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Tom Parfitt grew up in Norfolk and studied politics and Russian at the School of Slavonic and East European Studies in London. He worked for twenty years as a correspondent in Moscow for the Guardian, The Daily Telegraph and The Times. He is also a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society.




Praise for High Caucasus

‘Parfitt’s extreme walk along Europe’s wildest frontier – through the mosaic of restive statelets on the southern edge of Russia – is epic in itself, but it offers too a drill-down into the deepest layers of human experience – collective memory and individual survival, the legacy of horror and the joy of healing.’ — Philip Marsden, author of Rising Ground

‘With this book, Parfitt has re-invented travel writing for the twenty-first century. He’s an adventurer with a heart; a journalist who saw too much death, but who – instead of running to the next crisis – confronted the horror and crafted a testament for its victims.’ – Oliver Bullough, author of Moneyland

‘The sketches of highlanders and their mountains will stay with me, and so will the grief, anger, love and hope for the people and places of the Caucasian highlands.’ – Kapka Kassabova, author of Border

‘Parfitt is a Patrick Leigh Fermor for our time – a walker, historian, and moral witness . . . High Caucasus reveals how a highland region scarred by war, despotism, and empire has also produced cultures and communities of awesome, resilient beauty.’ – Charles King, author of The Ghost of Freedom

‘Parfitt has written an extraordinary book, a thrilling, profound masterpiece. His curiosity, courage and empathy shine from every page. I was gripped, from start to finish. My copy carries pencilled squiggles of delight, at brilliant turns of phrase or at encounters so real I was there beside him at a smoky fire or mountain pass . . . For cultural immersion, sensitivity and fine writing, I’ll be placing this on my bookshelf beside Colin Thubron.’ – Nicholas Crane, author of Clear Waters Rising

‘In these tender pages Parfitt finds in the meadows of the North Caucasus and even in Russia itself a dignity that transcends circumstance. This is a travel book for our time, one that seeks fragments of hope among shards of war.’ – Sara Wheeler, author of The Magnetic North

‘Evocative, intimate and insightful . . . This beautifully written account of Parfitt’s relationship with the Caucasus in the aftermath of Beslan offers essential context for anyone trying to understand what is happening in Ukraine and Russia.’ – Viv Groskop, author of The Anna Karenina Fix

‘Parfitt’s epic walk, which he recounts with such sensitivity and narrative verve, didn’t just take him across the wilds of the High Caucasus. It also took him into the pantheon of great travel writers.’ – Paul Willetts, author of Rendezvous at the Russian Tea Rooms




About the Book

On 1 September 2004, Chechen and Ingush militants took more than a thousand people captive at a school in the Caucasus region of southern Russia. Working as a correspondent, Tom Parfitt witnessed the bloody climax in which 314 hostages died, more than half of them children. The experience left Tom emotionally shredded, struggling to find a way to return to his life in Moscow and put to rest the ghosts of the Beslan siege.

Having long been fascinated by the mountainous North Caucasus, Tom turned to his love of walking as a source of both recuperation and discovery. In High Caucasus, he shares his remarkable thousand-mile quest in search of personal peace — and a greater understanding of the roots of violence in a region whose fate has tragic parallels with the Ukraine of today.

Starting his journey in Sochi on the Black Sea and walking the mountain ranges to Derbent, the ancient fortress city on the Caspian, Tom traverses the political, religious and ethnic fault-lines of seven Russian republics, including Chechnya and Dagestan. Through bear-haunted forests, across high altitude pastures and over the shoulders of Elbrus, Europe's highest mountain, he finds companionship and respite in the homes of proud, little-known peoples.

High Caucasus is a stunning memoir of confronting trauma through connection with history, people and place.




Dedication

For the memorialtsy




Epigraph


‘To Maltsia e madhe I first turned my steps – not to see the mountains, but to see life, history, the world, and the great unknown, as it looks to the mountain man.’

Edith Durham, High Albania, 1909






Author’s note

In order to protect their identity, the names of some people have been changed.

