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Prologue 

Little do I know when I open a letter spring of 1997 all that will transpire afterwards!  It is from the United 

States Information Agency, USIA, and two of its affiliated councils – ACTR/ACCELS. The letter basically 

asks me to apply along with 300 other US teachers to travel as a teacher ambassador to one of the NIS 

countries (newly independent states of the former Soviet Union).  

I assume I am contacted because of my 1996 Russia trip with the Nevada Geographic Alliance, my 1997 

published article (“Dragon and the Anchor” in the July-August 1997 Journal of Geography) about my 

Russia visit, and my National Council for Geographic Education Distinguished Award in 1995, which 

recognized my long career of teaching geography since 1969. 

I decide to apply, and get permission from my principal, superintendent, and governing board of the 

Cartwright Elementary School District in Phoenix, Arizona where I have been teaching social studies 

since 1972.  If selected by USIA, I will be traveling October of 1998 and will miss about three weeks of 

school. 

Why Ukraine 

I complete the lengthy application and wait.  Lo and behold, I am one of only 28 teachers selected 

nationwide.  Better yet, my country request for Ukraine is granted!  “Ostapuk” is a Ukrainian surname.  My 

grandfather on my father‟s side immigrated to the US when he was 18 from somewhere near the present-

day border with Poland‟s city of Lublin in May 1914 before World War 1 began.  His name was Michael 

Ostapuk, same as mine, and I never knew him.  He died in New York City in 1937 when my father was a 

teen.  So here I am going to Ukraine!  I am determined, if at all possible, to maybe find some long lost 

Ostapuk village somewhere.  As one teacher at my school, Estrella Middle School, states “Now, thatôs a 

scary thought! 

Delaware Rendezvous 

USIA flies the 28 of us to the University of Delaware in July 1998 to meet the 70 NIS teachers of English 

who have traveled half way round the world to meet us.  I meet 15 Ukrainian teachers and the 6 US 

teachers, including myself, who have been picked to go to Ukraine.  We all present lesson plan sessions.  

I do one using my published 1997 article about my Russia experiences of 1996.  The Ukrainian teachers 

are all very pleasant, but there is one in particular, Edward Zinnurov, who is especially nice and easy to 

talk to.  We seem to hit it off, and I hope that we will be matched by USIA.  

And that‟s exactly what happens!  Edward will be my host teacher once I reach Ukraine.  Near the end of 

September I get a letter from USIA naming Edward and his home town of Novograd-Volynsky as my 

destination from Phoenix, Arizona the morning of October 7.  I am told I will fly via Atlanta, Georgia, to 

Washington, DC and a state-department orientation, then go on to New York City and Vienna, for my final 

destination of Kyiv, capital city of Ukraine where I will be greeted by Ukrainian officials and Edward. 

 

Wednesday, October 7, 1998 

Getting ready to go is crazy!  I prepare three weeks of lesson plans for the substitute teacher, plan my 

mom‟s 70
th
 birthday celebration, and purchase gifts I think Edward and his family, friends, and school will 

like. 
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Lift Off from Sky Harbor Airport, Phoenix 

Today, my wife Kathy drops me off at the Phoenix airport, and despite significant delays when inspectors 

think I have a bomb in my luggage and an oven fire on takeoff, I make it to DC on time.  

DC!  The entire country is talking about the sordid sex details of President Bill Clinton and his mistress 

Monica Lewinsky; recession is looming in the US, and Ukraine‟s economy is in free fall. I am told that the 

Ukraine dollar is worth 250,000 to 1 of ours.  As I fly on the plane, its government drops all the zeros and 

makes it 2:1 which falls again to 4:1.  By the time I arrive in Ukraine, it is basically worthless currency. 

Edward told me in Delaware in July that teachers have not been paid in currency since March.  As I fly 

into DC, Ukraine postal workers are on strike, other unions are calling for one too, the potato crop has 

mostly failed, and some estimate that 80% of the economy has gone underground. 

It‟s an exciting thought, but I hope I am not caught up too much in the sweep of history while I am there!  

Will Ukraine slip back into communism as Eastern Ukraine seems to want to do?  Inflation is running 

300%, hardly anyone is getting paid since late spring, people are selling produce and sundries on the 

street, and many more are just begging. One teacher in July tells me that she has resorted to translating 

English at a TV station for $10 US/hour.  She makes more in 3 hours there than teaching for a month at 

school!  How much more can the people take? 

I have 100s of questions about my visit?  Will it snow?  What will the cathedrals look like?  Will my host 

family have room for me in their small flat?  Will the classes I visit like my students‟ pen pal letters I 

brought?  Will they like my gifts?  Will I be asked to teach a lesson?  Will I meet the mayor?  Will I like the 

food?  USIA tells me that where I am going at Novograd-Volynsky no one has ever seen an American 

before.  Will I be a well-received US teacher ambassador? 

 

Thursday, October 8, 1998 

Washington DC Orientation 

I land at night in DC.  It is always very impressive to see the Capital Mall monuments lit up at night.  USIA 

puts us all up at the Hotel Carlyle near the White House, briefs us how to behave as teacher-

ambassadors, and puts us on the bus to the airport in the middle of a downpour the following morning.  At 

the airport gift shops, I purchase three ties I think Edward might like.  I also buy a Grand Canyon cassette 

tape he might be able to use in his class, and a lovely scarf for his mom.   

I sit near five other teachers who are also going to Ukraine, but to different locations.  Some are going to 

stay in Kyiv and have an urban cultural experience.  I sit next to a teacher named Gerry who has been 

assigned to Poltava – the battle site of Peter the Great‟s huge victory over Charles XII of Sweden in 1709 

that helped propel Russia to be a major empire power of Europe.  

Turns out, Gerry has been to Russia many times with his high school students, and I had been to Russia 

in 1996, so we have lots to talk about.  Our conversation ends, I doze off for about four hours of the eight 

hour flight to Vienna, and only wake once when we hit an air pocket that sends everyone‟s drinks flying! 
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Friday, October 9, 1998 

Vienna and Chernobyl 

We land in Vienna, Austria, and then wait several hours to depart for Kyiv.  Our first plane has an engine 

problem, and the second plane has a brake failure, so we finally board a third plane. While I am waiting, I 

strike up a conversation with an American hired by an engineering firm to help stabilize Chernobyl nuclear 

power plant Unit #3, site of the world‟s worst accident in 1986.  He will be inside a special protective suit 

as they make steel and concrete repair of the ruptured roof hastily installed by the Soviets to control the 

fatal radioactive cloud that was spewing all over northern Ukraine. 

He tells me 6000 Ukrainian men are employed at the site, one nuclear Unit is still operating, but will be 

switched to natural gas by 2000.  He states that these men are basically trapped in their jobs as they 

have no where to go even though they have not been paid since last March.  He says they pile up their 

plates with food at the cafeteria, and then hide the food in baggies in their coats to take home to their 

families.  He states that even with a thirty mile radius perimeter security fence in place, people are 

desperate and loot contaminated locations inside the fence.  He says matter-of-factly that some “hot” 

artifacts are being sold to unsuspecting tourists and on the black market. 

Touch Down in Kyiv 

We take off on an Austrian airline, the only one serving Kyiv from Western Europe at the time.  I munch 

on a cheese-meat-slice-roll lunch, and try hard to stare through dense cloud cover as we make our 

approach to Kyiv.  Compared to Moscow‟s airport, the one in Kyiv is like the Taj Mahal – it has clean tiled 

restrooms!  I get through customs in ten minutes instead of two hours it took me in Moscow. 

On the other side wait our official greeters - Olena, Valentina, Marina, and Natalia - some of whom we 

had met in Delaware in July.  We are loaded into a mini-van.  We swiftly drive through a rural area, pass 

the sprawling Kharkivsky Soviet-era apartment tower complex, and cross the impressive suspension 

bridge over the Dnieper River into the city itself.  I see the golden cupolas of the Pechersk monastery on 

hills overlooking the river.  Marina tells us that we will get a chance to visit the famous monastery caves 

next day.  I also cannot help but notice the Brezhnev-era Monument to the Motherland – a gigantic statue 

of a sword-bearing woman celebrating the 40
th
 anniversary of the Great Patriotic War, World War II. 

We snake through the city.  Kyiv is mostly clean and very attractive in its crisp autumn foliage.  I am told 

by Olena that the dominant tree in the city is the chestnut, which in fact, is also the symbol of Kyiv.  I vow 

to bring home a souvenir chestnut.  The fall colors, rainy weather, and autumn air cold enough to see my 

breath take me back to my graduate school years in Wisconsin 1969-1972.  I remind myself that 

Wisconsin and Ukraine have the same latitude and climate.  They look and smell very similar, so I feel 

quite at home already. 

We finally arrive at the Hotel Ukraina, a beautifully refurbished turn-of-the 19th century hotel.  We enter 

the lobby with our luggage in tow, but I am surprised that none of the three red-jacketed men inside move 

to help us.  The hotel has the smell of old ambience which I like.  Unfortunately, it takes us over an hour 

to get registered, when it turns out many rooms have to be switched.  I wind up getting a room by myself 

in Room 726.  

 

 



 5 

The Press Conference 

We are told to meet in the lobby in fifteen minutes!  I hurriedly shave for the first time in almost two days 

in cold water; hot water has already been turned off for the day!  I put on a coat and tie, and hurry 

downstairs.  We pile into another van, and drive to the USIA “America House” building for a press 

conference that has been arranged by the US Cultural attaché, Gregory Orr.   

We enter a smallish chair-rowed room, with champagne, juice bottles, and chocolates in one corner, and 

a microphone table with US and Ukrainian flags before a blue backdrop in front of the room.  One TV 

station is there as are many newspaper and radio reporters.  Some of our host Ukraine teachers are also 

present, having made seven-to-fourteen hour train rides to be there!  Of course, officials Marina and 

Natalia from Ukrainian ACCELS are present.  I look around, but I am disappointed to notice that Edward 

is absent.  I am told later that he has been delayed in arriving on his long bus ride from Novograd-

Volynsky, west of Kyiv. 

The press conference begins with opening remarks by Mr. Orr who lauds the ACCEL program concept 

and recent successes.  He tells us how 8000 Ukrainian teacher applicants have been whittled down to 

fifteen finalists!  My US selection pales in comparison.    

Then each of the six Americans is asked to say a few words.  When it is my turn, I say something like this: 

“It is so exciting for me to be here in the grand nation of Ukraine, which is the root of my Grandfather 

Michael.  I have his same first name, and he likely immigrated to the US from what is now extreme 

northwestern Ukraine before World War I.  It is an honor to stand before you as a representative of the 

teachers of my country America, and to have been selected from over 300 teachers who applied.” 

I then go on to tell them a little about my teaching job at Estrella Middle School in Phoenix.  I conclude 

with a reference to Christa McAuliffe:  “Our first teacher in space who died on the tragic fight of the Space 

Shuttle Challenger in 1986 said, „I touch the future, I teach!‟  Now I can proudly say, „I touch other 

cultures, I teach!‟  Now, I can act as a bridge across the Atlantic Ocean between two vibrant cultures, 

cultures that can learn so much from each other.   In turn, we can share what we learn while I am here 

with your students.”  

After we all make our opening greetings, the formal meeting breaks up.  We mingle and sample the 

champagne and famous Ukrainian chocolates.  It turns out I am an instant celebrity of sorts due to my 

Ukrainian heritage.  A murmur erupted in the room as soon as I stated my surname – all immediately 

recognized it as Ukrainian. The Kyiv TV reporter interviews me for about 20 minutes, followed by the radio 

and newspaper reporters.  The TV reporter says that my interview will be on the 10:00 pm news later that 

night, but I am not able to see it because we were at a late dinner.  My translator is Dmitry, who‟s English 

is so smooth, I just have to ask him.  He says he spent a year as an exchange student in Michigan, which 

helped improve his English fluency. 

Hotel Ukrainia Banquet 

After the news conference, we are whisked back to the hotel for a traditional Ukrainian feast.  We enter 

an elaborate restaurant with a music show stage at the far end.  We sit down to a table for fifteen.  It is 

laid out with breads, salads, meats, cheeses, wine bottles, caviar, fish, etc. for as much as we can eat.  It 

turns out they are just the appetizers, and I regret eating so much. 
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The main course meal that follows lasts over three hours!  Our entrees are mainly chicken Kyiv, and the 

hotel specialty - beef fillet with mushrooms, celery and onions.  We have a hard time visiting with loud 

disco-type music in the background, but a couple of reporters manage to continue questioning us.  If this 

meal had been served in US, I guess it would have cost at least $50 US each! 

Street Scene Impression 

By 11:00 pm it is time to go.  It turns out that I need to arrange a cab ride for Marina, and while we are 

outside the hotel I am approached by three prostitutes looking for work.  This embarrasses me and 

Marina.  We are also accosted by street beggars.  Such conditions exist in US tourist districts too, but it 

still is an early impression of Ukraine I had not expected.  Before we all go to bed around midnight, Dmitry 

says he wants to take me to a new restaurant-bar named “Arizona” before I return to the US.  He wants to 

see how it compares to a real Arizona establishment.  Everyone says it is very expensive (about $15-$30 

US), which is about equal to a beginning teacher‟s monthly salary! 

I finally turn in around midnight, but have a hard time falling asleep.  Around 3:30 am I awake and lie 

there with all the events that have taken place swirling in my brain.  But then around 4:30 am I do sleep, 

and the next thing I know Gerry is pounding on my door at 8:45 am.  I failed to set my alarm, and I am 

already late for our 8:30 am breakfast! 

 

Saturday, October 10, 1998  

ACCELS Tour of the Historic District 

I hurriedly take a sit-down shower with a wand.  Hot water is back on!  I dress quickly and grab my 

skeleton key and head down to the lobby and find the breakfast gathering.  Food is already on plates on a 

large table – glasses of orange juice, tomatoes, cucumbers, cheese, various sliced meats, small rolls of 

bread, hard boiled eggs, and yogurt cups. 

I gulp my food because I know I am late.  Then Marina states we have ten minutes to check out!   I hurry 

double time, and when I get down to the lobby, two more host teachers, Ivan and Constantin, are there, 

but still not Edward.  I am told he will not arrive by bus from Novograd-Volynsky until around noon.  We all 

hug greetings with each other, take lots of pictures, and put our luggage on the waiting bus. 

We ride to the ACCELS headquarters, and there we meet Natalia and Dmitry.  It is cold in the building 

because the electricity is off.  This large building is a former university campus from Czarist times.  Kyiv is 

famous as a historical intellectual center.  In fact, Ukraine had the highest literacy rate of any region in the 

Russian Empire, and Ukrainians held most government and administrative positions.  Taras Shevchenko 

is their most famous poet, and I look forward to seeing his famous statue soon. 

From here we ride the bus to the historical center of the city.  Our first photo stop is to take pictures of the 

statue of Bohdan Khmelnitsky, the Ukrainian leader who led an uprising in the 1600s that united Ukraine 

with Russia.  He is now seen with disfavor for this accomplishment that took Ukraine 300 years to undo.  

We walk perhaps three miles and see many other impressive sites.  Among them is St. Michael the 

Archangel Square‟s statute to Princess Olga, St. Michael‟s Cathedral (1100s), Kontraktova Square, and 

St. Andrew‟s Descent.   
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The Descent is a long winding narrow street near St. Andrews Church (1700s) that drops from the higher 

sections above the Dnieper River to the land nearer the river.  The street is lined with vendors hawking 

army goods, matryoschka dolls, art work, watches, etc.  Our Ukrainian guides keep us moving along and 

warn us that prices are too high here, and to wait until we get to our local towns.  

Olena gives us the historical tour as we walk.  She explains everything from royal marriages, invasions, 

and the Soviet period.  She tells us about the ancient Scythian stele that dates back to that ancient BC 

culture. 

At the bottom of the street, we board our waiting bus, and proceed to visit the “near” and “far” cathedrals 

of the Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra complex from the 1100s.  It is a monastery site that monks started on the river 

bluff with churches on top of caves dug by them.  The complex is entirely surrounded by a wall and the 

famous Gateway Church at the main gate.  We enter through the gate and visit the Belfry Tower, the 

Refectory, and other buildings dating back centuries.  At the end of the compound we have a stunning 

view of the Dnieper River and places in the morning mist across from it – the giant statue of the woman 

with the sword and Soviet-style apartment towers above the scene. 

Edward‟s Arrival! 

We finally leave, and there is Edward!  He has had a five hour bus ride we will repeat later in the day.  It is 

sure good to see him! 

Our guides take us to a nearby restaurant for lunch.  It has recently opened to cater to the fledgling 

tourism trade to the cathedrals.  It is designed inside and out to look like an old historic Ukrainian village.  

Even the ceiling and walls give the feel of sunset in a village.  We pass an ox, a Cossack sipping vodka 

through a straw, and a water wheel.  Our long lunch table is laid out with platters of meat, bread, meat, 

cheese, and vegetables, followed by red borscht soup, and rolls with cabbage, meat, rice, and a tasty 

crepe dessert.  We stuff ourselves on the good food.  I fortify myself with hot tea as a fall storm begins to 

brew outside.  

We depart the restaurant and race the approaching cold rain back to ACCELS headquarters.  Since I am 

first to leave with Edward, we say our hasty goodbyes with our colleagues and hail a taxi.  I pry myself 

and my three bags into the back seat of a tiny taxi, and off we speed to the bus station.  Edward tells the 

driver to step on it, because the bus leaves in 25 minutes and we have about 15 miles to go!  He takes 

corners sharply, punches the gas, and we make it just in time. 

Bus Ride in a Rainy Night 

A hard driving cold rain has begun, which adds to the dank smell of a bus packed with riders.  I take my 

seat next to a fogged-over window.  I am damp myself with hardening sweat beneath my coat. 

So off we go.  It is 5:00 pm and Edward says it will take about five hours to reach his town of Novograd-

Volynsky.  We chat occasionally about his work and his town.  I discover he is 35, single, and lives with 

her retired mother, Valentina, age 59.  He says she once worked as a plasterer and painter of apartment 

buildings during the Soviet era.  He tells me he has no car or bicycle and walks pretty much everywhere.  

He says he teaches mostly English and German to grades 5-11.  
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About 6:15 pm I cannot keep my eyes open any longer and tell Edward I need to sleep a little.  I am still 

feeling the effects of jet lag and long nights.  I put my head back, and am out within seconds. 

I wake around 7:15 pm when the bus stops to let off and pick up people along the route.  I still cannot get 

over the pungent smell of the closely packed bus.  Is it the damp clothes, diet, hygiene?  I am unable to 

tell for sure - probably a combination.  Edward leaves the bus for a smoke.  It is still raining and 

everywhere mud puddles twinkle with raindrops.  We get back on the road, now two lanes instead of four. 

The bus has a top speed around 50 mph.  It is old, maybe 1950s, and labors mightily in the increasingly 

hilly terrain. 

Then, there is the smell of burning oil, and the engine cuts out around 8:15 pm.  The two men in operation 

of the bus get out, open the engine housing, fiddle with it for several minutes, and finally get it running 

again.  

Bus School Talk 

Edward and I resume our earlier conversation, this time about how his school and mine compare.  I find 

out his school has grades 1-12, with one principal and four assistant principals.  Each assistant is 

responsible for curricula, competitions, grade level transfers, and general operations.  He states his 

school has no real discipline problems.  He can pick up the phone to call his children‟s apartments 

nearby, and they often call him.  He states that most of the people in his town are out of work, or only 

working 1-2 days a week because of the deep recession, but still deeply care about education and their 

schools.  Students always do their homework, and no one forgets a textbook at home, he says.  The 

expectation is that there is cooperation with his parents and students, and the school gets it.  

I also discover that his School #11 is a fairly new red brick building built in the last five years by Germany 

and Bulgaria.  He explains that this was compensation for relocating Soviet troops after 1989‟s re-

unification of Germany.  His town has a long military history, and the Soviets are just the latest chapter, 

he states matter-of-factly. 

Edward‟s Flat in Novograd-Volynsky 

About 10:30 pm on a still rainy night, we enter Novograd-Volynsky.  We get dropped off by the side of the 

main road.  I stand in the dark with my three bags in the mud and rain, wondering what the next two 

weeks will bring.  It is very dark.  As a matter of fact, our entire bus trip was a rather dark one when 

compared with one in the United States.  We drove through thick stands of birch and mixed hardwood 

forests, and a seemingly sparsely populated rural countryside.  Edward told me that the small towns and 

villages hidden in the dark along the route were using very little electricity to conserve energy resources 

in such hard times. 

Edward helps me carry my luggage through and around a thousand mud puddles.  We trudge up a slight 

incline toward his apartment complex.  His building seems to be more modern than any of the others I 

have already seen. Turns out, his was built in the 1980s, while most of the others were constructed in 

1960s-1970s.  His mother was able to buy their flat in 1993 when Ukraine let apartments become private 

after independence from the Soviet Union.  He tells me that her monthly mortgage payment is around $60 

US/month and is a pensioner with an income around $150 US/month. 

We go up two flights of dark stairs to apartment #5.  His mother is waiting for us.  Valentina knows no 

English, so Edward acts as go-between for us.  She greets me warmly, and then gets busy in the kitchen 

to feed us a very late dinner.  I am not hungry, but do not want to be rude.   
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We take our shoes off, put on house slippers (a rule here), and I am shown to my room.  It is actually 

Valentina‟s room, who moved to Edward‟s small room to accommodate me, and Edward will sleep in the 

kitchen on a cot.  I am overwhelmed with their generosity to make me feel so at home.   

Interior Spaces 

Valentina‟s room has a couch on one wall that is already folded out with a comforter on it.  It is my bed.  

Another wall has built-in glass-doored cabinets holding books and crystal.   A third wall has an outside 

window and two chairs.  The last wall has two tables, two chairs, and next to the entry door a small 

refrigerator sits next to the bed.  Beautiful rugs cover some of the walls. 

The small hallway leading to this room also has a tiny broom closet for storage space.  The other side of 

the main hallway has a door to another small room acting as a den for Edward and a bedroom for his 

mom for the duration of my stay with them.  

The kitchen is off the main entrance hall.  It consists of a small table and a refrigerator on one wall, an 

outside window with a ledge full of bottles, pans, and food kept cold by the night air.  The other wall has a 

gas stove, sink, some cabinets, and counter tops.  

Also just to the right of the entry door and off the entry hallway, are two small rooms that together serve 

as toilet facilities.  The toilet sits in its own water closet with a pull chain water tank high on the wall. The 

other room has a tub and sink, with a water spout that is long enough to swing between both.  

Edward tells me that the heat for the flat will not be turned on by the town government until after October 

15.  He states that hot water is only available Friday, Saturday, and Sunday after 6:00 am and is turned 

off after 10:00 pm.   During the week, there is no hot water at all! 

I think to myself, “This is just great!  When I was in Russia in 1996, I had no hot water at all for three 

weeks running, but at least the outside temperature was in the 80s F during the summer.”  Today it is 

around 50F with a raw cold wind with fall weather coming on strong, and the apartment temperature 

inside does not feel much higher.  Compounding the water situation is the fact that all water is turned off 

at 10:00 pm, so Edward has to collect water in buckets for our conservative use. 

First dinner 

By now Valentina has dinner ready on the table.  We have ground up onion, carrot, and parsley, mashed 

potatoes, meat jello (a kind of clear hardened meat fat gelatin), tomatoes covered with sour cream, rye 

bread slices with no butter, and fried squash patties with sour cream.  Edward makes a homemade vodka 

toast (his mom made it with yeast, sugar, cloves, vanilla, and bay leaves, and is ready in about three 

weeks – she promises me she will give me bottle to take home to America.)   We toast to a good 

beginning, our families, and good health, and toss the vodka shot down.  It tastes very good, and I feel its 

warmth all the way down! 

His mom watches me intently as I eat.  I am not hungry from my huge lunch, and I eat about half the 

speed of Edward.  But I eat everything in due time.  I like it all fairly well, but the meat jello is my least 

favorite.  We also drink cream soda from a bottle, and eat some store-bought cake for dessert.  Topping 

off the dinner, Edward serves us thick strong coffee in a small cup with coffee mud on the bottom. 
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Sunday Plans 

Before retiring, we discuss our Sunday plans.  If the weather is nice, we will go to the Sunday only 

morning market.  If it is still raining, we will walk to mass at the Holy Spirit Polish Catholic Church.  Later 

in the evening, Edward says he will take me to a free traditional cultural dance and song concert at the 

Palace of Culture, built in 1972 in typically bland Soviet-style architecture.  The troupe, many of whom 

work at or attend Edward‟s school, was formed in the 1960s and is famous across Ukraine, Edward says.  

It sounds like a full and exciting day is planned! 

We say our goodnights, and I curl up under the chilly comforter, exhausted.  The next thing I know 

Edward is waking me up at 6:00 am and states my bath has been drawn with hot water heated on the 

stove.  I sleepily rise and make my way drowsily to the tub.  Oh, did that hot water feel great! 

 

Sunday, October 11, 1998 

River Sluch Walk to Sunday Mass 

After dressing we have breakfast prepared by Valentina.  Edward has already been to the nearby well for 

our drinking water supply and made our strong coffee.  He warns me that the water that comes though 

the pipes is not fit for drinking.  I had noticed that it had looked greenish-brown the night before, and so 

did my bathwater that morning.  However, the well water looks clear and clean.  But I silently decide I will 

take no chances on drinking the water, unless it has been boiled. 

His mom is gone to the store and eventually returns as we finish our breakfast of cabbage rolls, toasted 

rye bread, and squash pancakes with sour cream.  She has bought some bottled water, but it is 

carbonated mineral water.  She also purchased some locally grown apples and five jars of mayonnaise. 

