‘This is where I have to be’: Irish farmer in
Ukraine forges on through Russia’s war and
grain blockade
Moscow accused of stealing and ‘weaponising’ Ukrainian
crops, fuelling global hunger crisis

Irish farmer Jonathan Clibborn pictured in western Ukraine, where he has a 4,000-hectare farm, with his sons (Jacob
(6), Andrew (9) and Alex (7). Photograph courtesy Jonathan Clibborn

Daniel McLaughlin in Lviv
Tue Jun 28 2022
Fifteen years of farming in Ukraine have taught Jonathan Clibborn to take the
unexpected in his stride, but nothing could prepare him for the last four months.
Russia’s all-out invasion has killed thousands of Ukrainians, displaced millions,
devastated the country’s economy and placed its Black Sea ports under a naval
blockade, strangling export routes for grain and fuelling fears of a global food crisis.

For Clibborn it has meant not only seeing horrors befall a beloved country where he
married, has raised three boys and built up his own farm, but staving off the threat of
financial disaster as war laid waste to his business plans and those of an entire
nation.
He was with his family at his parents’ home in Clogheen, Co Tipperary, when
Russian president Vladimir Putin poured troops and armour into Ukraine in the early
hours of February 24th, missiles struck major cities and even many of Kyiv’s allies
predicted that the capital and much of the country would soon fall.
“All sorts of stuff was racing through my mind,” Clibborn recalls. “But we had to
put the fertilizer out in a week or so, and so I decided to come back out and feel the
situation on the ground.”

Irish man Jonathan Clibborn, who runs a 4,000-hectare farm in western Ukraine. Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

On March 3rd he crossed the border in a clattery local train from the Polish town of
Przemysl to Lviv in western Ukraine, which had already become the main transit
hub for Ukrainians fleeing Russia’s bid to take Kyiv, Kharkiv and other major cities
further east.

“I’ve never witnessed anything like it. I spent the night in Lviv train station because
of the curfew in the city, and the suffering there was hard to comprehend. It was so
cold inside the station and there was no space even to sit down,” Clibborn (37) says.
“And there were some characters on that train: spy types, foreigners coming to fight
who had done tours of duty, other volunteers wanting to do good but who had no
experience, and Ukrainians coming back to get their families out or to join up,” he
recalls.
“It was a surreal trip that I’ll never forget. I was just glad the family was over in
Ireland and safe, and that the kids weren’t witnessing all this.”
Back on his 4,000-hectare (10,000-acre) holding in Staryi Sambir, 90km southwest
of Lviv, where his main crops are corn, wheat and soybeans, Clibborn soon realised
the scale of the problems that he and farmers across Ukraine were facing.
The Russian blockade of Ukraine’s big ports on the Black and Azov Seas – Odesa,
Mykolaiv and Mariupol – shut the routes through which the world’s fourth-biggest
exporter of grains usually ships out 90 per cent of the corn, wheat and barley that it
sells abroad.
Trucks and trains cannot move cargos of comparable size, so delivery schedules
went haywire, grain traders stopped buying and farmers’ cashflow dried up.
Millions of tonnes of grain are now stuck in silos that would usually be ready to take
in the coming harvest of winter wheat, and Clibborn and many other farmers were
forced to move crops to makeshift facilities when storage contracts expired.
“We haven’t exported anything during the war because the ports are blocked,
trucking is too expensive and with rail the queues are too long and the buyer doesn’t
want to sign contracts when he’ll only get it maybe in three or four months,”
Clibborn explains.
Farmers have been selling at knockdown prices just to empty silos, or pay for the
next season’s seeds or for diesel and other essentials that inflation is making costlier;
Ukrainian banks, meanwhile, are reluctant to lend during wartime without the kind
of government guarantee that does not extend to foreign firms like Clibborn’s
Norbilc Agri.
“It’s been a rollercoaster … and I don’t sleep as soundly as I used to, that’s for
sure,” he admits. “But in western Ukraine we have nothing to complain about
compared to people over there.”

