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The temperature is way below zero in Kiev’s Independence Square, 
but that hasn’t stopped half a million people from pitching tents 
in their months-long, often violent anti-government vigil.  
While UkraInian President Yanukovych’s guns were aimed at  
the crowds protected by tires and sandbags, Mishpacha’s  
Aharon Granot camped out with the opposition and saw  
who really loves and hates the Jews

by Aharon Granot, Kiev
photos AFP Imagebank

ShootSecond”
“They can

any

The forces are pitted against 
each other on Groshevsku-
go Street in downtown Kiev, 
where the president’s resi-
dence, the parliament, and 
other Ukrainian government 

institutions are concentrated. Outside, frigid 
temperatures of minus 20 are gripping the 
country. On the snow-covered hills above us, 
the Berkut — the special defense forces of the 
Ukrainian government — stand with their 
weapons drawn, prepared to descend upon the 
protesters with the full weight of their wrath.

The protesters of the opposition, protect-
ed by helmets and protective vests, say they 
have no live ammunition, but the clubs and 
shields that they “borrowed” from the police 
can wield a mighty blow. Up to now, the po-
lice claim they haven’t used live ammunition 
against the demonstrators either, although in 
circumstances that have yet to be clarified, 
several people were killed by live shots — with 
both sides blaming each other.

“Be careful,” warns Sergei Tinkevich, our 
contact in the opposition. “They’re liable to 
open fire at any moment.” Nineteen-year-old 
Sergei, head shaven and face masked, clad in 
khakis and high boots, isn’t the kind of guy a 
Jewish-looking visitor would want to meet 

in a back alley. But he escorts us efficiently 
through the piles of tires and sandbags that 
separate the troops on the hill from the pro-
testers, introducing us to his comrades as Is-
raeli journalists. Given the spate of anti-Jewish 
attacks in Ukraine in the last months, I would 
have thought that would be the worst way to 
describe us. Instead, the rebels actually smile.  

If there is anything the Ukrainian rebels 
wish to prove to the world, it’s that they’re not 
anti-Semitic despite their reputation, which 
they claim is government-incited.  

As we take a short break by one of the barri-
cades, warming ourselves around a fire burn-
ing inside a barrel, Sergei tells me, “You should 
know that we very much admire you for com-
ing. There are not many journalists who are 
willing to enter the heart of the danger zone, 
especially in such cold.” Around the heated 
barrel, the protesters don’t seem to care about 
our religious affiliation, as long as we present 
their cause to the outside.

Still, I can’t resist challenging Sergei with 
a direct question. “We heard that thugs from 
among your ranks were responsible for beat-
ing a yeshivah student.” As I speak, Gershon 
Beloritsky, a Jewish lawyer and my translator 
for the day, seems to grow paler. The Jewish 
community here can’t afford to take sides, and 
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IN THE TRENCHES The 
steaming tea didn’t do much to 
dispel the cold, but the rebels were 
happy to talk — Jew or not — as 
long as their anti-Yanukovych 
message got out

with the EU than with Russia,” says Stephen 
Sestanovich, a senior fellow for Russian and 
Eurasian Studies at the Council on Foreign 
Relations. 

Seeing this move as an EU infringement on 
Russia’s national interests, Russia’s President 
Vladimir Putin employed two tactics to drive a 
wedge between the EU and Ukraine. The Rus-
sians sowed doubt in the minds of Ukrainians, 
saying signing an agreement with the EU was 
tantamount to making Ukraine a vassal state 
of the EU. Putin also used a carrot and stick 
approach, threatening to keep Ukrainian goods 
out of the Russian market and offering lower 
natural gas prices if Ukraine were to join the 
customs union that Putin has set up between 
Russia, Belarus, and Kazakhstan. 

“The government’s decision to yield to Rus-
sian pressure and reject an arrangement with 
the European Union at the last moment pro-
duced a show of public disapproval,” says Ses-
tanovich. “When the authorities tried to clear 
the demonstrators from downtown Kiev, the 
response to their heavy-handed tactics was 
even stronger. That’s when you got 500,000 
people in the middle of Kiev.”