Place names in the Caucasus can be a fraught affair. I have tended to use those that are employed by the majority of current inhabitants: for example, Sukhum rather than Sukhumi. This is not meant to endorse the position of one or another nation in conflicts over territory or origin.
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1

School Number One

In the hills of southern Kyrgyzstan, my horse places its feet carefully among the autumn leaves.

The air is filled with the damp, acrid smell of walnuts. Akmal is ahead of me, perfectly at ease on his stallion, their bodies swaying in harmony. All morning we climb through the forest.

At midday, the trees give way to a clearing and we stop to eat. Akmal reaches into a saddle bag and pulls out a packet of cold lamb chops edged with grease, a disc of bread and a jar of relish. Turning towards the sun coming through the trees, I feel its feeble warmth on my cheeks.

A farmer who occasionally works as a trekking guide, Akmal is a stocky man with a high brow and carbon-black hair. We were introduced a couple of days ago. Once we were alone, I told him why I had come here, and he looked straight at me and nodded and said: ‘I noticed your eye.’

I said: ‘Yes, it’s a spasm. I hope it will go away.’

Every morning, we set out from the village not long after dawn, when frost crunches under the horses’ hooves and the peaks above the forest flash with snow. Today’s ride is circular. There is no mountain to scale, no deadline to meet. It is late September, and here and there are groups of women harvesting walnuts, picking them up from the ground or shaking them down from the trees. No other figures move in the landscape. Most of the time, we occupy a silence broken only by the snap of twigs or the shriek of a bird.

At the foot of a gully, our path crosses a stream and the horses yank our arms as they lower their heads to drink. Later, in the failing light of afternoon, we descend towards the village.

‘You will soon feel better, Tom,’ says Akmal, shifting his hips on the horse to turn my way. ‘This nature can cure anyone.’

I stay with a family who have let me a room in their house. In the evening, cool mountain air comes through gaps in the window frame. Some days as I climb into bed, I feel flooded with calm. Others, there is a tension in the base of my skull and I know the nightmare will come.

When it does, the woman in Beslan is falling, always falling.

She wears a dark headscarf, as if to foreshadow her life of mourning to come. I see her in profile and slightly from the back, so that her face is hidden by a lock of hair.

Her left hand grasps at the air.

She is groaning like a wounded animal.

She has just learned that her child was killed in the school.

The grief has entered her body fast and deep, and she is crumpling to the ground. Two men are reaching to brace her fall. One is a policeman. One, perhaps, is her husband.

The woman is a single figure in a scene of bedlam. Hundreds of desperate people surge around her. They are searching for loved ones who were inside the gymnasium; inside, before the explosives detonated and the shooting began. They grapple at anyone who might have news.

Children who survived move through the crowd, blank-eyed and spectral. Many are in underwear, their skin streaked with soot. An immense, broad-shouldered figure in a helmet is clambering from the back of a van by the hospital steps: an injured commando.

I see only the woman.

I look on, transfixed, just as I did on that terrible day, 3 September 2004. Each detail of the scene is just as it was, with one exception. In reality, everything unfolded with frightening speed. But in my nightmare, the woman falls to the ground in slow motion; floundering, plunging before my helpless sight. Three seconds torn from a reel of terror and decelerated into endless purgatory.

* * *

It started with a phone call on my day off. ‘Some gunmen have stormed a school in southern Russia,’ said an editor in London. ‘It’s on the wires. Chechens, I guess. They’ve got hundreds of hostages. Kids, teachers. Sorry, but you’d better get down there. Place is called Beslan.’

Oh God, I thought. Not again.

I was sitting in the kitchen of my flat on the thirteenth floor of a Stalinist high-rise overlooking the Moscow river. The lime trees shone in the yard below, the kettle had just boiled, and a fresh copy of Private Eye, brought from London by a friend, lay on the table.

And now this. A sense of dread; a tinge of nausea in the mouth. I went to the bedroom, pulled a holdall off the wardrobe, stuffed it with clothes, a notebook and a phone charger, and rushed to the airport for a two-hour flight to the republic of North Ossetia.