It is still raining steadily outside, so Edward decides we should skip the market and go to mass at the 

church.  I do not want to break in my new boots in the rain, but it looks like I have no choice.  Edward 

says it is a short twenty minute walk.  Edward is extremely physically fit and after walking with him the day 

before, I figure his twenty minute walk is more like my forty minute one. 

So off we go at 9:10 am.  It is raining harder, and we use umbrellas. The rain is knocking down 1000s of 

fall leaves in our path.  It is disappointing that I have just missed peak colors the week before.  By the 

time I leave, the trees will be totally naked for their winter‟s rest, so my hope of a repeat Wisconsin 

autumn color fest seems dashed. 

As I anticipated, Edward walks double my speed, and I have to walk my fastest to keep up.  It is cold 

enough (about 45F) to see my breath in the saturated air, and I soon work up a good sweat under my 

jacket, sweater, long sleeve shirt, and undershirt.  Being an Arizona desert rat, I seem to have over- 

dressed. Then again, I figure that once we stop at the church, it might be cold inside, and I will be glad I 

have dressed warmly after all.  

We keep playing hopscotch with the mud and rain puddles as we cross the River Sluch.  A passing car 

hits a puddle and soaks my lower pant legs and boots.  Not good!  We finally turn down the road that 

parallels the river‟s curve to the church.  We pass a military post and a Czarist era prison.  
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This is when Edward explains that Novograd-Volynsky has always been a military center.  In the 1500s it 

was part of a defense line against Poland‟s expanding empire.  It was a bunker town in World War II 

protecting a River Sluch bridge from the Nazis.  This bridge was critical in defense of Kyiv, and there were 

several battles staged in and around Novograd-Volynsky, he says.  Most of the town was destroyed in 

World War II.  But even before the War in 1936, Stalin blew up the two oldest churches (Polish and 

Ukrainian Catholic) dating back to the 1600s.  Their site is now occupied by the Soviet built Palace of 

Culture in the old fortress square. 

Holy Spirit Polish Catholic Church 

We turn again, cross another bridge over a tributary of the Sluch, and before 10:00 am we come upon the 

red brick church with its regional cupola influences.  Inside, the pews (12 on each side of the main aisle) 

are filled with very young and old.  I do not see many young adults. 

There is no room to sit, so Edward and I stand at the back of the church for the entire mass which lasts 

over two hours.  For me, it is like stepping back in time to the early 1950s in my old hometown of Tucson, 

Arizona, and Sacred Heart Church I attended as a boy.  The mass is said in Polish by an old priest who 

reads the sermon in a monotone without looking up for over a half hour.  Music is provided by a woman 

on an organ upstairs.  I recognize only one song – the “Ave Maria.”  Four altar boys are employed, and 

bells are rung during the consecration just like I remember ringing them as an altar boy. 

During the long mass, I find my eyes wandering up the walls to the vaulted dome above.  Paintings of 

Peter, Paul, other Apostles, the Holy Spirit, and many other saints hang on the upper walls.  Red and 

white banners seemingly calling for the Holy Spirit hang next to a large crucifix on the back wall above the 

altar.   

Large circular stained glass windows have cross patterns in yellow, green, blue, and red.  One time the 

sun breaks through the dense rain cloud cover, and bathes one wall in vibrant rainbow hues.  As the 

clouds outside scud by, the cross shape diffuses, then sharpens into crisp detail, which adds to the 

mystical feel of the mass. 

Communion amazes me.  The congregation kneels all over the church facing the center aisle and along 

all the back and side walls.  The priest and altar boy move along in 1950s style placing hosts on tongues 

in open mouths.  When the forward row is done, they repeat the procedure.  I manage to receive 

communion in the first wave.  After communion reflection, Edward motions me to go upstairs.  It turns out 

we should have done this two hours sooner. There is plenty of room to look down on the crowd below.  

Edward notices that my wet coat is covered with white chalky paint dust from leaning against the wall 

downstairs, and tries to brush me off. 

Incredibly, at the conclusion of mass, a benediction is held with a full rosary recitation.  We don‟t leave 

until nearly 1:00 pm.  But before we go, I ask Edward if I can buy a candle to light.  He asks an elderly 

lady, and she directs us to the sacristy door.  I meet the priest, and he sells me a candle after Edward 

explains that I am an American.  He says to Edward, “America is great!”  I light the candle and pray for my 

host family, my own family, give thanks for a safe passage over and back, and trust in the Lord that all will 

go well, and that I will get the most out of this incredible opportunity. 

When we exit the church, it has finally stopped raining.  We return the way we came.  Edward points out a 

new Ukrainian Catholic church that is under construction near the main highway bridge.  He explains that 

the project is going slowly because of lack of money.  
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I ask him why he isn‟t Ukrainian Catholic instead.  He explains that he has a Tatar-Russian father who got 

divorced when he was a boy, and a Polish mother.  He was raised Catholic by his mother, and he is 

proud of the fairly new Polish Catholic Church built in the early 1990s.  He goes on to say that the 

western half of Ukraine had at one time been part of the Polish Empire for 400 years, so Polish 

Catholicism dominates this region.  He also tells me that the Ukrainian Catholics are a rather unique 

group in that in the 1400s-1500s they survived by practicing political expediency.  They kept their mostly 

Orthodox rites, but recognized the Pope and Polish Jesuit rule of their parishes.  Over time, they became 

caught in the middle – despised by Polish-Ukraine Catholics and Orthodox Ukrainians alike. 

When we get to the main road back to town, the same one connecting with Kyiv, we cross over because 

Edward wants to show me the site of the original fortress, but then thinks better of it because it is near the 

concert site we will visit later that day.  

So we go back to the flat.  His mom has lunch prepared for us – cabbage rolls, garbanzo beans, carrots, 

fried squash patties, and tomatoes stuffed with onions and beets.  I wasn‟t very hungry, but I ate all I was 

served so as not to offend.   I thought to myself, “If I keep eating at this rate, I will gain ten or more 

pounds while I am here,” even though I figure we had walked several miles to and from church. 

The Concert at the Palace of Culture 

After lunch, I journal for a while.  Around 4:30 pm we walk two miles or so to the fortress square for the 

concert to be held in the 1972 Palace of Culture.  It is an old auditorium showing its age, and sure does 

not match its fancy name.  It was built by the Soviets as a snub to Ukrainian history and religion.  It stands 

in the old fortress square on top of the site of the two bombed churches.  

The concert is a 50
th
 birthday celebration for a woman who is co-founder and lead singer for the famous 

Ukrainian folk group about to perform.  They are a town-based troupe famous all over the NIS countries 

for dancing, singing, and authentic native costuming.  Her daughter, Irina, is a math teacher at Edward‟s 

school, as are many of his students who learned to dance in the school‟s choreography class.  

We go inside.  Edward points out many of his staff members to me, and they look at me with curious eyes 

that silently say, “Look!  It‟s the American Edward told us about!”  Many have their arms loaded with 

bouquets of fresh flowers.  They heartily show approval for the beautifully choreographed and costumed 

acts, as do I.  The sound system is excellent, and the swirls of reds, blues, blacks, and floral motifs are 

dazzling. The students do Cossack style dances that amaze me. 

One dance in particular will forever impress me.  This very emotional dance number uses three sets of 

dancers – young children, young teens, and young adults – who gradually fall in love with each other as 

time passes. The girls and boys who portray each stage of life are dressed exactly the same – girls in 

totally white dresses, the boys in black Cossack style blouses.  The production is very well staged and 

moves me to tears, much to my surprise. 

I sit next to one of the school‟s math teachers.  As a matter of fact, the entire math department at 

Edward‟s school shows up in support of Irina, who dazzles the audience with her voice.  All in all, I am 

totally overwhelmed emotionally.  Somehow, I feel connected in an unexpected way.  It‟s almost like the 

music and dancing have spoken to some inner voice I did not know I possessed. 
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The Plaza 

After the concert, Edward takes me around the Palace toward the River Sluch and a large plaza area.  It 

is here, Edward explains, that the original churches once stood before Stalin blew them up.  Now in the 

center of the plaza is a statue to Ukraine‟s most famous poetess, Lesya Ukrainka who lived almost 100 

years ago.  Next to the plaza are the remnants of the original fortress walls still facing the river.  A 

reproduction of the original watch tower is there, as is a drawbridge gateway.  A rather distinct monument 

is there too – a giant bell tower in memory of the function this watch tower once served.  Later on, Edward 

says he will give me a souvenir bell in honor of the town‟s 750
th
 anniversary, a bell that is the town‟s 

modern symbol. 

Beyond the edge of the Plaza, is a breathtaking view of the river valley cliff face and tree-lined sweep of a 

giant meander.  Trees are past their fall splendor, but the sunset‟s glow gives an Impressionistic 

landscape feeling to it all.  

Chance Meeting 

We descend to the river bottom by a side road, cross over a low bridge, and head up the grassy slope on 

the other side.  It is here among large eroded boulder outcroppings that Edward points across the river to 

the cliff just below the bell tower.  There is a large tunnel-shaped hole hidden by trees and brush.  He tells 

me that this is the entrance to a 20k long tunnel to a monastery that was dug in Kievan Russia times.  It 

was a defensive security line through the cliffs, and it was incredible to think of the manpower it must 

have taken to build such a tunnel. 

We proceed up the slope away from the river‟s meander curve.  We arrive at a muddy pathway, down 

which are coming a young girl and woman driving home five dairy cows before it gets dark.  Their front 

legs are haltered with three foot lengths of rope.  We pass through the center of the group without even a 

glance by them. 

As we reach a leveling in the pathway that has now become a crude pot-holed road, a Jeep comes 

bouncing towards us.  Edward whispers, “It‟s my dad!”  The Jeep stops in front of us, and three people 

step out – his dad, a dark-skinned Russian Tatar, his wife twenty years his junior, and her daughter by a 

previous marriage.  I am introduced, but Edward seems embarrassed by the chance meeting.  

First Look at School #11 

We say our goodbyes, keep going, and finally reach several complexes of Soviet-style apartment towers, 

but also a few newer-looking red brick ones.  Edward explains the newer ones to me.  These are the ones 

that Germany built with Bulgarian labor after the reunification of Germany.  They house mainly military 

families who moved from East Germany.  Best of all, a new school was also constructed to educate their 

children and the community-at-large.  The school was finished in 1994, and is Edward‟s School #11.  He 

was hired when it first opened.  Nearby is a new store. 

We walk to the entrance and read the plaques on the wall in Ukrainian, German, and Bulgarian. Edward 

speaks with great pride about his new school.  It already has gained a reputation as perhaps the best 

school in town, the most progressive and innovative, and a role model for the older schools, despite the 

limited resources facing the community.  
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We swing back through the older, drab, and crumbling Soviet built apartment complexes.  Dogs and cats, 

and goats and cows, run and graze on the common grounds.  As twilight deepens in the lead gray clouds, 

a huge flock of black birds swoops low over the tops of the towers and trees.  They number in the 1000s 

and caw up a racket!   I have not seen such a sight since the time I witnessed tens of 1000s of Canadian 

geese take flight over Horicon Marsh in Wisconsin. 

We next walk along side a long stretch of rusting metal garages. They look like shabby self-storage units 

lost to time.  Edward explains that most are now used as storage facilities, not for cars since the fall of the 

Soviet Union and Ukrainian independence in 1991.  

We follow a lopsided white wall marking the edge of the military installation, and finally arrive back to the 

main road through town.  We have made a large loop since leaving the concert.   We cross the highway, 

pass a few market stalls selling miscellaneous grocery items, and then proceed up the muddy path to his 

apartment tower – the same way I had taken after getting off the bus the night before.  The route we have 

taken from School #11 back to his flat will be the route I will take every day of my stay in Novograd-

Volynsky.  

His mom meets us at the door, and soon thereafter, we are eating dinner.  I am not used to eating so 

much food or so often in America.  She serves us tomatoes, cabbage, beets, carrots, squash, garbanzo 

beans, and a piece of pork in a soup stock.  For dessert, we have bananas and apples with sour cream.  

It is a tasty meal. 

After dinner, I realize how dead tired I am.  I ask to be excused, journal a while, and fall into bed.  What 

an amazing first day in Ukraine!   I estimate I have walked well over five miles, stood for nearly three 

hours at mass, witnessed an uplifting traditional concert, and have taken a mental map tour of key parts 

of town.  What more could I want for the first day in the land of my grandfather? 

 

Monday, October 12, 1998 

Off to School 

Edward wakes me up around 6:15 am.   We have to leave by 7:15 am to walk to his school for my first 

day with students!  He acts excited and nervous, and so am I.  After all this time, all this preparation, the 

moment is finally upon me.  What would I encounter?  How would his principal, staff, and students accept 

me?  I am soon to find out. 

I take a cold shower, no time for heating water today.  I gasp at how cold the water is!  Edward takes pity 

on me, and brinks me a pail of hot water to rinse off.  Now I am an icicle carefully trying to avoid getting 

burned. 

I hurriedly dress, and join Edward and his mother for strong coffee, cabbage-meat rolls, and carrots and 

beets for breakfast.  I think to myself, “Will I get used to eating what I consider „dinner fare‟ for breakfast?”  

My hope for eggs or cereal dies when Edward tells me later on that eggs are too expensive and cereal is 

virtually non-existent. 

The American‟s Here! 

So we head to school.  I decide not to take any of my gifts or lesson plan materials for this first day.  As 

we walk in the early morning chill, it feels like more rain is coming.  The pathway to the school is still all 

muddy and wet.  We pass by everything we had seen the evening before, only in reverse.   
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Soon we overtake students walking or standing in groups along the way.  They all look at us and talk 

excitedly over their shoulders.  I ask Edward what they are saying, and he replies, “The American is 

here!”  I tell them “good day” in Ukrainian, one of the few phrases I know. 

As we approach the main three-story main building, literally every window is jammed with student and 

faculty faces mouthing, “The American‟s here!”  We climb the front steps, enter the school lobby area, 

and go first to the teacher‟s workroom and coat cupboards.  We greet two teachers who are there.  I 

quickly learn to also say “good morning” in Ukrainian, so it looks like my first vocabulary lesson is on its 

way. 

We proceed to Edward‟s Room #49 on the second floor.  The school looks and feels new, because it is.  

Some students are in the hallway by his door.  They appear to me to be in fifth or sixth grade.  One is 

brave and tells me, “Good morning!” in English.  Soon they ask me my name, I ask them theirs, and we all 

relax with each other. They are almost giddy with excitement.  Then I notice I am also the center of 

attention above on the third floor.  There is a large skylight above a plant-lined balcony atrium area three 

stories tall from the ground floor.  Students are looking down through the plants from the floors below and 

above, giggling. 

We go into the room.  Edward has eight desks, two chairs per desk.  A plastic American flag from a 

teacher pen pal in Florida is on his front black board.  A small TV is in one corner, a sink is in another, 

and a bookcase in another.  Two large windows look out on a wing of the school, and out to the 

townscape – a mixture of individual dacha-style homes, gardens, and apartment towers.  Headphones for 

foreign language tapes (English and German) are on each table. 

Eventually first period starts.  His students wait in the hallway until Edward lets them in.  They enter and 

remain standing until told to sit.  They also stand if any other adult enters or leaves the room, just like in 

my boyhood parochial school years in Tucson, Arizona. 

I sit in the corner while Edward conducts class.  There are fifteen students, and Edward begins teaching 

them eighth grade English passive voice.  I take a look at their grammar book.  It is small with compact 

lessons.  They turn in this book daily, and do their homework in a journal.  Edward grades each 

assignment on a scale 0-10 points, or a number grade 1-5, with 5 best. 

Impromptu Lesson 

The last fifteen minutes of class, Edward provides for me to address the class.  I ask for some paper, tear 

it into quarter sections, and write out this simple sentence: “I read the book” in active voice, each word on 

a separate paper, and another set of papers with these words: “was”, “by,” and “me.”   

I ask student volunteers to come and stand at the front of the room and hold the slips of papers and make 

an active voice sentence.  They comply and do so successfully.  Then I ask another student to rearrange 

the students and make a passive voice sentence.  They are surprised that I ask them to come up front 

and do this exercise.  One of them tells me as she leaves, that they rarely do such an interactive activity, 

and thought it was fun. 

Ten minutes later, the next class arrives and Edward allows me time at the end of class for some Q/A.  

Most of the student questions are about my city, family, and pets.  They hear about Phoenix, Arizona, my 

wife Kathy, my four children, and my dog and fish. 
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Visit with Principal Kamila 

Then there is a break.  We go and meet Principal Kamila in her office.  Edward acts as translator.  I am 

still not used to thinking slowly and speaking in short sentences so Edward can translate in a reasonable 

manner.  Kamila asks me about my impressions of her school, and about operations and procedures I 

have so far observed.  She also wants to know about my school in Phoenix – size, classes, discipline, 

budget, etc.  

Her comments make it very clear that she considers her school as a flagship school, and she takes great 

pride in is cleanliness, staff,  programs, and academic standards.  She is not happy with the current 

money economic crisis facing her country.  They only have twelve very old first -generation computers, 

and no Internet yet.  

None of the teachers teaches all day long, and because they have no pool of substitute teachers, this 

allows them to cover for each other if illness strikes, or a personal day is needed.  They also do not teach 

every day.  They teach certain courses one, two, or three days a week, and thus offer a greater variety of 

electives and fine arts classes.  For example, only advanced aptitude students take choreography, and 

many of them move into the professional-type dance group I observed at the concert.  They are amazed I 

teach forty hours a week, five days a week.  None of them even comes close to my schedule.  Even 

Kamila and the four assistant principals teach classes; Kamila teaches French to the high school 

students. I think this is an idea I wish our administrators should mimic.   I cannot help but think that the 

tight money supply is also a major reason they all teach less than I do – they teach less, get less salary, 

but get to keep their jobs. 

She repeats how very proud she is of her new and clean school, with no dirty bathrooms, no marks on 

desks, and no graffiti anywhere.  She wants to know my impression of their curricula which includes 

choreography, Ukrainian heritage crafts, and special classes called “circles” held after school. 

Our overall conversation is a good exchange.  I can tell she runs a tight ship.  A lot is at stake here.  This 

school gets a lot of foreign visitors like me, mostly because it is the new school with a good reputation, 

not like the older Soviet-era schools in town. 

Tour of School 

She then proceeds to take me on a personal tour of all the rooms and special curricula areas.  I see two 

gyms (I tell her my school has none, and she is very surprised!), dance classes, Ukrainian wood crafts, 

Ukrainian embroidery class, art class, sewing class, various English level classes, a biology lab, a room 

with old computers without Internet, and the library with no books for check out (only used for text book 

storage).  I vow to myself that when I get back home maybe I can figure out a way to send them some 

library books. 

I notice on my tour that there seems to be a gender difference according to certain subjects and 

classroom participation.  NO girls are in wood shop, NO boys are in embroidery or sewing, but BOTH 

boys and girls are in choreography.  And in almost every class I visit, girls remain mostly silent. 

I take note that the girls are more style conscious than the boys.  As bad as the economy is, many of the 

girls still have makeup and platform shoes.  Most are well dressed even by US standards.  
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It is evident that they are strong in academics, but short in supplies and technology.  Text books are wafer 

thin, there is very little paper, and I see no overhead projectors.  They are amazed that most of my school 

rooms have TVs and phones, and that my principal uses the TV each day to speak to the student body.  

She is also amazed that we have the national anthem and say the pledge daily.  She takes notes on 

everything I say. 

Lunch with Lyudmila 

Eventually it is time for lunch, and I am escorted to the cafeteria dining hall where I dine along with 

Lyudmila, one of the assistant principals in charge of concerns.  We have no common language, so lunch 

today and other days becomes a game of pointing to different foods, eating utensils, etc. and naming 

them in Ukrainian and English.  I make a list which I add to each time Lyudmila and I eat together.  

Today, we have borscht, bread, noodles and beef, coleslaw, tea, and a sweet roll.  The meal is HUGE!   I 

can barely finish it all, and I know I am going to be in trouble with Valentina‟s dinner later on.  Lyudmila is 

most pleasant and fun company. 

After lunch, I visit Edward‟s Advanced eighth grade English class.  They ask good questions, and I cover 

the board with information.  

Then school ends at 2:30 pm, and I get to spend some time with Lyudmila in her office looking at 

scrapbooks from the 1994 grand opening of the school.  She shows me First Bell, dancing, First Leaves 

(first graduation class), class photos, etc. Dignitaries came from all over the oblast, including 

representatives from Germany and Bulgaria. 

Then I get one more grand tour of the school and the after- school circle classes.  Parents pay for these 

special classes.  I also watch a basketball contest before Edward tells me it is time to say farewell to 

Kamila for the day and head back home.  I am exhausted!  I think I even closed my eyes once during the 

scrapbook time.  Galina, an English teacher and Edward‟s closest colleague, was present at the time and 

noticed how tired I was.   

Walk Home after School 

We walk back to the flat with a woman math teacher and a friend of Edward.  She and Edward went to 

the same grade school together, School #7.  Edward says he plans for me to visit his old school later in 

my visit (this does not happen, however.)  The math teacher knew no English, so I let them visit without 

interruption from me.  I figure Edward is tired from translating anyway.   It must be exhausting for him.   

I too am absorbed in my own thoughts about the day.  I observe the black birds again as they fly home 

with approach of sunset.  I notice the numerous chickens, roosters, dogs, cats, dairy cows, and goats that 

are browsing on rain-stimulated grasses.  I notice many uniformed military men walking about – some old, 

some middle-aged, some very young.  Almost everyone I pass is smoking.  Edward does too, but only on 

his walks.  I observe horse drawn carts and wagons with old car tires.  I see babushkas pulling dollies or 

pulling small wagons.  I see just a few bicyclists.  Even bikes must be expensive or scarce here – none 

are new.  It seems like 98% of the people in this town either walk or ride the buses.  They are jammed 

standing-room-only.  They are smaller than city buses in the United States.  They are short squat-shaped 

vehicles, painted in striking peach, pink, and orange colors.  The asphalt streets are in disrepair, and are 

full of water-filled potholes.  Shortcut paths cross fields or street intersections are a string of muddy 

puddles. 
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I still have not seen the disk of the sun since I left Kyiv Saturday.  It has been overcast and drizzly, so 

nothing has dried out.  At midday today we had a light rain and a cold wind as Galina walked me around 

the school neighborhood and explained the military situation, socio-economic factors, and showed me the 

kindergarten complex.  She had explained that kindergarten costs like day care, and is for age six.  First 

grade in Ukraine does not start until age seven.  I notice as we walk in the cold weather that my right ear 

is starting to itch and the right side of my throat is feeling soar.  I hope my allergies are not reacting. 

The Family Garden 

We arrive at the flat around 5:30 pm.  I journal while Edward eats some soup.  I tell him I am not hungry 

due to my large lunch.  Around 6:15 pm he comes and asks me if I want to hike to the garden he and his 

mother tend.  I give an enthusiastic yes. 

We leave as twilight approaches, travel beyond the apartment complex about 300 yards, and enter a 

wooded meadow area.  Edward tells me that it was here as a boy he played “cowboys and Indians” from 

watching US reruns on German stations, and snuck smokes. 

We arrive at the garden plot beyond the woods.  It is very muddy, but the soil is excellent black loam, with 

a sandy like texture.  This must be the famous soil that makes Ukraine Europe‟s Bread Basket! 

Edward is justly very proud of their garden plot.  They got it for free when the Russian owners left Ukraine 

to return to Russia after Ukraine independence.  He states they got the plot for helping them pack.  He 

goes on to say that many Russian families (in Soviet days three schools out of the ten in the district were 

Russian only) decided to return to Russia and abandon their property, or let it go cheaply. 

Edward points out the row mound planted in beets earlier that day by his mom.  The beet seed will 

germinate next spring.  All the other vegetable rows (cabbage, potato, sorrel, carrots, flowers too) are 

dormant.  Huge red flower onion stalks like cattails hang drooping to the ground, having already 

surrendered to the end of their life span and the coming cold weather.   

A History Lesson 

Because Russia as a topic is now open, Edward mentions a little bit about his life during the Soviet era.  

He states he went to Russia school, was in the Young Oktoberists, Young Pioneers, and in the 

Komsomol.  He also tells me he served two years of his required Soviet military service in the early 1980s 

and was stationed near Moscow.  He states he did not care much for that city.  He tells me that he speaks 

five languages – Polish from his mother, Russian from the Soviet era, Ukrainian, and the English and 

German that he teaches.  For myself, I am speechless!  

He also speaks about the underlying tension that exists in this part of Ukraine – strong sectarianism and 

nationalism have always been part of Ukraine history, he says.  There is Ukrainian vs. Russian, Ukrainian 

Catholic vs. Polish Catholic, Orthodox vs. Catholic, Czarist pogroms vs. Jews, Ukrainians welcoming 

Nazis during World War II, democracy vs. communism, among others.  Edward tells me the older 

generation still resents the name change by the Soviets to Novograd-Volynsky.  He says that a local 

brewery still has a beer with the old city name.  There is still resentment that Stalin blew up both main 

churches.  There remains fierce knowledge and pride that this AD 700s outpost on a bend in the River 

Sluch predates Moscow by 700 years! 

We leave the garden plot, and head down to the river.  It is roaring past, with many waterfalls and rapids.  

The trees along the banks are almost without their fall foliage.  Only the faintest hint of orange graces 

their boughs.  
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Edward points out the old Soviet hydroelectric plant across from us.  It is no longer used.  We follow the 

meander bend on grass-carpeted slopes, which remind me of the best golf greens in the US.  We climb 

higher on the cliff side until we are about two hundred feet above the river, looking at both sides of the 

bend.  To my left is the path we have traveled. To my right about a half mile, and surprisingly tall, is the 

bridge we crossed for church Sunday.  