He means people in eastern and southern Ukraine, where missile strikes and shelling
have been most intense, cities like Mariupol and Sievierodonetsk have been largely
destroyed with huge loss of life, and Russian forces now occupy swathes of territory.
The Clibborns have helped provide accommodation on their farm or nearby for
about 14 people from the partly occupied Zaporizhzhia region, including Ihor
Mistyuk, a fellow farmer whose own home has been taken over by Russian officers
and whose tractors and trucks have been stolen.
Mistyuk hoped the Russians might pass by his village of Balochky, an out-of-theway place where only about 100 people live, which is about 120km from
government-held Zaporizhzhia city and a similar distance from occupied Mariupol,
now a place of carnage.
But then power to the village was knocked out, stopping the pumps that provide
water for residents, and the phone signal started to fail, and in early March the sound
of helicopter and tank fire across the fields presaged the arrival of Russian troops.
Some of them claimed to have thought they were going on exercises rather than
invading Ukraine; others said they had come to kill Ukrainian nationalists; the
commander of one unit, drunk, threatened to shoot Mistyuk and his father.
Mistyuk (31) recalls how the Russians shot up and looted one local woman’s house
after finding a photograph of her son in Ukrainian military uniform, and how they
broke down the gate of a schoolteacher, shot dead his dog and fired at his feet while
accusing him of working for the military.

Ihor Mistyuk, whose home village and family farm in Zaporizhzhia region in eastern Ukraine have been occupied by
Russian forces. He is now working with Irish farmer Jonathan Clibborn in western Ukraine. Photograph courtesy
Ihor Nistyuk

When explosions in a nearby town began to shake their home, Mistyuk and his wife
and new-born baby left for government-held territory along roads lined with mines
and dotted with battle-scarred buildings, and through checkpoints where Russian
troops questioned and inspected him for tattoos that in their eyes would mark him
out as a Ukrainian soldier or nationalist.
“Local farmers can only sell for a pittance, and the Russians are bringing in produce
from Crimea and other areas they’ve occupied. They’re trying to introduce the
rouble and it’s really difficult to get [Ukrainian] hryvnia; there are people who will
take a payment from your card and give you cash, minus a 21 per cent cut; life is
hard there,” Mistyuk explains.
“In a nearby district two Russians and two Chechens came to a farmer and
demanded that he sell them his sunflower seeds for something like 4,000 hryvnia
(€128) a tonne, while before the war the price was about 17,000 hryvnia,” he says.
“‘Why so little?’ the farmer asked, and the Chechen punched him. ‘Why are you
hitting me,’ he said, and they told him ‘We haven’t even started hitting you yet.’”

Ukrainian officials say Russia has stolen at least 400,000 tonnes of grain from areas
it has occupied this year, and the Kyiv School of Economics estimates that hundreds
of millions of dollars of storage infrastructure and more than half a billion dollars of
agricultural products have been destroyed in Russian missile attacks.
“Russia is strangling Ukraine’s economy by blocking the ports,” says Andy Hunder,
president of the American chamber of commerce in Kyiv, whose members include
major US firms working across Ukraine’s agricultural sector, from seed production
and crop protection to farm machinery and grain trading.

Andy Hunder, president of the American chamber of commerce in Ukraine, with Anna Sankina, a policy officer on
the chamber's agriculture committee. Photograph courtesy Andy Hunder

“We’re looking at forecasts of GDP contraction of 45 per cent in 2022. It’s killing
the economy … and also creating global food security problems and putting millions
of lives at risk,” he adds, warning that many farmers may not sow crops later this
year if storage silos are still full.
“It’s clear there is no real alternative to the ports, because the railways have very
small capacity, so it’s like using a teaspoon to get the grain out… There has to be
some sort of international solution to this – it’s a massive, massive challenge.”
Moscow blames the food crisis on western sanctions and says Ukraine must demine
its ports before shipping can resume; Ukraine wants guarantees that Russia will not

