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FOREWORD


“I need ammunition, not a ride!”


In an age where genuine heroism is so rare, President of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky’s cri de coeur echoed around the world. Zelensky could have fled — Washington had offered him a safe passage out of Kyiv — but he chose to fight for his country, slim though the chances of victory were.


Days earlier, Russia’s Vladimir Putin had launched a brutal war on Ukraine, eager to bring the country back under Moscow’s yoke. The Russians closed in quickly on Kyiv, hoping to “decapitate” the Zelensky government — that is, kill Zelensky — and install a puppet regime.


But Zelensky was not deterred, even after multiple assassination attempts conducted by Putin’s hit squads. He rose to meet the opposition and stood firm, displaying a courage that many thought no longer existed in today’s world.


Virtually unknown outside of his native Ukraine before the war, Zelensky has earned respect from his fellow Ukrainians and adoration from Western elites and ordinary citizens alike. He has displayed an indomitable spirit in a deeply unfair fight. The Russian military far outclasses the Ukrainian, but Ukrainian soldiers and volunteers have shown that spirit still counts for something on the battlefield. We haven’t seen this ferocious a will in Europe to push back an enemy since the Russians defended Stalingrad against German invaders in World War II.


The 44-year-old entertainer turned servant of the people Zelensky has measured up to his adversary, the staunch spymaster and Judo expert Putin. Putin, who cut his teeth as a KGB operative alongside the most brutal and devious the old Soviet Union had to offer, has used all the tricks he learned from those KGB days. And at times, Zelensky has still outmaneuvered him.


Unlike Putin, who doesn’t use email and is stuck in the pre-internet era, Zelensky has proven himself an adept fighter on new, digital frontiers. Zelensky won his election in 2019 through a savvy social media campaign. In the current crisis, he has shown the world that he is a social media maestro, leading a concerted YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter effort with the grace and skill of a conductor directing his orchestra. An entertainer who is used to reading the audience, Zelensky knows what the West wants to hear. He has upstaged Putin in the information warfare department.


This talent for crafting narratives has paid dividends. Zelensky has won over the hearts of the West’s policy planners and politicians, who are eager to support the charismatic Ukrainian. Western intellectuals clamor to give Zelensky the “No Fly Zone” he wants, even if it means dragging the United States and NATO into a “shooting war” with Russia that would almost certainly escalate into a nuclear conflict. Zelensky may have won the West’s heart, but has that come at the expense of its head?


We have all come to see President Zelensky as a hero, but some of his decisions are not as straightforward as we in the West think. Zelensky, much like Ukraine itself, is filled with contradictions. The Ukrainians are a freedom-loving people but among the most corrupt in Europe. And while Zelensky declares his love for his nation, he failed to protect it from a destructive assault that may lead to scores of civilian deaths, the erasure of its borders, and the annihilation of its culture.


Is Zelensky brave or reckless? Zelensky must know that Putin will never allow Ukraine to join the Western political or military orbit without a fight. For the past 20 years, Putin has planned to reverse the outcome of the Cold War. In his mind, losing Ukraine to Western influence is not an option.


Still, Zelensky often chooses to poke the bear. With thousands of Russian soldiers amassed on his border, Zelensky made open appeals for NATO membership. Now, with Russian boots on Ukrainian soil, he goads Putin to escalate his assault, even daring the Russian to carpet-bomb Kyiv. To paraphrase a famous saying about Vietnam, Zelensky may allow his country to be destroyed in order to save it.


Is Zelensky a Ukrainian George Washington, ready to forfeit his own life to set his country on the path towards freedom? Or is his bravado driven by a performer’s ego and sense of drama? Perhaps a bit of both, and the balanced account that follows will help you decide what to make of this new star of geopolitics.


Rebekah Koffler


Author of Putin’s Playbook: Russia’s Secret Plan to Defeat America










INTRODUCTION


As an actor and comedian, Volodymyr Zelensky made people laugh.


