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Prologue

On the night we first met, backstage at his comedy show in the spring of 2019, Volodymyr Zelensky looked more scared than I would see him for a while. It wasn’t only stage fright, which often made him jittery before a performance. He looked half mute with fear that night, his lip clenched in his teeth, his eyes fixed on the floor as he paced around in his tuxedo, oblivious to the noise and the people around him. His bid to become the president of Ukraine was about three months old at the time, and the premiere of his new variety show was set to begin in less than an hour. Zelensky would play the lead role, the ringmaster in his peculiar brand of vaudeville, and millions of people would watch the broadcast on television, his medium of choice.

For the live event inside the Palace of Ukraine, the biggest concert hall in Kyiv, the good seats sold for more than the average Ukrainian earns in a month, and the entrance was mobbed when I arrived. It wasn’t only Kyiv’s high society waiting at the metal detectors to get inside. There were plenty of retirees, hipsters and office workers, young couples on expensive dates, the full range of the middle class that had formed in Ukraine since the collapse of the Soviet Union. They were all Zelensky’s fans. Soon they would become his voters.

At the front of the crowd, one of his media advisers, Olha Rudenko, who would ride Zelensky’s coattails into parliament that summer, pulled me through the door and showed me the way to get backstage, where the performers were already in costume. A few looked familiar from their movies, though it was hard to recognize anyone among the mass of producers and backup dancers, the actors jostling near the entrance to the stage, the makeup artists and the lighting techs, the choir of girls with crimped hair and white dresses. The older members of the troupe knew not to bother the star before showtime. “Give him a minute,” Rudenko said when she saw me sidling up to Zelensky. “I’ll introduce you when it’s over.”

He had a lot on his mind, much more than the night’s performance. Earlier that day, someone had called in a bomb threat at the theater. The anonymous voice on the line said the building was rigged with explosives that would detonate in the middle of the show. It sounded like a hoax, and Zelensky told his troupe not to panic. Most likely, he figured, it was an overzealous supporter of one of the other candidates in the presidential race trying to sabotage his big premiere. Even so, the law required the theater to take precautions, and a few police officers had come with a canine unit to sniff around the coat check and concession stands. They found nothing suspicious, but the cops still advised the theater to call off the show. That afternoon, Zelensky conferred with the venue’s management, and they decided to carry on. They didn’t even inform the concertgoers of the danger. More than three thousand of them were in the hall by the time I got backstage, enough to start a stampede if Zelensky told them of the bomb threat. So he pretended everything was fine and allowed his audience to enjoy the act in ignorance.

Even the performers were not all aware of the danger. Backstage during the show, they sat around on costume trunks between their sketches, eating takeout and raising toasts. A handful of them had been performing with Zelensky for decades, and this would be his last big show before the elections pulled him through the looking glass from satire into politics. They knew he might never return, and they wondered whether he would take them along to the office of the president. “It’s not that I want any job in particular,” one of the comedians, Oleksandr Pikalov, said after pouring me a shot of whiskey in a plastic cup. “But I think I’d make a pretty good defense minister.”

In his opening monologue, Zelensky leaned into the absurdity of his campaign, admitting that the jokes had not been easy for him to write. Lawyers had studied the script for violations of election law. There were limits to what he could say on television as the frontrunner in the race. He could not openly “agitate” for his viewers to vote a certain way, though the legal lines were blurry when it came to the use of irony and humor. “No campaigning,” Zelensky told the audience with a wink and a laugh. “It’s just a concert. Fair and square. Besides, you guys paid money for it.” Before pausing for a breath to let the weirdness of it all sink in, he added, “The world has never seen such a thing.”

The crowd found that hysterical. Comedian or candidate, it didn’t matter. They seemed to love him in either role. When the show was over, Zelensky spent nearly an hour with his fans, taking photos with them and accepting their bouquets. He looked tired but happy, the anxiety having lifted from his features by the time one of his aides introduced us. His friends would later tell me about his addiction to the applause, the adulation. He had just received another dose of it, and it showed in the ease of his smile and the slope of his shoulders. “Going onstage gives me two emotions,” he once said of these moments. “First comes the fear, and only when you overcome the fear, the pleasure kicks in. That’s what always drew me back out there.” For all his life he had been chasing that feeling, ever since he started doing comedy as a teenager, and it struck me as strange that he would now abandon everything he’d built.

Politics might have its moments, but the response Zelensky was accustomed to getting from the crowds at his performances, from the soldiers he went to entertain at the front, from the journalists who invited him onto their morning shows to talk about his movies—none of that would follow him into the presidency. His life was about to get a lot less fun and a lot more complicated. He would no longer be a movie star. No matter how much he might try to resist the metamorphosis, the job would turn him sooner or later into the thing he claimed to despise: a politician.

For a start, the media would question him, then turn on him. There would be gaffes and scandals, budgets to balance and weapons to procure. Worst of all, there’d be a war to fight. By the start of 2019, when Zelensky launched his campaign for the presidency, Ukraine had been at war with Russia for five years over control of its eastern regions. Dead soldiers came back in caskets from the fighting almost every week. More than 10,000 people had already been killed by the time Zelensky entered politics. Did he really want that job? Was he even vaguely ready for it? Even if he was, why would he give up his life as an actor and drift further from the people he loved—his wife, his friends, the business they had built together? Was it the power he wanted? Was he bored?

Zelensky had no clever or convincing answers to such questions when we went back to his dressing room to talk that night after the show. Standing there, he glanced at his own reflection in the Hollywood mirror. To his left the costume rack was laden with pressed tuxedoes that took up most of the space, leaving us nowhere to sit. So he leaned his weight on the makeup table and answered my question with a question. “They’re all snobs, or what?” he said, referring to the leaders of the world. “None of them are any fun?”

It sounded like a joke, but he insisted he was serious. He would only meet with the fun ones, and he would send “professionals” to deal with the rest. “I don’t want to change my life,” he said. “I don’t want to become politically correct. That’s not my thing.” Maybe it was hubris, or maybe he was ignorant of what the job would take. But he seemed to believe that leadership would not require him to change. His life as a showman had taught him what he needed to play the role of president, and he was intent on remaining the person his experience had forged. “If you lose yourself,” he said, “you’ll sink into the swamp.”