Then Edward shows me another of his childhood adventure places – an artillery bunker built as part of 

the Soviet defense line to protect the bridge from Nazis invasion in the 1940s.  It is an angry looking 

collapsed cave of reinforced concrete and twisted metal shafts.  It failed to protect the bridge, and later 

after taking Kyiv, the Nazis bombed the beautiful Dormition Church. 

We pass an orchard at the top of cliff, standing on an old cemetery he remembers as a boy.  We swing 

around behind his apartment building, and he points out my window.  I‟m finally starting to put my mental 

map together of the part of town that Edward most frequents.  

Big Day Tomorrow! 

Once inside we have dinner.  It consists of hot tea, cabbage salad, fruit salad, sliced apples, fried squash 

pancakes, and garbanzo bean-carrot salad.  We share more vodka toasts. Then, as always, we finish 

with wonderful Ukrainian chocolate.  After visiting the garden, I am beginning to appreciate just how 

wonderfully nutritious these meals are.  I don‟t think I have had any processed food since my arrival. 

After dinner I decide to show them my family album so they get some sense of who I am.  They point and 

ask many questions.  I decide to let them select a few of the single photos to keep.  Edward and his mom 

pick two each of my four children, twin boys Tim and Matt, Kyle, Claire, and my wife Kathy. 

By now it is nearly 8:00 pm.  Edward needs to grade some papers and I need to organize all my gifts into 

piles to make decisions for tomorrow.  This is because Edward has told me that I will be meeting the 

ENTIRE faculty in the library at 2:30 pm!   So I figure this will be a good time to give his principal 

something special, and the staff some Arizona postcards, bookmarks, pencils, and a large bag of 

Halloween candy.  And this meeting will be after a day long city auto excursion arranged by Edward.  

Wow!  What a day this is going to be!  

I journal until 10:30 pm and go to bed.  So far, I am sleeping through the night.  Without heat, the house 

cools off to maybe 50-55F.  I cuddle deep under my comforter, warm up, and fall fast asleep thinking 

about all the new things I learned today. 

 

Tuesday, October 13, 1998 

The Art of Bathing and My Inadvertent Blunder 

Edward wakes me up as usual by turning on my light.  It just seems like I went to sleep, but it is 7:15 am.  

He tells me the plan.  He will leave for his regular class time, but I can bathe, eat, and come to school on 

my own around 8:30 am, since I now know the way. 

Bathing is an art when you have just one hot pail of water, a naked body in an empty tub, and a faucet 

that dispenses only cold water.  I have to conserve the hot water for the wash, the rinse, a shave, and in 

the process avoid scalding myself, or freezing myself when mixing in the frigid tap water.   
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Valentina patiently waits for me to finish the bath and get dressed.  I eat my first egg – what a treat - 

along with squash-potato fried rolled pancakes.  It is very good, and I nod approvingly to her.  She also 

serves uncooked sliced bacon and sausage slices, tomatoes, beets, and hot tea.  I manage to eat a lot 

today, so I am thinking I am NOT offending her today.  But this is when I make a big mistake, which I do 

not realize until much later. (I wish the US ACCELS had told me about it beforehand!)  I cut off the fat part 

of the bacon, and only eat the skinny meat edge.  Valentina‟s smile disappears and her mood changes 

sharply.  I do not understand, and think she must be upset at how little I must have eaten.  Little do I know 

I have offended her and insulted Ukraine culture by not eating Ukraine‟s national food – the bacon fat that 

she gone out of her way to purchase for me as a treat! 

Foggy Walk to School 

It is now 8:00 am and I figure I have a 25 minute walk to school.  When I step out from the pitch black 

stairwell, it is very foggy outside.  I can see maybe 100 feet at best.  All the landscape has a ghostly white 

quality.  It looks and feels like the foggy days I once experienced in Milwaukee, Wisconsin when I was in 

graduate school 1969-1972, and I find myself transported back in time.  So far, Ukraine has been an 

almost carbon copy of Wisconsin weather, vegetation, and landscape.  It is a weird out-of-body feeling for 

me.  My throat and ear feel a little worse today in the damp air. 

I proceed down the familiar streets, footpaths, and sidewalks.  Without Edward by my side, it is a strange 

sensation for me.  Strangers all seem to be staring at me, and at the two bags I carry on my shoulders.  

Everyone else carries bags wherever they go, but my brands, my clothes, and my carriage, must 

somehow give me away as being “American.”  

I struggle to walk a brisk pace loaded down as I am, but arrive at 8:30 am, just in time.  I am soaked 

underneath my jacket and sports coat.  So far my clothing choices have been just about right, except for 

number of dress shirts.  I will need to do some laundry, I tell myself.  Edward wears a shirt and tie 

everyday, and so will I to look professional.  The lady teachers all dress professionally as well. 

I enter the school, but unlike in US schools there is no front office, or school secretary greeting visitors. 

There is a hostess of sorts seated at a small table, but she does not know how to greet me, the American.  

The principal‟s office is on the second floor.  I spy the children‟s coat room, but make a wrong turn to find 

the teacher‟s workroom, and come to a dead end hallway.  Two staff people in the coat room chuckle at 

me, as I make my way back to the lobby.  At the end of the day, as I leave with Edward, they point at me 

and laugh again. I smile along with them in making fun of my morning mistake. 

Problems with the Car 

I finally find the teachers‟ workroom, put away my jacket and gift bags, and make my way upstairs to 

Edward‟s classroom.  I say “Good morning” in German to his German class, and take my seat in the 

corner as before.  Soon class ends, and Edward frustratingly explains that the car they had selected for 

our city excursion is inoperable, so they are scrambling to find a replacement.  

Galina arrives; Edward leaves, returns, and explains that Galina is going to cover all his classes today so 

he can be my personal tour guide.  Galina leaves, and then Edward asks me to read his seventh grade 

English journals and write some comments on each one.   

It turns out I read student entries predicting what I would look like.  Most thought I would be in my 30s (I 

am 51), tall (I am 5‟6”), have black or blonde hair (brown), blue eyes (brown), and be strong, athletic, and 

rich (so close on these last three categories!)  I sign each one with a comment, and enclose one of my old 

school pictures I had thought to make extra copies of before leaving US.   
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After class, Edward has a break, so he leaves to check on the excursion car.  Galina returns and with 

pretty good English spends the next 45 minutes asking me about my school, my students, and my 

subjects in great detail.  She is the first person, excluding Edward, who has taken the time to inquire 

about me and what I actually do. 

Edward returns with exciting news!  The Director of the entire town‟s eleven schools (not really like a US 

superintendent), is coming on the tour.  He heard my interview on National Ukraine Kyiv radio the Friday 

before, and called Kamila to invite himself over to meet me.  Edward explains that a “director” is more a 

figure head role, and is a holdover from the Soviet era.  Principals have almost total control over their 

schools here, he states, and there is no elected governing board to answer to like in the US.  I am 

dumbfounded to think that my interview at the embassy was on National Ukraine radio!  I had no idea! I 

also try to put my mind around the amazing fact that school boards do not exist here.  

Then Kamila comes and announces that the car has arrived.  We briefly go over the itinerary, squeeze 

into a tiny vehicle, and drive off in the lifting fog.   

Lesya Ukrainka Museum and Scottsdale Connection 

First stop is near the fortress location on a side street.  It is a museum in the second home of Ukraine‟s 

most famous poetess, Lesya Ukrainka, who lived in the late 1800s and died in 1913.  She is the one I 

saw depicted with the large statue in the plaza on Sunday.   

We go inside and are greeted by Vera, the museum curator.  With great reverence and devotion, she 

leads us through each room of the house and chronicles every phase of Lesya‟s life.  I see that the 

museum is really more like a shrine than a museum to Lesya. 

Then a most amazing ironic happenstance occurs!  Vera mentions that Lesya‟s sister moved to the US in 

the early 1900s, and a niece named Olga is still alive in her 80s in the United States.  I ask where she 

lives in the US.  Vera says in Arizona some place.  Excitedly, I ask, “Where in Arizona?” and she replies, 

“Scottsdale.”  I then tell her I am from Arizona, and I live only fifteen miles from Scottsdale.  Vera about 

faints on the floor in surprise!  She composes herself and asks if I am willing to take a letter and some 

gifts to Olga instead of expense and time consumed in mailing to US.  Of course I graciously accept the 

request, and state that I will come by next week and get the package.  

The Women‟s Clothing Factory 

We leave the museum and all of us are still buzzing about the remarkable thing we just experienced.  

Once again is proven how small the world really is sometimes.  We get in the car and travel to stop 

number two – a clothing factory.  Edward states that he remembers that this building has always been a 

clothing factory, even during the Soviet period, but it has doubled in size with a new wing in the last four 

years.  In Soviet times, Edward explains, the central government dictated the type of clothes made here 

for Moscow Communist Party officials.  Now the factory has a contract with Germany to make and ship 

clothes to Germany only.  It is a good business decision for both countries, it turns out.  Germany gets 

women‟s clothing made by excellent seamstresses, for relatively cheap labor costs close to home without 

going half way round the world with higher expenses.  Edward states that the average seamstress makes 

about $40 US/month, more than most teachers make. 

We enter the factory and I get the grand tour of the entire operation.  I see model design, cloth bolt 

cutting, sewing, iron pressing, and tag labeling all done mostly by hand or with a few 1950s-1960s era 

machinery.   I get to touch the final products and comment on the excellent quality and craftsmanship.  
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They are very stylish women‟s clothes, and I think to myself that my wife Kathy would like some of the 

dress coats.  (Ironically, upon my return, I decide to inspect some of my wife‟s nicer apparel, and lo and 

behold, one of her better jackets says “Made in Ukraine”- probably at this same factory.  What a small 

world proven once more!)   

Again, as I have so often been warmly treated, the factory director is a most gracious lady who gives us 

fresh brewed coffee and chocolates at the conclusion of the tour.  Nothing in the factory is new – 

everything I see is older than 1970s, and yet this factory is making beautifully stylish women‟s clothes 

with noticeably outdated technology.  It only makes me admire these hard working people all the more.  

Constant Struggle to Make Ends Meet 

They are tireless workers!  Everywhere I walk, I have seen elderly women picking small flowers for seed 

in front of the school, or picking wild mushrooms.  Men improvise all sorts of wagons and carts out of 

scrap materials of all types.  It‟s a world and culture where finding the tricks to survive against the odds 

make the real difference.  I imagine that for Ukrainians this has been going on for 100s of years of foreign 

rule. 

Last night, for example, Edward stopped at their garage rental space #261.  They do not have a car – too 

expensive – but they rent their space for about $5 US/ month. Inside was an incredible world of preserved 

food in bottles, and stored summer and fall harvests for the long winter ahead.  On the entrance ground 

level were spread 100s of beets, and sacks of small two inch diameter potatoes were in another section.  

Gardening tools and equipment of all types were there.  Nothing was new or modern, just the old standby 

tools that have been in place for centuries.  

A ladder led down to the cold root cellar, where in the winter it drops to about 35F.  Here were shelf after 

shelf of bottles – pickled cabbage, beets, carrots, onions, fruits of all kinds - and jars of fruit water which I 

have been drinking at the flat.  As a matter of fact, all the foods I have been eating, except for the 

numerous jars of pickles, were here!  I hope I get to eat some pickles before I leave.   

I definitely have a new appreciation for what Edward‟s mom has to do for their family to survive in such 

harsh economic times.  Without this-garden supplied underground “refrigerator” to preserve food to live 

on, they would be in very serious trouble.  All the families would be. 

This constant struggle to make ends meet is just one example of the daily challenges ordinary Americans 

take for granted.  Edward is tutoring English a few times a week to make ends meet.  He has been 

promised a new computer from ACCELS in Kyiv as part of his award, but he cannot afford to have it 

shipped from Kyiv.  It is too big to carry on the bus or train, so he‟s trying to get someone with a car to 

deliver it.  It‟s this kind of “fly-by-the-seat-of-your –pants” lifestyle that is foreign to average Americans like 

me – just holding on every day waiting for the economy to improve.  It‟s a perpetual challenge to make 

ends meet to try and stay ahead.  It‟s wearing the same few outfits all week, hauling well water, walking 

everywhere, or saving lights in every room and hallway (all hallways at the school are dark just like 

Edward‟s apartment stairway).  One time, Valentina turned off my bedroom light when I was only ten 

steps down the hallway and coming right back.  It is witnessing such acts as these that give me pause 

how well off I really am in America. 
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The Brewery 

But I digress.  The third stop on our city tour is the town‟s major brewery, a 150 year old Czech one.  It is 

shut down after a somewhat busy summer season.  It only produces non-pasteurized beer, so it must be 

processed quickly and stored in vats underground with temperatures like Edward‟s root cellar.  It must sell 

each batch within ten days after being made.  It makes four major brands, and I get to taste two of them.  

The beer is made by old machinery and time tested methods, and is as good as or better than anything in 

the States.   

We depart the brewery and drive back to school.  We go inside, and I meet Lyudmila for lunch.  We have 

garlic mashed potatoes, beets, borscht, meat balls, and a sweetened cream of rice cereal – my first!  And 

it tastes sooooo good!  As is our custom, we point to objects and name them in both languages. 

My First Public Interview 

While we are eating, administration and Edward are getting ready for my first interview session with the 

full staff in the library.  After eating, Lyudmila and I go upstairs to Edward‟s classroom.  I think of picking 

up the small USA and Ukrainian flags off of Edward‟s desk as symbolic props.  He gets some clay and we 

use this creation as a centerpiece on the front table facing the faculty.  Edward directs me to sit next to 

the Director of Schools, Edward sits on my right side to translate, and Principal Kamila sits to the left of 

the director.   

In front of me are my teaching props – my Southwest US map, my Salt River Valley map, my family 

photos, and my AEA article about being selected to go to Ukraine.  Behind me I hang a large USA map.  I 

look up at the approximately seventy faculty members who have gathered to hear me speak and ask me 

questions.  Only five are men.  All grades 1-11 are represented.  A video camera is recording it all, and 

Galina is using my camera for me.  Edward tells me to keep my introduction to around five minutes.  All 

wait with either penetrating stares or wondering expressions. So I begin. 

I try to remember to slow down and speak in sound bites so Edward can satisfactorily translate.  I do a 

much better job than I did in Kyiv.  After I finish, question and answers begin for the next one hour and a 

half.  The cafeteria staff is gracious in providing hot tea, sweet rolls, and Ukrainian chocolates.  

An Emotional Time  

Questions asked are many and varied.  I have to keep reminding myself that I am the first American most 

of them have ever met.  Here is a sample: “How is my school organized?  How much violence is in 

America?   Do my students wear uniforms?  How much is my teaching salary?  Does my wife work?  How 

much does she make?  How many rooms does my home have?  How many children do I have?  Do I 

have any pets?  How much did my shirt cost?  What classes do I teach?  How important is sports?  How 

do teachers make decisions?  What is the job of my principal?  What is a school board?  How much time 

is spent in class per day, per week?   Is my school a leader school?  What impressions do I have of their 

school, their town, their country?”  And on, and on, and on. 

At one point, I even mention that my mom‟s 70
th
 birthday was yesterday, Columbus Day, and they 

spontaneously applaud!  I don‟t know if it is the afternoon beer I had, or just the power of the moment, but 

I begin to weep a little as I start to describe how beautiful is the river landscape of Ukraine and their town, 

and how much it is like Wisconsin in America.  Everyone in the room grows very quiet and some weep 

with me.  I don‟t know why I am suddenly overcome with emotion, but I swallow hard and continue. 
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When we finish, I stand and present my various gifts.  I give an Arizona copper mine hat and University of 

Arizona keychain to the director.  Arizona is the leading copper mine state.  To Kamila, I present many 

different items: a blow up globe from National Geographic Society, my Cartwright District pen, a U of A 

pin, a U of A College of Education pin, a silver coin from an Arizona copper mine, a U of A journal, an 

Arizona children‟s coloring book, and some Halloween decorations.  To the entire staff I give all my 

Arizona picture post cards, U of A pens and pencils, Arizona Historical Society bookmarks, and more.  

They grab everything in sight.  Last I put out a large bag of Halloween candy, and it is gone in seconds.  

Halloween is not a practiced custom in Ukraine, so they are intrigued.  In the end, a great time is had by 

all! 

American Cultural Norms 

I am exhausted and mentally drained.  Edward and I say goodbye and walk home.  As we approach, we 

see his mom sitting outside on a bench.  I insist that Edward sit with his mom and I take a nice picture.  

We go inside, and I journal about the rich variety of the day‟s events while Valentina prepares “lunch.”  

Here “lunch” is our “dinner” in US, and “dinner” is “lunch” and “supper” follows last around 8-9:00 pm. 

There are four main meals in the day here, which is why I am struggling to keep up and feel so full all the 

time. 

Our lunch consists of borscht, bread, cabbage, pear juice, coffee, real Vodka shots, fried potato patties, 

tomatoes, and meat jello.  For dessert, Valentina and Edward bring out a special Ukraine chocolate – 

rolled up in gold foil like small drumsticks.  My wife Kathy would love all this chocolate! 

After we eat, Edward and I get into a discussion about US eating habits.  He noticed when he visited 

Delaware where he met me that Americans seem to eat only pizza, burgers, and fries, instead of a diet 

rich in fruits, vegetables, and juices like in Ukraine.  He wants to know about drive-in movies, why 

Speedos are laughed at on US beaches, why Puritan US attitudes toward sexual behavior are so 

dominant, and other wide ranging topics.  We also discuss the history of his town some more.  

I finally have to excuse myself, I am so tired.  I attempt to journal before I fall asleep, but I do not get far.  

Tonight the room has chilled into the 40s F, so I snuggle deeper into my comforter and make myself into 

a tight ball to stay warm.  My thermal underwear and socks help a lot!  But I still have a sinking feeling I 

am starting to get sick, and take a pill before I go to bed.  

 

Wednesday, October 14, 1998 

The Art of Bathing 

I wake up from a nightmare!  I dream I am in our old Claremont Ave home and a babysitter girl attacks my 

family with a dart gun, the police come, but our flooring is ruined because she allows toxic wastes to spew 

out of containers she has there to harm my four children!  As dreams go, none of this makes any sense, 

other than I must be missing my family.  Maybe I reacted to the pill I took last night. 

As usual, Edward wakes me by turning on the light at 7:10 am when he leaves for school.  This gives me 

an hour to get ready without hurrying so much to go with him.  This new routine is Edward‟s suggestion, 

and I welcome it. 
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I‟m getting better at using my pot of hot water for my bath.  I fill a small pitcher half full of hot water from 

the stove, fill it to the top with cold tap water, and wet my body with this lukewarm combination.  Then I 

lather up, repeat the half-and-half method and rinse off.  I repeat the cycle for washing my hair.  I have 

just enough hot water left to shave and rinse.  I am still very cold standing there naked, but it is better 

than bathing in only cold water like I had to do when I visited Moscow and St. Petersburg in 1996.  

Edward tells me he started cold water bathing four years earlier – he claims it‟s healthier for him. 

Valentina gets me breakfast while I dress.  Today there is coffee, a thin pork cutlet, two egg-potato rolls, 

and garbanzo beans and carrots.  I am starting to think that the beans and carrot dish is my least favorite, 

and use the fruit water and bread to help.  The cutlet is the best today, and I savor it. 

First Sunny Day 

I am running out of shirt ideas with a tie, so today I decide to wear my checked collarless shirt and my 

dark pull over sweater. I also ask Valentina if she can do some laundry for me.  Today, I meet 150 

Advanced English students in grades 7-11, so a more casual look might do well anyway. 

Valentina wants to walk with me to the small market near the main road today, so we leave together.  No 

one stares at me today, maybe partly because I am with Valentina and maybe because I took off all my 

airline luggage tags.  I do carry my map tube, though, and that gets some looks.  We soon part company. 

The morning weather is signaling a possible sunny day – clouds are breaking after the passing of the cold 

front.  I think it will turn out to be a cloudless, crisp, sunny day.  Unfortunately, I will be inside all day and 

will miss the first nice day since I have been here.  Then the sun breaks through for the first time and 

bathes the landscape in a golden light. 

I pass many military youths, looking to be all Russians, near the post cleaning the streets and sidewalks 

of leaves and litter.  They are raking the leaves into piles and then throwing them over the long white wall 

of their compound.  Always a superior older man stands watching each one, one on one.  It seems like a 

waste of time and manpower, but with the weak economy and a diminished military presence, there is 

probably little else for them to do. 

Post-It Solution to Autograph Craze! 

I finally reach school at 8:40 am, a little late today.  I am drenched as usual under my coat.  It‟s weird for a 

desert rat to experience – so cold on the outside, so sweaty underneath from the high humidity.  I put my 

damp coat away in the workroom, and head to Edward‟s room.  He is just nearing the end of first period, 

and at the end, one of his students asks me to sign his daily planner.  I do, not realizing at the time that 

this will start a craze among the students which lasts all week, much to the dismay of Edward and others 

who attempt to maintain a more proper learning environment. 

I follow Galina to her seventh grade middle group English class.  I observe her lesson, and I am allowed 

fifteen minutes to speak with them.  I give a brief introduction, answer their usual questions (“What do I 

teach?  Do I have a wife, children, pets, hobbies? favorite music?”  etc.)   

Near the end I use my Arizona bag like a Santa Claus bag, and give away hats, pens, a globe, and so on, 

if they can answer questions about my life and job.  They all have fun. The bell rings, and as I start to 

leave, I am mobbed for my autograph!  I have never experienced anything like it in my life!  I feel like a 

famous Hollywood movie star or Major League ball player.   
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Assistant Principal Natalia arrives, understands the situation, lets me finish with the last student, and then 

takes me to her math class upstairs.  Her class is studying multiplying fractions and simple algebra 

equations.  It is a review class and hands are flying to answer the questions.  It turns into a contest on the 

board that ends between two girls.  Seat work is based on tiny textbooks which accounts for much of their 

grade. 

At the end of class, I am mobbed again for autographs.  It is becoming embarrassing.  She is patient once 

again, and lets me finish with the students.  I am next escorted to the music room.  Here, students do 

warm up exercises in four part harmony while seated at their desks.  The instructor plays the accordion 

for some traditional Ukrainian folk songs.  I am given an English translation for a song about Mother 

Ukraine, the beauty of which brings tears to my eyes. 

Then she moves to a review of classical composers – Beethoven, Bach – on scratchy records, and ends 

with Presley and the Beatles – for my benefit it appears.  We all have fun with the songs, and it is an 

enjoyable class.  Once again I am besieged for my autograph. 

Galina returns and takes me to her eleventh grade physics class.  They act as mature upper classmen, 

and stand for my entrance.  Today‟s class is a review about transistors, and they draw a transistor to 

scale in their work journals by studying a slide diagram.  

While they draw, I take the time to craft a new plan how to address the intense pressure for my autograph 

by students who should be going on to their next class.  I realize I have three packs of post-it notes, and 

write “Michael Ostapuk, USA 1998” on each one.  It works!  No mob and all seem happy with getting a 

post-it so quickly. 

Auditorium QA 

By now it is time for lunch with Lyudmila.  Today we get to sit next to a sunny window in the cafeteria and 

watch an ROTC-type class outside learn how to salute.  They have no uniforms, so I am not sure what is 

going on. 

Lunch is the ever-present borscht and coleslaw, bread, fried potatoes, and two miniature omelet egg 

squares.  Everything tastes good.  As we finish with tea and chocolate wafer cake, two people walk in.  I 

understand the conversation enough to realize that they are a local reporter from one of the two major 

papers in town, and a photographer.  It turns out they are here to record my meeting with 150 students in 

the auditorium after lunch.  I am taken by surprise with this news, but it seems that surprise is part of my 

visit in Ukraine each day. 

We all go to the auditorium together.  Edward greets me and we go in.  Everyone is there, waiting - 

Kamila, teachers, the other reporter, and a room full of students who applaud my entrance.  On stage 

there is a table with two microphones and our two small national flags.  Edward silences the crowd and 

explains I will give a five minute introduction, and then open it up to questions from the audience. 

The questions start out with ones I have answered many times before, but there are some new ones too.  

One student asks what I think about the President Clinton and the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal, and I 

tell her it is a national embarrassment that will have political impact.  Another asks if I have gifted 

students.  I explain ALL students have at least one special talent to discover and use to better the world, 

that some of us are more blessed than others, and therefore, should be challenged more to help the 

world.  I tell them about my gifted program at my Estrella Middle School.  The students act surprised 

when I tell them how many different subjects my students have and how many hours a week they go to 

school. 
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A student asks if I think if Ukraine will ever be a strong country like the United States.  I tell them to use 

history as a lesson.  US had similar problems and challenges 225 years ago as an infant country.  But 

that through hard work about solutions instead of complaining about problems, the US kept forging 

ahead, and eventually became a world power.  I tell them that Ukraine is blessed with a proud history, 

many natural resources, and people who have determination in their eyes.  I state firmly, “Ukraine will 

make it someday too!” 

It ends with a loaded question from one of the students.  “Do your students have uniforms?”  It turns out 

that most of the students are opposed to this idea, but that Kamila is considering it.  I tell them that my 

school will pilot uniforms next year after having an 80% approval of parents and students to give it a try.  

The audience groans hearing this news. 

The Concert and Yulia 

All in all, the exchange goes well, but Edward cuts it off around 3:00 pm so the concert can begin.  It is a 

small repetition of the Sunday concert, but with some new performances.  Irina is the director of this 

spectacular student production.  A nervous eighth grade girl starts out and sings two solos.  A Cossack-

style dance follows with four boys in black and one girl in red.  This is followed by a modern dance 

ensemble with a darling ten year old girl in a stunning yellow outfit.  Another solo, and then the finale – 

the three Generation dance from Sunday!  Once again the moving performance of the girl and boy falling 

in love over time causes a long tear down my right cheek, as I sit in the front row center seat of honor. 