By evening, I was in the Ossetian capital, Vladikavkaz, where second-hand trams bought from Germany squeaked up and down a boulevard shaded by plane trees. Next morning, the summits of the Caucasus mountains punctured a blue sky to the south, and the steppe beneath them shimmered in the late summer sun. On the edge of Beslan, a patrol car was parked across the road, door open, with an exhausted policeman sleeping in the driver’s seat, one foot resting on the asphalt. As my taxi driver nosed past, I could feel the tension growing in my shoulders.

Other correspondents had already made it. One group had rented a van and parked it with the engine running in a street close to School Number One. They had a satellite internet terminal and a generator, and were sitting inside behind curtains to keep out the sun, tapping out reports on their laptops.

Known for its vodka factory, Beslan was a small, dust-glazed town of about 35,000 people. The militants, said my colleagues, had seized their hostages the day before, on 1 September, at School Number One, the main school of the town, with pupils aged from seven to seventeen. It was the first day of the school year, a joyous occasion across Russia. Children, accompanied by their parents, had arrived for class carrying new satchels and bunches of flowers for their teachers. The boys wore dark trousers and white shirts, and the girls wore dark skirts and the gauzy white ribbons known as bantiki in their hair, one cluster on each side of the head. Some parents brought infants and toddlers along to School Number One, where their older children were taking part in the celebrations. Music was playing and hundreds of happy relatives crowded into the schoolyard as the pupils formed groups according to age. One of the first-graders, seven-year-old Dzera Kudzayeva, had been chosen for the ‘first bell’ ritual, in which a new girl is hoisted on the shoulders of one of the oldest boys and rings a handbell.

When they came, the militants leapt from the back of a flatbed truck, firing automatic rifles in the air and shouting: ‘Allahu Akbar!’ There were dozens of them – they had arrived across the railway tracks that ran behind the school. ‘First bell’ had been just about to start. It was 9.10 a.m.; the ceremony had been moved forward an hour because of the unusual heat that week. Some of the children could not understand what was happening. They thought it was a military training exercise. In the chaos, small groups of people managed to flee the schoolyard; perhaps a tenth of the hundreds there. The terrorists shot two security guards and herded everyone else into the school’s gymnasium: pupils, relatives, teachers. Balloons let go by panicking children floated into the sky. Later in the day, the hostage-takers murdered a group of the strongest men and forced hostages to dump their bodies through a first-floor window in another part of the building. The reporters who arrived before me said the corpses were lying contorted in a heap in the schoolyard. This was not visible to us, because Russian police and security forces had set up a perimeter.

In a daze, I paced streets around the cordon where pink-cheeked army conscripts sprawled on verges. The soldiers looked frightened. Officers from the spetsnaz, Russia’s equivalent of the SAS, were rumoured to be nearby, preparing for a possible assault on the gym. At the cordon, locals were talking animatedly about a report on state television. ‘They say there are only three hundred and fifty-four hostages,’ said a man in a pancake-like flat cap, his voice cracking. ‘There are at least a thousand people in there! The bastards want to cover it up.’ (The exact number of hostages would later be confirmed as 1,128.)

I was struggling to comprehend the enormity of what was happening. At a community centre where red-eyed Beslan men were gathering, there were vigilantes clasping assault rifles and speaking of their desire to act: to kill the terrorists, to exterminate them and free the children.

No officials had appeared to speak to the relatives of the hostages. There was talk of the security forces establishing an emergency headquarters somewhere in the town. ‘No one knows where it is,’ said one of the men.

My colleague Julius had also flown in and come to Beslan with Yulia, our fixer. I was reassured by their presence. Julius, with his shock of wild hair and his laconic manner, was a veteran war reporter. ‘This thing could go on for weeks,’ he said. We made a plan to work in shifts.

The majority-Christian republic of North Ossetia lies at the centre of the North Caucasus, a mostly Muslim region of fantastic cultural variety and richness that occupies a swath of southern Russia on the country’s mountainous border with former Soviet Georgia and Azerbaijan.