It was getting late. He looked spent, and his friends were waiting for him at the after party. Before we said goodbye, I asked him about the bomb threat. What did he make of it? “Well there’s the answer to your first question,” he said, meaning the one about his motives in running for office. The political class in Kyiv had devolved into a bunch of pranksters and hooligans, he said. They were on track to blow up the economy within a few years. The senseless war in eastern Ukraine was bleeding the country dry. He carried on for a while, with jokes and metaphors, about the need to save Ukraine from its current leaders, describing them as a threat to everything he had spent his life creating. “If I didn’t run for office, all of this might be gone soon,” he said, waving at the mirror and the costume rack. “Just like that,” he said. “Gone.”

That night, and in the months that followed, it never occurred to me that I might one day write a book about Zelensky. Now it seems obvious that our meeting at the Palace of Ukraine opened the door for me to write this one. It was the moment when Zelensky’s team first allowed me backstage and into his entourage. After he won the elections later that spring, I continued to cover his administration for Time. I followed him as he struggled to govern, to manage relations with Donald Trump’s White House, and to negotiate a lasting peace with Russia under Vladimir Putin. I followed him as his talks with Putin broke down and the Russians prepared a full-scale invasion, and I stayed as close as possible once that invasion began.

Throughout that period of several years, when I would come home from a reporting trip to Kyiv, people would often ask me, What’s he like? My answers evolved over time, as did his character. On the campaign trail he struck me as a naive charmer preparing to enter a world of cynics, oligarchs, and thugs who took him for an easy mark, and not without reason. By the time we met again in the presidential compound in the fall of 2019, he had absorbed some of the poison from that world and burned off a lot of his innocence. But the experience of power hadn’t hardened him, at least not yet, and not nearly enough to prepare him for confronting Putin face to face.

The greatest changes in Zelensky, the ones that became a central focus of this book, took place in the first few months of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, when he turned into a wartime president unique to our age of instant information. Stubborn, confident, vengeful, impolitic, brave to the point of recklessness, resistant to pressure, and unsparing toward those who stood in his way, he channeled the anger and resilience of his people and expressed it with clarity and purpose to the world, becoming a symbol of the kind of fortitude all leaders hope they can muster when called. But it was the showmanship he honed over more than twenty years as an actor on the stage and a producer in the movie business that made Zelensky so effective in fighting this war—a war that required Ukraine not only to hold the world’s attention but to win the sympathy of people and their governments across the globe. Technology gave him the means to do that job. In public his friends and staffers said Zelensky always had the qualities to do it well. Privately they would admit to feeling shocked by his new self. Most Ukrainians did not believe he had it in him. Neither did I.

His success as a leader in the first hours of the invasion relied on the fact that courage is contagious. It spread through Ukraine’s political ranks as everyone realized the president had stuck around. The other officials responsible for keeping the state together mostly fell in line behind him after that. Instead of running for their lives, many Ukrainians grabbed whatever weapons they could find and ran to defend their towns and cities against an invading force armed with tanks and fighter jets.

How much credit does Zelensky deserve for that defense? He was informed at the start of the invasion that the Russians aimed to capture Kyiv and unseat his government, and he gave orders to stop them by any means available. But the Armed Forces of Ukraine did not need his dispensation to defend the capital. The machinery of their resistance was already in motion, and Zelensky was not at the wheel. He had spent months downplaying the risk of a full-scale war, even as U.S. intelligence agencies warned that it was imminent. When it started, he gave the military brass the freedom to lead on the battlefield, while he focused on the dimension of the war where he could be most effective: keeping Ukraine in the headlines, and persuading the world to help.

These aims would drive him through the early months of the invasion, and they shaped the way he responded to my plan for writing this book. He was ambivalent about it. In the middle of a war, Zelensky needed his message to reach the world in seconds, and social media gave him that power. So did television. Books take far too long, and he made clear to me on more than one occasion that mine seemed a little premature. Three years into his presidency and barely halfway through his forties, he felt he had not lived or achieved enough to be the focus of a biography. “I’m not that old yet,” he once told me with a smile. As long as the war in Ukraine continued, he also found it hard to see how a book about the war might end. When we first talked about it in his office in Kyiv in the spring of 2022, on the fifty-fifth day of the Russian invasion, he asked when I would plan to finish the book, and I told him my aim would be to capture roughly the first year of the war and then publish. His face fell when he heard me say that. “You think the war will not be over in a year?”

In the end it took well over a year to finish the book, and still the war raged on. By the one-year mark it had claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, uprooted millions in Ukraine, and shattered the world’s illusions about the permanence of peace in Europe three decades after the end of the Cold War. Even though Zelensky and I both hoped this war would end in a decisive victory for Ukrainians, and that Russia’s attempt to subjugate or annihilate its neighbor would result in justice for the war criminals in Moscow, Zelensky knew as well as anyone that the balance of forces was not in his favor. In any case, he let me carry on with my reporting.

If the epicenter of this war had a physical location, a set of coordinates, they would probably lead to Zelensky’s offices in the government quarter of Kyiv, to the presidential compound at 11 Bankova Street, through its barricaded gates and into its dim and outdated rooms. The president and his team agreed to let me spend much of my time there during the first year of the invasion, observing the way they worked and interviewing them about the state of affairs at the front, the tensions inside their administration, about their hopes, plans, fears and memories. After a while the place began to feel familiar, at times almost normal despite the air-raid sirens, and the staffers got used to seeing me around. We cracked jokes, drank coffee, waited for meetings to start or end, and we relied on the soldiers, our ever-present chaperones, to warn us of threats and guide us around, shining flashlights down dark corridors, past the rooms where they slept on the floor.

Some of Zelensky’s aides, in particular the ones responsible for his security, did not always appreciate the access the president gave me, especially on the days when he invited me to travel with him to the front. He never explained his reasons for doing that. His staff only said that he trusted me to write an honest account. By then he knew my work, and he understood that I would not be coming at this project from afar. I’ve been reporting in Kyiv, on and off, since 2009, practically my entire career as a journalist, and the city has become a second home. Half my family is Ukrainian. The other half is Russian. My father grew up in central Ukraine, not far from Zelensky’s hometown. He met my mother in a suburb of Moscow, where we lived for the first six years of my life before fleeing to the United States in 1989, two years before the collapse of the Soviet Union. At home in San Francisco, I grew up speaking Russian, which gave me a language in common with Zelensky.