use such an opportunity to storm coastal cities; and western powers are so far
unwilling to provide naval protection for cargo vessels plying potentially dangerous
stretches of the Black Sea.
The Kremlin denies “weaponising” food supplies, but Margarita Simonyan, chief
editor of Russian propaganda outlet RT (formerly Russia Today), recently summed
up such a putative strategy like this: “All our hope is on famine… Meaning that now
famine will begin and they will come to their senses and lift sanctions and make
friends with us, because they will acknowledge that it’s impossible not to be friends
with us.”
Clibborn’s farm is 1,000km from the frontline, but the war is inescapable: Russia
has bombed military bases nearby, the rail network in Lviv region is a frequent
target for cruise missiles, and funerals for fallen soldiers are held almost daily in this
fiercely patriotic area.
“Everyone around here knows somebody who has died, and the stories you hear
from the east – it’s just horrific,” he says.
“But we’re here for the long term and so, while it is very, very difficult, we’re trying
to stay active and keep trudging along – that’s how I mentally deal with it and I
think it’s best for the staff as well.”
Clibborn’s three sons, Jacob, Andrew and Alex, are now in primary school in
Ireland, and with a smile he describes them as “very pro-Ukrainian and anti-Putin –
and we encourage that”.
“I’m really proud of people here. Whether they have a uniform on or not, they are
just really helping and sticking together. It gives you goosebumps, what they’re
doing and I feel honoured to be part of it,” he says.
“This is where I have to be right now. Ukraine is going to come out of this, and then
there will be so much help pouring in – it’s going to be phenomenal.”
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Ukrainian villager tells how her husband and
son were killed but it will take years to hold
Russia to account for atrocities it calls ‘fake’

Daniel McLaughlin
inMotyzhyn,Ukraine

L

yubov Leus and her future
husband met as children
spending a summer in Motyzhyn,
a village of cottages and
allotments ringed by fields,
50km from Kyiv.
“I was 12 years old and staying with my
aunt, and Serhiy was 13 and visiting his
grandma. Five years later we were
married in Kyiv. Our 40th wedding
anniversary would have been this
summer,” she says, in the small house in
Motyzhyn that Serhiy inherited.
They had two daughters and a son in
Kyiv, where Serhiy worked in an
engineering plant and Lyubov in a sewing
factory, before they opened their own
kiosk and then a café when the demise of
the Soviet Union brought independence
and free enterprise to Ukraine.
It was a financial struggle to raise a
young family in the capital, and became
even harder when medical problems
forced Serhiy into semi-retirement. So
they moved to Motyzhyn, where the peace
and quiet of the village was good for

Serhiy’s health and Lyubov found the kind
of job she had always wanted, working
with children at a kindergarten. “Serhiy
was good with his hands, a
jack-of-all-trades. And Sasha was just the
same,” she says of her son (32), who was
their youngest child.
When Russia launched an all-out
invasion of Ukraine on February 24th,
Serhiy started hiding things in the
basement: his gardening machinery,
mechanic’s tools, even the batteries from
their cars – anything he thought
marauding troops might want to steal.
“On February 27th, in the evening, he
was putting stuff in the cellar when I heard
the sound of tanks. The Russians were
coming into the village with tanks and
trucks and I don’t know what else. I looked
out and there was a tank right by the gate
of the house and suddenly it began
shooting and I got under the table. I can’t
describe the noise,” Lyubov recalls.
‘I thinktheywoundedme.’
“When it went quiet I came out, and Serhiy
was there by the car and he said: ‘I think
they wounded me.’
“He went hunting sometimes and it
seems he got his gun and took a shot at
them. And they fired with an automatic
rifle or a machine gun. Skin and flesh were
hanging off his arm and a bullet had gone
in near his belly button and there was an
open wound on his side.”
Serhiy did not lose consciousness and
Lyubov helped him into the house and
tried to stop the bleeding. As the Russians
spread out around Motyzhyn, Sasha
managed to cross the village to reach his