The Muslim nations in this region – Chechens, Avars and so on – were conquered by Russia in the Caucasian War (1817–64), but some defiance persisted. After the Soviet collapse in 1991, separatists in Chechnya launched two bids for independence. Out of those attempts had grown an insurgency that spread across the North Caucasus. Islamist militants began to target Russian civilians with terror attacks, hitting Moscow and other cities and calling for an end to ‘occupation’. That the Christian Ossetians were historically the allies of Russia made them a soft target.

I had moved to Moscow in 2002 at the age of twenty-nine, after studying Russian politics and language at the School of Slavonic and East European Studies in London.

Not long after arriving, I went to a party in a building overlooking the Lenin statue on Kaluzhskaya Square, where I met Mike, a Canadian with a clipped beard who had also just shown up in the city, having given up a job at the Prague Post. Mike and I became friends and found a place to rent in a scarred apartment block in Prazhskaya, a district at the southern end of the great concrete sneeze of suburbs that sprays out from Moscow’s city centre. The stairwell reeked of rissoles and cat’s urine, and the lift didn’t work, but our third-floor flat was warm and cost us $175 each per month. Soon, we were freelancing for papers in our home countries. Broke, for the first year or two we shared one ancient laptop that Mike had lugged from Prague. Thick as an encyclopaedia and too heavy to carry anywhere, it lived on the desk in our box room, beside a window into Mike’s bedroom, which he covered with a blanket when he needed privacy. In the evenings, we went to smoky bars or drank vodka and ate pickles in the nook in the kitchen.

It was just over a decade since the Soviet break-up. Millions of people had lost jobs and savings, turning to whatever they could to stay alive. Traces of that desperation remained. Walking to the metro across a car park one evening, I saw a line of cars, the one at the front shining its headlamps on a semicircle of young women in short skirts. The men in the driving seats were clients choosing prostitutes; the waiting cars a ghastly twilight parody of the McDonald’s drive-through. In the metro, where half the passengers had their heads buried in books, Afghan War veterans with no legs paddled themselves from carriage to carriage on little wooden trolleys, begging, while outside at the entrance, babushkas sold socks and flowers, or a single item outstretched in a quivering hand – an egg or a twist of sunflower seeds.

Only a couple of years earlier, I had been working as a newspaper reporter in rural Norfolk, writing about snowdrop competitions and chimney fires. Now, a theme darker than anything I had seen so far in Russia was about to emerge. One Wednesday in October 2002, during Act II of a treacly new musical called Nord-Ost, a team of Chechen militants stormed a large theatre in southeast Moscow. Firing assault rifles in the air, they harried the actors off the stage and into the auditorium to join 850 audience members, before setting up explosive charges. For three days, the hostages would cower in the aisles, only moving to relieve themselves in the orchestra pit.

In the finale, Russian commandos released a gas into the auditorium which put most of the hostage-takers and their captives to sleep. Then they stormed the theatre. More than 120 hostages were killed by the gas, which the security services refused to identify to doctors. Many choked to death on their own vomit or by swallowing their tongues as they lay on a forecourt outside the theatre, or in the buses that lumbered to hospitals filled with the injured, the victims’ heads lolling with blank, staring eyes over the backs of the seats. Their lives had been deemed expendable in the cause of exterminating the terrorists.

I did not witness the raid, having been relieved by a colleague outside the theatre the night before. Instead, I saw the aftermath on television the next morning, along with the rest of the nation. The camera lingered over the body of the terrorists’ leader on a blood-dribbled floor, a half-full bottle of cognac placed upright next to his outflung hand in a crude attempt to portray the pious Muslim as a degenerate. Worse were the pictures of the unconscious hostages slumped in those buses, unattended, their mouths gaping, their final breaths steaming the glass. It was those images that came to mind two years later as I rushed out of my flat to fly to North Ossetia.

*

On the day I arrived in Beslan, a former army general named Ruslan Aushev volunteered to enter School Number One to discuss the militants’ demands.