Ten year old Yulia is the hit of the show!  What a young star with great stage presence!  I am taken to 

meet her after the performance, take her picture, and get her autograph.  I tell her she will go places with 

her natural dancing talent.  I also greet a wonderful boy dancer, Ivan Ostapchuk, and tell him how great 

he danced, and how similar his surname is to mine.  Their choreographer instructor at the school beams 

in appreciation. 

A Meaningful Reception 

Before the other students can mob me, Edward and Kamila escort me to Edward‟s room for a small 

reception.  The two reporters arrive with their camera man, as do the student videographer who filmed the 

faculty meeting, and Yulia and Ivan.  I take pictures with Yulia and Ivan and give them pens. 

The student videographer puts on the tape of yesterday‟s faculty meeting, and I watch in fascination.  

Edward graciously tells me he will make a copy for me to take home or send to me.  Eventually, the video 

volume gets turned down and the reporters press questions on me, Edward, and Kamila.  Edward helps 

me understand what one reporter wants to ask me.  “How are Americans and Ukrainians different human 

beings?”  I tell her that we are more alike than dissimilar.  Both cultures have proud traditions of unique 

cultures of songs, dances, books, music, food, clothes, history, etc, but we also value hard work, families, 

and what‟s best for the future or our children. 

I keep elaborating, and soon tears well up in her eyes.  She tells me that after today she will have a 

different attitude of America and Americans.  Before meeting me, she states, she thought Americans only 

cared about money and themselves, but now she is beginning to see that Americans like me, are like 

them too.  She states that there is much to be hopeful for and that we can learn to learn from each other.  

I impulsively extend a big American hug, to her great surprise, and she cries even more.  Later, Edward 

tells me that in Ukraine it is considered impolite to shake a woman‟s hand or initiate a hug, but I guess 

this time it makes a difference in foreign public relations. 
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The reporters spy my family albums and ask to see my family photos.  The friendly meeting ends with me 

giving them some old photos of me and my family, and I help Edward put away coffee cups, swirl 

chocolates, and sweet rolls, and we leave school around 5:15 pm. 

Sunset Walk 

What a day!  We join two women teachers for the long walk home.  They live in the general vicinity of 

Edward‟s flat.  It is a gorgeously clear late afternoon, my first, and I take pictures of two children and 

some goats along the way.  We part from the women, and Edward suggests we take a sunset walk along 

the Sluch River.  I agree wholeheartedly! 

By the time we reach the river, the sun is too low for any good photos, but I take a chance anyway by 

shooting the bunker, the bridge, the rapids, the power plant, the woods, and the river valley itself.  As 

sunset begins we walk perhaps two miles along the river in the direction of the Holy Spirit Church.  It is on 

the opposite bank of the river and looms large in the dusky twilight and smoky haze of a nearby fire. 

The grasses of Ukraine steppe land are remarkable.  Much of the grassy areas look like our best 

manicured lawns back home.  It is easy to understand why Asian nomadic hordes and the Cossacks 

themselves cherished the once extensive grasslands, and why this Chenozem soil is famous.  The black 

sandy loamy soil in Edward‟s garden plot is undoubtedly fertile soil formerly deposited by historic floods of 

the Sluch.  I also see the small tributary that joins near the church and think how all creeks and rivers 

have helped make this landscape. 

Family Home Builders 

We swing back through town to a part I had not seen before.  We follow poorly paved city roads past 

individually owned free-standing homes.  Edwards tells me that these used to be owned by Communist 

Party members or military families who enjoyed special favors and salaries.  Now they are open to be 

owned by private citizens.  He tells me an average house goes for $10,000-$15,000 US, or even less 

depending on condition.  “New Ukrainians” are building their own houses by themselves (there are no 

builders as yet in smaller towns), but he says it takes about $5000-$10,000 US in savings for families and 

relatives to build one - and about three years!   

We stop and visit a fellow math teacher who is building his own home.  It is about half done and the family 

is living in what will be a small guest house in the back of the two-story home.  This type of family-built 

home, however, is not tied into the common water supply or electricity.  These cost extra.  Some home 

owners even have to drill their own private well.  So all in all, Edward explains that it is expensive to build 

your own home, but for many, it is better than the alternative.  For example, Edward relates that he 

almost had enough money to buy his own flat for $7000, but with the recent devaluation, it now will cost 

him double, so he will continue to live with his mom for the foreseeable future. 

We pass the neighborhood well.  There is a long line of people with various kinds of containers.  Edward 

surmises that the water must have been cut off earlier in the evening.  Turns out, Edward is correct.  

There is pipeline construction near the street, but water comes back on line before bedtime. 

We finally get back to the apartment around 7:00 pm.  For dinner Valentina has prepared borscht, bread, 

cheese and flour rolls, and pear soda.  I tell Edward and his mom that I am not very hungry, so my 

portions are more manageable for me tonight.  I am beginning to think that maybe I am having a loss of 

appetite due to my progressing illness.  I exercise a lot by walking, but seem to be sweating too much, 

and have some tenderness in my right ear. 
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After dinner, Edward shows me old slides of trips he made in the 1980s to Bulgaria, Lithuania, and the 

ancient former Polish capital city of Lviv, now most famous for its Ukrainian chocolate.  He visited these 

places when he had military friends from his time in the Soviet army.  We have a good discussion about 

what it was like in Soviet times, Independence times, and times since.  Finally, tired, I head to the 

bedroom and journal, and lay my head down around 10:45 pm.  Another jam-packed and memorable day 

has come to an end! 

 

Thursday, October 15, 1998 

Edward goes in early to his school as usual.  I bathe, and enjoy squash pancakes with two meat patties, 

pear soda, a sweet roll, and good strong coffee.  It is a nice change from garbanzo beans, cabbage, and 

carrots. 

I thank Valentina for a very nice breakfast, and leave a bit later than normal.  Even so, I decide to take my 

time and not hurry on my walk like I usually do.  It is a very cold morning today, in the mid-30s F, I 

estimate.  I even put on my gloves for the first time.  I walk off the beaten path a little, and take some 

pictures of the military wall and the general countryside near school.  

Many Teachers and Special Surprises! 

I enter the school, and encounter the geography teacher in the workroom.  I decide on the spur of the 

moment to give her one of my blow up globes from my goody bag.  She is thrilled!  Later in the day, I run 

into her and a colleague when I am with Galina. Galina translates how I use the globe in my own 

geography classes. I demonstrate a few lesson plan ideas for them. 

I proceed to Edward‟s room.  At the end of class, his students want my autograph again, and I whip out 

my pre-written post-it notes.  Edward is beginning to be annoyed, and I don‟t really blame him.   

Older PE students happen to come by the room and invite me to their Period 3 class if my planned 

schedule allows.  Edward tells me and them maybe later in the week.  I have a full schedule already and 

will be at School #9 tomorrow. 

I ask Edward if I can go to Nina‟s classroom.  She teaches English and has been by two times to see if I 

could visit her room.  Edward escorts me to her, and I observe her sixth grade class.  She suspends her 

regular class for me to interact with them as I determine.  They ask some new questions, and I decide to 

conduct a quiz with some of my prizes at the end.  

Nina next takes me to her International Club room and surprises me with some special gifts – 1929 Soviet 

money, a Kamchatka napkin (she visited there once), a slide of frost on a tree, some Soviet medals, and 

post card size calendars.  I give her one of my Arizona silver coins as a thank you. 

English Faculty Reception 

Edward finds me, and takes me to the faculty meeting room where to my surprise sit ALL the English 

teachers in his town district!  They are all women and sit around a horseshoe-shaped table arrangement 

that fills the room.  Edward places me at the head of the horseshoe, and there once again, are our clay-

held national flags. 
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Edward asks me to give an introduction, and I do.  But the energy in the room is low, and no matter what I 

try, it seems that this session is not going well.  Most say nothing. Thank goodness, two teachers, Olena 

and Tanya, who are escorting me to School #9 tomorrow, keep the session going.  Just when I think that 

the session should mercifully end, someone asks about cost of living in the US, and this becomes the 

catalyst for renewed interest.  They are very interested in my salary and living expenses, and ask a zillion 

questions. They begin to realize that things are relative.  I may make a king‟s ransom salary compared to 

them, but just a one month‟s summer electricity bill for me is more than most of them make in several 

months of teaching! 

Everyone is now in a much friendlier mood, and it is time for a reception in my honor.  There is coffee, 

rolls, cookies, chocolate, and to my great surprise, cognac shots and champagne!  And it is not even 

noon yet, at a faculty meeting no less! 

Proper Toasting! 

They have me sit at the head of the U, and their faculty leader sits next to me, fills my shot glass with 

cognac, and teaches me how to do a proper Ukrainian toast.  “I am drinking now!  You are all to drink with 

me.”  We toast to health, family, countries, and friendship.  They keep filling my glass each time we have 

a toast!  I am starting to feel woozy.  I tell them that if I was in America at a school meeting drinking 

alcohol in the middle of the day, I would be arrested and lose my teaching license.  They all say, “But you 

are in Ukraine now, and you are doing Ukrainian traditions today!”   

Now I am feeling good, perhaps too good, and I make an impromptu speech about how Ukraine will be 

successful and prosperous again someday, and that hard work and perseverance will result in a much 

better life style for everyone, just like America once had to experience.  Everyone cheers me in obvious 

good spirits. 

At the conclusion of the gathering, Valentina gives me my schedule for tomorrow‟s visit to School #9.  I go 

to Edward‟s room and meet Lyudmila for lunch.  The cold sunny morning has been replaced with total 

cloud cover, misting rain, and foggy windows.  It is great to see we will have soup, meat rolls, bread, and 

hot tea today.  I politely ask Lyudmila to tell the cafeteria staff to cut down on my portions due to my just- 

concluded reception snacks.  We have to hurry because choreography class is almost ready to begin.  

Actually by the time we go there, the class is already underway.  Irina greets me at the door.   

Dancing with the Stars 

It is a typical ballet type room and layout.  A full wall of mirrors is opposite waist high handrails on three 

walls.  She puts the mixed gender class through their step and footwork paces while a male teacher plays 

the accordion.   

Their dance instructor is well known all over Ukraine. She has won many national awards, as have her 

students.  I recognize their smiling faces from the two previous concerts I have had the privilege of 

attending.   

I watch, enjoying the moment.  But at one point, when the boys do a squat kick Cossack-style dance, I 

get up and decide to try it.  They all laugh hysterically as I make a complete fool of myself, and it sure 

breaks the ice of professional seriousness in the room.  A bit later, I try to do some footwork at the rail, 

and the instructor corrects me, all in good fun.  I feel it is OK to make a fool of myself, just to show I am a 

good sport.   
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Next up is a Mexican dance, for my benefit, no doubt.  I give out some “grito” yells, and they all laugh and 

try to imitate me.  When we are done, I teach them all how to do an authentic yell.  They all laugh again in 

self-satisfaction as more and more of them figure it out.   

We keep going.  Next is an old fashioned rock-n-roll song, “Rock Around the Clock.”  It is just OK in my 

opinion, so at the conclusion, I motion for the accordionist to play it again, take the hand of one of the 

girls, and try and jitterbug with her.  She laughs so hard she can hardly follow, so another girl comes out 

and takes her place.   

Finally it is time for a Ukrainian dance, and I go up to their instructor and ask her to lead me.  She happily 

obliges and the students love it.  It ends with them asking me to do one more rock-n-roll song, this time 

solo, so I do my old dances from college days.  We all have a good laugh and everyone claps.  We take 

some group shots and say our goodbyes. 

By now my head is pounding, not only from the dancing, but maybe from all the cognac.  We go back to 

Edward‟s room around 3:15 pm and he is having his Polish class, beginner grades 1-3.  They are so cute!  

While Edward teaches, I journal and try to recover a little.  Maybe it‟s also my illness getting stronger. 

After class, Edward asks me to write a message in his International Club scrap book.  This class is the 

most advanced at school in terms of general geographic knowledge.  The students have a special room 

decorated with items from USA, Poland, and Germany.  This is the same classroom I visited earlier with 

Nina when I wrote in their journals and I got Russian money.  Edward tells me that the Club will be 

hosting a party for me one week from today as my visit nears its conclusion. 

Walk Home 

Finally, it is time to depart for home.  What a whirlwind of a day!  It is raw, windy, and cold outside.  It feels 

the coldest yet since I‟ve been here.  It is around 40F with a 15 mph wind making it feel below freezing, 

even in my fingers.  Cattle graze in front of school on the common lawn area.  The street light is still out at 

the main intersection.  The first policeman I have seen directs the spotty traffic. 

The market stalls are busy today.  I see bananas, apples, chocolate, shirts, cigarettes, fresh fish, 

cabbages, carrots, beets, candy, and dish soap, among other items.  Edward tells me that most of the 

items, except for what is locally caught or grown, are products imported from Poland, and a few from 

Turkey.  He says he is worried about such import goods and their prices because soon Poland will join 

the European Union, and the “open” border will be closed with Ukraine.  A visa will be required, he says.  

It‟s not the expense so much, he says, but the delay and red tape to get one.  He says that Poland has 

promised no delays for citizens of western Ukraine because it was once part of the Polish Empire for 400 

years, and so many Ukrainian citizens of Polish ancestry still live here.  But he is not so sure. 

We pass welders fixing the water pipe, or is it the central heating pipe for the apartments?  In any case, 

October 15 is supposed to be the date when the local authorities turn on the central heat.  But Edward 

states that it‟s not so cold yet, so they will probably delay it.  I think to myself, “It‟s cold enough for me!” 

New Eating Routine 

We meet his mom coming back from the garage storeroom.  We go upstairs.  We have a new routine to 

accommodate my eating requests.  Edward is always hungry for “lunch” and I never am.  So he and his 

mom eat while I journal in the bedroom.   
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Actually, I think this works out well for all of us.  I cut down to three meals a day, Edward gets some one-

on-one time with his mom, I get some journal time, and I eat dinner with them around 7:00 pm when I am 

actually hungry and we all get to sit together and visit.  So that‟s what I am doing now, and for the first 

time since I left Arizona, I AM CAUGHT UP with my journal! 

Dinner tonight is “milk soup.”  I love it!  It is a combination of short noodles, warm milk, and sugar, and is 

the closest to having a bowl of cereal as I have had.  I eat two bowls full.  I also eat tomatoes, pork 

cutlets, and some cabbage and garbanzo beans.  Both Edward and Valentina notice my improved 

appetite with the change in meals for me, and Valentina nods approvingly as I eat away.   

After dinner we eat more spiral “arrow” chocolates from Lviv.  Edward says that tomorrow night we will 

travel by overnight train to Lviv, a very historic city.  I can hardly wait to see it; I have heard so much 

about it from Edward.  Lviv used to be one of the four most important regional capital cities of the once 

huge Polish Empire in Central Europe.  It dates back to the 1200s. 

Multiple History Lessons 

A little later, Edward pulls out some post-Soviet regional maps of western Ukraine.  For the first time, my 

mental map of this part of Ukraine comes into better focus.  I see his town on a close up map, and four of 

them put together, show a clear demarcation between woodlands to the north and steppe lands to the 

south.  Novograd-Volynsky is located near this transition boundary.  Edward tells me that the northern 

woodlands near the Belorussian border still contain wolves!   

He next leads me into a deeper discussion of the history and culture of Lviv in preparation for our trip 

tomorrow.  He starts by reviewing the border changes that have occurred with Lithuania, Poland, Ukraine, 

Austria-Hungary, Russia, and the Soviet Union.  It seems that this corner of the world has changed hands 

almost more than any other area.   

We also discuss my surname – Ostapuk.  He says that the “uk” ending is common along the northern 

region near Belarus and Poland, and very near the Polish city of Lublin, just across the border.  This 

Ukrainian region was for a long time in the Polish Empire, then the Russian Empire, and finally the Soviet 

Union.  He states that before, during, and after World War I there were huge upheavals in population, and 

that many Ukrainians migrated to the Lviv and Carpathian Mountain region when Poland was re-created 

on the map after World War I.  He speculates that my Grandfather Michael could have indeed been from 

the Lublin area, migrated to the Carpathian region (my dad told me of both places when he spoke of my 

grandfather), and then to the US.  He also thinks the large regional center, Zhytomyr, might contain 

records of him.  It is the center of the entire old northern region once known as Volhynia, and current 

oblast. 

I take some photos of the maps, and then Edward shows me a picture book of Vilnius in Lithuania 

because it compares very favorably with Lviv in age and architecture.  I am impressed.  He was there in 

1985 after he left the Soviet military.  Edward tells me that he was a young Oktoberist (up to age 10), then 

a Young Pioneer (age 15), then a Komsomol member.  He admits that he was a leader in all those 

groups, but tells me that he never considered joining the Communist Party itself.  He considers his time in 

the military as good training, and it was also the “thing to do” at the time for all young men. 
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Yes, I Am Sick! 

I suddenly find myself very tired, and ask to be excused.  I am not feeling very well – as a matter of fact, I 

feel lousy.  I have a sore throat, and my right ear has been bothering me all day.  I think all the cold air 

and wind battering my Arizona constitution, is finally getting to me.  When I swallow the entire right side of 

my throat hurts like crazy.  Am I getting strep throat, or an ear infection?  I take some Sudafed and 

Excedrin, and go to bed.  Hopefully, I will feel better tomorrow for my upcoming adventure. 

 

Friday, October 16, 2008 

I have a horrible night‟s sleep, tossing and turning.  My throat feels a little better in the morning.  Looking 

back, I realize that my head and nose have been full all week, and I have ignored the symptoms.  Every 

time I come in from outside, I have to blow my nose over and over to try to clear my head.  Once again, 

this reminds me of my graduate school years in Wisconsin 1969-1972, when I was afflicted with similar 

health conditions and infections in cold weather.  Maybe I got some bath water in my ear and that‟s what 

started my illness. 

I awake at 6:45 am even before Edward comes to wake me.  I am exhausted from a restless night.  I 

shake myself and remember that Olena and Tanya, teachers at School #9, will be soon arriving to escort 

me to their school on a city bus.  Edward tells me they will be at the flat by 8:00 am.  He leaves at 7:10 

am, his usual time. 

I bathe and eat 2 ½ pancake rolls with cheese and sausage, thinking that food will help me feel better.  

Just before I finish eating, the ladies arrive.  I want to hurry to meet them, but Valentina insists that I finish 

my breakfast first.  So we leave at 8:10 am, and we are late for the first bus.  It is another cold, raw, windy 

morning.  My ear aches so badly in the cold air; I try and stand away from the wind.  

Small Town Connections 

After twenty minutes, the next bus arrives, and we board to the back.  At one of the stops, a man getting 

off up front starts pounding on the back window next to us.  We look, and Tanya recognizes it‟s her father, 

and they wave to each other as the bus pulls away.  This reminds me once again how in a small town 

everyone seems to know everyone else.  For example, when I talk to the teachers, they all went to school 

with each other or were taught by some older teacher at school.  Edward‟s principal hired him because 

she was his former teacher and knew the high quality of Edward‟s character.  At School #9, Principal 

Victor once taught Edward too, and remembers him favorably as a good student and leader.   

We ride the bus for about twenty more minutes.  The teachers are anxious because we are so late.  We 

get off and we have a long block walk to the school. We hurry as fast as we can, but my illness affects my 

ability to push harder.   

Victor Shows Off School #9 

School #9 is definitely older and surrounded by mature trees all in various stages of colors and bare limbs 

past peak color time.  We are greeted on the sidewalk by Principal Victor Melnyk, a man who strikingly 

resembles my dad in build, features, age, and mannerisms! He shows me right away how proud he is of 

his school.   
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He tells me that it was built in 1921 after the Communist Revolution.  It only had one building then and 

was a school for railroad workers living in the town at the time.  In those days, the principal was expected 

to live in a room off the main hallway.  More wings were added later as the town of Novograd-Volynsky 

grew.  During World War II it was used as a concentration camp by the occupying Nazis military, and over 

38,000 people were killed on the campus grounds – all Soviet officers, he states.  Edward later tells me 

that all the Jews who lived in the vicinity were also rounded up and executed immediately.  At the time, 

Jews numbered about half the population of about 30,000.  He tells me that one execution site is in the 

woods outside of town, and three other sites are in the town itself! 

Victor finally leads us inside the main hallway, and is very proud of the displays of World War I, the 

Revolution, World War II, and the Afghanistan War.  He tells me that all the woodwork design on the 

hallway walls was done by teachers at the school.  Indeed, all the decorations inside the classrooms, 

even the desks themselves, were made by the staff over the years. 

Victor tells me he became principal around 1981, and has done much with the little resources he has.  

Everywhere Victor leads, a cleaning lady is just ahead of us mopping the wet floor boards before us.  It is 

definitely a more Spartan environment when compared with Edward‟s more modern School #11. 

Galina‟s English Class 

I give my thanks to Olena and Tanya for escorting me, and Victor takes me to Galina‟s seventh grade 

English class.  Her students are practicing past tense verb formation for regular English verbs.  She 

wants to have her twelve students compete in two teams to list twenty verbs into proper columns for the 

sounds “ed” makes: t, ed, id.  It turns out to be a bit of a problem for them.  They have a hard time with 

the sounds, put words in the wrong columns, and misspell “ed” with “id.” She stops them after ten 

minutes, monitors and adjusts as all good teachers do, and has them come up one at a time instead.  

This too, proves to be somewhat of a challenge, so she gives them the task at their desk to work in pairs.  

She and I move around the room to help.  It is fun to be able to help students individually, and they seem 

to enjoy the attention of an American teacher! 

Her class finally ends, and I am taken to meet the entire staff for a quick twenty minute meeting.  They 

mainly want to know how my school days at Estrella Middle School are spent. They seem amazed to 

learn that I teach all day long, everyday of the week, and they do not.  Each day varies for them, and their 

salary is based on the number of classes they each teach.  Budget constraints from the depressed 

economy dictate that some days are part time for them.  They even have special names for not teaching 

– one extra period off = window, and two periods off = door. 

Auditorium Assembly  

I am next taken to a full auditorium of students, grades 8-11.  It goes really well and the students ask 

great questions.  One asks, “How do the teenagers spend their leisure time?”  I answer by saying they 

“hang out.”  They do not know this slang term, and it takes several different translation cycles with Galina 

before they finally understand the concept.  I show them pictures of my three boys, twins Tim and Matt, 

and Kyle, and my daughter Claire.  The girls go gaga over the boys, and the boys go gaga over Claire.  I 

give them a blow up globe, and bat it out to the audience.  They think that is really fun!  I end by giving 

Victor and Galina Arizona souvenirs – silver coins, pens, and collector pins.   

After getting a standing ovation and more autograph seeking, I am taken to Victor‟s office.  It still amazes 

me how the students undeservedly regard me as an American celebrity.  I am still not used to handling all 

the attention. 
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Victor gives me some parting gifts in his office – a wood carved cutting board, and two lovely embroidered 

napkins.  I give my escort teachers, Olena and Tanya, a silver coin and Arizona pen.   

The Café  

We say our warm goodbyes, and the ladies take me to a nearby café and order a huge lunch of 

tomatoes, sausage, mashed potatoes, soup, meat dumplings, beets, and pork cutlets.  They also pull a 

bottle of Odessa wine from a bag they have been carrying, and we toast three times.  We toast in 

Ukrainian “let us be” as a sign our toasts have been spoken.  It is a grand tradition, this toasting practice I 

have now had fun participating in several times.  We speak of their families and Odessa, a large city to 

the south near the Black Sea.  They tell me that Galina once lived in Odessa, they have been married two 

and four years respectively, Tanya has one daughter, and that Galina‟s husband was injured on the job 

and cannot work for three months.  They also state that Galina has not been paid a salary for teaching so 

far this school year!   I am dumbfounded.  I ask how they can live without salaries. The answer is they live 

with his parents who are helping out as best they can.  At the end of the meal, they present me with gifts 

of their own – a bird whistle and a picture card of Novograd-Volynsky. 

First Ice Cream! 

They tell me that we are running late and need to hurry to meet Edward.  This is not good news for me; 

my infection is getting worse by the minute.  I managed to hide it as best I could back at the assembly, 

but I am really dragging now.  Anyway, we proceed to walk several miles back to School #11.  Thank 

God, it is an absolutely gorgeous afternoon, the best weather so far!  We walk through the center of town, 

so I finally get to see how small it really is.  I take a picture of the town center circle, the cinema, a World 

War II jet on a pedestal, and the old bank.  They buy me an ice cream cone – my first Ukrainian ice 

cream!  It tastes soooooo good - smooth-rich-and creamy - and cold on my very soar throat.  It really feels 

like a full blown ear infection is taking me over.  I hurt so bad from swallowing on my right side that it is 

hard to eat lunch.  Plus, I am losing my voice, not just from the speaking engagements, but from inflamed 

vocal cords.   

We eventually reach School #11 around 4:00 pm.  Edward was expecting us back around 2:30 pm, and I 

can tell he is justifiably worried.  The girls explain why we are late.  I say my final thanks to them for 

helping make this day a very fun and special one.  I tell them they were most gracious hosts.  They leave 

and I think to myself that I probably will never see them again. 

Hot Water Arrives! 

Edward and I leave school and head back to the flat.  By now, I am feeling absolutely horrible!  I ask 

Valentina if she has any olive oil or any kind of cooking oil to heat and put in my right ear.  This is a 

treatment my wife and nurse Kathy uses for our family, and often helps.  She does not.  I take more pills.  

She brings me an old water bottle which she fills with hot water heated on the stove.  She tells me to lie 

down and put it on my aching neck and jaw near my ear.  I lie there for about two hours, trying to rest.  