On Bankova Street, the central aims of my reporting were to record the history of the war as it unfolded, to understand the events that led up to the Russian invasion, and to chronicle the way Zelensky and his team experienced it. To my frustration, they did not keep diaries or careful records of these events, at least none that they agreed to share with me, while the text messages and photos they showed me on their phones captured little of their emotions, their exhaustion, and fear. The president had a habit of responding to their texts with a thumbs-up emoji, which his aides had trouble interpreting. When the topic turned to his inner world, he could be vague and taciturn, inclined to reassuring banter or deflections that obscured the way the war had changed him.

Over time he revealed a lot about himself, but our interviews would not be enough for me to write this book, not without the accounts of his friends and enemies, his advisers, ministers, members of his staff and, perhaps most of all, his wife, First Lady Olena Zelenska. She did more than anyone else to clarify the record and, on plenty of occasions, correct her husband’s recollection of events. Taken together, the stories I heard from all these sources, all these witnesses, revealed much more about Zelensky’s wartime leadership than he ever could. Sometimes, in the middle of a story, he would call his bodyguard or one of his aides to check the details. They often remembered things differently.

Memories are like that. They tend to deceive us, and some of those deceptions have probably made it into this book despite my best efforts to weed them out. Some of the mistakes will be mine, because I misunderstood someone or recorded the details wrong. Sometimes the memories of the participants will prove inaccurate, including those of the president. I would not blame them for it. As one of his close advisers told me of the invasion in its early weeks, “Every new day completely erased the one that came before—where you were, what was happening.” It seems to be a common reflex in a time of mortal danger. The mind devotes its power to surviving, not recording.

Although I witnessed many of the events described in this book, many others were recounted to me by the people involved. Some of them spoke to me during these events or very soon afterward, when the memories were still fresh, and before their stories settled into an accepted narrative of what had happened. I did my best to verify their accounts with multiple sources, and to include the accounts that are most revealing and important to the public understanding of the war. To the best of my knowledge, they are all true.

What they reveal about Zelensky is not always flattering. Sometimes his laudable qualities, such as his bravery, put him in greater danger than seemed necessary for his cause. Sometimes, while following him around, I wished he felt more of the fear I had seen in his face that night at the Palace of Ukraine. Fear can protect us. It can also make us run away, and the president’s ability to manage it, to conquer it, has a lot to do with the way Ukraine survived this threat to its existence. Maybe a different path in life would have prepared him better to lead his country through the war. But now, looking back, I’m not so sure.


Part I


Chapter 1

Daybreak

Volodymyr Zelensky felt no deep attachment to the home he left behind when the invasion started. For a year and a half it served as a convenient place for him and his family to live, with a separate house on the grounds for their bodyguards and a few acres of land to run the dogs till they were tired. On a normal day, his trip home from work would take less than thirty minutes from the center of Kyiv, just far enough to escape the noise of the city and breathe clean air before going to bed. But the house itself—with a neoclassical facade of yellow stone, situated on lot number 29 in the gated community of Koncha-Zaspa—seemed overly grand to the former comedian, bordering on ostentatious. It felt, in a word, too presidential for Zelensky.

It also made him seem like a hypocrite. When he took office in the spring of 2019, at the age of forty-one, the president made a promise not to live in the properties reserved for government officials in Ukraine, especially not the one in Koncha-Zaspa, among the most palatial of the bunch. Its floor plan featured a billiard room, a home theater, and a separate wing with an indoor pool beneath an elegant glass dome. Previous heads of state had used the villa and filled it with gaudy furniture. Zelensky, in his career as a comedian, mocked them for it. “Guys, how about we let some kids live in these residences,” he said while running for president. “It’s like when you travel around Europe on those tours and you see the old residences of some big kings,” he said. “What is that now? It’s all for touring.” Yet here he was, not touring these rooms but living in them, coming home each day through an entrance where a pair of lions sat carved in stone, life-sized, their color matching the columns of the portico. Here he was greeting his kids beneath the soaring entryway and climbing the marble staircase to his bedroom.

For a man who had spent his entire life as an actor, capable of switching roles as quickly as his stagehands could change the scenery for his next sketch, Zelensky chafed at the big and kingly role of president. It grated against the persona he had spent decades cultivating on the screen and stage, the grinning gagman, the tireless charmer, the backslapping believer that all would be right with the world in the end. Standing around five and a half feet tall, with glinting eyes that bulged a little beneath his dark, expressive eyebrows, Zelensky knew that his success in both comedy and politics relied on his ability to play that role, to seem relatable, normal, like one of the guys. Millions of people in Ukraine had watched that figure mature over the years into his generation’s greatest satirist, one whose wit had a way of winning any audience by nailing politicians to the wall. When it came to preserving that image, the residence at Koncha-Zaspa did Zelensky no favors. It had been built for politicians, not political comedians, and the president had trouble calling it his home. “For me it’s like a hotel, otherwise I wouldn’t use it,” he said, making excuses, after his family moved there in the summer of 2020.

The press never forgave him for it. Right up until the day when he became a wartime president, virtually immune from criticism, reporters loved to remind Zelensky of the most famous lines he ever delivered in his career on television. In the defining scene of his most popular sitcom, the one that served as his path to the presidency, Zelensky’s character, a high school history teacher, goes on a rant about the greed of the political elites and, in particular, their lavish homes:

These motherfuckers come to power, and all they do is steal and talk shit, talk shit and steal. It’s the same shit every time, and nobody gives a fuck! You don’t give a fuck. I don’t give a fuck. None of us gives a fuck, not even a little tiny bit of a fuck. But if I had just one week in office, just one week, I’d show them all. Fuck the motorcades! Fuck the perks! Fuck the fucking chalets! Fuck all you motherfuckers! For once, let’s have a simple teacher live like a president, and let the fucking president live like a teacher.