Aushev had been president of Ingushetia, the Muslim republic that borders North Ossetia to the east. A popular figure with a moustache like a yard brush, he might have some leverage with the hostage-takers, who were likely to include Ingush and Chechen fighters. Only later did I see footage of him that day as he strode alone towards the school in a grey sports jacket. Inside the building, the video showed that Aushev was calm as he met the militants’ leader, nicknamed The Colonel, who handed him a demand addressed to President Putin for all Russian forces to leave Chechnya. Aushev agreed to pass it on, and persuaded The Colonel to release twenty-six breastfeeding women and their infants.

The women filed out together with their sons and daughters in their arms, and were taken to hospital, while Aushev carried out a baby whose mother chose to stay behind with her older child.

Some of my Russian colleagues managed to speak to the released mothers. The hostages, the mothers told them, were jammed against each other in the stifling gym without food or water. Boys and girls had stripped to their underwear because of the heat; some had soiled themselves because they were not allowed to go to the toilets. The captives were terrified and racked by thirst. Children were sucking their own urine from their clothes. The militants stood by switches, ready to detonate explosives which they had strung in the basketball nets and along the floor, said the mothers.

Everybody inside was convinced they were going to die.

*

Vladimir Putin, by this time, had been president for four years.

His promise to ‘waste’ Chechen separatists ‘in the outhouse’ had grown threadbare. Since he had assumed the leadership, hundreds of civilians had been killed in bombings and hostage-takings attributed to Islamic radicals from the North Caucasus. In one of the most damning incidents, a week before the school was stormed in Beslan, police at Moscow’s Domodedovo airport had arrested two suspicious women who flew in from Dagestan, the republic to the east of Chechnya. The women were released without being searched. Shortly afterwards, they paid a bribe of two thousand roubles (forty pounds sterling) to buy tickets on planes leaving in the next hour to Volgograd and Sochi. The women, it turned out, were Black Widows: female suicide bombers said to have been driven to the edge of madness after losing husbands and children in the fight with Russian federal forces. Just before 11 p.m., each used a concealed explosive to blow up the plane on which she was flying south. A total of ninety people on board the two aircraft were killed.

In Beslan, the day wore on and the hostages prepared for their second night. The gunmen were nervous. They fired rocket- propelled grenades at two cars that got too close to the school.

I patrolled the cordon, speaking to relatives of the hostages. Men gathered on an apron of grass outside the town’s cultural centre, where they squatted on their haunches, talking in clusters, as if at some grim picnic. Another group leaned against a car, listening to the news from the radio: negotiations over possible deliveries of food and water to the captives had failed.

The world’s media were now here in force, tripping the locals with television cables. Many of us newspaper correspondents had no internet access. To file our reports, we drove to an internet café in a basement in Vladikavkaz. Nerves frayed, we sat typing in the gloom as teenagers either side of us played Counter-Strike, yelling, ‘Behind the wall! Waste him! WASTE HIM!’

At about 1 p.m. on the third day, a colleague and I were on the edge of Beslan, looking for the home of a woman who had been released, when we heard two explosions about twenty seconds apart and the dry clatter of gunfire.

I pulled out my mobile and phoned Julius, who had stayed on watch near the school. ‘It’s begun, get over here,’ he said, and hung up. We had hired a man with a derelict van to take us around. Now we implored him to hurry as he crunched through the gears and the van lurched with agonizing slowness back to the school. ‘We’re going to fucking miss it,’ cried my colleague, beating the dashboard in frustration.

Near the cultural centre, long bursts of firing cut the air from the school. Beslan residents, some armed and some not, were trying to advance towards the gym, running hunched towards the corners of buildings. Some of the army conscripts still lay on the verges, their rifles resting on little piles of broken asphalt, aiming towards the school. They looked confused as we cantered past. I ended up alone by a crossroads next to a newspaper kiosk. Smoke was rising from the direction of the school, still hidden by apartment blocks. There was the faint sound of screams. Only later did I understand: the two blasts we’d heard had torn through the gym and its roof had caught fire, collapsing onto the surviving hostages as a gunfight broke out between the militants and the commandos and vigilantes outside. Some of the captive children and adults had managed to clamber out of smashed windows; others were dragged out by rescuers as the gunmen retreated from the gym.