The government didn’t take the protests 
too seriously at first, certain that the negative 
sentiments would pass, that the protesters 
would be worn down by the bitter cold. But as 
time went on and the influx of protesters kept 
gaining momentum, the government under-
stood that it had to do something to stem the 

tide. By law, the police are not permitted to 
use physical force against them, but they dis-
covered an indirect way to do it: Hired thugs, 
generally poor villagers or criminals seeking 
state pardons, have been handsomely com-
pensated for making the rounds of Indepen-
dence Square and dealing murderous blows 
to anyone who appears to be supporting the 
protests. For the government, it was a con-
venient ploy; they claimed no responsibility 
for those roving bands. But in one instance, a 
hired thug named Titushke was captured and 
admitted that he and his friends had been paid 
by the government to terrorize the protesters. 
Ukrainians then began referring to these hired 
hooligans as “titushki.” 

Staying Warm As the standoff con-
tinues, we move around the roadblocks, 
running into Vitali Klitschko, a profes-
sional boxer and one of the leaders of the 
struggle, who is delivering a speech. Some 
people see Klitschko as the next president 
of the Ukraine. “His grandfather was Jew-
ish,” remarks Reb Gershon.

There are hundreds of tents behind the 
square, erected by irate protesters who refuse 
to budge until Viktor Yanukovych decides to 
vacate his own mansion. 

Sergei Nekyan [a different Sergei —Ed.] was 
at home in faraway Dniepropetrovsk when 
the protests began. “But on January 19, when 
bloody conflicts erupted between the police 
and the protesters, I was no longer able to sit 
at home. My friend was killed in those clashes,” 
he tells us over a cup of steaming tea, which 
does little to deflect the cold. 

The police are not 
allowed to use force, but 
they discovered another 
way: hired thugs who 
deal murderous blows 
to anyone who appears 
to be supporting the 
protests

it looks like I asked one question too many.
But the young man with the ski mask remains neutral. “You people al-

ways accuse us of anti-Semitism, but actually there are many Jews among 
us. And if you ask me,” he continues conspiratorially, “I believe the thugs 
who attacked the Jewish community were actually sent by the government 
in order to discredit us.”

Still, ruffians pass by with clubs in their hands as they gaze at us with an 
expression that evokes dread. “These men are representatives of the popu-
lar Svoboda [“Freedom”] party in the opposition,” Gershon explains to me 
in Hebrew. “They won’t do anything to us, but you certainly can’t say they 
love Jews. During the previous government, their leader Oleg Tyagnibok was 
thrown out of the Our Ukraine party by then-president Viktor Yushchenko 
for an anti-Jewish diatribe.”  

Winter War of Wills What has brought thousands of Ukraini-
ans into the streets of Kiev, the country’s capital city, when they’d be so 
much more comfortable at home warming their bones against the win-
ter freeze? The delicate balance of power is far more nuanced than these 
pages can provide, but this is a quick synopsis: 

Nearly 20 years ago, Ukraine declared it was in its foreign policy interest 
to seek closer economic and political cooperation with the European Union.
For its part, the EU has made this contingent on Ukraine conforming its po-
litical and economic structure to Western European standards. Progress in 
Ukraine has been slow, due to internal political turmoil and the difficulties in 
turning a Soviet-style, centrally planned economy into a free market system.

Ukraine was to make an important step in that integration process two 
months ago by signing an “association agreement” with the EU. This was not 
the beginning of negotiations for acceptance in the EU, but it was to bring 
Ukraine into closer trading relations with the EU. 

“As a symbol it would have indicated that Ukraine saw its future more 

They Can Shoot Any Second
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that the police aren’t letting them off the hook so fast. “They’ve burned 
dozens of our cars. I don’t know who tells them where we’re parked, 
but I can tell you, we will not be deterred,” he asserts. “We travel 
through the streets of the city, track the movements of the police and 
security forces, and then warn the other protesters. Our forces also 
distribute food and warm clothing to the thousands of protesters 
living on the streets.”

Prison Retribution Dr. Alexander Turchynov, 49, one of 
the leaders of the uprising, is treated as a future head of state; to-
day he’s a parliamentarian and leader of the All-Ukrainian Union 
“Fatherland” opposition party. Surrounded by security guards, 
spokesmen, and advisors, he granted us a short interview. 

 Turchynov, 49, is said to be in the running to be the next vice pres-
ident of Ukraine. He’s served in senior posts in the Ukrainian govern-
ment, including serving as the head of security, a job that brought him 
into frequent contact with the heads of Israel’s Mossad. Unofficially, 
his party is called the “Yulia Tymoshenko bloc,” after the imprisoned 
former leader of the party. 