That speech, which first aired in Ukraine in 2015, was the birth cry of Zelensky’s career as a politician. It propelled him into office and haunted him afterward, and it helps explain why he was not a popular leader during the third winter of his presidency, when Russian troops surrounded Ukraine from the north, east, and south. He was a frustrated leader who had promised peace and failed to deliver it. He was an upstart who’d thought he could govern a nation of forty-four million people the way he had run his movie studio. He was a reformer who’d promised to evict the politicians from their mansions. Yet on that awful night, when the sound of Russian bombs woke the residents of Koncha-Zaspa, there was Zelensky in his mansion, bathed in soft light from the chandelier.

Upstairs, the house was quiet when the bombing started. The first ones to make much fuss about it were the animals. The German shepherd stirred and began to pace around. So did the family parrot, a nervous bird named Kesha, who lived at a window near the kitchen downstairs. Around four thirty a.m. on the morning of February 24, 2022, the disquiet of the pets reached up to the president’s bedroom, where the First Lady, Olena Zelenska, was still asleep. It took a few moments for her to register the low booms coming through the windows. They sounded like fireworks at first. Then her eyes flipped open and, reaching over in the dark, she found that her husband’s side of the bed was empty. The president stood in the adjoining room, preparing to go to work, already dressed in a dark gray suit. When she found him there, the look of confusion on her face made Zelensky utter one word to her in Russian, the language they most often spoke at home. “Nachalos,” he said. It’s started.

She understood what he meant. The news in Ukraine had been warning for months of an impending war. Talk shows had been debating which officials and lawmakers were most likely to flee. One program offered advice on what to pack in an emergency suitcase before setting out as a refugee. Some of the most severe predictions came from Ukraine’s Western allies, especially the U.S. intelligence services, which had concluded that Russia planned to invade from three directions, and was likely to overrun the capital in a matter of days. The Russian aim, they said, was to seize most of the country and remove Zelensky’s government from power.

To many Ukrainians, these predictions had sounded absurd. The attack, if it came, was not expected to go beyond the border regions in the east. For about eight years, Ukraine and Russia had been fighting a protracted war over two separatist regions in eastern Ukraine. Few in Kyiv believed the latest escalation would spill too far beyond those regions. Even fewer believed it would ever reach their homes. Until the final hours, Zelensky did not believe it, either. He did not warn his wife to prepare. Only on the eve of the invasion, the First Lady made a note to pack a suitcase or at least collect the family’s passports and other documents. But she never got around to it. The day had passed too quickly, as it often did, in a rush of routines and errands. She did chores and homework with the kids. They had dinner and watched TV.

The president came home well after midnight, and he said nothing to make his wife believe they were in danger. He felt pretty sure their home would be safe, and it had never been his style to worry her. More often he veiled his concerns behind jokes and smiles, then made excuses when she learned what he was hiding. That night they went to bed without making any wartime plans, and they slept for just a few hours before the bombing started. Now, from the look in his eyes, the First Lady understood that things were far worse than she had imagined.

“Emotionally,” she later said, “he was like the string on a guitar,” his nerves stretched to the point of snapping. But she does not remember any confusion or fear on his face. “He was completely together, focused.” So focused, it seems, that he missed his chance to wake his children and say goodbye to them. He only asked his wife to tell them what had happened, and he promised to call her later with instructions for what to do next. “We were still processing,” she said. “We never thought something like this could happen, because all the talk about war had just been talk.” The sound of the explosions outside had jolted them into a new reality, and they both needed more than a brief moment at the top of the stairs to adjust to it. “He had nothing else to say,” she later told me of this exchange, one of the last they would have in private for months. “And I didn’t know what to ask.”

Outside, the president hopped the few steps to the driveway and got into his waiting motorcade. The metal gate slid open, and his driver eased onto the tree-lined road through Koncha-Zaspa, heading north. Only a few cars made their way into the city that early, but in the other direction the traffic had started to thicken. Many of those with the luck and foresight to have their bags packed and a tank full of gas tried to leave Kyiv as soon as the explosions started. By noon there would be gridlock on every road out of town.

For now, Zelensky passed the usual scenery of his drive to work along the E40 highway, the soccer field on his right, a chapel with its golden domes to the left, the billboards hawking condominiums at every exit. It was the last time in many months that he would see these things in their peaceful state, all the bridges intact, free of military checkpoints, the roads not littered with tank traps and twisted metal. Within a day or two, Kyiv would again resemble a fortress, returning to the state of siege that had formed so much of its history. For a millennium and a half, the empires of Europe have fought over this ancient city on the banks of the Dnipro River. The Vikings, Ottomans, Mongols, Lithuanians, and Poles had all laid claim to Kyiv, its centers of trade and scholarship, its monasteries and cathedrals. The Russians first sacked the city in the twelfth century. Now they were making another attempt.

In the back of the car, Zelensky was quiet, his gaze fixed on his phone. A flood of calls and messages poured in as the motorcade raced through the darkness. One of the first calls came that morning from his friend Denys Monastyrsky, the minister in charge of the national police and the border guard service. He was a couple years younger than Zelensky but looked older and tougher, with the carriage of a prizefighter. For the last three days, Monastyrsky had been sleeping in his office at the Ministry of Internal Affairs, waiting for signs of the Russian assault, and it now fell to him to inform the president that it had started.

Zelensky asked him where exactly, what direction of attack the Kremlin had chosen.

“All of them,” said Monastyrsky.

All along the eastern and northern borders, enemy forces pounded Ukrainian positions with artillery, multiple-rocket launchers, and aerial bombs. Russian fighter jets swooped down over the major cities, aiming to take out Ukraine’s air defenses and dominate the skies. There was a silence on the line. The president needed a moment to process the information. Then he uttered a phrase that Monastyrsky would long remember: “Beat them back.”