parents, and a local doctor, Serhiy
Golovan, came to their aid.
“The doctor said he won’t survive unless
he gets to a hospital. But I asked him,
‘How, if we’re surrounded, if the Russians
are everywhere?’” Lyubov recalls. “They
were thinking and discussing here in the
yard until about 11pm, when the doctor
says: ‘We have to go.’ And Sasha says: ‘I’m
going with dad.’”
Lyubov made Serhiy as comfortable as
possible in the back of the car, and
Golovan and Sasha set off with him
towards Makariv, a town 20km away
across a major highway leading to Kyiv,
through an area that was fought over
fiercely at the start of the war.
Then, alone at home, she heard nothing
more for several days, as Russian troops
took control over a swathe of territory
where they would menace Kyiv and
commit atrocities and alleged war crimes
in towns such as Bucha, Irpin and
Borodyanka, and villages including
Motyzhyn and neighbouring Kopyliv.
“Three or four days later, I don’t know
now, I was in the back yard when a friend
arrived and said, ‘Come on, let’s go to our
place’,” Lyubov says. “I told him no, I’m
staying here and waiting for news. ‘Get
your things and come with me,’ he said
again. ‘I’ll explain everything.’ That
finished me off. Until then, I still had
hope.”
Deadinsidetheirbullet-riddledcar
Serhiy, Sasha and Golovan were dead
inside their bullet-riddled car, which sat
wrecked on a stretch of road that was too
dangerous to approach. It seems they
turned back before the highway but were
shot with a heavy machine gun from a
Russian position.
Lyubov says a member of the local
volunteer territorial defence force who
saw the car told her that Sasha appeared to
have died trying to shield his wounded
father from the hail of bullets. Now she
smooths out their death certificates on the
kitchen table and says that they suggest
the same thing, noting that Serhiy
officially died of “gunshot wounds” but
Sasha of “multiple gunshot wounds”.
Lyubov seems to find the tiniest scrap of
comfort in this thought, and in covering
the table with the cakes and sweets and
biscuits that she says her husband adored,
and in the two dogs that he loved that now
doze peacefully on the sunny doorstep.
“What should we call them?” she asks of
the Russian invaders.
“Monsters? Beasts? But those two
beasts lying there would never do anything
like that. The [Nazi] Germans didn’t do this
when they were here. I don’t know what to
call those who are wandering around our
land as if they own it, going into every
house and cellar.” After about a week, and
at great personal risk, volunteers retrieved
the three bodies and they were
immediately buried in the local cemetery
“even though people were worried there
might be tripwires and landmines there.
If we hadn’t managed it, we would have
had to bury them here in the garden,”
Lyubov says.
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A few days after hurriedly burying her
husband and her only son under continued
shelling, Lyubov called her old friend Olha
Sukhenko, the elected head of Motyzhyn.
“She was a golden person. She was also
from Kyiv and I was very close to her
and her husband Ihor, and their son
Oleksandr was one of my children at the
kindergarten.”
When the Russians had arrived in
Motyzhyn, Olha had made her feelings
clear on her Facebook page: “There are
foreign bastards in our village,” she wrote.
“Take care. Don’t leave your homes.
Keep calm.”
MovementsoftheRussians
Locals say that under occupation she
found food and medicines for elderly
villagers and served as a link between
the military and territorial defence force
members who covertly gathered
information on the location and
movements of the Russians.
“We spoke a couple of days before she
disappeared, and she told me not to worry,
to be strong, and that when everything
calmed down I should bring in the
passports of my boys and she’d register
their deaths and so on,” Lyubov recalls.
“She should have left, but she said, ‘How
can I leave when there are elderly people
here who need my help’?”
Russian troops abducted Olha, Ihor and
Oleksandr Sukhenko on March 23rd, and
after Ukrainian forces liberated Motyzhyn
five days later, their bodies were found
with another corpse in a pit close to the
former Russian encampment on the edge
of the village.
“Olha and I were in touch the day before
they were taken, and we often shared
information about where the Russians
were and what they were doing,” says
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When I told friends and
relatives in Russia about
Serhiy and Sasha, they said
Ukraine had killed them. I
told them not to call me
again or to speak such filth
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Oleh Kravchuk, the head of neighbouring
Kopyliv village, who is also in temporary
charge of Motyzhyn. “They were a great
family, and Olha really did a lot for her
village and community.”
The Russians dropped several huge
bombs on Kopyliv in a possible attempt to
hit the nearby Kyiv-Zhytomyr highway,
leaving yawning craters in a village where
war has completely destroyed six
buildings and damaged well over 100
others.
Motyzhyn and Kopyliv will be repaired,
Kravchuk says, but who will answer for all
the wanton destruction, for the numerous
alleged cases of murder, abduction, rape
and torture in the area, and for the fates of
missing people who may now be in Russian
hands or a mass grave?
Roman Koval of Truth Hounds, an NGO
that is collecting testimony on possible
war crimes, says Kopyliv’s ordeal
resembles, on a smaller scale, that of
Borodyanka, a town 40km north that
suffered immense destruction when
Russian forces were there.
“At first a couple of columns of Russian
troops passed through the village, took it
over without a fight and saw there were no
Ukrainian troops there. Then a couple of
days later they bombed the centre of the
village, dropping something like eight
bombs from aircraft with no military
target around,” he explains.
“It’s very important for us not only to
focus on places like Bucha and
Borodyanka, but also on villages like
Motyzhyn and Kopyliv,” Koval says in a
Kyiv café that is busy with breakfast
customers as life returns to the city a
month after Russian forces were driven
from its outskirts. “It’s important to show
that the kind of incidents that took place in
Borodyanka or Bucha are not just things
committed by individual troops, but they
are part of a pattern of behaviour – that it is
‘normal’ for [Russian forces] to commit
war crimes.”
Preparingforitsfirsttrial
Ukraine’s prosecutor general says her
office has received reports of more than
10,500 alleged war crimes, identified 622
suspects, and is now preparing for its first
trial – of a Russian soldier accused of
shooting dead an unarmed 62-year-old
civilian in the village of Chupakhivka on
February 28th.
The UN Human Rights Council passed a
resolution on Thursday to launch an
investigation into alleged Russian war
crimes in Ukraine, after hearing that “the
scale of unlawful killings, including indicia
of summary executions... is shocking.
“These killings of civilians often
appeared to be intentional, carried out by
snipers and soldiers. Civilians were killed
when crossing the road or leaving their
shelters to seek food and water. Others
were killed as they fled in their vehicles,”
said Michelle Bachelet, the UN high commissioner for human rights. “Unarmed
local men were killed because Russian
soldiers suspected them of supporting
Ukrainian forces or otherwise being a
potential threat, and some were tortured

