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ing. In a metro station that I visited, 
Superman, Batman, and a giant pink 
rabbit in a blue dress were entertain-
ing children, many of whom have been 
living there since the beginning of the 
war. People were sleeping in the metro 
because either they were frightened 
their home would be hit, it had already 
been hit, or they had fled fighting in 
outlying districts. Between 600 and 
1,150 slept in the station each night. 

The war had given new meaning 
to the lives of some of them. Olha, a 
twenty- nine- year- old English teacher 
before the war, was now a volunteer at 
the station. “I am only sleeping two or 
three hours a night,” she said as she gave 
a guided tour of its back offices. They 
had been converted into rooms to store 
food and medicine and a makeshift 
kitchen where other volunteers made 
sandwiches and soup for hundreds. 

The lack of privacy was a big problem, 
said Olha. If you slept inside a train car, 
it was warmer than the platform, but it 
might smell bad. If you slept on the seats 
you were also warmer, but the seats were 
narrow. The granite platforms were 
cold to sleep on, but some people had 
brought inflatable mattresses. Extension 
cords meant people could plug in their 
phones, but they could not plug in their 
kettles because they blew the fuses. 

When he was not delivering aid, forty- 
seven- year- old Vasil Ryabko played 
music. While I was in Kharkiv, his rock 
band Papa Karlo played a concert in the 
basement of a nineteenth- century fac-
tory where Oleksandr Honcharov, aged 
forty- two, had recently been building a 
music studio. The livestreamed concert 
was to raise money for Ukraine’s volun-
teer Territorial Defense Force. 

Honcharov said his nearby home had 
been damaged early in the war, so he 
had moved into the basement, and now 
up to fifteen people a night also slept 
there. The atmosphere was more hip-
ster club than stuffy shelter. Yuliia Ili-
ukka, a forty- year- old poet from North 
Saltivka, came to read her new poems 
“about war and love.” She said that 
she had sent her nine- year- old son to 
live with his grandparents in a village 
outside Kharkiv and that this war was 
being fought so “our children can live 
in their own land, in Ukraine, not in 
Russia.” 

In this historically Russophile city, 
people were baffled and angered by the 
invasion. Avdeeva told me that since 
the Russians had failed early in the 
war to seize Kharkiv, their missile and 
rocket attacks were now a deliberate 
policy aimed at “terrorizing civilians 
and making any kind of normal life in 
Ukraine’s second city impossible.”

What was happening in Kharkiv has 
been happening elsewhere as well. The 
Russians bombarded Chernihiv, one 
hundred miles northeast of Kyiv, for 
almost a month before withdrawing at 
the beginning of April when their at-
tempt to seize it failed. There condi-
tions had been particularly bad, since, 
unlike in Kharkiv, water, gas, and com-
munications had gone off in large parts 
of the city for much of the time that the 
Russians had been on the outskirts, 
and in some areas they have still not 
been restored. 

In the city’s Yuri Gagarin sports sta-
dium, there were some of the deepest 
craters I have seen in the war so far. 

Just outside were the ruins of a small 
but elegant nineteenth- century gothic- 
revival library, where books still clung 
to the surviving shelves. You can see 
the ghost of the library, like many 
of the other destroyed and damaged 
buildings here, by “driving” past on 
Google Street View. 

You can’t “drive” through the outly-
ing village of Novoselivka, but from the 
main road you can get an idea of what 
it was like. I wanted that idea because 
it has been completely flattened. There 
Oleksandr Chuhay, aged fifty- three, 
and his family were poking about in 
the wreckage of their house to see 
what they could salvage. The village 
was “unlucky,” he said, because it had 
been destroyed once before, in 1943, 
when the Germans, in a revenge attack, 
had gathered people together, executed 
them, and then burned it down. But he 
added, surprisingly cheerfully, “If they 
announce tomorrow that the war is fin-
ished, we will start rebuilding.” There 
were no military positions here, he 
said, but Ukrainian tanks would pass 
by on the main road on the way to the 
front. The road did not look like it had 
been hit. 

Volodymyr Boyko, a civil servant and 
historian, showed me around the town 
center. He pointed at buildings such as 
the Hotel Ukraine, half of which was in 
ruins after a direct hit, and said, “Ger-
mans built, Germans built, Germans 
built . . .” He told me that by the end of 
World War II, 75 percent of Chernihiv 
had been destroyed and so, as elsewhere 
in the Soviet Union, German POWs had 
been deployed as laborers to rebuild it. 
Now, he added, “Germans built, Rus-
sians destroyed!” and joked about the 

possibility of having Ukraine’s Rus-
sian POWs rebuild his city. We visited a 
pizza restaurant, the Barashaka restau-
rant, and some warehouses. In all of 
them, teams of volunteers were sorting 
truckloads of humanitarian aid, which 
was now flowing into the city. Parcels 
were being bagged up and drivers were 
setting off to find the elderly and others 
who depended on these deliveries.

It is not well understood abroad just 
how sophisticated and well organized 
Ukraine’s volunteer networks are. 
Many of them grew out of the Maidan 
Revolution of 2014, and even if many 
had been dormant since then, they 
have sprung back to life now via social 
media, giving people the opportunity 
to help. And that feeling of pulling to-
gether and wanting to be involved in 
however small a way is widespread. To 
get to Chernihiv I hitched a ride with 
some Ukrainian journalists. As we re-
turned to Kyiv I took out some cash to 
pay for my share of the gas. Then, while 
we sat at a checkpoint waiting to enter 
the city, the colleague who was driving 
whipped out his phone and the money 
was promptly donated to the Ukrainian 
army. 

Borodyanka, about thirty miles north-
west of Kyiv, is another town that was 
heavily bombed by the Russians. Un-
like Chernihiv, however, they actually 
captured it. Much of the horror here 
has yet to be revealed. Entire apart-
ment buildings were brought down at 
the beginning of the conflict by Russian 
aerial bombardment. When I visited, a 
team from the emergency services was 
standing on top of the rubble of one 
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