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A FEW WORDS  

FROM THE TRANSLATOR

My father died when I was nine years old. I never really 
knew him and most of what I remember is observational. 
I recall him hugging me, taking me to the park but I don’t 
recall exchanging words with him, though of course I did. 
He was an enigmatic figure, always in the shadows, always 
with his head in the clouds. I never understood him, and 
he seemed so unfamiliar, so distant. He was a complicated 
man, too complicated for a young child’s mind. As irratio-
nal as it all was, in many ways he frightened me. My father 
agonized over my view of him, and no matter how hard he 
tried to fix it, there was no fixing it. And yet, in spite of it all, 
I came to learn later into my adult life he somehow knew I 
would one day translate his work.  

Born in the heart of the Pinsk Marshes in Belarus, one 
of the largest marshlands in Europe, my father was a true 
fisherman – it was in his blood. From our Toronto home, at 
every opportunity, he would disappear to a lake somewhere, 
or a river, or his favorite spot on the Toronto Islands. At the 
Islands he would often stay all night. On many occasions, 
with my mother and sister, we would take the streetcar to 
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the docks and catch the early morning ferry to meet him. 
My father’s love of fishing went beyond fishing and one day 
he announced to us he wanted to start a worm farm. Thanks 
to my mother, that never happened.

When I began translating my father’s work, it was then I 
came to realize how inextricably connected his fishing was 
to his writing. To be out in a peaceful and quiet setting, in 
the open with nature, was the perfect way for him to escape 
reality and focus on his stories. Fishing allowed for reflec-
tion and meditation and gave him much-needed piece of 
mind. But that’s not to say he didn’t catch fish. Quite the 
contrary, our fridge and freezer were always stocked with 
trout, carp, bass, perch – every freshwater fish imaginable.

In the evenings, when my father came home from work, 
which was at a local printing shop, the most prominent 
sound in our house was that of his typewriter. It was a thir-
ty-five-pound cast iron Olympia, which he brought with 
him after living in England for five years. The tapping of 
the keys often put me to sleep. I was always keen to know if 
his stories had happy endings. I don’t know if I ever got an 
answer but there always came a smile.

When my father died it was a horrible day and I thought 
I was dreaming. But I wasn’t dreaming, it was all very real. 
His office stood empty, there was no one at his desk, and 
the sound of the typewriter was gone. On a bookshelf by the 
window on the top was a line of books written in Cyrillic, 
published in such places as Buenos Aires, Toronto and New 
York. Some were hard-cover, some were soft and they all 
had my father’s name on them. So many books. I wondered 
what was in them. I had only a vague idea.
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Years passed, almost twenty. I kept thinking about my 
father’s books still up on the shelf of our bookcase. Though 
I was familiar with the Cyrillic alphabet and knew the 
Ukrainian language, reading and understanding Ukrainian 
on a literary level was a completely different matter. My 
father’s books were virtually incomprehensible to me. Then 
one day I became determined to learn about his world. 
Armed with a Ukrainian-English dictionary, I started the 
laborious task of decoding my father’s words. When I got 
stuck, I reverted to my mother, who, luckily for me, knew 
my father’s work well, as he had read her all his manuscripts. 
But my mother was German and could sometimes explain 
only in German. So, in many instances the common route 
for us was from Ukrainian to German to English.

Once the transcribing was finished, I found myself com-
pletely absorbed. A turbulent time in history was laid out 
before me – the Second World War. There were real people 
living in the pages, there was conflict, and bombs were go-
ing off from all sides. My father was as much an eyewitness 
as he was an author.

But the question remained, would I be able to put it all 
into English and honor the original? I wasn’t a translator 
and I’d never translated anything before. Then I began to 
play around with words. I paid attention to style, I listened 
for tone, for cadence, I kept an eye on pace. And suddenly 
it occurred to me: if I could capture my father’s voice and 
keep myself invisible, I could do it.

Soon came another question: was there an audience out 
there for a deceased Ukrainian author from Belarus, im-
migrant to Canada, whose work was now in translation? In 
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all honesty, I had my doubts. Nevertheless, I continued to 
translate. As a sort of test-run, I started sending stories and 
novel excerpts out to literary magazines. Happily, before 
long, these pieces began getting accepted in both Canada 
and the U.S. Connecticut Review, Antigonish Review, The 
New Quarterly to name a few. Later came a story in The 
Penguin Book of Christmas Stories, then the publication of 
Wave of Terror, Chicago Review Press, and now The Village 
Teacher by Glagoslav Publications, and not to forget, an 
honorable mention from the Translation Center at Colum-
bia University.

In translating my father, I’ve worked closely with his 
published work as well as with his original corresponding 
drafts and manuscripts, which, for the most part, contained 
multiple corrections and revisions. Sometimes my father 
had several versions of one story. I chose to use certain ver-
sions and passages I felt would provide a broader and more 
comprehensive representation of his work.

I learned a lot about my father – that he had a humorous 
side, that he was thoughtful, insightful, that he had a sense 
of civility and humaneness. Had it not been for translation, 
I would never have known.
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WITNESS

They were walking along a green path up into the blue hori-
zon and day in and day out Grandfather Korny watched 
after them; he could not seem to get enough. His grandchil-
dren were up front: Prohor, Danilo, Anna, and behind them 
his son Yevhen with his wife. The path was narrow and like 
a scroll of cotton, it meandered upward, then disappeared 
into the blue sky. They continued to walk along the path that 
seemed to have no end.