■ Lyubov Leus holds a photograph of

herself with her late husband, Serhiy, on
their wedding day almost 40 years ago;
bomb damage in Kopyliv; Oleh
Kravchuk, head of the village of Kopyliv;
a mass grave in the village of Motyzhyn.
Inset below: Sasha Leus (left) and his
father Serhiy holding Sasha’s daughter
Alisa. PHOTOGRAPHS: DANIEL MCLAUGHLIN;
TRUTH HOUNDS NGO; RONALDO SCHEMIDT/AFP

before being killed.”
Moscow boycotted the council session
and accused the West of “organising
another political rout to demonise
Russia”, and it insists its forces are only
striking military targets in Ukraine and
that all apparent evidence of mass killings
in Bucha and elsewhere is “fake”.
“It’s going to take years and we should
be realistic about that,” Koval says of the
effort to hold Russia to account for crimes
committed during an invasion that has
already killed thousands of civilians and
displaced more than 10 million. “It’s a
national challenge, but also a national goal
to find every perpetrator and war criminal.
And it’s not only about justice but about
the truthful narrative of what has
happened, and what is happening right
now in Ukraine.”
Relentlessrepetition
It is illegal in Russia to say it invaded or is
waging war in Ukraine, and President
Vladimir Putin’s actions and aims are not
questioned, let alone criticised, by
Kremlin-dominated media; instead, there
is only relentless repetition of the official
line, that this is a special military operation
to protect Russia from a Nazi-tainted
Ukraine and a hostile West.
“When I told friends and relatives in
Russia about Serhiy and Sasha, they said
Ukraine had killed them. I told them not to
call me again or to speak such filth,” says
Lyubov. “What else does Putin need? He
has money up to his eyeballs, he can go
anywhere in the world – what does he
need? To make a war? I don’t know what is
in that idiot’s head... If someone in his
circle doesn’t kill him then nothing good
will happen. While that bastard is still
alive, things won’t calm down.”
When Motyzhyn was liberated on
March 28th, two days before neighbouring
Kopyliv, Lyubov was told that the hastily
buried bodies of Serhiy and Sasha must be
exhumed for official identification.
“The gravediggers here said, “Lyubov
Vladimirovna, it’s one thing to bury
someone but quite another to dig them
up.’ But they agreed to do it for 1,000
hryvnia [¤33] and a bottle of vodka,” she
recalls. “All the morgues around here
were full, so we had to do a round trip of
more than 100km to take their bodies to
Bila Tserkva. Thankfully, an old friend
who’s a policeman looked at the bodies. It
would have killed me to have to see them.”
Only then could Lyubov give a dignified
funeral to her husband and her only son.
“Finally they had a civilised send-off,”
she says. “These reburials – there are a lot
of them around here now.”