As President of Ukraine, a country under siege from Russia, Volodymyr Zelensky addressed the European Parliament where he was given a standing ovation and reduced a translator to tears.


President Zelensky’s plea for support from Europe in the face of deadly bombardment from Vladimir Putin’s Russia was no laughing matter.


The man who once played the piano with his genitals for five minutes to howls of laughter pleaded for Europe and the West to stand by his still fledgling democracy as the Russian military laid siege to Ukrainian cities, killing civilians in the process.


There was one big stumbling block to the US-backed NATO alliance joining in — fear of starting World War III.


President Joe Biden said he would defend NATO to the point of World War III, but that he wouldn’t risk touching off a wider conflict by fighting Russia in Ukraine and ruled out establishing a no-fly zone that Russia would regard as an act of war.


President Biden told Americans: “The idea that we’re going to send in offensive equipment and have planes and tanks and trains going in, American pilots and American crews, just understand. Don’t kid yourself, no matter what you all say, that’s called World War Three, okay?”


One of Putin’s pretexts was to put down Ukraine’s supposed move along the path to Nazism.


His action was said to be aimed at protecting citizens in the newly recognized (by Russia) regions in the Donbas and “demilitarizing” and “de-Nazifying” Ukraine itself.


The Nazi pretext just didn’t seem to hold water. To begin, far-right candidates garnered just 2% of the Ukrainian vote in 2019 elections.


More likely it was about trying to renew the old Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. And of course, Ukraine’s resources would be worth having — iron ore, manganese, coal, bauxite, natural gas and petroleum among them. Also, Putin wasn’t keen on a neighbor joining the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and its close ties with the West, the United States in particular. As a condition of ending the Russian advance, he demanded NATO refuse membership to Ukraine. It was increasingly unlikely Ukraine’s application would proceed anyway.


One of President Zelensky’s first tweets (social media now a major instrument in waging war) as Russia launched its invasion on February 24, 2022 was: “Russia treacherously attacked our state in the morning, as Nazi Germany did in #2WW years. As of today, our countries are on different sides of world history. (Russia) has embarked on a path of evil, but (Ukraine) is defending itself & won’t give up its freedom no matter what Moscow thinks.”


They are not the words of a Nazi-sympathizer.


Zelensky would hardly identity with the Hitler regime whose aim was extermination of Jews. He was born into a Jewish family and was the first Jewish President of his country.


The history of Russia and Ukraine have been linked for centuries, since Kyiv (Kiev as used in Russia) became the capital of the ancient state of Rus. They also have closely related languages, and many people in the two countries have family links.


In the early 20th century, the two nations and nearby Belarus formed the Slav core of the communist Soviet Union.


Ukraine and Russia stayed aligned after the 1991 dissolution of the Soviet Union, but as the 21st century began, Ukraine sought closer ties with Europe.


And that particularly irked the Russian President.


The writing was on the wall for further aggression in 2014 when Ukraine’s pro-Russian government was toppled, leading Russia to annex Ukraine’s Crimea Peninsula and make clear its support for the separatist insurgents in Ukraine’s east.


To many observers in Europe, it was only a matter of time until Putin ordered the full invasion of Ukraine. Putin had always described Ukrainians and Russians as one people, ironic when his military started killing Ukrainian civilians as the much-anticipated invasion began when tanks emblazoned with the letter “Z” rolled into Ukraine.


President Zelensky told German newspaper Die Zelt: “The invasion was no surprise to me, but the brutality was. What the Russian soldiers are doing to the civilians is more than I can comprehend. The bombs they’re dropping on apartment buildings. The missile systems they’re using to shell residential areas. Those are war crimes.”


On March 1, 2022, President Zelensky made an impassioned address to the European Parliament: “We want our children to live on. It seems to me that this is fair. Yesterday, 16 children died. And again, President Putin will say that this is some kind of an ‘operation,’ and that they are bombing only our military infrastructure. Where are our children? At what military plants do they work? Which rockets do they operate? Maybe they drive our tanks? You killed 16 children!”