Then, miracle of miracles, the hot water comes on line to the apartment for the weekend!  She draws me 

a hot tub, and I lie down in the water up to my ear lobes trying to find some relief from the intense pain.  

Afterwards, I decide to eat to see if that helps.  I eat a meal of squash-cheese fried patties, tomatoes, and 

hot tea – it feels good and very bad at the same time just to chew and swallow. 
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Ride to the Train Station 

Then it is time to get packed for our 10:00 pm eight hour overnight train ride to Lviv.  I pack a small bag.  I 

have been so looking forward to this trip, and cannot disappoint Edward, even though I am really 

struggling with the illness.  Edward‟s dad, Ilgam, picks us up in the old military Jeep I had seen him 

driving the week before.  

 It is a very cold starry night, probably in the high 30s F.  The cold air is like a knife in my right ear.  I grit 

my teeth and try to swallow the pain away.  It does not work.  I am wearing my ski cap and pull my jacket 

hood up to try and block the air.  It keeps the wind from blowing into my ear, and helps a little.  Edward 

teases me, “No one is Ukraine wears such a silly cap,” but I tell him I‟m an Arizona desert rat and need to 

do something! 

We go about twenty mph over some very rough paved streets to the train station.  When you walk the 

streets they don‟t seem so rough.  Maybe it is the lack of shocks on the Jeep.  Whatever, it is like being in 

a cement mixer, and the jarring just makes my head hurt even more. 

On the Train 

Ilgam stops the Jeep, and walks with us to the station.  We stand in the bitter cold for about twenty 

minutes, waiting with little conversation.  Finally the train emerges in the night, we say our goodbyes, and 

board. 

Instantly, the impact of sweaty bodies, dirty clothes, foul liquor breath, and 100% humidity assaults my 

senses.  I have never before experienced such a moment!   We squeeze our way down a very narrow off-

center walkway, dodging extended hands, feet, and heads of people sleeping in all sorts of crazy angles 

on hard platforms, softened a little by thin soiled mattresses wrapped in a clean sheet - just like the one 

given to us by the car‟s hostess as we board. 

She leads us all the way to end of the car, and wakes and moves a man who is in Edward‟s spot on the 

outside wall.  My berth is on the second level on the outside wall too.  We make up our crude beds in the 

semi-darkness, throw our bags up with us for safety, take off our shoes, and climb into bed.  The width of 

the platform is a bit wider than my small 5‟6” frame.   One false move during sleep, and I‟m crashing to 

the floor.   

But I don‟t.  For the eight hour trip, I probably have maybe 3-4 hours of semi-fitfully guarded sleep.  The 

train stops and starts all night long, picking up and dropping off passengers, just like it did us.  It also 

rocks and rolls on its noisy wheels.  I try to put all this out of my mind, try to ignore the throbbing pain in 

my ear and throat, and just close my eyes.   

It‟s no use.  The banging and slamming of the car‟s connecting door doesn‟t help either, as people come 

and go to the toilet all night long.  The smell ebbs and flows each time the door opens and closes.  I say 

something to Edward in the dark before sleep hits.  He says that our sleeping platforms will be much 

better on the return trip.  We will be nearer the middle of the car away from the bathroom, and on the 

longer, wider berths away from the outside wall.   
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Saturday, October 17, 1998 

Edward actually has to wake me up around 5:00 am, and says, “Get up!  Put your shoes on. Get to the 

bathroom now!  We only have a half hour until we arrive at the Lviv station.”  I oblige as best I can 

considering my exhausted, sick state of affairs.  The toilet smell gags me – I can‟t help it.  And it has no 

seat.   

Arrival in Lviv 

We pull slowly into the station, get off, and walk through a refurbished lobby.  Edwards says that the 

station was built over 180 years ago by the Austrians when this region was part of the Austrian-Hungarian 

Empire.  The lobby is full of people, sitting, staring, pulling huge bags of potatoes, or carrying bundles of 

shopping goods.  We decide to buy some hot coffee, and sit and wait for an hour before we go outside.   

Edward tells me his plan for the day.  We will take a tram to the historic center of the city, and then hike to 

the top of High Castle Hill to get sunrise photos of the city; that is, if the cloud cover cooperates.  We have 

come prepared for any weather, per Edward‟s instructions, because Lviv is located in the foothills of the 

Carpathian Mountains, and weather can change suddenly.   

We finally go outside to wait for the tram as time gets close.  It is still very frosty and windy, and we stand 

for about a half hour waiting for the tardy tram.  I keep my ski cap on, hood up, and stand away from the 

wind as much as I can.  Edward shakes his head and smiles at how silly I must look to him.  

The tram finally arrives, and for fifteen cents each we ride to the historic center of town.  But, as it turns 

out, construction is happening, and the tram lets us off on a street Edward is unfamiliar with.  We ask 

directions a few times, and eventually work our way to the part of town Edward knows well.  The streets 

are largely deserted (it‟s still pre-dawn).  An occasional tram rumbles by, electricity snapping between the 

overhead lines and the antenna-like gizmo on top of the tram.  Some babushka women are sweeping 

piles of leaves and litter. 

Historic Center 

We finally reach the heart of the historic district, and pass monuments and huge cathedral size churches.  

We walk down the center of a beautiful boulevard mall (formerly Lenin Boulevard, now Independence 

Boulevard).  Tallish 3-4 story stores, hotels, museums, commercial, and government buildings line the 

mall on both sides.  The buildings have varying shades of pastel colors, which lends a kind of 

Impressionistic feel to the view.  Most have scaffolding in front.  Equally impressive are the beautiful trees 

lining both sides of the central park.  Unlike Novograd-Volynsky, they are at the peak of their autumn 

splendor.    

Edward says that the entire district is being restored to attract tourists (like me, I suppose.)  He states that 

most of the buildings were built in the 1600s-1700s.  He tells me that later on he is going to take me to the 

Italian Gardens, an old estate site, for coffee and chocolate.  He explains that Lviv is famous all over 

Europe for its chocolate, and that I have been eating it ever since I landed in Ukraine.  It serves what I call 

mud coffee, very strong, always with a piece of chocolate on the side.   

We stroll past the far end of the mall, and pass a vacant flower bed garden spot.  Edward says this is the 

former location of a large statue of Lenin.  The empty spot speaks volumes about Ukraine‟s recent history 

and what identity it wants to create for the future.  Directly behind, stands the grand Opera House, totally 

under wraps for restoration.  A Puccini opera is there tonight, and “Jesus Christ Superstar” is playing 

soon.  We consider going, but decide Levis is not appropriate attire. 
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We continue a short distance and Edward checks us into a hotel room at Hotel Lviv, Room #617.  This 

will become a rest room for us during our busy day, just in case we need it before we re-board the 

midnight train.  We are not spending the night.   

High Castle Hill 

By now, it is nearly 9:00 am and Edward decides it‟s time to climb High Castle Hill because it looks like 

the sun will break through the dense clouds, after all.  So we walk back across much of what we had 

already covered from the tram stop.  I am starting to fade.   Do I have the stamina to maintain the pace 

and the itinerary still ahead of me?  

We pass some of the impressive churches I had seen earlier from a distance.  We come to the oldest 

section of the city, and pass part of the old medieval wall complete with its main gate, bridge, and archer 

slots dating back to the 1500s. 

I see the High Castle Hill better now.  We begin to climb stairs and dirt trails through dense fall foliage and 

carpets of dropped leaves.  It is stunningly beautiful and idyllic.  My head, ear, and throat are pounding 

with pain, but the scenery helps to take my thoughts away.  Finally we reach the top of the Hill, which has 

a few remnants of the original fortress.  A TV tower and a weather vane with a lion (Lviv‟s city emblem) on 

it, dominate the site.  Later on, I notice lions all over the building cornices, in front of city hall, on buses, 

and in the shops, where I had not noticed any upon my arrival.  Once more, I am reminded how 

perception of a cultural landscape is an ever changing, never ending adventure, stimulated by sudden 

awareness of the sometimes obvious. 

It is quite windy at the top of the Hill, but we continue to wait about fifteen minutes until the sun rises over 

a large cloud bank to the east.  It bathes the city in mostly lion‟s mane yellow hues.  I take a semi-

panorama of photos of the city – southwest toward the church-dominated old town center, and 

west/northwest toward Soviet style apartment towers.  What a stark and ugly contrast!  Edward comments 

that Lviv‟s historic center is one of the few places in Europe that escaped destruction in both World Wars. 

We descend, head back to the historic district section, and decide to duck inside the Polish Catholic 

Church.  It is still in use today.  It is rather dingy inside, not restored yet, but it is still very impressive in its 

medieval Gothic glory.  We sit and reflect in silence for about ten minutes.  I savor the rest and time to 

escape the chilly breeze outside. 

It‟s time to get moving again.  We are to meet up with Constantin, Edward‟s colleague and fellow 

ACCELS host of an American teacher from Los Angeles, James, who has had his experience near Lviv.  

We make our way back to the mall and wait in front of a new monument to Shevchenko, Ukraine‟s most 

famous poet.  Nearby city hall is adorned with Ukraine‟s blue and yellow flag.  Blue represents Ukraine‟s 

famous blue skies, and the yellow stands for Ukraine‟s famous grasslands and grain fields.  During Soviet 

times, this flag was banned. 

Outdoor Historical Museum 

Constantin and James arrive.  Constantin‟s town and school is about 1½ hour train ride away.  We hug 

each other hello, and set off to find some good coffee.  We find a privately run coffee shop for 25 cents a 

cup.  We relax and catch up about our experiences so far.  Then Edward and Constantin surprise me with 

plans for the next part of our day.  We are going to a historical outdoor museum – a museum to folk 

architecture and folkways. 
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We catch a tram that takes us to the east side of the city and a wooded, hilly region.  This is the location 

for the museum which contains houses, barns, churches, and other historical structures moved and 

gathered together from mostly western Ukraine in order to preserve and showcase them.  Some date 

back to the 1700s, but most were built in the 1800s.   

The day has turned absolutely delightful now, the best weather since my arrival.  The clouds have left 

revealing a deep blue sky.  The sun is warm, the trees are at their peak, and fall leaves cascade down on 

us in the stiff breeze.  We couldn‟t have asked for a better day for our visit than this one.  

We visit many sites hidden along forest paths where buildings have been grouped into miniature villages. 

The most exciting for me is to see the Volhynia-Upper Galacia style house, which Constantin states is 

closest to what my Grandfather Michael might have lived in near the Belarus/Poland border with Ukraine.  

It is a very emotional moment for me as I sit on the wooden porch of one home, thinking about what 

Constantin has just told me.  Edward takes pictures of me inspecting various Volhynia church and 

farmhouse styles.  I decide to buy a black ceramic pitcher from this part of Ukraine for Kathy. 

We have a great time exploring all the villages and listening to the history lessons provided by Constantin.  

Edward says he never really knew how to get to this outdoor museum before, and intends to bring his 

students on his yearly trips to Lviv from now on. 

Time to Shop a Little 

We leave the museum and walk back to the tram stop.  We take it back to the historic district, and I ask if 

we can do some quick shopping, my first since I have been in Ukraine.  So far, I have spent less than $10 

US.  Edward won‟t let me buy anything.  He says he got $150 US from ACCELS to spend, and $150 goes 

a long way right now in the depressed Ukraine economy.  I buy a picture book of Lviv and a grade school 

atlas of Ukraine.  We go to a few stores, but I don‟t see much I like, until I see a Ukraine flag and trident 

pin.  The trident is the symbol of Ukraine and the chestnut is the symbol of Kyiv.  I have already found 

and pocketed a chestnut and acorn walking in the woods to bring back home. 

We next head to a state-owned café and I have hot tea, meat dumplings, soup broth, and tomatoes.  I do 

not drink any beer as the others do.  I am feeling worse in my throat, and now my chest is really hurting 

too.  I think I am getting bronchitis.  My voice is almost gone now, and this is not great.  I have a week to 

go, and much talking still left to do at school meetings. 

After lunch we walk back to the mall, and visit an outdoor market that is now open near the Opera House.  

I am hoping to find amber for Kathy, a lacquer box, or some small items for my family.  But it is not that 

kind of market.  Edward is in a hurry to keep moving, and so I buy nothing here.  But I do see an idea, 

and make a decision to buy Ukrainian embroidery of some kind before I leave.  It is truly beautiful, and 

something that Kathy will love. 

Actually, I think Edward wants to keep moving because he sees I am fading fast with my illness and lack 

of sleep.  So we say quick goodbyes to Constantin and James, and head to our hotel room.  Our rather 

abrupt leave-taking kind of takes them by surprise.  We rest for about 1½ hours in the room, and I actually 

am able to sleep for most of it.  I rouse and Edward says that if I am feeling up to it, maybe we can go 

back to the mall and visit some of the nicer shops.  I agree, and lift my sick body from the bed.   

I see nothing I want to buy, except for ten chocolate bars and about three pounds of assorted wrapped 

chocolate candy in a remarkable chocolate shop.  This will be a big hit back home! 



 40 

We go to another shop, and Edward treats me to a Lviv brand beer.  It actually feels good on my inflamed 

throat, after all.  We next find a chocolate bar which serves melted hot chocolate like coffee with all sorts 

of flavors.  Kathy would love this place!  I try a cup – what a different experience! 

People Watching at Dusk 

We leave the store and meander through the park mall grass and tree area.  We sit on a bench for two 

hours, and with quiet conversation between us, watch the city come to life as evening lights twinkle on.  

We visit about things in general, but for the most part, we just sit and relax.  I sure need the down time.  

All the people are out enjoying the lovely evening air – young, teen lovers, and elderly couples.  Many 

elderly people are playing chess, cards, and dominoes.  It is prime people-watching time for sure.  

About 9:00 pm we head back to the hotel.  I journal for about an hour, we pack, and check out for our 

return on the midnight train to Novograd-Volynksy.  The hotel clerk is surprised we are not spending the 

night.  As we leave, we have one last laugh about the lift.  Edward insists that I enter the doors first, being 

the good host that he is.  But the floor of this elevator gives way and pops loudly, and feels like it‟s going 

to cave in all the way to the basement!  So I tease Edward, “Thanks, but no thanks.” 

We walk to the train station as the night deepens.  I estimate I have easily walked ten miles since early 

morning, and I am really tired.  The night is balmy, but my bag is heavy with all the chocolate I purchased, 

so I am a step slow and can‟t keep up Edward‟s pace very well.  As it is, we hurry needlessly, because 

we wait 1½ hours for the train‟s arrival.  Like before, the station is packed with people and parcels, and 

carts and produce.  We board the train at midnight, and just as Edward said, we have nicer, wider, and 

lower bunks this time.  I actually can stretch out a little.  I am able to ignore the unique smells better this 

time, take my pills, and fall asleep even before the train has gained any speed. 

 

 

Sunday, October 18, 1998 

I actually sleep fairly well, even though I am subconsciously aware of noises, track motion, and people 

moving in the night.  I toss and turn the last two hours of the ride, thinking I will somehow miss getting off 

the train with Edward.  I decide to wake Edward to be sure.  He tells me not to worry, that the hostess will 

alert us, and to go back to sleep.  We arrive at Novograd-Volynsky just at sunrise. 

Sunday Market  

Ilgam, Edward‟s father, is waiting for us at the station.  Edward sees that the nearby Sunday market is 

open, and says that if I hurry, I can do some fast shopping to maybe find some gifts for home.  I have a 

half hour, he says.   So off we go. We run into his mom who is doing grocery and sundry shopping.  It is 

not a tourist market, but one for basic family needs.  It is an amazing display.  I see apples, zippers, pigs, 

goats, and cow heads.  I see produce of all kinds, livestock too, household goods, cheese, bread, and 

1000s of other items for sale.  The side streets are full of horse drawn carts, wagons, and people piling off 

buses from nearby villages.  Edwards says that in old Soviet days, collectives and small villages had their 

own market days, but not any more since Ukraine independence in 1991.  It is a sight to behold, but I take 

no photos – somehow it just seems too personal for me to intrude. 
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As best I can, I race up and down the rows of foodstuffs and household articles, and am just about to give 

up, when I spy a woman selling beautiful hand crafted embroideries.  With Edward‟s savvy negotiating 

skills, I wind up buying four embroidered wedding towels for Tim, Matt, Kyle, and Claire to use someday.  

They are gorgeously made – must have taken her 100s of hours of work to make.  I buy all four for only 

$15 US!  I look one last time for some amber for Kathy, but no luck.  It‟s just not this kind of market. 

Ilgam‟s Home 

Feeling good about my purchase, we climb into the Jeep.  His dad takes us to his home near School #11, 

where I meet his fourth wife, Grandmother Nina, and his lovely seventeen year old daughter Victoria.  

Later, Edward tells me that this marriage has been a good one for his dad – over twenty years.  He used 

to drive taxis and buses for a living, and when he later takes us back to Edward‟s flat in his other car, I 

can tell by his dexterity of speed and maneuvering, that, indeed, he has had lots of experience driving. 

Before we leave, his father shows me his greenhouse with great pride.  He sells flowers, especially roses.  

I try and engage Victoria in conversation, but she is somewhat embarrassed to practice her broken 

English with me.  But she does very well, and I praise her.  She is near my daughter Claire‟s age, so I ask 

her what her favorite singing groups are.  She likes British singers, she says – Scorpion, Spice Girls, and 

Beastie Boys.  She is wearing a Spice Girls t-shirt as a testament. 

I am served a good breakfast, consisting of sausage, buckwheat, peppers, cabbage, squash, fried 

patties, cheese, coffee, and more cognac toasts!  Once more, I have a great deal of trouble swallowing, 

but I am hungry, and force myself. 

Sunday Picnic in the Country 

We get dropped off back at Edward‟s flat, and only have about 1½ hours to get ready to meet Yra and 

Valera, Edward‟s friends, at noon for a drive into the country for a picnic.  I use the bathroom, and freshen 

up after my long train experience.  We walk to their house, and I play with their pure bred Siberian Laika 

named Naida, who reminds me of my own dog, Angel. 

We squeeze into their small four seat Loda, stop to buy 92 octane gasoline for $1.25/gallon, and drive a 

little around town for me to take some pictures.  We swing by the Ukrainian cathedral being constructed, 

the Afghanistan War monument (one of Edward‟s classmates is on it), and a World War II marker to a 

Polish officer concentration camp where they were all executed.  We slow down to look at a cooperative 

farm store (no collectives any more), which is newly formed and making a profit.  Edward says that there 

are three others like it around town. 

Then we head out of town.  We pass many signs of industrial decay. Things have been pretty bleak for 

industry here since the fall of the Soviet Union.  I see an empty metal factory, an abandoned military 

installation, and a ghost town of a train switching yard.  We pass row after row of long buildings that used 

to be part of collectives, but now individuals are out harvesting their own plots, and plowing fields with 

their horses before winter‟s grip settles in. 

Valera whizzes past horse drawn carts and occasional bicyclists, and often drives down the middle of the 

white lines to avoid them.  The roads here way out in the country are actually in better shape than the 

ones in town, to my surprise.  In the city, the heavily used dirt roads are mostly ungraded with potholes 

full of water big enough to swallow a tank.  The paved streets are lumpy and bumpy from frost heave and 

dozens of patch jobs. 
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The Marsh 

We turn off the main highway and go way out on a dirt road of an old military reservation once used for 

tank maneuvers.  We travel into an increasingly marshy landscape that finally gives way to full blown 

stands of tall steppe grass and small birches. Giant stork nests perch on abandoned utility poles or on top 

of dead trees.  I have never seen such large bird nests in my life – each is as big a Volkswagen! 

 We get out of the car so I can have a closer look at this classic steppe vegetation.  Valera tries to find 

some edible mushrooms for us to eat, but fails.  He tells me through Edward‟s translation that he hunts 

duck with his dog out here, and that the land used to be inhabited by German families until they were all 

moved to Kazakhstan by Stalin in the 1930s.  He explains that Catherine the Great was of German 

ancestry and allowed 1000s of Germans to immigrate to Ukraine during her reign in the 1700s.  I see old 

fruit trees among the native trees.  He tells me that they are all that remains to indicate where 1000s of 

people used to live.  He goes on to state that hares, wolves, pheasants, hedgehogs, and all sorts of 

birdlife thrive in the marshes. 

We double back on the dirt road, stop to inspect a dead hedgehog (a first for me!), get back on the paved 

highway, go through several traditional looking villages, and finally enter some thick stands of mixed birch 

and pine woodlands.  The colors are past their peak here, but we pull off into the woods where Yra finds 

two edible mushrooms! 

National Delicacy Explained 

We pile back into the car, follow the bends of the Sluch River, and then pull off, way off, onto a grassy 

field near the river.  Yra lays out a picnic blanket; Edward builds a spit and fire pit; and Valera starts 

fishing with the largest fishing pole I have ever seen!  He digs up some night crawlers for bait.  I join him, 

but in a half hour, we only catch one minnow, and have a good laugh.  By then the pork kabobs are 

almost cooked. 

The blanket is covered with a wonderful feast of three bottles of Kyiv beer, one bottle of vodka for our 

toasts, several different platters with tomatoes, peppers, onions, cheese, bread, sauce, cabbage, and a 

plate full of meat slabs of “fat,” red and black prepared.  

It is then that Edward reveals to me the story of the uncooked fat.  Only then do I understand why 

Valentina seemed hurt the week before!  Edward asks me if I know what the national food of Ukraine is.  I 

guess vodka.  Everyone laughs.  No, they say, it is fat strips - red or black, which are considered a 

delicacy.  They explain that this is why some Russians label Ukrainians as “uncivilized barbarians” who 

like to eat greasy fat and bacon.  I admit I am taken by surprise.  I have already noticed that the pork from 

the spit is not lean by any means.  I surmise that this taste for fat must go back to the Cossack days, or 

earlier, when such a meal was a must for getting through long travels or long winters.  

So I boldly go where I have never been before.  I try both kinds – the red and black, but it is hard for me 

to eat much, and I stop after a decent attempt.  They appreciate me being a good sport for trying.  Valera 

says that it‟s an acquired taste, and that if you drink a lot of vodka it helps!  I could not help but think back 

to when I had left untouched the uncooked parts of my bacon, which is actually the delicacy part!  No 

wonder Valentina seemed upset.  I had unknowingly disrespected her national food, which probably had 

cost a lot of money to buy.  I made a mental note that ACCELS in Washington DC should have warned 

me ahead of time about their national food, so I not embarrass myself or my hosts. 
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Just then, it begins to rain, so we quickly break camp, put out the fire, load up, and hit the road.  I tell 

them how much I appreciate the fun day out of town.  The last two days have been simply an amazing 

experience for me and a great change of pace.  I tell them the day is 11 out of 10, but I have to explain 

what this American expression means. 

We finally arrive back at their tiny home.  They have no children, but they are building a larger new home 

next door to their old one.  The exterior is done, but not the interior. They tell me they are hoping for 

parent help to finish up, so they can move in soon.  They ask me lots of questions about parents helping 

their children in America.  

Finally it is time to leave them.  I give them some of my Arizona silver coins, a UA key chain, and a state 

Arizona pin as a thank you.  They are very nice people who certainly went well out of their way to make 

me feel special today. 

Edward‟s Photo Album 

Edward and I walk back to his flat.  Ed‟s mom isn‟t home, so he decides to show me all his old photo 

albums from infancy to the Young Pioneers and his military years.   He also shows me photos of his many 

friends in Bulgaria, Poland, and Lithuania, and his school pictures with Irina in most of them.  He says he 

was in lots of drama productions, many of which slammed the United States back in the Soviet era.  He 

points to his military photos and explains he was in for two years, grew a moustache and a beard in the 

1980s (who didn‟t back then? – me too!).  He explains to me that he is perhaps most loyal to his Polish 

heritage, and is not afraid to bristle to anyone who affronts his Polish ancestry.  He states that he has had 

a falling out with one of his uncles because he has started to downplay his Polish heritage for more 

Ukrainian loyalty.  I admit to him that all this nationalistic rivalry is something I cannot really understand, 

and that the closest America approaches what he is telling me, is maybe the intense regional loyalty of 

the South, New England, or Midwest, and maybe professional football.  He laughs.   

We end this discussion when he tells me that he once was in a Soviet training school in Lublin, Poland.  

He stands up, leaves the room, and returns with a Polish Red Eagle patch from Lublin and tells me, 

“Maybe your Grandfather Michael had Polish blood too!” No doubt he did to some degree.  

Edward is really opening himself more to me as the days pass by.  He has planned an extraordinary 

itinerary for me, escorted me to Lviv, showed me the Polish cemetery in Lviv, shared his father‟s family 

and personal photos with me, and now has given me his Poland badge from Lublin. 

Still Very Sick 

It is now 9:30 pm, and I am exhausted.  The city has turned on the hot water tonight. Hooray!  I can hardly 

wait to get out of clothes I have worn for two days on two train rides. I take a hot bath, and it feels so 

good!  I am still not feeling very well, but the bath seems to help a little.  My voice is still half gone, my ear 

still hurts, my chest feels congested, and I am blowing out gobs of stuff from my nose.  I know I have 

infections going on, but hope I can still cope well enough tomorrow because I have another school to visit.  

It is the Gymnasium, their Advanced School in town.  I need to be able to do interviews too, because 

Edward says that more reporters will be after me about my visit and Ukrainian heritage.  The word is 

getting around, it seems.  While we were in Lviv, I made the Saturday front page of their local gazette.  It 

is an article about my School #11 interview session.   
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Monday, October 19, 1998 

I have a horrible night‟s sleep. It feels like I dreamed all night long.  Maybe I am reacting to all the meds I 

don‟t normally take at home.  Edward wakes me at 6:15 am, and I immediately start coughing up lots of 

stuff again.  I pass on taking another bath this morning.  I say good morning to Valentina, and sit down to 

a cheese dumpling, meat cutlet, and cabbage breakfast.  The coffee tastes and feels good against my 

throbbing throat.  I want to linger, but Edward says we must hurry.  For a small town that should be laid 

back when compared to a busy American city, everyone here always seems to be in a hurry.  We walk at 

double speed today, and I can barely keep up with Edward‟s pace. 