That kind of confidence, even in the face of very long odds, had always been one of Zelensky’s strong suits. But in that moment it seemed misplaced, verging on the delusional. He knew Ukraine lacked the means to beat the Russians back. At best it could hold them off for a few days, hopefully long enough for the military and political leadership to get their bearings, mobilize resources, and salvage the parts of the country that would not be overrun in the first wave of the attack. Through his actions before the invasion, Zelensky bore at least some of the blame for the flimsy state of the nation’s defenses. He had spent weeks playing down the risk of a full-scale invasion and assuring his people that all would be fine. He had refused the advice of his military commanders to call up all available reserves and use them to fortify the border. Apart from the calamity of the invasion itself, the president would need to face his own failure to foresee it. But that would come later. For the moment, he would need to contend with what lay ahead, with the Russian tanks and warplanes, the missiles flying over Ukrainian cities, colliding with the homes of his citizens, leaving them buried under the rubble.

He would recall those first minutes of the war as a series of disjointed sounds and images, many of them faint or unreliable. Fragments, Zelensky called them: “Some things come back to me in a fragmentary way.” He was never at the wheel of the car that morning, but it felt to him like he was driving at such high speed that the world blurred at the edges of his vision. He forced himself to ignore it. “It’s a question of focus,” he later told me. “If you get distracted by someone running in front of your windshield, shining lights, screaming, waving their hands, or loud music or a jingle playing on the radio, if you let all that distract you, then your chances of getting where you need to go—to your interim goal, let’s call it that—they are low. Not quite zero, but they are very low.”

The goal in that moment was to reach his office on Bankova Street, though it was not the safest place for him to be. The presidential compound sits at the center of a tightly packed neighborhood, surrounded by apartment buildings, busy cafes, and cobblestone alleys lined with boutiques. The nearest flats were close enough to Zelensky’s office for someone to lob a grenade through the window. When he arrived at around five a.m., the streets seemed busy for that hour. People were preparing to escape, bringing down their suitcases and pets, clicking their kids into car seats. Zelensky’s bodyguards had no idea whether one of the cars parked at the curb could have been loaded with explosives by Russian saboteurs. Around his residence in Koncha-Zaspa, there was at least a security perimeter and a metal gate. The presidential compound in the center of Kyiv had no such safeguards, but Zelensky insisted on going there first. It is the seat of presidential power, and his message was the same for the senior aides and ministers who called or texted him that morning: Go to the office. I’ll meet you there.

Oleksiy Danilov, the secretary of the National Security and Defense Council, did not need the president to tell him where to go. He was among the few officials in Zelensky’s circle who believed the warnings of an imminent invasion. At times the prospect seemed to excite Danilov at least as much as it terrified him. He believed in his gut that Ukrainians would mount a ferocious defense, and he wanted to be at its forefront. A sullen figure, with a broad paunch and a pair of glasses set at the end of his nose, Danilov, at fifty-nine, was well over a decade older and much more experienced in affairs of state than most of Zelensky’s senior advisers, who often rolled their eyes at Danilov’s advice the way one might do behind the back of a bloviating uncle. It was hard to blame them. Though he held no military rank, Danilov liked to carry himself like an aging guerrilla commander, even wearing a self-styled uniform, all in black, with a patch on his breast that bore his surname.

On the morning of the invasion, he was already dressed when the first Russian missile struck an air base near his home on the outskirts of Kyiv, close enough to rattle his windows. The strike, as he later recalled it, gave him an unexpected feeling of relief. His wife and son had already left the city in anticipation of the war, and Danilov found it agonizing to live alone with the expectation that an attack could begin at any time. Now the wait was over, and he knew what to do, what mechanisms of defense to set in motion. The weather in Kyiv had been fair that week, far outside the norm for the end of winter in Ukraine. But as Danilov drove to the presidential compound in his armored Land Cruiser, the mist gave way to rain, and he flicked on the windshield wipers with a smile. Ukrainians often say rainy weather brings good luck.

When he pulled up to Bankova Street, Danilov took note of the time—5:11 a.m.—and stomped up the stairs toward Zelensky’s office. It surprised him to see the president dressed in a fresh white shirt. The choice seemed out of place and somewhat out of character. Zelensky had been known to come to work in his lucky green-and-black sweater, which resembled something from a Star Trek convention. But on this day, of all days, he decided not to keep it casual. He was dressed as though he were about to go onstage. The other surprise was Zelensky’s demeanor. He was calm, his voice steady, the lids low over his eyes. The first wartime remark he made to Danilov was the same he had made to his wife about an hour earlier: “It’s started.” Then he asked a profane question that is difficult to translate from the Russian. Roughly, it means: “Let’s kick some ass?”*

Just then, the Russians were doing most of the ass-kicking. The opening phase of their invasion involved around seventy thousand troops and seven thousand armored vehicles advancing toward Kyiv from the north, along both sides of the Dnipro River, which runs through the city. It appeared to be a blitzkrieg, similar to the assaults the Kremlin had deployed over the years to devastating effect. During Operation Whirlwind, Soviet forces took less than four days in 1956 to occupy the capital of Hungary and overthrow its government, whose leader was then arrested, tortured, found guilty of treason in a secret trial, and, two years later, executed on the gallows. The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 took two days to overrun the country and capture Prague, while Soviet special forces needed just a few hours on the evening of December 27, 1979, to storm a heavily fortified palace in Kabul and assassinate the leader of Afghanistan.

Danilov, an avid reader of military history, kept such precedents in mind as he tried to envision the Kremlin’s plan for the conquest of Ukraine. He did not believe the Russians could seize and hold the entire country. It was too big, its territory nearly twice the size of Germany, and the will of its people to resist would not allow for a swift occupation. What worried Danilov was the Kabul scenario, a lightning raid on the presidential compound to capture or kill the head of state. For days before the invasion started, Ukraine’s intelligence services had been tracking three groups of assassins tasked with killing Zelensky. All of them came from the region of Chechnya, in southern Russia, home to some of Putin’s most ruthless and loyal commandos. “We’d been watching them for a while,” Danilov later told me. “And we had specific information that they had been assigned to liquidate our president.” The daily intelligence brief Danilov received on February 22, two days before the invasion, included detailed warnings about the plot, and Danilov had taken the top secret document to Zelensky’s office that evening to inform him of the danger. But the president brushed it off. He refused to believe that in the twenty-first century, three decades after the end of the Cold War, hit men would try to hunt down a sitting European head of state. Nor could he imagine that Putin would start a full-scale war, a land invasion on a scale that Europe had not seen in generations.