For many in the United States and Europe, Ukraine’s future align-
ment with the West is bound up with the fate of Yulia Tymoshenko, 
the 53-year-old former prime minister with halo-like braids who was 
jailed in an act of political retribution.

In 2004, Tymoshenko rose to political glory as a leader of the Or-
ange Revolution, but eventually lost voter confidence and was oust-
ed within the year. She was reinstated in 2007, but was replaced in 
2010 by Viktor Yanukovych who beat her in a tight presidential race. 
It wasn’t long before Yanukovych took revenge and Tymoshenko 
faced criminal charges for signing a gas deal with Russia while she 
was prime minister in 2009. The United States Senate called the 
prosecution of Tymoshenko selective justice, and passed a resolu-
tion urging her release. 

Dr. Turchynov spoke to Mishpacha about the government, the sit-
uation, and the future. 

This isn’t the first rebellion against Yanukovych. So why was 
he reelected?

“That’s how people are. He’s a slick businessman, and the 2010 elec-
tions took place during the global recession, when Ukraine’s economy 
was at its lowest point. Yanukovych promised the Ukrainians salvation. 
He promised an unrealistic wage hike, universal employment, and 
better returns for pensioners. But just a few months later, it became 
clear that his promises weren’t worth the paper they were written on. 
He began threatening supporters of the opposition, and he built up 
a case against Tymoshenko. She was dragged through a sham trial 
and was thrown in prison. Everyone knows the real story. Within 

“We aren’t slaves 
to Yanukovych or 
his sons.  We will 
free Tymoshenko 

from prison, 
and continue 
the process of 

integration with 
the West”

—Dr. Alexander Turchynov
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A constant stream of Kiev’s citizens bring 
donations of food, clothing, and fuel to the 
demonstration site. “Not only do they bring 
us food and clothing,” Sergei relates, “but they 
even offer us hot showers in their homes. They 
know we’re fighting for them.”

Behind the tents is a makeshift medical clinic, 
set up to treat the protesters who are wounded 
in clashes with the police. The injured won’t 
risk going to a regular hospital or clinic — they 
know that after being treated, they’ll likely be 
thrown in jail. When I enter the clinic and get 
a look at the doctor, I wonder if I’m standing in 
some Israeli field hospital. Dr. Yonatan Malek 
is wearing a yarmulke and tzitzis! The baal te-
shuvah hospital physician says he’s not taking 
sides in the conflict. He just wants to help peo-
ple who need medical attention.

“I’m not embarrassed by my kippah or by my 
tzitzis,” he adds. “Look at this hand: my fingers 
are nearly paralyzed. I was putting on tefillin, 
and precisely at that moment, the police be-
gan an attack. My fingers were wounded, and 
although I still have trouble moving them, I’m 
grateful that I have my hand. The protesters 
know I’m Jewish, and some of them even ask 
me to pray for them.”

But that wasn’t our only surprise.

Ukrainian House, the former Lenin National 
Museum, is located in the heart of Kiev. But  fol-
lowing a bloody battle that took place between 
the opposition and the government’s security 
forces, the building was taken over by the rebels 
and now serves as their headquarters. After an 
extensive identification process, we are ushered 
into the room where decisions are made and 
instructions are issued.  

Soon we’re greeted by Oleg Pansenko, a senior 
commander of the opposition forces. Before 
Gershon could even begin translating, I was 
shocked to hear him greet me in fluent Hebrew. 
“Welcome! Ever since our struggle began, I’ve 
been waiting for a journalist from Israel. But 
I never imagined that a religious newspaper 
would send a reporter here.”

Oleg Pansenko, a resident of Kiev and a 
plumber by profession, is not Jewish, but his 
Jewish grandfather enabled him to make ali-
yah under the Law of Return. He lived in Israel 
for about 10 years, and even served in the IDF. 
Because of his military training, he was ap-
pointed to serve as a commander of  the “Mobile 
Maidan” unit — a fleet of private cars that go out 
to engage in protests against the government 
and then speed away. 