Rainy Day Causes Delay 

The rain that chased us away from the picnic continued all night long, and the drying trend on the paths 

and sidewalks the past few days is gone.  So it‟s back to mud and puddles again.  We dodge them as 

best we can, and arrive at his school.  Edward wants me to teach his seventh grade class today for ten 

minutes.  I decide to teach them the three physiographic regions of Arizona, and they enthusiastically 

enjoy it. 

Then Galina arrives.  I am to go with her to Gymnasium School #1.  Because it is the advanced school, 

students must pass a test and show aptitude for special classes like academics, crafts, choreography of 

all kinds, and computer technology to enter. This is the only school in town with Internet.  

Galina escorts me in a steady rain.  I had forgotten my umbrella, so she decides to take me to her nearby 

flat to get one for me.  She lives on floor 7, but the elevator only stops on floor 9, so we have to walk 

down two flights. We get the umbrella, go up to go down, and re-emerge in the downpour.  She decides 

we better take the bus and not walk to School #1.  However, when we get off, she realizes she made a 

mistake. We are at School #5, not #1.  She is uncertain which way we should go, and needs to ask 

directions three times.  We trek through muddy alleys, but finally arrive sweaty, wet, and muddy from our 

rain-soaked forced march.  This is certainly not helping my illness any, and I feel myself fading fast. 

School #1 Assembly and Concert 

We are ten minutes late for their opening welcoming assembly for me, and we are somewhat 

embarrassed.  The principal is not there – his mother-in-law had recently died – so the Asst. Principal 

rushes us to the assembly gathering.  The gym is packed with children, standing room only.  I am 

amazed.  Many speeches are made, and I am placed dead center between two microphones on stage.  

Then it is my turn to speak.  Galina has not translated for me before a large audience, and I try to go slow 

enough for her.  But we have not worked together like I have with Edward, and she sometimes has a hard 

time getting across what I am saying.  She feels frustrated.  It is certainly not her fault, but she feels like 

she has let me down a little, I think.  While I am trying to make her feel OK, all at once I am showered with 

ten large bouquets!  I can‟t possibly carry them all, and only take one with me for Edward‟s mom, and one 

I give to Galina. 

I am told that the students are going on to their classes, and I am asked to quickly choose what class I 

would most like to visit.  I pick a third grade geography class which actually turns out to be having an 

astronomy lesson today.  I give the teacher a blow up globe as a thank-you present.   

Then it is time for lunch already.  I eat with Galina and a school representative.  There is too much food 

as usual, and I do my best.  Then before we are done eating, we are hurriedly taken to a concert.  I am 

seated in the middle of the front row with Galina.  Students from grades 2 -10 perform various folk and 

modern dances. They are quite entertaining!  This country certainly values dance and costuming.   
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After the wonderful concert, we are taken to the principal‟s office where I give out my silver coins, Arizona 

flag pins, and my Cartwright District #83 pens.  They in turn present me with student work – a wooden 

frame, a Lesya Ukrainka Basque relief, an embroidered towel, a necklace, and a Ukrainian book about its 

history. 

Then a university freshman from Kyiv, named Olena, wants to interview me for her student newspaper.  

The town‟s news reporter also wants to interview me tomorrow around noon, and I give her a photo of 

Kathy for the article.  I tell her that this request may be a schedule problem because Edward is supposed 

to take me to a nearby monastery.  Then I spy a computer and ask if it has Internet connection.  They say 

yes, and for the first time since I have been here, I am able to send Kathy and Claire a message!  They 

must be worried I have not contacted them before now.  I am rushed to finish quickly due to the high cost 

per minute, and I am sure my message does not convey all that I want to share. 

Galina‟s Flat 

The school wants me to stay for a high school scholastic competition, but Galina wants me to visit her flat, 

relax, and meet her husband after he gets off work.  So we say our goodbyes around 2:30 pm, and walk 

and bus our way to her apartment building near School #11.  She lives in one of the new towers that was 

built in 1994 after Germany was reunited and troops were brought home.  Because her husband is in the 

military, they own their flat.  It is modern looking with new appliances, flooring, etc.  She has it nicely 

furnished including rugs on the wall. 

Her husband does not show up until very late, around 9:00 pm and long after we eat, so in the meantime I 

visit with their daughter Olena who is six years old.  She is still in kindergarten here – every grade is off by 

one year and age as compared to the United States.  While Galina prepares dinner, I play “rock, paper, 

scissors” with Olena.  It turns out they have the same game, but instead of rock, they use “needle.”  I 

never do figure out what beats what.  We laugh and enjoy the game together.  I have seven younger 

brothers and sisters so I am comfortable engaging Olena in play. 

Galina presents a wonderful meal.  She prepares some traditional dishes.  We have cabbage, green 

borscht, tomatoes, sausage, cheese, potatoes, and lake fish her husband caught.  We also toast vodka 

many times.  I learn from her that in Ukraine 1
st
 toast is for “general good wishes,” 2

nd
 toast is for “special 

wishes of the people toasting,”  3
rd

 wish is for the Trinity (“God loves 3”), and 4
th
 toast is for the people 

again (2x2=4), and so on as the cycle repeats itself.   

She shows me her personal family albums after dinner.  She was in similar Soviet youth groups as 

Edward was.  She went to the university in Zhytomyr, where she continued her school days relationship 

with her future husband.  He decided to join the Soviet military as a career seven years earlier.   

Their first tour of duty was remote Lake Baikal in central Siberia.  She says she hated it there, which 

surprised me because geographically it is one of the world‟s most unique places, and one place I have on 

my wish list to visit before I die!  I find it very ironic that my narrative essay about Lake Baikal on my 

application helped me get selected to go to Russia in 1996 with the Geographic Alliance. 

When she got pregnant with Olena, she insisted they return home, and they did.  She states that the train 

ride on the Trans Siberian Railroad took five days!  I get the feeling that she is tired of the military life and 

wants things to be less hectic. 
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Tanya‟s Flat 

About 6:00 pm we go across the apartment complex to another tower to meet a woman named Tanya 

and her daughter Julia.  Tanya is a friend of Galina and a lawyer. Her mother recently moved to Santa 

Barbara, California to live with her nephew.  She will join them in 1½ years, so she asks me questions 

about California, Arizona, and the United States in general.  She gives me a letter to take and mail to her 

mother when I get back to the States.  She insists I take some pictures to also send to her mother.   I 

promise I will. 

Tanya also has a large feast displayed for us to eat.  I try my best to be a good guest, but mostly pick at 

my food over the course of the two hour visit.  She serves us a special Napoleon cake.  All in all, it is a 

very special evening with two gracious hostesses and their daughters. 

However, at one point before dessert, Julia accidently knocks over one of her mom‟s wine glasses.  She 

is mortified!  She flees the room, and breaks down in huge sobs.  She refuses to come back and be with 

us.  Finally, I decide to go to her, hug her, and tell her it is all right.  She resists at first, relaxes, cries her 

heart out, then composes herself and returns.  She sits smiling the rest of the evening.  Later, Julia and 

Olena present me with an autographed oil painting, complete with my name misspelled.  It is a typical 

student composed painting, but it will always have a special place in my memories of Ukraine.  

A Misunderstanding 

Finally, Galina‟s husband arrives from work.  We go back to their flat and visit for awhile.  He is tired and 

the night is late, so the ladies decide it is time for me to go back to Edward‟s place.  They walk back with 

me because it is still raining heavily, dark outside on the walk, and I have my heavy gift bags, now made 

even heavier with all my new gifts from School #1.  I greatly appreciate their help as my energy continues 

to weaken with my illness and lateness of the hour. 

It turns out that Edward called Tanya around 8:30 pm wondering where I was.  Here I was being 

entertained, and Edward was not sure what had happened to me after leaving School #1.  The ladies try 

to explain, but I can tell that Edward has been very worried what happened to me.  I think he is somehow 

been left out of the loop tonight.  I present the bouquet of flowers I saved for Valentina, and she 

acknowledges with a nod.  I feel I am in trouble for unknowingly worrying them.  I had thought the evening 

I had just spent with the ladies was pre-arranged. Guess I am mistaken, and I try to apologize to them for 

the misunderstanding.  But it is an awkward moment for us all. 

I go to my room to compose myself and to journal a little.  I am feeling really achy.  Then Edward comes 

to my room and asks, “Do you know where you money is?”  I answer yes, and verify that all my US 

money is there. Then he says, “What about your Ukrainian money?”  I finally realize what he is asking me.  

Earlier, I had asked Valentina to do a little laundry for me –two shirts, pajamas, a few pairs of socks, and 

my jeans.  I realize now that I must have left my clip of Ukrainian money in my jeans, and she must have 

found it when she did the washing.  Indeed, she shows me ironed bills on the window sill.  I am 

appropriately contrite, apologize profusely for causing them both unnecessary concern today, and 

feelings smooth over.  I hope that this is the worse situation that ever occurs while I am here, and head to 

bed with no bath tonight.   

It is 10:45 pm and the city has finally turned on the heat to the apartments.  Yay!  My room is definitely 

warming up – maybe around 55F now.  I lie down, but cannot sleep. It seems like I toss and turn all night, 

or do I sleep and dream I am awake?   
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Tuesday, October 20, 1998 

I awake before Edward wakes me, and I have glue in my eyes.  I am a mess!  I have kicked off all my 

covers in the night.  I am sweaty hot. I must have a high fever.  I feel absolutely lousy, the worst yet!  I am 

achy all over.  Maybe I slept two hours.  Edward leaves, I shower, but I am moving very slowly today.  I 

know the infection is getting worse. What can I do? 

Valentina looks at me with new concern, and puts out smaller food portions for me.  I stare at my plate 

with cabbage, squash, garbanzo beans, and sausage hot dog.  It is all I can do to eat today; all I can do 

to swallow. 

I get up to leave, and Valentina tells me to take my umbrella.  She is right!  It is coming down hard this 

morning.   It must have rained all night by the looks of the standing water.  It is cold and very windy too as 

a new cold front approaches.  I bundle myself as tightly as I can against the elements, but it does not 

seem to do much good.  I can barely walk.  I am very ill and sinking fast. 

Morning at School 

I make it to school late, around 8:50 am, and go to Edward‟s room as usual, and there are three German 

citizens sitting there – two students and their bus driver.  They are in town for a Baptist church meeting!  It 

is Edward‟s German class, and they are there to have students ask them questions about Germany.  I sit 

in the back and act like I am not going to die on the spot. 

We have some coffee after class.  Edward has a little coffee maker in his room.  I hold the cup, savor its 

fragrance, and try to will its warmth to drive my pain away.  Edward suggests I go to see the PE classes.  

So I drag myself over there, say good morning to all the third graders, and they still want my autograph! 

Then one of the PE teachers, Oleg, invites me to play billiards with him.  It is a homemade table with 

homemade cues.  We play real billiards, not pool. There are no numbered balls, and a pocket is just 

barely larger than the ball.  The cushions have no spring, so it is really dead aim play.  I wind up winning 

8-7 – I think he let me win.   

Oleg and I have a good visit.  It turns out that he has an identical twin brother (just like my boys Tim and 

Matt), and his wife also teaches PE classes at the school.  He says he has a relative in Maryland.  His 

English is really pretty good.  I appreciate the time with him and give him one of my silver coins. 

I leave Oleg and run into Lyudmila.  She presents me with a natural Ukraine pine cone and one decorated 

with roses.  She states it‟s a special Ukraine tradition to decorate cones this way.  I thank her.  She has 

been very nice and friendly to me, and my steadfast lunch buddy.  I decide to give her my Arizona native 

stone bracelet, one of my nicest gifts. 

I head back to Edward‟s room, but Nina, the English teacher spies me, and wants me to go to her ninth 

grade English class.  I accept, and just as we are getting into photos and maps of Phoenix, Edward 

appears and says that the monastery trip is cancelled due to the bad weather.  I am disappointed, but at 

the same time, relieved that I do not have to cope with an outdoor excursion today.  Instead, Edward says 

that Kamila has arranged for a car to take me to the town‟s newspaper office for a farewell interview. 
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The News Room 

The car drops us off at the main government building, called the “white house.”  We go up four flights of 

stairs, and I can barely put one foot in front of the other.  I know I have a fever; I feel clammy now.  We go 

down a hallway and enter the newsroom.  It has four computer terminals linked to the Internet.  Then, 

most incredible of all, they show me tomorrow‟s front page mockup.  Covering half the front page is a 

story about me and my family, complete with four old photos of the kids and Kathy and me.  Somehow 

they got these photos. 

Then the newspaper reporter, whose views of America had changed after visiting with me, leads us to her 

office for a reception of chocolate, presents, and the obligatory cognac toasts.  Her editors join us.  I don‟t 

want or need any drinks, but I have no real choice.  We do a toast, and I lead as usual.  I present them 

with UA 75
th
 Anniversary pins and silver coins.  So far, I am managing my gifts pretty well, and I have a 

good supply left for Edward, Valentina, and the Kyiv group.   

Then the reception takes a more serious turn.  They want me to get them information about Ukrainians in 

the United States.  They know about Canada‟s large group, but not much about the US.  They want to 

know what good ideas I will take back to US about their schools.  I answer I will take high regard for their 

collegiality, their love of cultural heritage, and their creative educational scheduling. They ask about 

Arizona newspapers, and are amazed when I tell them that The Arizona Republic is scores of pages long. 

Theirs is usually only a few pages.   

Finally they ask me a tough question.  What negative did I notice the most about my visit so far?  I think a 

long time before I answer.  I finally tell them that their town is like going back in time when the US was in 

the 1930s – poor infrastructure, Great Depression-like shortages, and poor salaries (even the editors tell 

me that they have not been paid since March).  But I end on a positive note – that the older generation 

always seems to have to sacrifice for the young.  I tell them I see it here, and if such conditions existed in 

US, I tell them that most teachers would probably keep teaching too, even if not paid, because they are 

dedicated to help the kids!   We end on that note, with heads nodding in agreement all around the room. 

Get to the Doctor! 

It‟s time to leave, and we say our goodbyes.  We drive back and stop at the Lesya Ukrainka Museum for 

me to get the gifts that Vera wants me to take to Olga who lives in Scottsdale.  We arrive back at School 

#11, and Lyudmila is waiting to take me to lunch.  By now, everyone is realizing I am REALLY sick!  

Lyudmila cuts my lunch portions in half.   

She takes me back to Edward‟s room.  Kamila and Edward have decided I need to go to a doctor at the 

clinic.  A masseuse there who is a friend of Edward can get me a fast appointment, he says.  So off we 

go, in another pouring rain.  I ask Edward to please go slowly, and he accommodates my request.  I have 

seen more rain here in two weeks than I do in Phoenix in two years!  A hard cold wind is blowing again, 

so hard that we have a hard time steadying our umbrellas. 

The clinic is about a mile away from the school.  I struggle to keep moving.  Oxana, the masseuse, greets 

us at the door of 1950s age building.  We shed our shoes for slippers, and she takes me to see the 

doctor.  She listens to my chest, takes my blood pressure, and asks about my complaints, with Edward 

doing the translating.  I tell her I have been feeling badly since last weekend, and think I have infections in 

my ears, throat, and chest.   

 



 49 

Strange Practices 

The doctor orders Oxana to take me to a back office, where she vigorously rubs down my back and 

chest, and pushes on me till I cry out.  She tells me that only one of my back bones is in its correct 

position, and that I should return ten more times to get it fixed.  I tell her thanks, but I am traveling to Kyiv 

on Friday for return to USA on Saturday.  So she says, “OK, come back Wednesday and Thursday, and I 

will help you as best I can.” 

I think I am done, but no, they take me to another room and conduct strange practices on me.  First, I sit 

in front of two rubber-looking pads the size of silver dollars on the ends of rods sticking out of a wooden 

box.  The doctor places the pads about a half inch from my cheeks for fifteen minutes and tells me not to 

move.  I feel nothing happening, but she tells me that this device is warming up my sinuses. It must be 

some kind of electromagnetic device.  

Second, she tells me to take off my shirt, lays me down on a table, and covers me from the waist up with 

towels.  She swings a powerful heat lamp over me, and soon I am breathing the intense heat of a sizzling 

Arizona-type summer day.  My front and back are cooked in this way.   

Third, they take me to another room and have me breathe hot air from a machine - in and out each nostril 

and mouth.  My right nostril is so plugged, I can‟t do it at all.  What fascinates me the most is that I 

breathe through a rolled up tube of paper.   

I cannot feel any change in me, but they want me to return for two more days of similar treatment. They 

prescribe no medicine, but tell me I need to drink very hot honey milk when I get back to Edward‟s flat, 

put spirits on my chest, put my feet in a hot pail of water, and then drink hot honeyed beer before I go to 

bed. 

Ostapuk Surname News 

It is the doctor who asks me about my surname.  Earlier in my visit, Edward had shown me the town‟s 

phone book in the editor‟s office, and there were 47 “Ostapchuks” listed.  He is still convinced that my 

name is a shortened version of this surname.  But the doctor now refutes this theory.  She says that she 

grew up in a small village near Kovel, northwest of Novograd-Volynsky, and about 90 miles east of Lublin 

on the Ukraine side of the border.  She says that this village and region has many families with the 

“Ostapuk” surname, and is, in fact, a somewhat common name in the area.  She says that Lublin before 

World War I was definitely part of the Russian Empire, and before that the Polish Empire, and was the 

main city for Ostapuk and other similar names in the vicinity.   

This is very exciting news for me!  For the first time, this is the closest to pinpointing the exact area of the 

northwest corner of Ukraine region that still has Ostapuk surnames today.  This area also coincides with 

the village type that Constantin showed me at the outdoor museum.  The doctor also tells me that she 

personally knows of Ostapuk families who immigrated to Canada, and I should investigate those families 

to see if somehow I am related. 

Home Remedies 

I thank her profusely and get dressed.  Edward and I walk home through the driving cold rain.  Edward 

acts really concerned for my health after this visit.  He explains the doctor‟s orders to his mom, and she 

too now realizes how seriously ill I am.  Edward leaves to buy honey at the nearest store, but it has none.  
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While he is gone, Valentina decides to take my temperature under my left arm pit.  It reads 102.5.  She 

leaves to see if a neighbor might have a honey jar.  Edward prepares some hot borscht and lemon slices 

for me to eat.  Valentina returns with a jar of honey, and prepares a steaming cup of hot milk and honey. I 

drink it eagerly, desperate for any kind of relief. 

I take some of my own meds too, put on extra layers of clothes, sit down, and attempt to catch up on the 

past two days of my journal – even though I am ill.  I am now writing in real time for the first time in a 

week.  Edward is giving his twice weekly English tutor lessons to his female student.  His mom is 

watching TV like she does every night, this time from the small set on the fridge.  They receive four 

channels on three sets in three rooms in Russian, Ukrainian, and some Polish.   

Edward comes and shows me a new map based on what the doctor has told us about my last name.  He 

shows me the region of Volhynia, the Volhyn oblast, and the main cities in the region, Kovel and Lutsk. 

He points to the map and circles with his finger an area that he thinks Ostapuk families probably still 

reside based on what the doctor told us. 

Gentle Reminder That My Time Is Ending 

Then the phone rings.  It is Marina in Kyiv and she is calling about the Friday return schedule.  It seems 

we will leave on the early Friday morning bus, check into a new hotel in the historic district of Kyiv, and go 

to ACCELS headquarters by 4:00 pm where there will be a dinner reception around 6:00 pm.  Edward will 

miss the reception because his return bus leaves at 5:30 pm.  So I will be saying my goodbye to him at 

ACCELS. 

I can‟t believe I am writing about leaving Ukraine already, and soon will be saying goodbye to everyone.  

(This reminds me. I tell the classes I visit, “Bye, Bye” and the students always laugh.  When I ask Edward 

why they laugh, he tells me that “bye, bye” as spoken in Ukraine means “night, night” when parents put 

little ones to bed. So the joke has been on me all along!) 

The time has gone by very quickly, mainly because it‟s been a whirlwind of events and activities.  If I had 

not kept this detailed journal, it would be a total blur for me right now.  Tomorrow will be a fairly low key 

day at School #11, Edward says. Thursday will be a farewell party with Edward‟s Advanced International 

Studies class, and a farewell reception with the English teachers.   

I have so many great memories to take with me!  I hope I have also left good memories with them.  It‟s 

kind of like the pebble that is thrown into the pond.  You never know where the ripples will travel, or when 

they will end.  Edward says that he hopes to get his computer somehow from Kyiv in a few months, and 

then get Internet, so we can communicate once I return to the United States.  I also plan to take back 

home his students‟ responses to my students‟ pen pal letters, so maybe that connection will last too.  I 

also realize how much I miss my own family, my own bed, and my own routine.  The stuff I used to take 

for granted in America, I don‟t think I will any time soon! 

Edward‟s tutor student leaves, and he and his mom come and check on me.  Valentina takes my 

temperature again, and it has dropped a half degree.  They want to know if I want any more food, and for 

some reason, I want an apple. 

Parting Intimate Conversation 

They both sit down next to me while I eat the apple, but it upsets my stomach.  I tell them how much I 

appreciate Valentina giving up her room for two weeks, and Edward for sleeping on the cot in the kitchen. 
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We have a rather random conversation.  I ask if the crystal and china I see in the cabinets are family 

heirlooms, and Valentina says, “No, all was lost in World War II.”  I ask Edward what has been happening 

in world news, and he says that there seems to be a revolution going on in Georgia, and that Monica 

Lewinsky has gone into hiding from the sex scandal with President Clinton. 

The conversation drifts back to World War II.  I ask Valentina is she remembers any of it.  She says she 

was born in 1939, and was two years old when Hitler decided to invade the Soviet Union in 1941.  She 

says she does not remember any battles, but does remember some of the effects.  She remembers an 

uncle who fought in the Polish army vs. the Nazis. She remembers digging for frozen potatoes in the 

ground during winter, and eating flies she trapped against her window to survive.     

She leaves and Edward brings out some old family photos of his mom, his granny‟s funeral, and many 

other relatives.  Then Edward does a remarkable thing.  He goes to the wall and from a compartment 

pulls out all his old Communist artifacts, medals, etc. from the 1980s.  He tells me random memories, 

such as marching at midnight to enforce curfew in town.   He shows me his mom‟s two awards from the 

Supreme Soviet back in the 1970s.  Turns out, his mom was a city hero, and won an award for military 

construction, including the apartment tower they live in! 

His thoughts are mixed about those times.  He speaks with contempt about Lenin and Stalin, but also 

admits that he received leadership training that has stood him in good stead today.  He tells me that now 

that Ukraine has achieved its independence and Ukrainian language is no longer banned, people should 

stop speaking Russian so much.  He is also offended that his Polish heritage is not more respected.  He 

reminds me of the banner we saw stretched across the mall in Lviv near the Opera House which read: 

“Lviv – Was, Is Now, and Always Will Be Ukraine!” and how Edward spoke with bitterness when he told 

me, “How quickly they forget that Lviv was the Polish southern capital for 400 years!” 

Edward plays the role of my dead father tonight.  He sits with me, comforts me, shares time with me, 

reveals a little more of himself to me, and brings me hot water in a pail, and hot beer and honey to drink 

(ugh!).  Then more hot milk and honey again, this time with some soda – what a weird taste!   

By now I am sleepy and ready for bed. We say our good nights. I read some of Lesya Ukrainka‟s poems, 

and curl up under the comforter.  Sometime in the night my fever breaks, and I wake soaking wet.  I drift 

back to sleep, thinking that the home remedies must be working. 

 

 

Wednesday, October 21, 1998 

Edward wakes me at 7:00 am.  He takes my temperature, and it has dropped back close to normal.  I 

don‟t feel as achy, but I am very lethargic.  My nose, head, and ears are still full; but in general, I think the 

worst has passed, for now at least. 

Edward has arranged for Andrew, an eighth grade student, to be my interpreter for my return trip to the 

clinic later in the morning, and we walk together to school.  Andrew‟s parents are both doctors, he tells 

me on our walk.  The cold front has passed, and it is a very cold day, maybe 35F with a stiff wind blowing. 

I try to protect my ears as best I can. 
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The Star Spangled Banner 

Edward greets me as I walk in on his seventh grade US/English Studies class. The students are busy 

designing posters in teams of two about special USA facts, such as currency, geography, the White 

House, etc.  When finished, they present their posters with speeches to the class.  Edward conducts a 

quiz competition about US current events, and Team B wins.  The funniest moment is when one answers 

that Monica Lewinsky is President Clinton‟s wife!  The class stands and sings the “Star Spangled Banner” 

for me in English, and I cannot stop the tears in my fragile emotional and physical state. 

Clinic Visit Number Two 

It‟s time for Andrew to take me to the clinic for more treatments.  They repeat the cheek-pad procedure, 

and the heat lamp. Turns out, they have been leaving large square-shaped openings in the towels, and I 

have “sun burns” on my back and chest!  The burns are angry red and hurt today!  The nostril-mouth 

breathing machine has a new wrinkle today.  This time I breathe some kind of medicinal smoke through 

my mouth, with instructions to blow out through my nose!  I can barely do it, and I cough spasmodically.  

At the conclusion of today‟s session, I try and pay Oxana, but she refuses to accept.  She tells me to 

come back Thursday, and on the way back to school to stop at an anteka (drug store) and buy some 

capsules.  