‘We hit them with everything we had’:
Ukrainian town fights off the Russians
‘To hell with tanks, we’re from Bashtanka!’ now a rallying
cry after battle on southern plains

Alla Barsehyan, head doctor of the hospital in Bashtanka in southern Ukraine, which was hit by a Russian missile on
April 19th. Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

Daniel McLaughlin, in Bashtanka
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Alla Barsehyan, head doctor of the hospital in Bashtanka in southern Ukraine, has
been reluctantly acquiring expertise in a new and unwelcome field.
“Grad rocket launchers, warplanes, Tochka-U missiles – now we know how they all
sound and we can distinguish between them,” she says, listing a few of the weapons
that Russia’s military has used in the Bashtanka area since it invaded Ukraine two
months ago.
“But this was different. It whistled as it came in over the town and the explosion was
huge,” she recalls of the missile strike on April 19th that destroyed the hospital’s
outpatient clinic, badly damaged its dialysis department and smashed windows all

over a medical complex that served more than 100,000 residents of the wider
Bashtanka district.
“When the missile hit, a woman had just given birth and an operation had to be
interrupted and continued later in a different place, once we had evacuated everyone
here.”

An x-ray room of the hospital in Bashtanka, southern Ukraine, which was hit by a Russian missile on April 19th.
Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

She says it was a “miracle” that no one was killed and that damage to the main
building was relatively superficial, allowing staff to bring patients back and resume
treatment and surgery after debris was cleared and empty windows frames boarded
up.
Local officials say there was no military presence anywhere near the hospital,
making some Bashtanka residents suspect that the strike may have been revenge for
the part they played in routing Russian troops who tried to take the town on March
1st.
"Some of us had automatic rifles, those who didn't had petrol bombs, and some
hunters brought their own guns," deputy mayor Oleksandr Vasylyev recalls of a
motley force comprising 16 town councillors and about 50 territorial defence
volunteers.

Oleksandr Vasylyev, deputy mayor of Bashtanka in southern Ukraine, stands with a flag emblazoned with a slogan
that means: “To hell with tanks, we’re from Bashtanka!” Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

“We positioned ourselves in places where we could take them by surprise,” he says
of a convoy of Russian armoured vehicles, artillery pieces, Grad multiple rocket
launchers, supply trucks and at least one powerful Pantsir missile system.
“And when they came into town, we hit them with everything we had.”
Disarray

Mayor Oleksandr Berehovyi says the convoy of 200 – 300 military vehicles entered
Bashtanka, which had a pre-war population of 12,000, in several stages.

Oleksandr Berehovyi (left), the mayor of Bashtanka in southern Ukraine, and Vitaliy Homersky i, a deputy on
Mykolaiv regional council, who fought in defence of Bashtanka against Russian troops on March 1st. The patch on
Homerskyi’s arm carries a phrase that has become a Ukrainian battle cry: “Russian warship, F**k off”. Photograph:
Daniel McLaughlin

“The first group came through and we didn’t touch it – you can’t do much damage to
armoured vehicles with Kalashnikovs and petrol bombs – but in the second and third
groups we hit supply trucks and Grads, and those sections of the convoy got
trapped.”
Some Russian vehicles that were not pinned down in Bashtanka turned their fire on
the town, destroying several buildings and perhaps elements of their own unit, while
others tried to continue north to Novyi Buh, a slightly larger town that is just 75km
from Kryvyi Rih, a major industrial city and hometown of Ukrainian president
Volodymyr Zelenskiy.
Leaving Bashtanka in disarray, the convoy was then attacked and destroyed by
Ukrainian helicopters, and Russia's attempt to secure a key road between Kryvyi Rih
and the government-controlled port of Mykolaiv on the Black Sea coast had failed.

A destroyed vehicle lies abandoned on the road from Mykolaiv to Bashtanka in southern Ukraine. Photograph:
Daniel McLaughlin

“Our air force worked really accurately and efficiently to take out the artillery and
armoured vehicles that we couldn’t do much about,” says Vasylyev, standing in the
mayor’s office beside a Ukrainian flag emblazoned with a rhyming rallying cry that
translates as: “To hell with tanks, we’re from Bashtanka!”

“We stopped their advance and made them change their plans. They didn’t expect
such resistance here, but we got together and gave them a surprise. Some Russians
we caught thought they were fighting special forces because the gunfire was so
intense from all sides,” he recalls.

