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Foreword
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Dr. Dennis Franklin brings to this book a perspective forged in service, leadership, and enterprise. The first in his family to join the Navy, he served in the Royal Australian Navy before building a career that spanned science, technology, business, and governance. His grandfather had fought in the First World War, and his father in the Second; Dennis inherited that legacy of service and carried it forward in a different form. Though not an historian by training, his life has been shaped by a fascination with leadership under pressure, by the ways decisions are made when outcomes are uncertain and costly.

This book is not an attempt to retell history, but rather to use it as a lens. It imagines a tribunal of strategists, drawn from across centuries, asked to question two modern leaders locked in a war that still rages - Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelenskyy. Each strategist is introduced in turn: Sun Tzu, enigmatic and precise; Alexander the Great, ambitious and visionary; Napoleon, sharp and restless; Wellington, steady and disciplined; Nelson, bold and romantic; Lawrence, poetic and unconventional; Mayne, mercurial and daring; Monash, methodical and meticulous; Slim, humane and paternal; Petraeus, analytical and modern; Grant, stoic and relentless; and Giap, patient and long-sighted.

Their voices are set against the choices of today. Each chapter explores who these figures were, what principles they taught, and how their counsel might sound if delivered in a timeless chamber where past and present meet. The structure of the book flows in three movements: first, the stories of the strategists themselves; then, the tribunal, where they question Putin and Zelenskyy directly; and finally, the lessons for leaders everywhere, distilled from their words and applied to our own time.

The war in Ukraine remains unresolved. Its outcome cannot yet be known. But what history does show us - in voices separated by centuries - is that there are better ways to lead, and that wars, like all struggles, are decided not only by weapons but by preparation, vision, morale, and endurance. This book invites the reader to sit in that council chamber, to listen to the questions that echo across time, and to carry those lessons into whatever battles they themselves must fight.

—Dr Dennis Franklin

Melbourne, 2025 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
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A Council for a War Still Burning

I am Dr. Dennis Franklin, a geologist by training, a strategist by inclination, and the first in my family to pursue such work directly. Yet strategy and war are not distant to me. My father served as a soldier in the Second World War. My grandfather before him fought in the First World War. Their experiences, though rarely spoken of in detail, carried lessons about endurance, sacrifice, and the cost of failure in leadership. I grew up with that weight in the background, and it shaped the way I think about conflict and survival.

Later I built a career that moved between science, technology, and business. From Antarctic research stations to boardrooms in the financial sector, I have seen how strategy - or the lack of it - shapes outcomes.

That is why I called this unusual meeting. Around the table sit thirteen of history’s greatest strategists. They did not live in the same time or fight the same wars, but they understood the timeless rules of power, conflict, and human ambition. Today, I ask them to speak to two men: Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelenskyy.

The War in Context

RUSSIA’S INVASION OF Ukraine in February 2022 was meant to be quick. Putin expected Kyiv to fall within days. Instead, it became Europe’s largest war since 1945. Cities were shelled, millions fled, and alliances hardened.


	
Russia entered the war with a vast army, nuclear weapons, and control over energy markets. But it also carried the weight of corruption, poor logistics, and a shrinking economy.

	
Ukraine, smaller and poorer, carried the fire of national survival. Led by Volodymyr Zelenskyy, it mobilised citizens, drew support from NATO, and showed a unity few expected.



Three years later, the war drags on. Ukraine has regained territory in some places, lost ground in others, and endured enormous suffering. Russia has absorbed staggering casualties but clings to occupied regions. Both countries face exhaustion - economic, social, and moral.

The outcome remains uncertain. But the lessons of history are already visible.

The Leaders


	
Vladimir Putin casts himself as a restorer of empire, driven by grievance and fear of Western encirclement. His gamble has shaken Russia’s stability and left it increasingly dependent on China.

	
Volodymyr Zelenskyy, once a comedian, now carries the role of wartime president. His resilience and communication skills have made him the face of Ukrainian resistance and earned him global respect.



BOTH MEN ARE PRODUCTS of their nations. Both are locked in a struggle that will define Europe’s future.