Up a lane towards the school, unarmed Beslan men charged towards the bullets, heads down, carrying stretchers. Others were already coming back the other way, loaded with victims. A large woman lay motionless and caked in debris, a gash stretching the length of her thigh. In a man’s arms, a girl of nine or so had blood trickling from the corner of her mouth.

The firing intensified and the sound of a heavy machine gun broke out. Afraid to go on, I retreated to the crossroads, where an activist I knew was sobbing and clutching her face. ‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ she said. The corpses of four children lay covered by sheets, and a man in shredded clothes was curled in a ball on the ground, gibbering in terror. I suppose that scene will be with me always.

There were no ambulances. At the mouth of the lane, the men of Beslan bundled the injured and the dying into the backs of cars, which swerved wildly as they sped away. I hung back, numb with shock.

Later, failing to find a safe route closer to the school, I went to the town hospital. Outside, there were hundreds of people crowding the approach to the entrance and a great clamour of voices. Doctors stood on the steps, performing a hasty triage as victim after victim was brought forward: a boy who lay quiet and gaunt like a wounded bird; a man in camouflage with his fists raised in blood-soaked rags. ‘Second floor!’ one doctor told the stretcher-bearers.

In stippled sunlight beneath trees, a handful of boys who had escaped serious injury lolled on stretchers, stripped to the waist, drinking water and comparing their scratches and bruises. Some giggled. A boy of five or so, in nothing but grubby underpants, stood surrounded by female relatives who constantly stooped to caress him, as if unable to believe he was alive without the evidence provided by this touching. ‘Alan, Alan, everything is OK,’ they repeated, stroking his head and shoulders.

It was here, among the crowd at the hospital, that I saw the woman collapse as she learned of her child’s death, a moment that would visit me for years in my nightmares. Her cry of anguish was utterly visceral and shocking, as if it might tear her soul from her body.

That evening, after we had filed our last reports to London, a group of us journalists sat in semi-darkness at the single, rickety metal table outside a hole-in-the-wall café, drinking beer and eating traditional Ossetian pies stuffed with beetroot leaves and cheese.

It was warm and the atmosphere oddly buoyant. A sugary nervousness ran through my body. We were still wired on adrenaline, I think, and not yet aware of the scale of the carnage. At that point, it appeared that many of the hostages had escaped. But overnight and in the coming days, the death toll would rise above three hundred.

We discussed the moment it had all started. ‘I may not be an expert in Russian politics, but I know what to do when the shooting starts,’ said Julius. ‘Head for the frontline.’ As I had hesitated, he had edged forward to the corner of a building right by the school, where a huddle of spetsnaz officers in helmets and armed local men squeezed against a wall, leaping out to fire their weapons at the terrorists as they retreated from the gym, further into the building. Children, smeared in blood and dirt, had scrambled out of the ruins, and bullets smashed into masonry. One hit a wall four metres from Julius; another opened a large wound in the top of a soldier’s leg. A small boy in underpants emerged, clutching a half-eaten packet of biscuits. He looked lost until a huge man swept him up and carried him to safety across the road. As he was lowered to the ground, the boy turned and said politely: ‘Thank you very much.’

As night fell, we turned to tales of other assignments, as reporters do, and we laughed too loudly at a story Julius told about a bacchanalian party in Kabul. The owner of the café, a woman of my mother’s age, appeared in the doorway, a silhouette in a rectangle of orange light. What are we doing? I thought, and hurried over to say sorry.

‘Is everything OK with your family?’ I mumbled as I pulled notes from my wallet to pay for the pies.

‘Everything is fine, thank God,’ she said. ‘There’s no need to apologize.’ The others got up from the table and we walked guiltily into the night, hating ourselves a little more for being alive.

In the morning, we turned on the television and found that Putin had been to Beslan unannounced in the early hours, speaking briefly to some of the survivors at the hospital.

Already back in Moscow, he was said to be receiving condolence calls from world leaders. He addressed the nation from the Kremlin. ‘We showed ourselves to be weak,’ he said. ‘And the weak get beaten.’ The hostage-taking, he suggested, had been orchestrated from abroad. The country, he said, was facing ‘a total, cruel and full-scale war’.

