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I
n my day, a rite of passage for any junior army officer 
was completion of the Force Mobile Command (FMC) 
Officer Examinations, commonly known as ‘FOE.’ 
There were two such exams, one on Operations, and the 
other on Administration. You could be guaranteed that 

one question which was sure to appear was for the student to 
draw the organization chart of a ‘Fantasian’ (the thinly disguised 
fictional enemy, based upon the former Soviet Warsaw Pact) 
Motor Rifle Regiment, down to the platoon level. However, 
no sooner had my peers and I 
all passed these exams, than 
the Berlin Wall came down, 
the Canadian Armed Forces 
(CAF) then went on a string of 
peacekeeping/peacemaking mis-
sions in Somalia, the Balkans, 
and other places, and we con-
signed much of our knowledge 
about the Fantasians to the lit-
eral dust bin of history, or to 
whatever passed for archives in 
those days. And we never really 
looked back, Counter Insurgency 
(COIN), now being our watch-
word in the post 9-11 era. 

With Afghanistan now  
largely behind us, it appears 
that for those who pine for the 
days of more certainty about the 
enemy which the Cold War rep-
resented to a degree, the actions 
of one Vladimir Putin, currently 
the President of the Russian 
Federation, might represent some-
thing of a long awaited (perhaps 
long hoped for in some quarters) 
return to military affairs in a more 
comprehensible form. In any case, 
once cannot deny that Russia’s actions in recent months, particularly 
in Ukraine, have garnered world attention, including that of the 
author of this book, himself the Director of the Cicero Foundation, 
an independent Pro-European Union (EU) and Pro-Atlantic think 
tank, based in Maastricht, the Netherlands. Their role is to provide a 
broad, global forum to discuss issues that are of central importance 
to European integration.1

Using the examples of the Russian military interventions in 
Chechnya and in Georgia in 2008, the author’s aim is to demonstrate 
that what he views as Russia’s colonization of neighbouring states 
has been a continuous process throughout its history. 

The book is divided into three parts:

• Part 1 looks at the major role which empire building and 
expansionism played in Russia’s history, and the author 
takes us back to the 18th Century in order to provide  
his point; 

• Part 2 covers the so-called “Internal War,” which Putin had 
to wage from his accession to the presidency in order to 
secure his vision for Russia’s future; and

• Part 3, the longest section, compares the two wars under 
consideration with other wars fought by the Soviets and 
their successors, including the Cold War, Afghanistan, and 
the First Chechen War. 

While all readers might not 
agree with Van Herpen’s analy-
sis, I found it somewhat difficult 
to refute his arguments, and 
indeed, his contention that Putin’s 
supreme political goal is to restore 
Russia’s so-called “lost empire.” 
The author goes somewhat further 
in stating that this new Russian 
imperialism had its start earlier 
than Putin, claiming provenance 
under former Soviet leader Leonid 
Brezhnev’s concept of “limited 
sovereignty” and Yeltsin’s desig-
nation of Russia’s periphery as its 
“Near Abroad.”2 In the author’s 
view, Putin has two main aims: 
first, to create, or rather to restore 
a close union of core Slavic, for-
mer Soviet nations, and second, 
to create closer military and eco-
nomic ties with non-Slavic, but 
still former Soviet states. Indeed, 
in agreements Putin has made 
with neighbouring Belarus, and 
by virtue of the creation of the 
Collective Security Treaty orga-
nization (CSTO), he is putting 
his intentions into action. What I 

found quite interesting was the author’s descriptions of the extent 
to which Putin co-opted the support of groups as diverse as Russian 
youth on one hand, and Cossacks on the other, in order to advance 
his goals. Where Putin ran into opposition, whether at home or 
abroad, he, in the authors view, at least showed no compunction 
in acting most ruthlessly. Van Herpen states that Putin’s goal in 
Georgia was regime change pure and simple, while he also sug-
gests that Russian state authorities, and not Chechen separatists, 
were behind a series of apartment bombings across Russia, thus 
providing Putin ostensible justification for launching the Second 
Chechen War.
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The book is obviously well-researched, containing a  
bibliography which includes many Russian sources. Notes, in 
many cases very detailed, are included at the end of each chapter. 
The book in many instances reads very much like a textbook, as at 
several points in the text, Van Herpen lists several reasons behind 
certain issues under consideration, and then, quite eloquently, and 
in some cases rather bluntly, goes on to make his point, rather 
convincingly in the opinion of this reviewer. If there was one 
omission, I believe it was the absence of any maps to place the 
author’s analysis in context. With all the focus upon the Ukraine 
at present, the average reader may be somewhat geographically 
challenged when trying to place the locations of other, former 
Soviet republics. 

At the outset of the Cold War, an American diplomat in 
Moscow, George Kennan, wrote his famous article in the journal 
Foreign Affairs entitled “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.”3 Rarely 
has a journalistic article had such an impact upon foreign policy. As 
a result, ‘The West’ adopted the policy of ‘Containment’ against 
the Soviet Union for the balance of the Cold War. ‘Fast forward’ to 
today, and for those looking for the rationale for President Putin’s 
conduct, this book represents an excellent start, and I would look 

forward to a sequel which covers the current crisis in Ukraine. 
Whether the modern ‘West’ and its partners will come up with a 
viable strategy, beyond sanctions and low-scale military activities 
in Eastern Europe, in order to respond to ‘Putin’s Wars’ remains 
to be seen. 

Putin’s Wars is highly recommended by this reviewer. It must be 
a popular book as well, as no sooner had I borrowed it from the NDHQ 
library, than they informed me that someone wanted to read it when 
I had finished. I was also firmly reminded that my due date stood!  
 
Colonel P.J. Williams is currently serving as Director Arms Control 
Verification on the Strategic Joint Staff.
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F
or those ‘old 
school’ types who 
appreciate a qual-
ity old fashioned 
book, this one is a 

definite must have. Everything 
about it screams meticulous 
craftsmanship, from its appear-
ance, layout, and paper quality, 
to the content inside. The book 
is about Hitler’s desperate bid 
to end the war in Russia by 
capturing Moscow in the fall 
of 1941 before the onset of 
the vicious winter weather and 
before his Eastern Army was 
bled dry. Operation Typhoon 
was the code name given to the 
effort, and it entailed 75 German  

divisions, (almost two million men), and three of Germany’s four 
panzer groups. In short, this book captures the full extent of the  
epic struggle on the Eastern Front during the Second World War, 
although it is focused largely upon a specific time period for  

one operation.  

The book begins with an  
overview of Operation Barbarossa, 
the German invasion of the Soviet 
Union on 22 June 1941. The 
author, David Stahel, a lecturer 
at the University of New South 
Wales in Canberra, is an expert 
on the Russo-German war. His 
expertise and depth of research is 
unmistakable in his latest book. He 
clearly lays out how the Germans 
grossly underestimated the size of 
the Soviet Army and its resiliency, 
not to mention the vastness of the 
country. Interestingly, he captures 
the paradox of the German belief 
in technology, namely, the internal 
combustion engine, which would 
allow them to push deep into 
Russia, and which also ingrained in 
them a sense of over-confidence in 
its ability to provide them with vic-
tory. And yet, that same technology 
was susceptible to the primitive 
landscape and infrastructure,  
as well as the harsh weather  
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