The Panel of Strategists

TO UNDERSTAND WHAT is happening - and what may yet come - I have invited fourteen strategists from across history. They form a council of counsel, not to celebrate war but to test ideas against reality.


	
Sun Tzu – The Strategist
 Win before fighting; victory through preparation and intelligence.


	
Alexander the Great – The Visionary Expander
 Bold growth, speed, and cultural integration.


	
Alexander Suvorov – The Relentless Commander
 Speed, surprise, relentless training; “Train hard, fight easy.”


	
Napoleon Bonaparte – The Organiser
 Decentralised execution under centralised intent.


	
Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington – The Disciplined Defender
 Patience, logistics, and steady discipline outlast brilliance.


	
Horatio Nelson – The Risk-Taker
 Visible leadership and calculated boldness.


	
T.E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) – The Guerrilla Innovator
 Mobility, agility, and unconventional warfare.


	
Blair “Paddy” Mayne – The Unconventional Raider
 Small, empowered teams creating outsized results.


	
Dwight D. Eisenhower – The Coalition Builder
 Stakeholder alignment, coordination, and diplomacy.


	
Sir John Monash – The Master Planner
 Meticulous planning, combined arms, and recognition of talent.


	
William Slim – The Morale Leader
 Rebuilding broken armies through purpose and care.


	
David Petraeus – The Counterinsurgency Thinker
 Leading in complexity and ambiguity.


	
Ulysses S. Grant – The Relentless Executor
 Persistence, logistics, and quiet determination.


	
Vo Nguyen Giap – The Asymmetric Strategist
 Endurance and long-game strategy against stronger opponents.










Each will offer counsel as if speaking directly to Putin — lessons forged in wars past, applied to a war still raging.

This book does not seek to predict the end of the Russia – Ukraine war. Instead, it uses the wisdom of history’s greatest strategists to test the choices made by leaders today. If Putin were willing to listen, this is the counsel he would hear. If you, the reader, are willing to listen, these same lessons apply to politics, business, and every place where strategy decides survival.

Further Reading


	Lawrence Freedman, Strategy: A History.

	Hew Strachan, The Direction of War.

	Christopher Clark, The Sleepwalkers.

	John Keegan, The Face of Battle.
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Chapter 2 – Sun Tzu: The Strategist
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The battlefield is quiet before dawn. Mist clings to the valley floor. Soldiers wait, nerves stretched tight, hands gripping weapons. They don’t yet know if today will bring triumph or ruin. One man already knows. His scouts have watched the enemy. His ground is chosen. His deception is set. The victory is won before the first arrow flies.

That man is Sun Tzu.

The Leader’s Story

CHINA. FIFTH CENTURY BCE. The age of the Warring States. Dozens of kingdoms clash endlessly for land and power. War is constant, brutal, and costly. Out of this chaos emerges a strategist whose ideas outlive kings, dynasties, and empires.

Sun Tzu — perhaps one man, perhaps a school of thinkers writing under a single name — gives the world The Art of War. A slim text. Thirteen short chapters. Lines as sharp as commands:


	“In the midst of chaos, there is also opportunity.”

	“All warfare is based on deception.”

	“The greatest victory is that which requires no battle.”



Legends grew around him. The most famous tells how King Helü of Wu tested him. Sun Tzu was given the king’s concubines to drill as soldiers. They laughed at his orders. He executed two and appointed new leaders. The rest obeyed with perfect discipline. His point: leadership is not performance, it is consequence.

Whether or not the story is true doesn’t matter. What matters is the philosophy. The Art of War shaped Chinese and Japanese strategy for centuries. It influenced Napoleon. It was studied by Mao Zedong. It still sits on the desks of generals around the world.

Sun Tzu wrote about more than fighting. He wrote about preparation, timing, deception, leadership, morale, and logistics. His key message: battles are won before they are fought.

The Leadership Idea

“VICTORIOUS WARRIORS win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win.”

Sun Tzu believed outcomes are set before combat begins. The side that knows itself, the enemy, the terrain, and the moment of action already holds the advantage. Fighting is merely confirmation.

For him, war was not a gamble but a calculation. The general who prepares, deceives, and positions correctly has already secured victory. The general who rushes blindly, depending on brute force or false hope, is doomed.
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