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      This book was conceived during the #WritersforUkraine initiative by Activated Authors in March 2022. Motivated to take part and donate to the fund, I gathered material I’d written during my travels around Ukraine during 2018-2019. Those journeys were part of a search to find what, back then, I believed to be Polish family living in Western Ukraine. What I discovered was astonishing, although that particular story is being written up elsewhere, in a fictionalised account based on the true story.

      Travels in a Young Country is a kind of “director’s cut” of material that isn’t included in the other book. Writing it during the Writers for Ukraine week brought home how lucky I was to have experienced Ukraine at its best. When I first began travelling to Ukraine, Russian aggression was already raging in the east of the country. The current systematic destruction of that world and the horrors inflicted on the people in 2022 are heart-breaking.

      If you enjoy reading this book, please consider a donation to one of the charities supporting Ukraine and its people. I’ve added a few suggestions at the rear of the book.

      

      While every story in this book is true, I have changed the names of people to protect their privacy.

      

      
        
        Michelle Lawson

        Devon, England

        March 2022
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      As a child, I had a doll called Olga. But Olga was never one of the toy box gang. An old-fashioned porcelain doll sent by my father’s sister in the USSR, Olga belonged in a museum rather than the toy box. And I knew so little about the people who’d sent her; what I was brought up to think of as a left-behind Polish family, stranded the other side of the Iron Curtain. Shadowy relatives in black and white photographs, posing in fields, among trees or against timber houses that in England we’d call a shed. Poor Olga developed a spidery fracture across her porcelain head and from then onwards I referred to her as Baby Crackhead, a sad symbol of my father’s exile from his homeland.

      My parents sent parcels packed with items such as razors and denim jeans to his sister in the USSR. Photographs and letters would arrive back, my mother frowning at anything written in the Cyrillic alphabet, as if the words were infected with communism. But it was the time of the Cold War, sparking a not unreasonable fear that my father’s dual nationality would make our lives difficult if it ever came to a full-blown conflict. No wonder Baby Crackhead could never be part of the gang. She was an outsider, a foreigner associated with Soviet Russia.

      My mother had another reason to be wary of that dark land on the other side of the Iron Curtain. She wasn’t my father’s first wife. He’d been married before the war to a young “Polish” woman who’d died within a couple of years of the wedding. My mother mentioned this to me only once. My father never raised the topic.

      Despite not having lived in what became post-war Poland, my father seemed to have contacts everywhere in that country. During the late 60s and early 70s, he drove us to Poland for holidays, visiting cities such as Gdańsk, Wrocław and Poznań and the mountain resorts of Zakopane and Karpacz. And every Thursday lunchtime, he would close his barber shop and head to the Polish Club in Birmingham to mingle among people with a shared language.

      One time my father secretly obtained a visa to drive into the USSR to visit his sister. The British government advised him they couldn’t guarantee the safety of a dual national. You go at your own risk. Sure enough, the KGB arrested him and never let him out of their sight, allowing him just a few hours to talk with his sister. Among the things he brought back was a stomach ulcer from the stress.

      So I was brought up to see myself as “half-Polish” in a rather superficial way. I’m not proud of the simplistic understanding I had, back then, of how my Polish father ended up in the English West Midlands. I knew only that he’d lived in a former chunk of eastern Poland and had escaped to wartime England before Stalin turned eastern Poland into the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. It wasn’t until I looked into the history of the region that I realised how ethnicity and nationality couldn’t be simplified like that. My father wasn’t even born in Poland; his village lay within Austria during the first year of World War 1, although the land had historic associations with Poland. After 1772, when Poland was partitioned and disappeared from the map, much of present-day Western Ukraine formed the eastern part of the Austro-Hungarian province of Galicia. The region was a cultural blend of Poles, Germans and Jews within a Ukrainian majority. Only in 2018 did I discover that one of those Ukrainians had been my grandmother. It was my grandfather’s side that had the Polish roots.

      Back then Ukrainians were often known as “Ruthenian”, a German-derived term that acknowledged these specific East Slavic people were neither Polish nor Russian. Ruthenian and Rusyn are derived from Rus’, a name that goes back to the ancient Eastern Slavic trading empire of Kyivan Rus’. When the Austro-Hungarian empire broke up at the end of World War 1, Western Ukraine, along with parts of Lithuania and Belarus, became the eastern borderlands, or kresy, of interwar Poland. In 1919, Poland’s right to occupy these borderlands was granted as a protection against the Bolsheviks. Ukraine’s dream of independence was gone, its interests dismissed in favour of its neighbours.

      As the 20th century unfolded, the name Ukraine, meaning borderland, or beside the land, came into use, alongside the desire for an independent Ukrainian state. Despite having to wait until 1992 for independence, the roots of Ukrainian nationhood go back a long way.