Russian military vehicles destroyed in fighting in Bashtanka, southern Ukraine, on March 1st. Photograph courtesy
of Oleksandr Berehovyi

Bashtanka’s town councillors now scroll through photographs of destroyed and
captured Russian vehicles and the passports of soldiers captured on March 1st and
rounded up later in nearby villages and fields by local territorial defence volunteers.
“We had no choice,” Berehovyi says of local people’s decision to fight.
“It would have been really hard to get [the Russians] out if they’d taken this area.
And if I had run away then why would anyone else have stayed? I have two sons and
a wife, and these invaders are like dogs, they rape and they kill – it’s just terrible.”
The Russians were driven away from Bashtanka, but the March 1st battle and weeks
of shelling have injured several local people, damaged almost 200 buildings around
the town and prompted about half of its pre-war population to flee.
“The shelling made the walls of our house shake and it scared the children so much.
My grandson, he’s 3½, is now terrified of the slightest loud noise,” says Alla, a local
woman wheeling her bike through dusty streets lined with white cherry blossom and
red tulips.

Alla wheels her bicycle through the town of Bashtanka in southern Ukraine, which fought off Russian troops on
March 1st and has been repeatedly shelled. Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

“We still hear shelling in the distance, but I hope it’s going to be safe here from now
on. I don’t want to leave Bashtanka – home is always best.”
Artillery fire

Russian troops are just 50km to the southeast in the town of Snihurivka, from where
Bashtanka couple Vitaliy and Svitlana Butochel and other volunteers are trying to
evacuate local people.
“Every day is different and we never know if the Russians are going to let people
leave. It’s very tense and unpredictable there in occupied Snihurivka,” Vitaliy
explains.

Vitaliy Butochel in the basement of a church hall in Bashtanka, southern Ukraine, where locals sheltered from
Russian shelling. Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

“The other day, over the [Orthodox] Easter weekend, some people got out by
pretending to the Russian soldiers that they were just going to visit relatives. They
had their bicycles and hid their documents under Easter eggs and cakes that they
were carrying. They were let through, and later one of our minibuses picked them up
on the road.”
Svitlana says several civilians have been killed by shelling in the Bashtanka district,
and mattresses and bedding are still laid out in several rooms and the basement of a
church hall where scores of locals spent nights sheltering from Russian artillery fire.
“Our three children are safe in western Ukraine,” she says.
“But we thought that if the Russians took Bashtanka they would come for Vitaliy
and me straight away, because we are active volunteers and we help our armed
forces.”

Svitlana Butochel helped provide shelter for people in a church hall during Russian bombing of Bashtanka in
southern Ukraine. Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

Bashtanka's proximity to the major government-controlled cities of Mykolaiv,
Kryvyi Rih, Odessa, Zaporizhzhia and Dnipro fuels fears that its current, relative
calm may just be brief respite, as Russian forces seek to move north and west from
Mariupol and occupied Kherson.
Heavy weapons

The Kremlin is believed to be intent on securing significant gains in eastern and
southern Ukraine before Russia's May 9th Victory Day holiday, when troops and
armour will parade through Red Square beneath the gaze of President Vladimir
Putin, who launched the invasion on February 24th.
Western powers are now accelerating delivery of heavy weapons to Ukraine to help
it withstand the Russian military’s onslaught in the east and south, while warning
that the war between the neighbours and former allies could last for many months, or
years.

A pharmacy in Bashtanka in southern Ukraine that was gutted during fighting on March 1st when Russian troops
entered the town. Photograph: Daniel McLaughlin

“We can probably get through spring and summer but after that it will be very hard,”
Barsehyan says of the shattered windows and other structural damage at Bashtanka’s
hospital, where the missile strike caused destruction estimated at more than €1
million.
“Medical staff are used to dealing with death, but nothing can prepare you for this,
for full-scale war,” she explains, beside what was the out-patients unit of Bashtanka
hospital, but which is now a shell strewn with rubble and wrecked furniture and
equipment, including a mangled x-ray machine.
“There’s a kind of fear, an animal fear, that grips you when you hear these
explosions. But all the staff stayed in control and no one was abandoned,” she says,
in what could also be a description of how Bashtanka’s people stood in its defence.
“We all did what we had to do, and we held out.”