Putin upped the ante: He warned of consequences for Western countries interfering and put his nuclear attack capability on alert. The West (and NATO) however would not put “boots on the ground” in fear of starting World War III.


President Zelensky told the European parliament: “We are simply fighting for our land and our freedom, and believe me, despite the fact that all the big cities of our state are now under blockade, no one will penetrate our freedom and state. Believe me. Every square today, whatever it is called, will be referred to as Freedom Square. In every city of our state. Nobody will break us, we stand strong, we are Ukrainians.”


Just what would the end game be? There was no confidence around the world that there would be a peaceful solution. The popular belief was that the end would come with Ukraine — or parts of it — falling under Russian rule, either by capitulation or concession. No one was predicting a peaceful Russian retreat.


The possibility of a short war dissipated when Ukraine offered a level of resistance Russia appeared not to expect and a drawn-out conflict was considered most likely, even spreading into neighboring countries.


Another possibility that had some backers was the ousting of President Putin in Russia, though how that might occur would depend on a massive uprising or even assassination.


Assassination was something on the mind of Ukrainians — reports said there were at least 12 assassination attempts on President Zelensky’s life in the first three weeks of the conflict.


The comedian remained defiant. He wasn’t in this for laughs.










CHAPTER 1 CHURCHILL IN A T-SHIRT



The invasion of Ukraine by Russia was barely a week old as the populace took shelter from the bombardment, some in their basements, some in the metro stations — and some in the familiar embrace of self-preserving humor.




President Putin and his driver were on their way to Kyiv in a car when all of a sudden they hit a pig near a farmhouse, killing it instantly.


Putin told his driver to go up to the farmhouse and explain to the owners what had happened. About one hour later Putin sees his driver staggering back to the car with a bottle of Horilka (Ukrainian vodka) in one hand, a cigar in the other and his clothes all ripped and torn.


“What happened to you?” asked Putin.


“Well, the farmer gave me the Horilka, his wife gave me a box of cigars and their 19-year-old and 21-year-old daughters made mad passionate love to me simultaneously.”


“My God, what did you tell them?” asks Putin.


The driver replies, “I’m president Putin’s driver, and I just killed the pig.”





Dozens if not hundreds of such jokes riddled the internet, a perfectly apt phenomenon for a country whose President was a successful Jewish comedian in the years before being sworn in on May 20, 2019, with over 72% of the vote. Jews have a sharpened belief in the saving grace of humor, acquired over millennia as God’s chosen punching bags.


On January 25, 2022, less than three years after taking office, Volodymyr Zelensky celebrated his 44th birthday, a month before the invasion. Refusing offers to be whisked out of Ukraine to safety, Zelensky’s stature on the world stage grew even faster than Putin’s stature shrank. “The fight is here; I need antitank ammo, not a ride,” he said in a video he posted on twitter on the morning of February 26.


This guerrilla President — quickly labelled ‘Churchill in a T-shirt’ — broadcast courage to his people and admonished the West. In a televised address late on Friday, March 4, 2022, Ukraine time, he said, “Today there was a NATO summit, a weak summit, a confused summit, a summit where it was clear that not everyone considers the battle for Europe’s freedom to be the number one goal.


“Today, the leadership of the alliance gave the green light for further bombing of Ukrainian cities and villages, having refused to set up a no-fly zone.”


The President then took to Twitter, calling on world leaders to “not watch, but help.”


The day before, Zelensky’s emotional plea inspired a standing ovation from members of the European parliament, and brought interpreters to tears, as ABC News reported:


Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky has urged the European Union to prove that it stands with Ukraine in its war with Russia, a day after signing an official request to join the bloc.


“We are fighting to be equal members of Europe. I believe that today we are showing everybody that is what we are,” an emotional Mr Zelensky told an emergency session of the European parliament via video link.


“Nobody is going to break us.” (See Chapter 4 for transcript.)


[It was irony on a grand scale: there was Zelensky, successfully urging and inspiring his nation, whose flag is half yellow, to bravery.]