      Poland’s sovereignty over Galicia was recognised on the condition it would guarantee equal treatment for all its citizens. The Ukrainians naturally wanted the use of Ukrainian language within government, and an independent Ukrainian university. These assurances were never honoured. Schools became Polish speaking, Ukrainian newspapers were censored, Orthodox churches were converted to Catholicism, and Ukrainians were barred from government jobs.

      Resentment grew in some rural areas where Polish landowners were a majority. Outraged at being forced to use Polish language when dealing with government administration, Ukrainians set arson attacks against the landowning Poles. The retaliatory Polish “pacification” could be brutal.

      In many villages such as my father’s, however, the cultural blend was deep-rooted, with mixed marriages going back generations. My Ukrainian grandmother married a Polish man, and in such families the sons followed their father’s ethnicity, while daughters followed the mother’s. How strange to think, then, of my father growing up Polish, while his sister and her offspring were Ukrainian. In such households there would be two Christmas celebrations: the Polish Catholic Christmas in December followed by the Greek Catholic (Ukrainian Uniate) celebration in early January.

      Growing up, I’d had no idea of this. There was no mention of Ukrainians or Ruthenians, and certainly not Austrians. Everything was either Polish or “Russian”.

      Poland was ripped apart in 1939. Stalin moved into its eastern borderlands as part of the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop pact with the Nazis, abolishing Polish laws, currency and churches. Property was confiscated for collectivisation. Everyone became a Soviet citizen, although people could record a different nationality. “Undesirables” were deported east, meaning that professionals, the “bourgeois”, and many Poles, including those guilty by association, were uprooted by means of a lengthy and dangerous journey to Siberia. Many did not survive it.

      My father Mikołaj was one who did. Arrested by the Soviets, he was deported to a USSR prison camp in Siberia. When the Nazi-Soviet pact broke down in 1941, and the Germans moved into Soviet-occupied Ukraine, the departing Soviets granted a so-called “amnesty” for the deported Poles, to allow them to form a Polish army under British command. Mikołaj joined thousands of other Poles on the dangerous odyssey through the USSR down to Persia (Iran) to join the Polish II Corps, also known as the Anders Army. Dispatched from Palestine to a branch of the Polish Armed Forces in Europe, he sailed past Cape Town and Rio de Janeiro to disembark in Scotland. A serious motorbike accident put him out of action and into hospital for a year. He married my mother in Newton Abbot, and she brought Mikołaj to the outskirts of Birmingham. There he became Michael, a naturalised citizen of the UK.

      Some years after my father’s death, as I sorted through photographs and letters, I finally understood the words on the backs of the photographs were not Russian at all. The language was Ukrainian. It shares elements of the Cyrillic alphabet with Russian, but is nevertheless a distinct language. That distinction was never pointed out when I was growing up. As a child, I’d assumed the Soviets had forbidden the writing of letters in Polish, allowing only Russian. It turned out the letters went back and forth in Ukrainian.

      

      In 2016 the Syrian civil war forced millions of asylum seekers to pursue safety in Europe. As nationalist rhetoric became mainstream on the UK’s vote to exit the European Union, the issues of borders and forced exile became visible through a more personal lens. Watching the harrowing footage of displaced Syrians, I thought about my father, also a displaced person, who was fortunate to be granted British nationality. But the difficulties hadn’t ended there. Mikołaj was sacked from his first job as a barber in Devon because local men refused to cut hair alongside a foreigner. As stories of prejudice opened up a deeper realisation of what he must have gone through, I thought about those he’d left behind.

      I gathered all the photographs that had arrived over the past six decades. Frustratingly, there were few clues to who these people were, although I had the name of a cousin – Larysa – and her village. One photograph showed Larysa sitting in the middle of a large family gathering, dated 1974, surrounded by young adults and older people. The girls wore miniskirts, and two young boys sported the oseledets or chupryna hairstyle, the head shaved but for a single lock – the “herring” – in the centre. The hairstyle was a cultural icon for the Cossacks, and later Ukrainians used it to distinguish themselves against Russians. Meanwhile, the Russian name for it – khokhol – was a derogatory term for Ukrainians. How did these two boys get away with that hairstyle in 1970s USSR?

      A second photograph of a different family puzzled me. The boy and his father gave hesitant smiles as they stared at the camera, but the mother and two daughters looked apprehensive. I returned to it again and again. Who was this second family, and why did they send photographs to my father?

      The oldest photograph of all showed my father as a baby on his mother’s lap, flanked by his elder sister and her daughter. That photograph dated from World War 1, when the two husbands were away fighting. At times the frontline was so close that the family would have been able to hear the artillery as the Russians and the Central Powers pounded each other.

      After decades of indifference to that side of my family, it was a shock to find myself obsessed by the gaps in our family narrative. This kind of preoccupation is what the philosopher Nicolas Abraham referred to as transgenerational haunting. According to Abraham, it’s not the dead themselves who haunt us; they aren’t real. We’re haunted by what
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