“It’s hard to catch us,” says Oleg, but admits 

NO GUNS HERE? Both the police 
and the opposition claim they haven’t 
used live ammunition, but where did 
the casualties come from?
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just a few months, Yanukovych’s son went from being an obscure 
dentist who barely made a living to being the third-largest oligarch 
in the country. The secret of his success was clear to all of us. But we 
aren’t slaves to Yanukovych or his sons. We will send Yanukovych 
home, free Tymoshenko from prison, and continue the process of 
integration with the West.”

And you, sir, will be the vice president?
“I have spent long years in the service of this country. There are 

enough jobs for everyone, including me. But until that happens, the 
masses will continue occupying Independence Square until we have 
achieved victory.

It’s Still About the Jews The Tryzub Movement (named for 
the three-headed spear that is Ukraine’s national coat of arms) heads 
the right-wing forum. This movement operates on the inspiration of 
Stefan Bandera, considered the father of Ukrainian independence. 
Bandera’s goal, say his followers, was to establish a strong government 
and, they claim, offer freedom to the minorities who live in Ukraine. 
He was killed by the KGB in 1959, and although he was jailed by the 
Nazis years before for refusing to rescind his country’s declaration 
of independence, most historians consider Bandera a murderer and 
anti-Semite, and he was known as a Nazi collaborator. His gangs in 
the Nightingale and Galichina divisions of the SS were accused of 
participating in — and even initiating — pogroms and aktions against 
Jews, Poles, and other minorities in Ukraine.

Today, the various opposition forces proclaim they favor a more 
democratic government and a Westernized economy, but there is an-
other thing they have in common: they’re all perceived to be highly 
anti-Semitic. Still, “We are so very not anti-Jewish that in 2003, the 
party’s candidate for prime minister was a Jew,” a head of Tryzub 
relates. “It is important to note,” he adds, deflecting critiques, “that, 
in contrast to the image that has been attached to us, a nationalist 
Ukraine would not be a Nazi country. We are against anti-Semitism 
and imperialism, and we are against the left-wing ideology. As far as 
we are concerned, Hitler and Stalin were one and the same.”

As is often the case when the future of the government is uncer-
tain, fear and anxiety permeate the streets, especially 29 Schikvitz-
kia Street in the center of Kiev, where the Jewish community center 
is located. The facilities here include a shul and the Orach Chaim 
yeshivah, which serves over 50 students and avreichim, along with 
another 50 children in the affliated cheder. 

Kiev is home to Ukraine’s chief rabbi, Rav Yaakov Dov Bleich, 
who was sent here by the Karlin-Stolin Rebbe nearly three decades 
ago while the country was still under Communist control, and who 
successfully withstood Communist intimidation to establish the 

Keeping It Legal
The offices of the BKB law firm — owned by law-
yers Dr. Gershon HaKohen Beloritsky, Aryeh Klei-
man, and Maxim Bereshnikov — are located just 
a stone’s throw from the mass protests. In these 
offices, major business deals worth millions are 
closed, by both Israeli businessmen wishing to do 
business in Ukraine and Ukrainian magnates seek-
ing profitable ventures in Israel.

The law firm, which opened four years ago by the 
three attorneys — all of whom speak Russian, Hebrew, 
Ukrainian and English — soon became a leading force 
in the representation of Israeli and Ukrainian compa-

nies. The firm’s clients include the Israeli embassy in Ukraine, the representatives of 
the prime minister’s office, the Jewish Agency and its aliyah department, the Jewish 
Confederacy of Ukraine, the Union of Religious Communities in Ukraine, and the 
Fishman Construction Group. Its services are also used by the Aroma coffee house 
chain, by companies involved in the manufacture of chemicals and plastic, by agri-
cultural companies, by solar energy companies that have opened power stations in 
Ukraine, by apparel companies marketing their products in Ukraine, by real estate 
companies, by medical tourism services and by programming and technology firms.

But the firm’s most high-profile client is Rebbe Nachman of Breslov zy”a. They’ve 
played a pivotal role in developing the entire area around Rebbe Nachman’s grave in 
Uman, including the establishment of hotels, shuls, and residential units.  

Gershon Beloritsky, my guide through the barricaded, burning streets, is consid-
ered one of the most highly qualified lawyers in Ukraine, with a doctorate in inter-
national law from the University of Kiev. He is the legal advisor to the chief rabbi of 
Ukraine, Rav Yaakov Dov Bleich, and is a graduate of Kiev’s Yeshivas Orach Chaim 
and Yeshivas Shvut Ami in Jerusalem.