Persistent Reporter 

Andrew guides me to the drugstore near the kindergarten.  The storm is finally over, the air is even 

colder, and some low clouds scud the sky.  The university reporter is at school, but she gets no 

cooperation, and Edward shoos her away.  But she does not give up so easily, and follows me to an 

eleventh grade German History class.  She talks her way in and sits next to me, and tries to ask me 

questions.  I let her look at my photo album, but will not talk with her in class.   

It‟s time for lunch with Lyudmila, and she shoos the reporter away too.  We have mashed potatoes, meat 

balls, borscht, coleslaw, and a sweet tasting biscuit.  I take my pill with some hot tea, and Lyudmila says I 

look much better today.  Nina shows up and Lyudmila finally relents and lets Nina translate for five 

minutes with the student reporter.   

Various Visits 

We finish, and Lyudmila takes me to Natasha‟s office.  She is another Asst. Principal.  She has her 

famous dancer son, Sasha, with her.  I have seen him perform three times so far – the first concert, 

School #11, and the Gymnasium.  He is one of the stars in the fantastic generation/love dance.  I had 

given them silver coins before, and now they want to return the favor.  They present me with a Lesya 

Ukrainka picture book and a ceramic rooster for holding liquor. 

I am led back to Lyudmila‟s office where I am asked to write in their school‟s memory album.  Galina 

comes by and we chat.  She has heard I was ill, and is worried about me.  Then Edward comes and says 

that the PE boys want me to come by and watch them play basketball in the after school circle.  I oblige.  

Some of our eighth grade teams would have easily defeated them I think, but they play well, and one boy 

in particular reminds me of one of our star players.  He is a very good ball handler.  I tell them all some 

things about their skills and playmaking that I know their coach will approve, and depart. 
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Lyudmila finds me and tells me it‟s time to leave.  I return to Edward, and we walk under a cold clearing 

sky.  I keep my ears as warm as possible, and welcome that the wind has started to dry the wet pavement 

and some of the puddles.  This is the kind of weather I remember in Wisconsin that freezes mud, water, 

and sweat.  

End of the Day  

We arrive home around 4:30 pm.  For once we beat his mom home.  She arrives shortly afterward, 

bearing Wednesday‟s town paper.  My family photos and long article are on the front page!  It is quite a 

thing to behold!  Edward says he will try and translate some of it for me later. 

Edward and his mom sit down to their late afternoon lunch meal, as is their custom, but I defer, and 

journal.  Valentina has made a special meal for us tonight – meat dumplings called pelmeni.  There are 

over a 100 on the tray, and she will boil them later.  Edward calls Oxana about my visit today.  He tells me 

that she called last night asking about me. 

This is so unlike Phoenix.  Parents call at night about their children, and clinics call about their patients!  

Oxana recommends hard milk for my burns, and a vodka compress for my ear when I sleep tonight.   

Now I need to work on a USA lesson plan for tomorrow.  Galina and Edward have surprised me by telling 

me that they will combine their two classes and let me teach a 45 minute lesson.  I work on it while 

Edward meets with his other tutor student and his mother runs an errand.  I decide I will make a timeline 

by putting individual famous US events on each paper square. The students will be asked to put them into 

correct chronological order.  

Then I change my mind, and decide I will use the mobiles my students made and do the Five Themes of 

Geography instead.  I‟ll also show them US currency bills, and discuss the presidents and historical times 

represented on each bill $1.00 to $100.  I also have all US coins with me for fuller discussion. 

Edward is here with my ear compress, so I am off to bed.  His mom is watching “ER” tonight, and I try to 

explain to her how unrealistic it really is.  Ed‟s student stops by on her way out and asks me what “rock 

on” and “rock your booty” mean in American music.  I try to explain as best I can, and say goodnight to 

all.  My LAST busy day will be tomorrow! 

 

 

Thursday, October 22, 1998 

I am awakened by Edward at 7:10 am.  He leaves as is his norm, and I bathe for the first time in days.  I 

eat my second to last breakfast of tomatoes, hot milk and honey, and fried meat patties dipped in 

egg/flour.  I start pre-packing my bag, and take my special gift bags for Edward and the Advance 

International Studies party end of the day.   

I leave around 9:00 am and head off to find their garden plot.  I want to get a small soil sample in a plastic 

baggy.  I don‟t have much time because I must be at the clinic by 9:30 am.  I get all turned around on the 

edge of the apartment rows, can‟t find the dirt path to the woods, give up after ten minutes of searching, 

and head to the clinic. 
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Clinic Visit Number Three 

Oxana greets me.  I am alone today with no one to translate for me, but she and I both know the routine 

by now. I see the doctor who conducts one more heat probe therapy treatment, this time on my chest 

because she still does not like my cough.  She looks at the red lamp burns on my chest and back, and 

decides I have had enough of this. Thank God!  I did one more heat breathing treatment through my 

mouth and nose, and did better today – less uncontrolled coughing.  She gives me a little bottle 

containing spirits for my inflamed ears.     

As I leave, I try again to pay Oxana and the clinic for these treatments.  She refuses.  I try one last time, 

and get nowhere.  I give her an unexpected good bye hug, and leave.  As I walk away, I decide I will 

disobey and leave $40 US in an envelope with Edward for her. 

I walk to school in the morning cold.  It is not so windy today, but it is overcast again. I estimate I have 

had three sunny days since I have been here.  I arrive at school and head to the coat room as usual.  The 

friendly geography teacher is there, and we say hello.  Lyudmila stops by and asks how I am doing.  I tell 

her I am doing better, but now my left ear is hurting. 

My Lesson 

She leads me to Edward‟s German class.  I sit in the back and catch my breath with some hot tea.  I work 

on my lesson plan for the Advanced class.  Time to go, and Edward leads me upstairs.  The classroom is 

slowly filling up with both classes of students.  Edward already has a video camera set up for a souvenir 

copy of the session for us.   

I begin by showing this journal, and they are amazed I have written so much!   I stress to them the 

importance of writing.  Next I do my vocabulary key assignment sheet.  I only do the first two keys, and 

use the board to make the columns and ask them to help me fill it in.  They are at first shy about speaking 

their English with me, but soon warm up to my interactive teaching style.  They are not used to thinking 

something through together as a group for any length of time, it seems.   

After the vocabulary keys, I move on to teaching about the Five Themes of Geography.  I use the board 

to write examples, and then I show a few of my students‟ mobiles depicting the Five Themes.  Next, I get 

out one of my blow up globes and teach them the “toss the globe” game.   

The students seem excited that I am teaching them.  Kamila, Lyudmila, and Natasha observe me too, 

with Galina quietly translating for them. The reporter from the rival newspaper is there too, and she shows 

me an advanced copy of the day‟s paper that has me and Edward on stage at the first student assembly. 

The questions and answers from the students that day fill almost an entire page.  She has written 

personal notes on the margin.  She tells me that another large story will appear Friday, the same day I 

leave town. 

A planned translation session with Edward and the reporter falls through, and Lyudmila takes me and the 

reporter to lunch.  We have borscht, coleslaw, mixed beet-potato-carrot-onion salad, noodles and meat in 

a milk broth, and bread.   
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Final Teacher Reception 

It is time to go to the final English teacher reception. We go upstairs and find that all the desks have been 

pushed back, and a large table dominates decorated with plates of food – stuffed tomatoes, sliced cheese 

and sausage, beets, cabbage, and assorted other appetizers.  I am not the least bit hungry, of course, 

having just finished a large lunch.  We do cognac toasts to our respective countries, schools, and health. 

Edward is not present, however.  He is teaching his Polish class.  An English teacher I had not met before 

is there, and she approaches me with a 100 photos she got from a teacher exchange to Washington, DC 

four years earlier.  Altogether, I regret that Edward is not with me – I am the only male with seven women, 

but they all are gracious with me and treat me grandly, and besides, wouldn‟t most men want to have this 

kind of attention? 

We have a pleasant time just chatting, until Kamila presents a letter from her to my principal, Dr. John 

Woollums.  Things get emotional and teary eyed when I make an impromptu thank-you speech, 

translated by Galina.  Next, come their presents for me, many of them made by the students at the 

school: a picture, a candlestick holder, a bird whistle, and other small student crafts. The grand present is 

a huge embroidered wall drapery hanging with splendidly colorful flower motifs.   

Finally Edward arrives and we take a few group photos.  Then it is time to say goodbye for good.  I give 

hugs all around.  Kamila and Lyudmila cannot hide their tears, nor can I.  So does Natasha, the one I 

know the least.  She openly weeps.  Nina has tears, as does Lena.  It is truly a touching moment I will 

always remember. 

The International Party 

Then it is back to Edward‟s room.  Galina and I, then just I, wait while the students in the International 

Club finish preparing the party below.  Finally around 4:30 pm they come and get me.  When I enter the 

narrow club room, it is lined with seventh and eighth grade students sitting in little chairs.  Behind the right 

side row are piles of cookies, chocolates, and two large home baked cakes by the girls.  I spy a banana-

date torte, and a very moist looking chocolate coconut cake with “Arizona” spelled on it!  At the far end of 

the room sits the German bus driver I met earlier in the week.  Galina is there, and Edward is videotaping 

my entrance. 

The kids are absolutely giddy with excitement!  Edward announces that we are gathered together to 

answer some final questions from the students, to eat in fellowship, and to say our final goodbyes.  So I 

spend the next half hour answering questions of all kinds.  Then it is time to eat, and of course each girl 

wants me to eat her cake. I decide to be wise like Solomon and have a piece of each.  I cut a piece with 

some of the Arizona letters.  Both girls beam with delight.  We stand around in conversation circles and 

chat, until I make an announcement that sends the party in an unexpected direction. 

I announce I have gifts for them too, and especially for Edward, their great teacher!  I play Santa with my 

gift bag.  I pull out all sorts of Halloween items (Halloween is not a custom normally practiced in Ukraine, 

but they know of it, and are fascinated by it.)  I give them bags of candy, window stickers, and two USA 

decorated boxes full of plastic spiders and trick-or-treat bags.  I also hand out Christmas stamps, mining 

caps, Arizona t-shirts, and other t-shirts with Arizona or US references.   

Edward‟s Turn 

Now it‟s Edward‟s turn.  I ask him to take a chair of honor in the middle of the room.  I have to literally pull 

him away from the video camera.  Much embarrassed, he reluctantly cooperates.   
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In order, this is what I give him, and in no way does it even come close to a big enough thank you for all 

he did to make my visit a lifetime memory:  a world flag t-shirt; three silk ties; (Halloween jack-o-lantern, 

Santa Claus, and school symbols); a map of the Southwest US; a Russia map; a Grand Canyon music 

and sounds cassette tape; a globe; pens and pencils from my school district and the University of 

Arizona; an Arizona flag pin; a 75
th
  Anniversary pin of the UA; a computer mouse pad; and three silver 

coins from the Cypress Copper mine in Arizona where my new father-in-law Joe once worked.  My final 

gift is a sterling silver saguaro cactus pendant.   

Edward gradually gets buried by all these gifts in his lap.  I top off it all off with an Arizona copper mine 

baseball cap, and plop it on top of his head!  The students take pictures to commemorate the event.  

Edward is not sure how to take all this attention from us all, and actually looks a little uncomfortable, but 

he is a good sport about it. 

Lights Out! 

Edward takes one last picture of the entire group, and then one with just me and the students.  Just as we 

finish, the lights in the school go out!  It is around 6:00 pm, and here we are in an almost darkened room 

and hallways, lit only by the faintest glow of twilight through the windows and the red glow of emergency 

lights and hallway clocks.  The kids all say in unison, “Ohhhhh!”  Edward directs everyone to quickly start 

gathering and cleaning up.  We kind of stumble around collecting up cake pans, dirty plates, silverware, 

snack baskets, presents, tea cups, and much more, and take all upstairs to wash and clean up.  

Everyone pitches in, and up and down the stairs we go, in happy group excitement at the unexpected turn 

of events.   

Juliette, the Dog, Says Goodbye Too 

Just as we finishing up, the lights come back on.  On one of the last trips, Juliette, the school dog, comes 

and curls around my leg.  I had seen Juliette hanging around the front door of the school when I first 

arrived, and everyone told me to be careful because she didn‟t like men.  But from the very first day, and 

almost every other time I came to school, Juliette would greet me with wagging tail, soulful sad eyes, and 

curl around my leg.  She always let me pat and scratch her head and ears.  Everyone was amazed.   

Well, here she is again, curling up to say her final goodbye too!  I start to weep in spite of myself, and a 

shiver comes over me as I have a weird thought.  Is this somehow my Dad, who passed away 

unexpectedly the year before?  The day I lit the candle at the Catholic Church, I prayed for my Dad, and 

to let him know I had made it to Ukraine, something he never lived to see happen.  It was a mystical 

experience I cannot explain.  It sure felt like Dad‟s spirit was present. 

Galina and I are told to stay out of Edward‟s room.  His students decide they cannot wait until Halloween, 

and want to divide up all the loot I gave them, NOW!  So Galina and I go to her room to wait them out.  

We chat and she tells me how impressed she is with my teaching style, and that she learned some new 

techniques from me.  I give her a copper horned toad pendant as a parting gift.  I tell her that along with 

Edward, she is a key person and leader on her school staff, and that I appreciated her escorting me 

around and filling in for Edward several times.  We say goodbye to each other with a tearful hug. 

We go back downstairs to Edward‟s room, but they are still not ready for us.  Finally the door opens, and 

we go inside. They are all standing exultant with their individual pile of goodies.  Some are already 

blowing their whistles.  We finish cleaning up, and say our MORE goodbyes. 
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One Last Time 

Finally, it‟s just me and Edward as the final sounds of them departing the school fade away.  He gives me 

a video copy of all my school activities – the full staff meeting, the concert, even our party today!  So 

thatôs where he‟s been all this time.  What a keepsake, what a great thing for him to do!  It is a priceless 

gift, and I tell him so with great appreciation. 

We get our coats, and leave the school, and for me, it is for the last time!  I descend the steps and give 

one look back.  For the last time, I walk the long side walk to the willow-lined street near Galina‟s and 

Tanya‟s apartment towers.  I think of that long evening getting to know them and their daughters.  The 

willow trees are totally naked now – no more autumn glory.  One last time, I turn the corner where the 

goats daily graze, tethered to their stakes on the commons.  One last time, I turn down the main side road 

that parallels the garages and white irregular wall of the military base.  Here, protected by the tall 

apartment towers on the right, short chestnut trees still cling to their yellow leaves.  But their taller cousins 

stand bare to the evening wind.   

One last time, we cross the main highway that makes its way to Kyiv at the light.  One final walk through 

the tiny market place at the bus stop where cigarettes, produce, dried fish, flowers, and other sundries are 

sold from canvas stalls.  One last time, past the beer cart that sells the same beer I tasted at the brewery 

in what seems like 100 years ago.  One last time, we trudge up the muddy incline to his apartment tower 

road.  One last time, we turn left, then right, up the pitted asphalt walkway to his own tower, third one on 

the left – the very same walkway Edward and I pulled my luggage that first night in the rain two weeks 

ago.   

One last time, Edward holds the lobby door for me, and I plod up the two flights of stairs in the dark, and 

stand aside to let him use his key.  One last time, we remove our muddy street shoes, hang up our coats, 

and put on the house slippers.  One last time, I greet his mom, “Halloo!”  One last time, I plop my shoulder 

bag on the small table by the bedroom door.  I stand in the bedroom remembering my illness and the 

quiet conversations we had that memorable evening.   

The Last Supper 

Edward soon comes and reports that it is time to sit for the special last meal his mom has prepared.  So I 

come, and we all sit facing each other.  As usual I am not hungry, and they know it, but I cannot let it 

show, this one last time. 

Besides the usual stuffed tomatoes, I have my first pickles (my wish came true), and the main entrée is 

boiled small potatoes, Valentina‟s special dumplings, and oven roasted meat glazed with gravy – a most 

excellent meal!  It is the best meal I have eaten in two weeks, and I eat three helpings, but leave one tiny 

morsel.  I have learned the hard way, and way too late, that if I completely clean my plate in Ukraine, it 

means I am still hungry!  Maybe I was ill longer than I thought, and my appetite is finally returning to 

normal.  Valentina always watches me intently as I eat, and this time when I look up, she is smiling ear to 

ear with satisfaction. 

We start the meal with “mama‟s vodka” and a grand toast.  I defer to Edward this time.  He says that it is 

his family tradition no one mentions the word “goodbye,” but just clinks glasses in silence.  I nod in 

understanding, oblige, and down my shot in one gulp.  I tell them how thankful I am for all they did for me 

and for making feel so at home.  Valentina nods approvingly.  I detect the tiniest hint of tears in her eyes, 

and I admit they are in my eyes too.  Edward‟s eyes also have a sheen.  We eat some chocolates and I 

finish my milk-honey brew for good measure.   
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I go and get my parting gift for Valentina – the beautiful Arizona scarf, and she in turn gives me a bottle of 

her home made vodka.  We are both pleased with the special meaning each gift provides the other. 

Final Packing 

Then it is time to finish my packing.  Edward and Valentina help me.  I put all my most fragile items in my 

carry on bag, the rest get salted away among the clothes.  I am not happy with my large soft-sided bag, 

but I figure I can repack later at the hotel in Kyiv and make it firmer.  We pack until nearly 10:00 pm.  

Then I finish my final hot milk-honey drink, and say my final goodnights. We need to be ready for pick up 

by Edward‟s father at 4:00 am for the 6:15 am bus ride to Kyiv.   

Before I lie down, I write three thank-you notes: one for Oxana with $40 US and a silver coin; one for 

Lena and a silver coin – I realize I had failed to give her a gift when I visited her classroom; and one for 

Edward and Valentina.  In the envelope I insert my classroom demonstration US currency totaling $186, 

and hide it in their wall cabinet among the spare toiletries I used. I assume that they will be totally 

annoyed with me (or worse) to find this money (worth about six months salary) after I am long gone, but I 

phrase my gift as “use it to get your computer shipped from Kyiv, or spell you until you get paid, or use as 

classroom demonstration money with the students like I did.”  Oh well, it‟s the least I can do for all they 

have done for me!  They will just have to deal with it, and I hope they can accept it with my good 

intentions. 

I finally lie down, and I actually have the best sleep I have had in about a week. 

 

 

Friday, October 23, 1998 

Edward wakes me up at the ungodly hour of 4:00 am with his usual turning on my light and his lilting, 

“Hallooooo, Michael?”  I rise, get dressed, skip my bath, and sit down for our last breakfast together.  I 

have hot milk and honey, left over meat dumplings, and tomatoes.   

Bench Soil 

Then, finally, it is time to go.  Edward‟s dad arrives 4:00 am on the dot.  I give Valentina one last hug, 

even though I know it is a no-no in Ukraine to initiate with women.  (Actually, they all got used to this 

crazy friendly American, and came to expect it from me in the end.)  I kissed her on the cheek, and said 

my last goodbye, complete with tears from both of us. 

As I cross to the Jeep parked in the darkness, I put my bags down and go back to Valentina‟s favorite 

park bench, the bench on which I took her and Edward‟s picture seemingly years ago.  I bend down in the 

darkness, probe the muddy soil with my fingers, and poke around until I find some moist but softer dirt.  I 

scoop up several small handfuls and place them in a small plastic bag.  I had wanted Valentina‟s garden 

soil, but was never able to make it back.  Actually, this will be an even better reminder of Valentina and 

Edward. 

I climb into the tall front seat of the Jeep.  His dad starts the engine without the lights, and we lurch our 

way down the pot-holed road to the main highway in the dark so as not to wake anyone up.  He turns on 

the lights, and we turn left.  We cross the bridge near where the MIG jet fighter perches on its pedestal - 

just like one of my old model jets I put together when I was a boy in the 1950s.   
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Ride to the Depot 

The streets are virtually deserted at this early hour.  We pass through the center of town and all the 

places I had walked and rode – the central circle, the factory, the fortress, the bell tower, and schools #1 

and #9.  Somewhere out there in the pre-dawn night the River Sluch continues its relentless flow. 

We finally reach the bus stop.  A few buses sit expectantly in the growing dawn light.  Edward‟s dad talks 

to the bus driver.  He gets his hand crank tool, opens up the lower compartment on the driver‟s side of the 

bus, and we push my bags in.  Edward only carries his ever-present shoulder bag, lightly packed.  It‟s 

finally time to board, and we say good bye to Ilgam.  I thank him for being my cabbie so many times.  

Before we move down the aisle, Edward asks a lady sitting alone on the right side if she is willing to move 

so we can sit together at the front.  She graciously complies.   

This Is It 

We settle into our seats, the bus driver hand cranks the engine, and it rumbles to life.  The door closes, 

the bus backs up, and as it swings its headlights to turn forward, it beams Ilgam, who puts his two hands 

together over his head in a farewell salute.  I do the same through the window, but doubt he can see me.  

My eyes mist as I realize this is it.  I am actually leaving Novograd-Volynsky!  Edward is coming back to 

his home here, but I am on my way back to my own home half way round the world.  We are on exact 

opposite paths tonight – such a strange setting, such a momentous fact to consider. 

And so we travel back along landscapes I first glimpsed through the rain on my incoming trip.  Now in 

dawn‟s early light, I silently hail and bid farewell to the River Sluch, the clinic, the marsh, School #11, and 

all those who made my visit so memorable.  Finally we are past the outskirts of the town, and are on our 

way to Kyiv at last. 

Moving Landscape Scenes 

Sitting in the front seat, I have a bird‟s eye view of what I missed on the night I first arrived.  I see the vast 

Ukrainian landscape rolling under tree lots and thick shelter belt tree stands planted to manipulate the 

effects of strong snowy winds.  These shelter belts were planted in the Soviet 1930s to trap snow 

moisture on fields and protect highway and rail lines.  We pass village after village with their menagerie of 

geese, ducks, horses, dairy cows, and goats.  It makes me smile to see rather shabby looking houses 

and huts painted with bright splashes of Ukrainian blue and traditional geometric designs.  Always the 

hope for something better!  We pass men sawing huge trees by hand, and couples huddled together in 

small horse drawn wagons.  One younger couple steals a kiss.  Small fires, both field and chimney, burn 

here and there, the smoke drifting lazily through trees now almost totally devoid of all foliage.  An 

occasional stalwart stubbornly stands, holding onto its last remaining leaves. 

Passenger Economics 

We arrive at the regional center, Zhytomyr.  I begin to notice a pattern of passenger loading I had not paid 

attention to before.  Edward explains it to me.  We are all ticketed passengers, and in Soviet days, this 

was the only way to ride the state run buses.  Now, however, in this wide open and broken economy, 

drivers stop and pick up and drop off for cash, which they pocket, or keep as a favor, or as part of a barter 

arrangement.   
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These short haul city and village riders thus utilize the main Kyiv bus line to go short distances along the 

main highway without having to buy a ticket at the depots.  These “extra” riders benefit not only 

themselves in this manner, but also the bus drivers, who create extra income for themselves – revenue 

that the bus company never sees or even knew existed.   

It is this nationwide barter system of survival that is rampant and is costing the government untold millions 

of dollars in lost revenue and taxes.  But it seems that this is the way it is right now, and until the current 

government gets things turned around, will likely remain for the near future.  Maybe the experts are not 

exaggerating when they state that 70-80% of the nation‟s economy has gone underground! 

Yikes! Our bus just cut across two lanes going 60k/hour and cut off three cars to pick up one passenger 

waving on the side of the road!  Additionally, picking up these extra riders means considerable delay for 

any scheduled trip.  I surmise a normal two hour trip could easily double. 

Arrival Back in Kyiv 

We finally enter the outskirts of Kyiv with its ubiquitous apartment complexes from the 1960s and 1970s. 

These mazes of rectangle towers never cease to amaze me.  I saw the same ugly landscape around 

Moscow, Russia in 1996.  They look like a giant space port from a far distant future.  In fact, they are 

sardine boxes of one and two room flats stacked on top of each other.  (Communists taught Ukrainians 

British English, not American English, thus “flat” instead of apartment and “lift” instead of elevator. They 

mostly used old text books from the British Communist Party.  I am the first person speaking American 

English most of the people I have come in contact with have ever heard, and they do notice a big 

difference!)  

We reach the center of the city and the main bus terminal where my adventure first began about two 

weeks ago.  It is a strange feeling to step off the bus onto the same spot that I left back then.  I have to 

pay to pee – I cannot wait any longer from the long drive!  Edward buys his return ticket while I look for 

the toilet.  He regrets he will miss the ACCELS reception.   

Up the Descent 

Edward negotiates for a taxi, we pile in, and off we speed to the fairly new Hotel Andrewskaya, near St. 

Andrews Church along the Descent road.  The cabbie has trouble finding it, or so he says, but it is on the 

same Descent road I had walked before. 

We reach the lobby, and there is no English spoken here.  Edward helps me check into Room 205B.  I 

discover I am the last of the American teachers to arrive today.  For once I am hungry, and can‟t wait for 

the reception, so we eat some of Edward‟s cheese and sausage sandwiches he brought along just in 

case. 

We decide to do a little exploring before he has to leave.  We go up St. Andrew‟s descent –UGH!  I look 

at a few of the vendor stands, but Edward is in hurry to keep moving.  I still am looking for amber for 

Kathy, but don‟t see any today.  I finally buy an Oktober Revolution watch with the Kremlin on the back for 

a professor friend of mine in Arizona.  Edward thinks it is a silly purchase, until I tell him I am doing a favor 

for Professor Comeaux. 

By now we have climbed the Descent road to the elevation of the church itself.  It is a remarkable 

building!  It has green and gold cupolas, and is a real sparkling jewel sitting atop the hill above the river 

valley.  It dominates the entire area.  I take several pictures in the glum and fading light. 
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It is obvious that we have no time for me to see the cave monasteries.  It will have to wait until I return to 

Kyiv again.  We continue to the top of the hill, and cross over to the historic central district containing St. 