EU politicians, many wearing #standwithUkraine T-shirts bearing the Ukrainian flag, others with blue-and-yellow scarves or ribbons, gave Mr Zelensky a standing ovation.


The speech came hours after Mr Zelensky submitted an application to the European Union to grant Ukraine immediate membership.


In an open letter, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Romania expressed support for Ukraine’s swift entry.


Russia’s war on Ukraine is now in its sixth day, with a miles-long convoy of Russian tanks and armored vehicles inching closer to the Ukrainian capital and fighting intensifying on the ground.


Russian artillery hit the main central square in Ukraine’s second-largest city Kharkiv, and other civilian targets, Ukrainian authorities said.


Mr Zelensky has remained in Kyiv to rally his people against the invasion.


“Do prove that you are with us. Do prove that you will not let us go. Do prove that you are indeed Europeans and then life will win over death and light will win over darkness,” he said in Ukrainian, bringing the English interpreter to tears.


A German interpreter translating the speech on live TV abruptly stopped before she broke down into tears.


Mr Zelensky accused Moscow of resorting to “terror” tactics in Europe’s largest ground war since World War II.


He said 16 children had been killed around Ukraine on Monday, and mocked Russia’s claim that it was only going after military targets.


“Where are the children? What kind of military factories do they work at? What tanks are they going at?” he asked.


From inside a bunker, Mr Zelensky told reporters he was open to dialogue, but Russia needed to stop bombarding Ukraine before any ceasefire talks.


“Stop bombarding people first and start negotiating afterwards,” he said.


“Everybody has to stop fighting and to go to that point from where it was beginning.”


He also called for security guarantees if NATO members were not ready to admit Ukraine to the bloc.


On day 14 of the invasion, Zelensky gave an interview to Ben C. Solomon of VICE News, reiterating his and his country’s defiance. He also reflected on how he saw NATO at that time.


“First of all. I want security guarantees from NATO. I only know one thing. As of today, it looks like this. The current situation is a betrayal of our ideals and trust. We are grateful to NATO countries for giving us weapons and other things. But we just wanted to be equal. That’s it. But it turns out that equality costs a lot, and not everybody gets it.”


“What is your message for young people?” asked Solomon.


“I can’t come up with a message for them… these people are independent, free and very strong. They will endure everything, overcome everything, go through fire and water. It’s only thanks to those people that our world exists and there is justice. What do I want to wish them? They are awesome I hope they don’t change.”


“Can you make a compromise with Putin? Can you trust Putin?” Solomon asked Zelensky in the interview. “Trust? Oh no. I trust only my family.”


“How can you make a deal with somebody you don’t trust then?”


“We have to. We have to. Because this war had to stop. Only dialogue, and only dialogue with him, the President of Russia. Russia is fighting against Ukraine. They came to our land, to our houses, to our children. We didn’t invite them. But they’re here now. They are here.”


“What would be your message to President Vladimir Putin right now?”


“Right now, stop the war, begin to speak.”





It cannot be any clearer: 141 countries of the world condemned Russia for its invasion of Ukraine as illegitimate in a vote at the UN General Assembly. And all 141 countries had done nothing to stop Russia continuing to break international law. But Putin got a good finger wagging… Addressing the UN membership, Secretary-General António Guterres stated that “the fighting in Ukraine must stop.”


He continued: “I must say, President Putin: In the name of humanity bring your troops back to Russia. In the name of humanity do not allow to start in Europe what could be the worst war since the beginning of the century, with consequences not only devastating for Ukraine, not only tragic for the Russian Federation, but with an impact we cannot even foresee in relation to the consequences for the global economy in a moment when we are emerging from the COVID [pandemic] and so many developing countries absolutely need to have space for the recovery which would be very, very difficult, with the high prices of oil, with the end of exports of wheat from Ukraine, and with the rising interest rates caused by instability in international markets. This conflict must stop — now. Thank you very much.”