Gershon met Aryeh Kleiman when he began working as the legal advisor to Rav 
Bleich. Aryeh, who was born in Ukraine, was educated in Israel, where he also stud-
ied law and business management. After working as a partner in a leading Israeli 
company, he decided to open an office in Ukraine.

The third partner in the firm is Maxim Bereshnikov. Bereshnikov, who holds a 
master’s degree in Ukrainian law, is a resident of Kiev who offers legal advice to 
large companies and to leading hospitals. He previously served as the legal advisor 
to the Ukrainian Minister of Education. 

 “As a representative of the Jewish community, I often meet with the heads of the 
Ukrainian ministries,” says Dr. Beloritsky — who is also a lecturer on international 
law at the University of Kiev and shows up there wearing his yarmulke and tzitzis. 
“There is a committee appointed for each government office to help improve their 
connections with all religious minorities — not only Jews,” Dr. Beloritsky says. He 
was instrumental in creating a Health Ministry policy that Jewish patients are entitled 
to a visit from a rav at their bedside, as well as kosher food during hospitalization.
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community. Rav Bleich, who works together 
with RoshYeshivah Rav Eliyahu Shpiller, a Ger-
rer chassid from Jerusalem, uses his extensive 
government connections to help the Jews of 
Ukraine manage their internal political affairs. 
Yet all is not calm on Schikvitzkia Street, where 
my path is blocked by security guards recently 
hired to protect the Jewish community. Even 
my yarmulke, beard, and peyos are not enough 
to convince them I’m not an enemy.

That’s because everyone is still praying 
for 33-year-old Dov Ber Glickman, who was 
stabbed and wounded two weeks ago while 
walking home from shul on Friday night. The 
government has used the incident as proof of 
the anti-Semitic agenda of the protesters. The 
opposition, meanwhile, claims that it was a gov-
ernment-arranged provocation. In any event, 
Glickman is not the only one. One week earlier, 
another Jew, Hillel Wertheimer, was attacked 
on Motzaei Shabbos by thugs who also followed 
him when he left shul to go home.

Glickman relates his harrowing ordeal: “I 
left the shul at 11 at night, and saw three young 
men in black clothing standing near me, but I 
didn’t pay attention to them. I continued on my 
way, and when I turned into a darkened street, 
I heard someone running after me. I turned 
around and saw two people chasing me. They 
were both wearing masks. I realized then that 
I was in trouble — they weren’t simply about to 
ask me for the time.

“I immediately started screaming, but sud-
denly they punched me in the face. My glasses 
fell off. They kicked me and hit me in the head. 
A man from a nearby house started shouting 

at them, ‘We’re calling the police!’ Then they 
stopped and returned to their car, which was 
waiting for them at the corner. They didn’t 
even bother to flee, as if they were confident 
no one would catch them. When I walked past 
a streetlamp and saw I was covered in blood, 
that’s when I realized I’d been stabbed.”

Glickman managed to return to the shul to 
seek help and call an ambulance. He noticed 
that the two thugs, still in their car, had fol-
lowed him to watch what he was doing. About 
ten minutes later, both a police car and an 
ambulance arrived. Glickman was rushed to 
the hospital, and the police interrogated him 
several days later.

In response to the escalating violence and 
harassment, a security firm from Israel was 
brought to Ukraine to assess the security needs 
of the Jewish communities of Kiev, Lvov, and 
Odessa, advising these communities to hire 
round-the-clock security for all mosdos, which 
would cost close to a million dollars annual-
ly. Meanwhile, a group of yeshivah students 
headed by Meir Yitzchak Pavlovsky, an avre-
ich and  mashgiach kashrus, has established 
a nightly patrol in an effort to ward off poten-
tial attackers before anyone else is harmed. 
They also provide escorts for people walking 
home after dark. Whether the perpetrators 
are government-hired provocateurs or local 
anti-Semites denying they have an anti-Jewish 
agenda, it’s is clear that the Jews of Kiev need 
to be on guard.

“We won’t let them frighten us,” Pavlovsky 
asserts. “If the authorities won’t protect us, 
we’ll defend ourselves.” —

STAND-OFF Mishpacha’s reporter faces off together with the opposition: 
“You know, not many journalists are willing to enter the heart of the zone, 
especially in such weather” 
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