Michael‟s and the famous Sophia Tower from the 1100s.  We are basically retracing that first morning city 

tour I had, only in reverse this time.   

Walking the City 

We walk through the famous Sophia Tower gate and it is here that we run into Constantin and James!  

We chat awhile.  They are leaving Sophia, as we are going in.  I did not realize until later that night that 

Constantin would not be at the reception either, otherwise I would have given him a more proper farewell.  

We also bump into another ACCELS teacher couple – Dixie from USA and her host teacher Valentina.   

We leave Sophia when Edward says he needs to go to ACCELS headquarters to get his vouchers paid 

for.  It is about a two mile walk, mainly uphill. UGH!  We pass the Opera House, and the old thick 

medieval wall and gate of old Russia Kiev.  We finally reach the university site where ACCELS is located.  

The building is striking because of its deep burnt red paint color with black adornments: red and black – 

Ukraine‟s two major colors.  Red = love, and black = sadness.  I think of all the sadness of Ukraine‟s past 

and turbulent present.  Galina once told me that there is far more red than black in their decorations, so 

love always wins over sadness.  This thought gives me hope for Ukraine‟s future. 

We go inside and meet Marina and Natalia.  They are very glad to see us, and ask how our visit went in 

Novograd-Volynsky.  So we catch them up in a general sort of way. 

Market Place Comparisons 

Then we leave because Edward wants to see the nearest large market place before he goes back home.  

We walk awhile, and then take the subway for one exit so I can see how Kviv‟s subway system compares 

to Moscow‟s when I was there two years before.  It reminds me of Moscow‟s outer system of stations, not 

the cathedral-like inner circle that Stalin constructed in the 1930s.  Kyiv‟s subway is more like the 1960s 

style of subway, nice but not pretentious. 

We exit the subway and walk a short distance to the marketplace.  It is down three stories of stairs as the 

hill gives way to our approach.  There are 100s of metal roofed stalls selling the important basics of life. 

Each stall specializes in a specific product: toilet paper, cat food, laundry soap, cigarettes, cleanser, and 

so on.  Edward tells me prices have jumped again since his last visit in early September.  He buys a 

carton of cigarettes that has doubled in price since last June with soaring inflation. The market is mobbed, 

and Edward says that prices are still lower here than on the streets, bus stops, or village markets. 

So, it seems that some of the shoppers here come to buy in bulk, and then in turn, sell with raised prices 

on the street or back in the village to make a small profit.  Once again, here‟s another example that a 

large part of Ukraine‟s revenue goes uncontrolled and untaxed.  It‟s no wonder that school hallways go 

dark, hot water goes missing for weeks, and salaries go unpaid for months at a time.  It appears that the 

government is just about broke.  When will it recover? 

We check out price increases on other items.  We discover that the matryoschka doll set (Clinton, Monica, 

and his other alleged dalliances) has jumped from $15 to $40 US in one week due to tourist demand.  I 

saw no such tourist items in all my time I in Novograd-Volynsky or Lviv.  
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Edward and I Say Farewell 

Then Edward decides we should walk back to ACCELS.   By now, I am soaked under my coat again, 

thirsty, and tired – after all, I am still recovering from my extended illness. We make it back to ACCELS, 

and chat with Natalia a little.  Then Edward announces it is time for him to return to Novograd-Volynsky in 

order to make the bus on time.   

I stand to bid him farewell, but he beats me to it.  He takes my hand in a half shake position, shakes my 

other hand, looks me in the eyes with mist in his, and says, “Goodbye, good luck.  It was good that you 

came to visit.”  It is Edward‟s style.  My eyes mist over as well, and I say, “Thanks for everything you did 

to make my stay so very memorable.”  We give each other a quick hug, and then he turns and leaves the 

room.  I don‟t think he hears my trailing ”Farewell.”  He disappears almost before I can process the 

thought that our time together has run its course. 

I sit, physically and emotionally drained.  I take off my sport coat too, and my shirt is soaked!  I sit there 

for fifteen minutes by myself while staff people come and go.  I finally ask where the restroom is.  On my 

way back, I see Dmitry.  We chat and regret that we will not be able to make good on our pledge to eat at 

the Arizona restaurant.  It is good to speak “regular” American style English again.  I am very thirsty, and I 

ask him if he has something cold to drink.  He leaves, and hands me a room temperature Pepsi from the 

lobby, but it is wet and cold enough to suit me. 

Off to the ACCELS Reception 

Then Marina comes into the room, and tells me that it is time to go to the hotel and meet the others.  The 

three of us hail a taxi, but it can only drive to the top of the Descent.  So we walk downhill, and it dawns 

on me that this is my last chance to buy some souvenirs for home.  Marina and Dmitry are tolerant, and 

let me look quickly at the stalls as we make our way down past all the vendors. They warn me about cost 

and quality.  I finally buy two items – an amber brooch for Kathy, and a numbered pencil-ink drawing of 

St. Andrews and the Descent. These quick purchases will just have to make do. 

We finally reach the little side street where our hotel is, and join Olena, Kathryn, Martha, Ivan Ostapets, 

James, Gerry, Natalia, and Valentina in the lobby.  They are the other Ukraine and US teacher-couples.  I 

quickly put my gifts in my room, and off we go again – this time all the way down the rest of the Descent 

to our reception location.  Ivan announces he has to leave, so that now makes him, Edward, and 

Constantin already gone. 

Natalia leads us through the lower section of the city down by the river.  It has a lot of nice older buildings.  

I look upward and see the beautiful spires of St. Andrews on the hill screened by thin branches of dense 

trees on the hillside below the church.  I know my time to leave Ukraine is fast approaching like the dusk, 

and I am savoring and locking away each visual memory I can. 

We reach the famous Kyiv tram that crawls uphill. Dixie, Valentina, and Dmitry decide to take this form of 

unique transportation and leave the rest of us behind.  Dixie wants to accompany Valentina to the train 

station – it is now Valentina‟s turn to leave.  The numbers for the reception are diminishing quickly. 

We reach a Metro station and ride four stops, get out, and walk a short stretch to Ivanna‟s flat for the 

reception.  The decor is an interesting combination of art across all the continents with a blonde color 

palette throughout. The kitchen table is laden with caviar breads, cheeses and appetizers of all kinds.  We 

are offered wine, juice, cognac, and vodka.  Most of us take the juice, and I only eat two caviar breads – 

much too salty for my palate. 
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We chat over dinner in a large conversation circle.  James begins to stimulate the discussion as is his 

style, and gets into a pointed discussion about socio-economic politics of Ukraine that gets a little heated.  

I decide to leave the circle, as do Marina, Natalia, and Olena, and we get more drinks. The circle breaks 

up.  I also seek out American teachers Martha (stayed in a small village of 7000), and Kathryn (stayed in 

Kyiv) to see how their visits compared to my own experience in a mid-sized town.  Olena joins us.  Of all 

the Ukraine women I met, she is the most “American-like” I think, and easiest to engage in conversation. 

Last Night in Kyiv 

The reception winds down at this point.  Natalia gives us all the high sign it‟s time to leave, and we say 

more final goodbyes.  I think I am “goodbyed" out!  We Metro back a few stops, and now it is Olena‟s turn 

to leave the rest of us.  She is the one who asked more down-to-earth questions about the US than 

anyone, and there is talk that she will apply for a Fulbright scholarship to America.  I tell her that if she 

ever makes it the US, to contact me. 

We walk the final mile to our hotel retracing our path along the lower route beneath St. Andrews.  It is 

dark now, and it is flood lit like some diamonded jewel blazing in front of the frigid night sky.  It 

mesmerizes me!  It looks amazingly like a princess tiara at a fairy tale ball.  It is a breathtaking moment; I 

am so glad I bought the pencil-ink numbered print now.  I vow that it will be framed and hung at home in a 

special place. 

Now it‟s time for more goodbyes at the hotel.  Just before Natalia leaves, I remember the gift bag is still in 

my room for all the ACCELS folks – UA pens, state flags, and some silver coins!  I run up to my room, 

and bring the bag down, but by then everyone else has retired.  So I explain about the gifts to Natalia, 

and we hug a final goodbye – more teary eyes.  What a wonderful ACCELS hostess she was to all of us! 

I go back to my room and regroup my luggage.  I fall into bed around 11:00 pm, exhausted.  What an 

amazing day, as all of them have been.  I hope Gerry remembers to wake me up at 4:00 am by pounding 

on my door as we planned.  My last thought before sleep overtakes me – have Edward and his mom 

discovered my envelope yet? 

 

 

Saturday, October 24, 1998 

Gerry‟s door pounding at 4:00 am startles me awake!  I bathe in water that is occasionally brown, and 

though not icy cold, it is not far from it.  Taking a hot bath when I get back to the States is definitely very 

high on my first to-do list! 

Last Glimpses 

Within a half hour I am dressed, packed, and out the door.  Marina, Dixie, and Martha are already waiting 

in the lobby.  By 5:00 am everyone else is down with their luggage, and we pile into a van for the drive to 

the airport.   

We stack our bags in front of the “green” line (fast track with no declarations) at customs.  We get through 

in less than half an hour with no hassles. The ticket counter is another story.  We regroup upstairs for a 

final coffee and group picture together.  Dixie is going through Frankfurt alone.  The rest of us – Gerry, 

James, Martha, Kathryn, and I – are going through Brussels to Atlanta, except for Gerry to JFK. 
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I look one last time in the duty free shop, and decide to buy a nice looking lacquer box to go with the one 

from Lublin Edward insisted I should have.  So that‟s it for me – no more gifts from Ukraine! 

Then it is time to board.  I give a farewell hug to Dixie.  I settle into my window seat, and to my delight, no 

one has the middle seat.  I have a three hour flight to Brussels.  I lean back in my seat, and only then 

realize how much my back, and my chest, hurt from the lamp burns I received.  I am already blistering a 

little.  The ten hour flight home is going to be very interesting, indeed. 

Soon I will be back at Estrella Middle School in Phoenix, Arizona, and back to the routine there.  But I 

think I will be a different person from my Ukraine experience.  I will have a new perspective from seeing 

how people can struggle just to meet their basic needs.  I will look at my Xerox machine with a new 

appreciation, that‟s for sure.  And black board erasers too.  So much I take for granted in my classroom. 

I vow to write letters to all who were involved with my trip – Washington ACCELS, Ukraine ACCELS, my 

school district, my host family, and all those who gave me gifts.  I will email the newspaper office until 

Edward gets his own computer and Internet service.  Maybe I can get his students and my students to be 

pen pals. 

So what impressions and perspectives am I taking away with me before the jet soon wings its way to 

Brussels?  Here are some initial reflections I have as I near takeoff: 

1. Ukraine reminds me so much of my grad school time in Wisconsin – similar weather, vegetation, 

rolling landscape, and very friendly people with a strongly defined culture. 

2. Kyiv is a beautiful historic city, but the scale seems wrong.  Individual buildings are impressive, 

but collectively they do not fit together well in a pleasing whole.  Lviv is a much more esthetically 

attractive. 

3. Ukrainian people were very friendly to me, largely because I got special reaction for my Ostapuk 

surname and Ukrainian heritage, but I hope also because they liked me for me.  Never in my 

wildest dreams had I anticipated that my arrival at the press conference would cause such a stir, 

so much so that Kyiv TV, national radio, the newspaper, and later on, Novograd-Volynsky 

newspapers and a university journalist would pursue me.  I even had a front page photo story of 

me and my family.  All were totally unexpected. 

4. Ukraine history is incredibly complicated.  It is much older than Russia and Moscow going back to 

Scythian times in 700BC, but only recently did it achieve independence in 1991 from Russia.  In 

between, Ukraine was ruled by Lithuanians, Poles, Tatars, Austrians, Russians, Nazis, and 

Soviets, among the most important.  Ukraine is really more like a buffer state with a large array of 

nationalities, languages, and cultures that have tried to dominate.  It is no wonder that Edward 

speaks Polish, Russian, German, English, and Ukrainian!  But throughout all these invasions, 

Ukrainians remained steadfast in clinging to their own culture. 

5. Ukrainians are intensely nationalistic.  They have kept their unique language, crafts, dances, 

music, etc. alive despite all the different foreign rulers.  Now they are trying to stamp out Russian 

language in the schools.  I witnessed Ukrainian language classes for Russian students.  Polish 

culture is strong in western Ukraine because Poland ruled there for over 400 years.  Edward is 

fiercely proud of his Polish heritage, which seems to come first for him and Ukraine second.  

Maybe this will change for him as Ukraine as a nation matures with time. 

6. The students I met were super!  They called me “Mr. Mike”, waved at me, and mobbed me for 

autographs, something I had no idea would happen.  I was a celebrity in their small town, and for 

two weeks got to feel like Michael Jordan.  I was sometimes uncomfortable with all the special 

attention, but I admit, it was my fifteen minutes of fame, as the saying goes, and it lasted about 

two weeks no less. 
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7. Their education system is strong in the non-high money subjects such as math and languages, 

but very weak in more expensive areas such as science (I saw no lab equipment), computer 

technology (Internet is still not available), and text and library books.  Even the huge gyms lacked 

many pieces of sports equipment that are common in the States.  And the hallways were dark 

due to the energy budget crisis. 

8. It was very hard for me to adjust without a shower, hot water, and a menu that seemed like dinner 

instead of breakfast many days.  But everything was freshly made from what was largely 

organically grown in the garden or bought fresh in the local markets.  I ate mostly healthy foods 

which were better for me than all the processed foods we typically eat in America.  I took a 

chance in drinking unpasteurized milk, but never stopped drinking bottled water, just in case.  I 

did not have any bowel problems the entire time. 

9. Ukrainians are a fiercely proud, very hard working people.  They never let me pay for anything, 

even though most of them had not been paid for months.  While I was there, the government told 

the teachers they would be paid in commodities – vodka, cigarettes, sugar to name a few on the 

list. 

10. I was able to narrow down where the Ostapuk surname still exists.  It is in the extreme 

northwestern corner of Ukraine where its border meets Poland and Belarus, about 60-90 miles 

from Lublin, Poland.  I found out that many Ostapuk families immigrated to Canada from here, 

and not so much to the US.  Maybe my Grandfather Michael was on his way to Canada, but got 

stuck in New York City where he died of splinter blood poisoning in 1937. 

11. Novograd-Volynsky is an old Soviet military town.  Many of the pensioners walk, sit, or rant 

against the new system which has taken away their pension or severely reduced it with high 

inflation.  They seem to fear the newly independent Ukraine because they have lost their security, 

and one can hardly blame them.  They still wear their old Soviet hats, uniforms, and march once 

a year with their Communist flag.  

12. People in Novograd-Volynsky walk everywhere, and seem to be in good physical shape.  I started 

getting in walking shape about the same time I got my infections.  Sometimes I walked 6-8 miles 

a day, something I never did at home. 

13. Edward was a great host!   He had a hard time opening up to me in the beginning, and I with him, 

but in the end, we shared great talks about history, politics, religion, and social change.  I learned 

more from him than I ever would have learned from a book. 

14. People dressed very nicely, but due to the poor economy, could not afford that many different 

outfits.  I noticed many of the men and women wore the same outfit days on end and not by 

choice, I‟m sure. 

15. I learned to do vodka and cognac toasts, even in the middle of the day!  I learned to eat chocolate 

at every meal, a dessert I almost always passed on at home.  I bought a large bag of Lviv 

chocolates to take home and share with my wife Kathy, family, and students. 

16. Novograd-Volynsky was a small town, and so it seemed that most everyone knew everyone else, 

and kept bumping into each other.  The teachers got calls from their parents in the night, 

something that would very rarely happen in Phoenix.  The students who lived near their schools 

walked, and if they were tardy or missing at school, a simple phone call or a visit from the teacher 

got the rare laggard to class. 

17. New School #11 contrasted sharply with the older World War II era campuses and the stark 

Soviet style apartment complexes.  The older schools had more “stuff” while it appeared that 

School #11 was still struggling to get enough supplies. 

18. Everyone went out of the way to make me feel at home.  At every level, I was treated as more 

than a guest.  Valentina and Edward gave up their own rooms for my sake.  People treated me 

warmly, but sometimes did not know how to relate to my American forwardness, which I see as 

an overture of my American friendliness. 
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19. It was curious and enlightening for me to read the translation in the newspapers about what they 

thought of me as their guest.  Here are some of the news quotes: 

a.  “It was so exciting to see how our guest from America reacted when he heard that 

eight year old Ivan Ostapchuk was to sing for him.  He waited until the end of the 

concert and then found the boy, and embraced him as his own child.” 

b. “He is a 51 year old father of four children, and was as excited about our children as 

he was his own.” 

c. “Michael is a frank man, a little bit shy, but very attentive to all.  He didn‟t have any 

secrets about America.  And like a good guest, he showed respect and good 

knowledge as to our events and facts about our country and the whole world.” 

d.  “You said great things about us too: „I am your friend; I hope you will someday come 

to my Phoenix home and we can continue our talk like brothers; Your teachers, 

parents, and authorities are interested in teaching your students well; Your children 

are the future of your nation; I am fascinated by your natural beauty, and river banks.  

I walked in your cold mornings, and your autumn is beautiful; The Ukrainian people 

deeply impress me. You are very talented in your work. You have strong character 

and you must know how to survive.  We had the same situation in America 225 years 

ago when we first got our independence from England.  We had hard times and 

financial crisis, but we were saved by our fierce independence.  We learned to work 

hard, and no one knew then how strong America would be today. Our experience 

can be a lesson for your country today.  America will be your friend. ” 

We lift off!   

Goodbye Kyiv!  We head northwest, and somewhere down below me is Novograd-Volynsky.  Goodbye, 

Edward, Valentina, and all the wonderful people I met and who made my stay so memorable!  And then 

before we cross the border of Ukraine, I smile to think that maybe I am flying over the village my 

Grandfather Michael may have once lived in.  

What a thought!  Farewell, Ukraine, as I squint one last time to catch a glimpse of the landscape through 

dense clouds below.  

 

 

Epilogue – October 2008 

It has taken me over 50 hours of typing and editing my original 1998 Ukraine journal to send to you now, 

but it has been worth every second of it for me.  I had forgotten I had forgotten so much.  This journal is 

perhaps too long for most of you to read, but you must keep in mind I am a trained historian and 

geographer, and also an English teacher.  Being an American in a new land in 1998, I noticed so many 

details that native Ukrainians mostly take for granted.  

I think most of you who read this will find my perceptions entertaining at least.  I may have some of my 

facts and names written incorrectly, but please remember I was on a fast schedule, trying to keep my 

journal current, and illness and activities sometimes got in the way.  I hope most of you will forgive my 

wordiness, but instead find it fascinating to perhaps compare my observations in 1998 to reality in 

Ukraine in 2008. 
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Upon my return home, I spent days recovering from jet lag.  My burns healed and peeled. I recounted my 

time in Ukraine with family, friends, and colleagues, and shared my Ukraine chocolates with them.  I 

developed my fifteen rolls of slide film and used them to showcase presentations to teachers in my school 

district meetings, and at professional social studies and geography conferences.  I spoke in front of my 

school board and educated them that Ukraine is not a country somewhere in South America, as one 

member thought!  Everyone came to know and love my stories about my Ukraine adventures. 

“Books Across the Ocean” Project 

I am very proud of one thing I was able to accomplish to help Edward‟s School #11.  I called it my “Books 

Across the Ocean” project.  I started collecting used books, mostly textbooks, from my district and 

Maryvale Community in 1999 to send to Edward‟s school to help fill up their almost empty library.  By 

October 1999, with help of student and staff volunteers, I had separated out over 4000 pounds and over 

10,000 books of the best reference and reading material we had collected for shipment to Ukraine.   

I conducted a fund raising campaign in 2000 to pay for the cost of 80 cents a pound to ship the books by 

freighter boat.  Hundreds of people donated the necessary money and time to successfully meet our goal.  

We raised almost $4000 and shipped 44 huge canvas bags of books.  It truly was a community effort and 

willingness by my education community in Phoenix, Arizona to reach out to our brothers and sisters in 

Novograd-Volynsky.  I hope that the students and teachers of School #11 have benefited from our 

goodwill gesture for sharing and learning about American English and culture.   

The “Books Across the Ocean Project” was a gift from my heart, and a big thank you to the city that gave 

so much to me on my visit.  On May 22, 2001, Edward emailed me that the books had finally arrived at 

his school after a months‟ long oceanic ride across the Atlantic Ocean and Ukraine.  He told me later that 

an American Literature Library was created at the school, which I hope has been expanded and still in 

use today by the students and staff.   

Grandfather Michael 

New information I learned on my Ukraine visit about possible location of Grandfather Michael‟s residence 

spurred me to start investigation into his genealogy, which continues to this day.  I have not gotten very 

far due to many lost records, but the search has been fascinating.  I learned he immigrated to New York 

City when he was 18 in May 1914 before World War I started in August.  I learned from the ship manifest 

of the SS Russia that he was 5‟10” tall with blue eyes.  I learned that he died in 1937 from blood 

poisoning from a splinter.  I have not been able to find information yet about his life in Ukraine, but I am 

not giving up. 

Olga 

Upon my return to Phoenix, I made good on my promise to find Olga, only living niece of Lesya Ukrainka.  

I looked for her name and address in the Scottsdale, Arizona phone book, and called her.  At first, she 

was suspicious of my call, until I mentioned Vera and the museum.  I told her I had gifts to bring to her 

given me on a recent trip to Novograd-Volynsky. 

Eventually, my wife Kathy, my daughter Claire, and I visited her townhome in Scottsdale.  She was most 

gracious to us, and was very excited to receive the special gifts and hear fresh news from Ukraine.  She 

was an artist, and you will be glad to know that hanging all over her walls were paintings of Ukraine 

landscapes, flowers, and people.  One of them was a painting of her famous Aunt Lesya, when she was 

younger. 



 68 

She told me many personal stories about Lesya, her own childhood, Ukrainian collectivization by Stalin, 

World War II, and how she was able to use marriage to get out of the displaced persons camps after the 

War.  She first lived in New Jersey, before she eventually settled in Arizona.  We had Olga over to our 

home a couple of times before she finally passed away a few years ago. The spring before she died, she 

sat in my daisy garden and stated, “All these flowers remind me of the fields I used to run in when I was a 

little girl in Ukraine.”  I feel very blessed that I happened to be in the right place at the right time to honor 

her life and country before she left this world to join her beloved aunt.   

Family Matters 

Edward eventually got his computer delivered, and his Internet hookup.  We have been communicating 

regularly every month or so since 1998.  We send each other news and photos of our lives, family, and 

careers.  We are each ten years older now, and hopefully wiser.  My four children are grown adults. Our 

twin boys are married and have good jobs in science and advertizing in the Phoenix area.  My middle son 

has a wonderful computer mapping career in California.  My youngest daughter started her first year of 

teaching sixth grade this year in Phoenix.  My wife Kathy is regarded as one of the best hospital 

administrators in Arizona.  We will become grandparents for the first time May 2009.  Matt and Jennifer 

will have a girl, Brynne.  We are blessed with all that God has given us. 

Another Great Depression? 

I retired from teaching at Estrella Middle School after 30 years in 2002.  Since then, I have been working 

full time as an organizational consultant with the teachers union, the Arizona Education Association.  I 

feel it is my duty to give something back to the profession that gave so much to me, and try to help 

teachers who need it. 

Kathy and I were both thinking of permanent retirement in 2010, but now we are not so sure we can or 

should.  Current major crisis of tight credit, and mounting housing foreclosures in United States, are 

causing much concern here and across the world that another Great Depression might happen.  

As I am typing this Ukraine journal, I am struck by many similarities of struggles and fears we have now in 

the United States, when compared to what I recorded in my Ukraine journal in 1998.  Kathy and I have 

seen 40% loss in our savings and home value in one year and unemployment is rising.  Homes and 

businesses are sitting empty as more people file for bankruptcy.  More families cannot afford basic health 

care coverage.  It is a very uncertain time for sure, and more Americans are very afraid of the future for 

their families.  Kathy and I are so blessed that we have secure jobs right now, and so far, have been able 

to ride out the economic hurricane that is battering our country.  Unfortunately, greed is at the root of this 

crisis, and until more good people make better decisions, the crisis could continue or worsen. 

Important 2008 Presidential Election 

November‟s presidential election between McCain from my state of Arizona and Obama from Illinois is a 

very important one.  Much is at stake to restore confidence and vast potential of the American people, 

and our worldwide friends, such as Ukraine.  

Recent resurgence of Russia‟s power in the Black Sea region is also a growing concern for our next 

president to deal with.  Ukraine and the United States are intertwined in the politics of the region, not only 

about the recent “war” in Georgia, but also about US support for Ukraine joining NATO, something that 

Russia staunchly opposes.  Ukraine‟s energy needs will undoubtedly be a constant pawn in future 

relationships with Russia.  



 69 

I have not made it back to Ukraine since 1998, nor have I been able to have Edward visit me yet.  But 

these are goals I still have, and when I finally retire for good, I am determined to somehow fulfill them. 

The Best Gift of All 

Edward and I still send us each other little gifts around Christmas time, but the best gift we ever gave 

each other is continually nurturing the personal friendship our two great countries – Ukraine and the 

United States - first started for both of us back in 1998. 

I said it in 1998, and I say it again – “America is still your friend.”  And so am I.   

Peace and greetings to you, Edward and Valentina, in October 2008 - and to all who might still remember 

me.  No matter what else may happen, we have been truly blessed to have taken this remarkable journey 

together!   

I now take Valentina‟s vodka bottle she gave as gift to me, and take a toast as salute to our ten year 

relationship.  Yes, I still have half the bottle left! 

Let‟s hope it continues for another ten years at least!  

 

Michael Ostapuk 

October 2008 

Glendale, Arizona, United States of America 