The UN resolution was passed at a special meeting of the General Assembly called because of a lack of unanimity of the permanent members, so that the UN’s Security Council fails to:


“… exercise its primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security in any case where there appears to be a threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of aggression.”


Unlike a Security Council resolution, a General Assembly resolution does not have the potential to become legally binding. As the UN puts it, they’re “considered to be recommendations. But it does have strong symbolic value and reflects international opinion.”


Tough talking UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said the resolution sent a message “loud and clear” to Russia. “End hostilities in Ukraine now. Silence the guns now,” he said. “Open the door to dialogue and diplomacy now. The territorial integrity and sovereignty of Ukraine must be respected in line with the UN Charter. We don’t have a moment to lose.” That was many, many lost moments ago…


Incapable of passing a resolution to do something to halt Russia’s invasion by force in the Security Council where Russia and China have veto rights, the UN proved itself as useful as that proverbial ashtray on a motorbike.


NATO allies rejected Ukraine’s request to set up and enforce a no-fly zone over Ukraine, saying that it would lead to a larger, more devastating conflict across Europe. “We are not part of this conflict, and we have a responsibility to ensure it does not escalate and spread beyond Ukraine,” NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg told a news conference on Friday in Brussels, echoing statements made by White House officials several days earlier (and subsequently) about a no-fly zone.


It was argued in a column in The Spectator Australia (March 8, 2022): “The Russian invasion force is acting illegally in a sovereign state; Ukraine is a democracy which is asking, begging, for military assistance to defend itself against a more powerful aggressor. If that assistance endangers the respondents, what hope for any peace at the hands of Putin?


“The major powers — the US, UK, Germany, France — joined by other willing nations, should be able to form a ‘pop up’ United Nations-like force that diffuses the target among themselves and does what the UN should be doing. Under the operational command of a tested military leader, that ‘international peace force’ would patrol the no-fly zone and perhaps extend its operations to assisting the Ukrainian ground forces.”


And there was another possibility, canvassed in a letter to The Australian (March 9) from reader Glenn Simpson. He wrote:




A possible solution to the Ukraine crisis would be a UN-sanctioned peacekeeping force, backed by a Security Council resolution, but such a resolution would be vetoed by the Russian Federation. However, the UN Charter provides that the Soviet Union has a permanent seat on the Security Council, not the Russian Federation, which is only one successor state representing only part of the former Soviet Union and has succeeded to that seat by courtesy and general agreement. That courtesy should be withdrawn, and the seat on the Security Council declared by the General Assembly to have lapsed with the demise of the Soviet Union. Then a fresh resolution can be put to the Security Council requiring the Russian Federation to withdraw its troops, or face a combined UN force such as fought in Korea in 1949–52.





Earlier, on February 24, the eve of the invasion, Zelensky’s video address (translated below) demonstrated his determination for averting war:


“Today I initiated a phone call with the president of the Russian federation. The result was silence. Though the silence should be in Donbas. That’s why I want to address today the people of Russia. I am addressing you not as a president, I am addressing you as a citizen of Ukraine. More than 2,000 km of the common border is dividing us. Along this border your troops are stationed, almost 200,000 soldiers, thousands of military vehicles. Your leaders approved them to make a step forward, to the territory of another country. And this step can be the beginning of a big war on European continent.


“We know for sure that we don’t need the war. Not a Cold War, not a hot war. Not a hybrid one. But if we’ll be attacked by the [enemy] troops, if they try to take our country away from us, our freedom, our lives, the lives of our children, we will defend ourselves. Not attack, but defend ourselves. And when you will be attacking us, you will see our faces, not our backs, but our faces.


“The war is a big disaster, and this disaster has a high price. With every meaning of this word. People lose money, reputation, quality of life, they lose freedom. But the main thing is that people lose their loved ones, they lose themselves.


“They told you that Ukraine is posing a threat to Russia. It was not the case in the past, not in the present, it’s not going to be in the future. You are demanding security guarantees from NATO, but we also demand security guarantees. Security for Ukraine from you, from Russia and other guarantees of the Budapest memorandum.