“At the time we thought these were threats,” Zelensky later told the BBC. “We talked to the intelligence agencies, with our own and those of our partners. Everyone saw the risks differently.” Some of his allies in Europe, including the leaders of France and Germany, assured him that the American predictions of an invasion were overblown. “They called back and told me, ‘We talked to Putin. Putin will not invade.’ ”

They were wrong. At exactly five a.m., Kyiv time, the Kremlin released a video on its website announcing the start of the invasion. The footage showed Vladimir Putin seated in a wood-paneled office, his eyes red and mouth dry, both hands holding the edge of his desk as though he needed to steady himself. The list of enemies and grievances he listed to justify the war went back decades, and he never uttered the name “Zelensky” in that speech. Nor did Putin set Ukraine as his ultimate target. In the first twenty minutes of his declaration of war, he focused instead on the United States, the wars it had waged in Yugoslavia, Libya, and Iraq, and the “fundamental threats” he said it posed to Russia.

Ever since the fall of the Soviet Union, he said, the U.S. had welcomed more and more European nations into the NATO alliance, expanding what Putin described as an “empire of lies” ever closer to Russia’s borders. NATO military bases now dotted the parts of Europe that Putin saw as his rightful dominion, and he would not allow Ukraine to follow that path and achieve its goal of joining the alliance. “On our historical territory,” he said, referring to the territory of Ukraine, the U.S. and its allies had created “a hostile anti-Russia.” Sooner or later, they would use Ukraine to launch a war against Russia itself, and it would be “irresponsible,” he said, for the Russian military not to strike first and neutralize the threat.

The speech, like many of Putin’s rants against the West over the years, dripped with falsehoods and paranoia. In reality, the U.S. and its European allies had long refused to offer Ukraine a clear path to joining their alliance. NATO leaders had spent a decade and a half stalling Ukraine’s requests for membership, and their fears of antagonizing Putin kept them from arming Ukraine with the weapons it needed to defend itself. Some of those fears were no doubt justified. If Zelensky’s path to power in 2019 relied on his fame as a comedian, Putin’s rise two decades earlier had relied on his victory in a war against Chechnya, a breakaway statelet in southern Russia whose cities he bombed into oblivion in 1999 and 2000, killing tens of thousands of civilians in the process. That vicious subjugation of the people of Chechnya, along with the assassination of their leaders, set the tone for much of Putin’s reign, and it foreshadowed his attempt to do the same in Ukraine. While Western leaders wrung their hands and weighed the risk of escalation, Putin made up his mind to strike at Kyiv, leaving no room in his speech for the world to question his intentions. The leadership in Ukraine, he said, were a bunch of genocidal neo-Nazis, and he aimed to overthrow their government, to “demilitarize and de-Nazify” their country. For any foreign nation that tried to stand in his way, Putin issued a veiled warning to respond with nuclear weapons. “Whoever tries to hinder us,” he said, “or threaten our country or our people, should know that Russia’s response will be immediate and will lead you to consequences that you have never faced in your history. We are ready for any turn of events. All necessary decisions in this regard have been made. I hope that I will be heard.”

No one could tell in those first hours of the invasion whether Zelensky and his team would stick around. The military and intelligence services spent months gaming out scenarios for the invasion, but their projections could never resolve that question. Would the president panic? Would the fear of death scramble his ability to lead? “It’s the one factor you can never calculate,” Danilov later told me. “Before you find yourself in that situation, there is no way to tell how you will react.”

Historical precedent favored the pessimists. Only six months before the invasion of Ukraine, the president of Afghanistan, Ashraf Ghani—a much more experienced leader than Zelensky—abandoned his capital as Taliban fighters approached. One of Zelensky’s predecessors, Viktor Yanukovych, ran away from Kyiv as protestors closed in on his office during the revolution of 2014. Early in the Second World War, the leaders of Albania, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Greece, Poland, the Netherlands, Norway, and Yugoslavia, among others, fled the advance of the German Wehrmacht and lived out the war in exile. Even Ivan the Terrible, the first Russian ruler to call himself a tsar, ran away from Moscow when the Ottomans and their regional allies attacked the city in 1571.

Little if anything about Zelensky’s biography suggested he might do otherwise. He had never served in the military or shown much interest in its affairs. His professional instincts derived from a lifetime as an actor on the stage, a specialist in improv comedy, and a producer in the TV and movie business. His experience as a statesman added up to about two years and nine months, less than the time it takes to earn a bachelor’s degree in international affairs. For just about anyone in his position, the urge to flee would seem as natural as the urge to live. A few Russian bombs of the sort raining down on Ukrainian military bases that morning would be enough to destroy much of the government quarter, demolishing the houses of parliament and the Cabinet of Ministers, both of which stand just down the street from the presidential compound. This part of town, sometimes called the Triangle, has never been easy to defend. The protestors who chased Yanukovych from power in 2014 managed to seize parts of it with little more than shields and sticks. Now the authorities were facing the prospect of Russian tanks rolling through town. When Danilov started calling around to government officials, it did not surprise him to learn that some had turned off their phones, packed up their cars, and headed toward the western border as soon as the bombing started. “A lot of them started to panic,” he said.

The worst defections affected Ukraine’s main intelligence agency, known as the SBU. “Especially in the upper and middle ranks, there were a lot of problems,” another one of Zelensky’s top security advisers told me. “A lot of people from the security structures were like, ‘Let’s get out of here. Resistance is futile. The Russians will beat us.’ ” Their exodus gutted the agency’s ranks. Dozens of its officers went over to the side of the invaders, effectively handing over the keys to parts of southern Ukraine. But the leadership in Kyiv, for the most part, stood firm, and Danilov had no trouble gathering a quorum of the security council within an hour of his arrival on Bankova Street.