After the siege, the funerals. Day after day, fresh graves were dug in a field outside Beslan. A stream of processions turned the ground to mud, and a motley brass band moved among the mounds of earth, parping mournfully as the dead were laid to rest.

In the town, the sound of weeping came from windows and doorways.

We were staying in the apartment of a man whom we had met in the street. With the only hotel in Beslan full, we had resorted to asking the first passer-by, a young man in an untucked, ironed shirt buttoned to his neck, for help. He immediately invited us to use his place and went to stay with a friend, refusing payment and making occasional visits to check we were all right. Julius and I took turns to sleep on a brown polyester sofa in the living room, with the other sleeping on the floor, while Yulia occupied a bedroom. It was a typical post-Soviet apartment with a carpet on the wall, a dripping tap and a hallway lined with slippers.

I asked our host to help me meet some of the bereaved. One morning, his neighbour took me down a path to a tiny, single- storey cottage beyond the railway tracks, where we were beckoned inside by a man at the door. In the living room, Natasha Rudenok lay in an open coffin that rested on two chairs. Her partly crushed face was covered in heavy make-up. By Natasha’s body, with several other women, sat her mother, Olga, cradling her daughter’s head in her hands. Natasha, explained Olga, as we were shown to chairs, was twenty-nine, a technical drawing teacher at School Number One. She had still been alive when rescuers found her in the rubble of the gym but died later from blood loss. She would be buried later that day.

‘She was such a beautiful girl,’ said Olga. ‘Just look at the photographs.’

Two pictures lay with a handful of carnations on Natasha’s body, which was wrapped in white cloth embroidered with silver thread. One of the photographs showed a slender young woman sitting next to a basketball court bisected by sunlight.

The mourners took turns to address the body. ‘Oh, my poor Natasha! You promised me this year you would get married,’ cried one. ‘But now I’ve been called to a funeral, not a wedding.’

Natasha’s coffin lid and a wooden cross were propped by the door outside. Her male relatives chainsmoked in silence under an awning.

In the centre of the town, a group of haggard men were scouring new lists of the injured and their conditions in hospital. The lists were taped inside the windows of the cultural centre. With an unsteady hand, I wrote down entries in my notebook: ‘Tsgoyev, VG. Age 3. Mortar explosion wound. Lower-leg amputation. Third- degree shock.’ ‘Digorov, VV. Age 42. Abdominal gunshot exit wound. Collapse of the left ureter.’ ‘Albegov, V. Age unknown. Open skull fracture, brain swelling.’

Everywhere, on walls and lamp posts, were flyers with pictures pleading for news of missing children. One asked for details about Madina Pukhayeva, aged twelve, with silky black hair: ‘At the moment of the explosion she was sitting next to the safe in the sports hall. 153 cm. Longish face, green eyes. With a ring on her middle finger in the form of a snake with a white eye.’

The wreck of the school opened for visits and I went to look. In torrential rain, people were piling flowers on the windowsills and in the centre of the gutted gym. Down a corridor, classrooms had been turned to rubble, and three young women teetered past in high heels and make-up, perhaps come from a wake. A chunk of flesh still lay on a windowsill.

One night, a taxi that was carrying me and two colleagues as we raced back to Beslan from Vladikavkaz lost a wheel on an unlit country road and spun into a ditch, narrowly missing an oncoming car. In our frazzled state, this latest challenge to sanity seemed almost funny. Unhurt and cackling with relief, we flagged down another car and continued our journey.

I stayed on for a few days to report on the aftermath of the siege, and then told the newspaper I could not bear any more. I felt raw and jittery. A tic caused by stress had returned to my left eye, firing in bursts like a camera shutter. To try to calm it down, I had to tip back my head and cover the eye with the palm of my hand.

I flew back to Moscow.


OEBPS/images/aut.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
'A thrilling, profound masterpiece'
Nicholas Crane, author of Clear Waters Rising

High

N

A Mountain
Quest in
Russia’s

Haunted \

Hinterland <

s





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
High
AUCASUS

A Mountain Quest in

Russia’s Haunted Hinterland

TOM PARFITT

nnnnnn