“But our main goal is peace in Ukraine and the safety of our people, Ukrainians. For that we are ready to have talks with anybody, including you, in any format, on any platform. The war will deprive [security] guarantees from everybody — nobody will have guarantees of security anymore. Who will suffer the most from it? The people. Who doesn’t want it the most? The people! Who can stop it? The people. But are there those people among you? I am sure.


“I know that they [the Russian state] won’t show my address on Russian TV, but Russian people have to see it. They need to know the truth, and the truth is that it is time to stop now, before it is too late. And if the Russian leaders don’t want to sit with us behind the table for the sake of peace, maybe they will sit behind the table with you. Do Russians want the war? I would like to know the answer. But the answer depends only on you, citizens of the Russian Federation.”





When the threat of invasion hung like a black cloud over Ukraine and Western leaders were jittery, Zelensky’s now famous, sarcastic but misunderstood jive about the anticipated timing of Russia’s move (‘February 16’) was buried in his February 14 address to the Unity of Ukrainian Society:


[As translated by the Ukrainian Government]


Great people of a great country! I am addressing you at this tense moment.


Our state is facing serious external and internal challenges that require responsibility, confidence and concrete actions from me and each of us.


We are being intimidated by the great war and the date of the military invasion is being set again. This is not the first time.


The war against us is being systematically waged on all fronts. On the military one, they increase the contingent around the border. On the diplomatic one, they are trying to deprive us of the right to determine our own foreign policy course. On the energy one, they limit the supply of gas, electricity and coal. On the information one, they seek to spread panic among citizens and investors through the media.


But our state today is stronger than ever.


This is not the first threat that the strong Ukrainian people have faced. Two years ago, we, like the rest of the world, looked confused in the eyes of the pandemic. However, we united and with clear systemic steps practically defeated it. In this difficult time, the strong Ukrainian people have shown their best qualities - unity and the will to win.


Unlike the pandemic two years ago, today we clearly understand all the challenges we face and what to do about them. We are confident, but not self-confident. We understand all the risks. We are constantly monitoring the situation, working out different scenarios, preparing decent responses to all possible aggressive actions.


We know exactly where the foreign army is near our borders, its numbers, its locations, its equipment and its plans.


We have something to respond with. We have a great army. Our guys have unique combat experience and modern weapons. This is an army many times stronger than eight years ago.


Along with the army, Ukrainian diplomacy is at the forefront of defending our interests. We have managed to gain diplomatic support from almost all leaders of the civilized world. Most of them have either already visited and supported Ukraine, or will do so in the near future. Today, everyone recognizes that the security of Europe and the entire continent depends on Ukraine and its army.


We want peace and we want to resolve all issues exclusively through negotiations. Both Donbas and Crimea will return to Ukraine. Exclusively through diplomacy. We do not encroach on what’s not ours, but we will not give up our land.


We are confident in our Armed Forces, but our military must also feel our support, our cohesion and our unity. The foothold of our army is the confidence of their own people and a strong economy.


We have formed sufficient reserves to repel attacks on the hryvnia exchange rate and our financial system. We will not ignore any industry that will need government support. As it happened the other day with airlines. And evidence of this is a stable hryvnia exchange rate and open skies.


An important front of defense is the objective coverage of the situation by the domestic media. And now I want to address our Ukrainian journalists. Some of you sometimes have to perform the tasks of media owners. Most of them have already fled their own country.


Work for Ukraine, not for those who fled. The fate of the country today depends on your honest position.


And now I want to address not those who stayed with Ukraine and in Ukraine, but those who left it at the most crucial moment. Your strength is not in your money and planes, but in the civic position you can show. Return to your people and the country due to which you got your factories and wealth. Today, everyone passes a real test for a citizen of Ukraine. Pass it with dignity. Let everyone understand for whom Ukraine is really the Homeland, and for whom it is just a platform for money making.
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