One of the first officials he managed to reach was the speaker of the parliament, Ruslan Stefanchuk, who would play a critical role in those early hours. If Zelensky were to be killed, Stefanchuk was next in line to take command. He was also in charge of convening the national legislature, the Verkhovna Rada, home of the democracy that Russia had set out to destroy. A tall and heavyset man, weighing well over three hundred pounds, Stefanchuk was out of breath by the time he made it from his home to Bankova Street. He had known the president longer than almost anyone in his administration. On the comedy circuit in the 1990s, Stefanchuk performed as part of a troupe called The Three Fat Guys, which played the same stages as Zelensky. When they greeted each other in the president’s office, Stefanchuk was struck by the look on his old friend’s face, like a mirror reflection of his own. “It wasn’t fear,” he later told me. “It was a question, ‘How could this be?’ ” The speaker and the president both recognized that an all-out war had started, but neither of them could grasp the totality of what it meant. “Maybe these words sound vague or pompous,” Stefanchuk said, “but we sensed the order of the world collapsing.”

Around six a.m., the security council convened inside Zelensky’s office on the fourth floor of the compound, with the president seated at the head of the conference table, facing the door. A brief report from the military commanders provided a sense of the invasion’s scale. Its main target appeared to be Kyiv, where missiles had struck a military command post, an ammunition depot, a garrison of the National Guard, and other targets. Of all the possible scenarios for the invasion, Russia had chosen the most aggressive, and Zelensky felt he had no choice but to impose martial law across the country. The security council quickly agreed. No one raised any objections. Under the circumstances, it felt like a formality, but the decision would carry enormous consequences in the months ahead. The terms of martial law, as laid out in Ukraine’s Constitution, grant the president vast powers to rule by decree, suspending elections and other democratic rights and freedoms of Ukrainians for the duration of the war. Curfews could be imposed, and every man of fighting age, between eighteen and sixty, would be subject to conscription and forbidden from leaving the country. The normal functions of parliament would be put on hold, while the assets of state companies and all private property would be subject to requisition in the interest of national defense.

Once Zelensky approved these measures, Stefanchuk rushed down the street to enact them during an emergency session of parliament. He had considered several places for the legislators to gather that morning. The parliament building, with its iconic glass dome, seemed particularly vulnerable to a Russian attack from the air. Among the alternative venues was an auditorium beneath the Motherland Monument, a hulking statue from the Soviet era that stood over a hundred meters tall and could at least absorb the impact of a missile. But Stefanchuk decided to scrap that idea. He did not want to create the impression that the lawmakers had left their posts, so he told them all to gather in the plenary hall, the same place where they would normally debate budget bills and education policy.

Some of them had already skipped town. Others had trouble reaching the parliament building by car. Around the government district, soldiers and volunteers had begun erecting barricades, blocking some roads with dump trucks and public buses. Long lines formed outside banks and gas stations throughout the city, and the central train station was swarmed with people trying to flee. All flights in and out of Ukraine had been canceled. All passengers and airline staff were told to evacuate Kyiv’s main airport. Panic was spreading, and Zelensky understood that it could overtake the capital far more quickly than the Russian tanks. He needed to reassure people that it was safe to stay home, and he made his first attempt at around six thirty a.m.

Seated at his desk, he positioned his phone in front of him and hit record. The message, sixty-six seconds long, showed little of the confidence Zelensky would later command in his wartime videos. Reading too quickly from a set of prepared remarks, he informed the nation that Putin’s forces had invaded, that explosions had been heard across the country, and Ukraine’s foreign allies were already preparing an international response. Then his voice slowed and traces of a smile appeared on his face. “What’s needed from you today is calm, from each and every one of you,” he said into the camera. “I’ll be in touch again soon. Don’t panic. We’re strong. We’re ready for anything.”

The scripted part of his speech was truthful; the rest was not. Zelensky knew better than to suggest, as he did in the video, that people should feel safe remaining in their homes. Some of his aides had already sent their families out of the city, saying goodbye to them as though for the last time. Andriy Sybiha, the president’s chief foreign policy adviser, held his wife’s hand that morning and explained that they may lose contact once she and their three children left the city. “We looked at each other and said: ‘Well, this is it. We have our kids, we had good times.’ Those were the notes we ended on.”

Zelensky’s own parents, both in their early seventies, would soon need to be evacuated as well. Their hometown in southeastern Ukraine stood in the path of the Russian forces advancing northward from the region of Crimea. In their first phone call that morning, Zelensky tried to reassure his mother, or perhaps himself, that everything would be fine. “You’re the president’s mom,” he said, according to an aide who witnessed the conversation. “Nothing can happen to you.”

After the declaration of martial law, most members of the security council, including the heads of the military and the intelligence services, left the presidential compound and went to take up command at their respective headquarters. They had clear remits to monitor the battlefield, gather intelligence, and lead the troops. The president’s role was less clearly defined. Although his position as supreme commander in chief gave him ultimate authority over the armed forces, he had neither the experience nor the inclination to lead them. He trusted the generals to do the fighting, and he focused instead on the task of diplomacy, the need to rally the leaders of the world. The first number he dialed while pacing around his office that morning was that of Boris Johnson, the British prime minister. It was still dark in London at the time, around 4:40 a.m., but Johnson picked up and greeted Zelensky as a friend. The two had grown close in the months leading up to the war; Johnson tried harder than most of his peers to reassure the Ukrainians and pledge his support. His government had also sent one of the largest consignments of weapons, including anti-tank rockets, in the weeks before the invasion. “We will fight, Boris! We are not going to give up,” Zelensky shouted into the speakerphone. A few steps away, Danilov found the scene so moving that he recorded a video of it on his phone.

As dawn broke in Western Europe, other foreign leaders began reaching out to Zelensky from Washington, Paris, Berlin, Ankara, Vienna, Stockholm, Warsaw, Brussels, and elsewhere, their calls lighting up the secure-line phone on his desk every ten or twenty minutes. None of them sounded as encouraging as Johnson, and some offered veiled ultimatums to impress on Zelensky the danger he faced. “There were threats to the president that first day,” said Sybiha, the foreign policy adviser, who drafted talking points for these calls and leaned over the president’s desk to listen in. “The crux of it was: accept Russia’s demands, or you and your family are dead,” Sybiha told me. Several of the foreign leaders offered to act as mediators for Ukraine to negotiate the terms of its surrender. “There were offers to this effect: Take the terms! Look what you’re up against!”

