the words we use all the time in referring to matches, results and even boardroom meltdowns – ‘disaster,’ ‘catastrophe’, ‘tragedy’ – are thrown about with little thought given to what they truly mean. I suspect I have been guilty of that in years past.

‘Hero’ is also an overused and often melodramatically employed epithet in football. It’s the hero of the hour; a goal-scorer, a maker of a last-ditch block, the player who takes one for the team in picking up a card and ‘sacrificing’ him or herself for the greater good (‘sacrifice’ is another of those ill-used words). In a wider sense our ‘hero’ might be a long-serving player who gives everything to the club, perhaps putting the possibility of moving onwards and upwards to one side to stay loyal.

But these (mainly) men who represent Shakhtar are something else. I came to know this through extensive conversations with them – and those who used to be in their positions and have since moved on. Conversations in Ukraine, Poland, France, England and Turkey in hotels, on training pitches, deep in the recesses of stadiums after matches, and over Zoom calls, as we all do nowadays. It is sometimes hard to get words from football people; the media-trained are paranoid about giving anything away, while the uber-motivated want to be on the training field or on their laptops and phones analysing their opponents and their own games for incremental gains, rather than talking about their actions to journalists. Not so here. They had stories to tell and a cause that the world must continue to hear. Many times they wanted to talk. On other occasions, I suspect, it was the last thing they wanted to do, but they were open and frank all the same.

But I can really say that these people – Igor Jovićević, Taras Stepanenko, Sergei Palkin, Darijo Srna, Yuri Sviridov, Andrei Babeshko, Oleg Barkov and all of Shakhtar’s players and staff – are heroes for the fortitude, humility, grace and determination with which they carry themselves, going above and beyond what anyone could expect of any hero. I can say the same of those journalists like Andrew Todos and Iryna Koziupa, who cover countless miles.

These people will simply not be beaten. It has been an honour to tell their story.
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