The Russian military, estimated to have around nine hundred thousand active-duty troops, was at least four times larger than that of Ukraine. The Russians had five times as many armored fighting vehicles and ten times as many aircraft. Ukraine’s defense budget, at around $4.5 billion, was about a tenth of what Russia spent on its military every year.

Zelensky’s allies all understood the balance of forces and what it meant. So they kept asking him, at the start of almost every phone call, whether he planned to leave Kyiv for his own safety and how they could help. The presidential guards had a menu of safer places for him to go. Bunkers stood ready on the outskirts of the capital. Farther to the west, near the border with Poland, various government facilities would give the president the freedom to lead without the imminent threat of assassination or encirclement by Russian forces. Several European leaders offered to help him escape along with his family and his staff. Among the safest options would be to lead the defense of Ukraine from a facility in eastern Poland, under the nuclear umbrella of the NATO alliance. U.S. officials, including President Joe Biden, were eager to help Ukraine set up a temporary government in exile.

Zelensky appreciated such invitations but also found them a bit offensive, as though his allies had written him off. “I was tired of this,” he later said of the offers to escape, which, in his words, “were flying in from all sides.” He tried to steer each conversation back to what Ukraine needed to defend itself—weapons in great supply, the closing of its air space—and he grew irritated when, in response, he heard more offers to help him flee. “Excuse me,” he said, “it’s just poor manners.”

The frustration showed when he spoke that morning to Emmanuel Macron, the president of France, who put their call on speakerphone so that his aides could hear Zelensky describe the start of the invasion. “It’s total war,” Macron said. “Yes,” came the answer. “Total war.” Zelensky took a breath. If the Russians intended to capture Kyiv in a matter of days, he could not rely on an influx of weapons to arrive quickly enough from the West to improve his odds of surviving. He also understood that the U.S. and Europe would not risk a nuclear war with Russia by sending their own troops to save Ukraine. Western leaders, including President Biden, had made that clear to the Ukrainians. Zelensky felt his only hope, however delusional, was for the West to convince the Kremlin to call off the attack and withdraw its forces. “It’s very important, Emmanuel, for you to speak with Putin,” he said to Macron. “We are sure that European leaders and Biden can connect. If they call him and say stop, he will stop. He will listen.”

Back at his home in Koncha-Zaspa, the president’s family waited for his call. His children were already awake when Olena went to get them ready. She was unsure how to break the news of an invasion to a nine-year-old and a seventeen-year-old, and Zelensky had not given her any advice in that regard. “He never said to be honest or dishonest with the children,” she said of their last conversation at home. “He just said that I should explain it all to them.” Neither of the kids asked many questions. Kyrylo, a playful, sensitive boy who could be easily distracted, obeyed his mother with a quiet intensity, stuffing a few of his things into a little rucksack: some markers, a puzzle book, pieces of a partially assembled Lego set. Oleksandra, whom the family calls Sasha, stayed in touch with her friends through social media, trying to get a better sense of what was happening outside. From the news feeds and TV broadcasts, it was difficult to ascertain the scale of the danger. The headlines focused on immediate facts—the impact of a rocket, the sighting of a tank—and left people to guess at the larger questions, such as their country’s chances of holding on.

Through the windows of their home, Zelensky’s family could hear the booms of anti-aircraft batteries as they tried to shoot down Russian missiles, planes, and helicopters. At one point, as the First Lady stood near a window, a fighter jet tore through the sky, flying low enough for her to feel the sound inside her rib cage. Her bodyguard told her they needed to take the children down to the basement. There was a risk the Russians would bomb them from the air.† The smaller of their dogs, a miniature schnauzer, had a morbid fear of fireworks and thunder, and he was now approaching a state of shock from the sound of the explosions. Olena picked him up in her arms and carried him downstairs. They would repeat these steps several times that morning, waiting in the basement until the guards said it was safe to emerge, then going back upstairs and putting on a kettle of tea, which would come to a boil just as the next air-raid alert forced them back into the basement. Even then, Olena did not want to run away from Koncha-Zaspa. When the president finally called, she told him she felt safer at home than in some undisclosed location, and they did not want to leave their pets behind. (Apart from the parrot and their two dogs, there was a guinea pig in the house and a tomcat named Lyova, who mostly lived in Sasha’s room.) “We tried to argue, but he told us it was pointless.” Their home address had long ago been published in the press, and they needed to assume the Russians had Koncha-Zaspa circled on their maps.

With no idea of where they would be going, or for how long, Olena gathered the family documents and packed one roller suitcase for herself and the children. All the pets were left in the care of the maid and security guards, some of whom remained at the estate. By the time they drove out, the city and its suburbs were in a full-blown panic. Traffic had spilled from the highways onto country roads. Huge lines had formed at gas stations, and they could see the first barricades being assembled near the city center in anticipation of the Russian tanks. At Bankova Street, the guards led them upstairs to the executive suite, where the scene was tense but not chaotic. No one yelled or showed much emotion. The loudest noise came from the metal detector on the fourth-floor landing, which squealed each time a soldier hurried through with an assault rifle. Otherwise, the tone was hushed. Staffers huddled near a pair of ferns by the window or stared intently at the screens of their laptops or phones, writing speeches, sending messages, monitoring the news.

Reports of the onslaught were pouring in faster than anyone could process them. In western Ukraine, near the border with Poland, several airports were on fire. Scores of soldiers were missing and presumed dead after a missile attack on their base outside Kyiv. Presidential aides tried to triage all this information, bringing news to Zelensky when it needed his immediate attention. But each development seemed more alarming than the last. “It’s hard to be ready for that,” said Andriy Yermak, the president’s chief of staff, who had been by his side since the early morning. “We had only ever seen such things in the movies, read about them in books.”

Like many of the president’s advisers, Yermak was a creature of the entertainment industry, his face round and unshaven, his wrists adorned with folksy bracelets of leather and wooden beads. As a movie producer, he had credits for a couple of gangster films, both heavy on the stage blood and macho dialogue, which Yermak continued to quote long after the pictures flopped. (A favorite line: “Everything has its time.”) Before his friend became the president, Yermak served as a lawyer for Zelensky’s production company. Now he was in charge of managing a war, fielding calls from frontline generals and the White House. At one point
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