Grandfather Korny shouted out to them.
“Stop! Please stop! Let me get a better look at you. You’re 

so frail, and why are you in such a hurry? Is the way to 
Heaven so far?”

But the drifters did not stop; they remained unrespon-
sive. The old man began to call them out by name: “Yevhen, 
my son, Sonia, my daughter-in-law, my grandchildren, 
Anna, Prohor, Danilo, stop!”

Still, the drifters did not respond. They walked in a zig-
zag between the faint clouds that floated across the sky, to-
ward a large bend. And every time the old man saw them in 
his fantasy they were always hurrying upon the same path.

“What an endless road before you, my dear children,” the 
old man clasped his chest.
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Fifteen years had already passed since they had left 
Grandfather Korny, and for all that time he carried their 
faces in his heart. They had swollen, cracked mouths with 
open red sores on their cheeks. Death peered through their 
sunken eyes. At first, their coughing was dry and faint, lat-
er it intensified and they began to choke, then the blood 
started, and finally death. One after the other, within a year, 
they all left Grandfather Korny, except Orest, the youngest.

At times Grandfather Korny cursed his health, “If only 
I could have a heart attack and be freed. It’s time for me to 
catch up to my children.”

But the old man’s heart was strong. As he watched his 
family walk along the green path, suddenly he realized they 
were dead. They no longer had faces, only silhouettes. He 
recognized them by the way they walked. Yevhen held So-
nia’s hand, Anna was up front, and behind Anna shoulder 
to shoulder, walked the boys, Prohor and Danilo. The old 
man watched them for a long time and wept.

“They’re so quiet. The boys were always very playful and 
Anna was such a chatterbox. Now they’re just walking and 
they don’t say a word.”

When their image disappeared from the old man’s mind, 
he made the sign of the cross and stepped up to a slender 
aspen that grew in his backyard behind the well.

“I planted this tree,” he began to himself, “in my yard 
as witness to my grief. One day I walked to the edge of the 
village, to the coppice, and thought to myself, which tree 
should I transplant? An alder is much too ordinary and a 
birch too hefty. Then I noticed a slender aspen leaning up 
against a cranberry bush. The leaves rustled magically and 
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seemed to whisper, ‘Old man, take me to your yard.’ So, I 
took the aspen and now look what a beauty it’s become, it’s 
blossomed like a young girl. It keeps soaring upward and I 
keep digging my feet deeper into the ground.”

From next door a couple of men hopped over the fence 
and entered the yard; one was in army uniform, the other, 
dressed like a peasant. Catching sight of the old man, they 
made toward him.

Ignoring them, Korny started talking to his aspen, “Two 
years have barely passed, and look what’s already happened. 
Like worms, they bore into your flesh and there’s no escape.”

“Hello, old man!” a pair of steely blue eyes peered from 
under a helmet. It was Deputy Julikov of the Pinsk Division. 
He asked impatiently, “Well, old man, when do you plan to 
pay your taxes?”

Korny looked up, “There’s nothing to pay them with, 
Comrade. There’s hardly enough to eat.” Then back to his 
aspen, “Hah, isn’t that the truth? And you are my witness.”

The man in peasant clothes, whose name was Sopun and 
who also happened to be the village chairman, hastened to 
apologize on the old man’s behalf.

“Comrade Julikov, as you can see, the old man’s not quite 
right in the head. There’s no point in talking to him.”

Julikov laughed, “Don’t worry, I’ve seen his kind before!” 
Then to the old man, “Tell me, why didn’t your grandson 
go out into the woods and haul logs with the rest of them?”

Ignoring the question, looking up at the shimmering 
young leaves of his aspen, Korny said:

“You see how they torment the aged, my little aspen? 
And when the Reds were fleeing from Warsaw, I saved the 
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life of one of their soldiers. I covered him with hay in a barn. 
The Poles poked around with their bayonets but couldn’t 
find him anywhere. And when they threw me up against 
the wall and threatened to shoot me, I didn’t care, because 
I was happy to have saved a human life.”

“We know all your little tricks, old man,” said Julikov 
with a rush of anger. “Where’s your grandson?”

“I don’t know; I don’t follow him around. He’s young and 
always on the go; he has his own roads.”

At once, Korny turned to look up at the sky. He shouted, 
“You’re off again my dead ones! But Anna, your feet must 
hurt. You’re so little. Yevhen, take her in your arms! Our 
Father who art in Heaven ... Dear God, give them eternal 
shelter.”

“Idiot!” Julikov spat between his feet. “We’re not through 
with you yet, old man – not by a long shot.”

“He’s senile, comrade,” Sopun tried to explain. “He al-
ways babbles like that to his son and grandchildren. They 
all died of consumption years ago.”

Julikov hardly listened. He signaled with his head for 
Sopun to follow him into the old man’s house. Once inside 
they searched for the grandson. They looked in closets, un-
der the beds, behind the stove, but he was nowhere to be 
found.

“The son-of-a-bitch!” yelled Julikov. “He thinks he can 
fool us!”

“But the old man’s confused, Comrade,” Sopun pointed 
out again. Following Julikov out into the yard, he couldn’t 
help but say to himself but in such a way Julikov couldn’t 
hear, “Confused, yes, just like the rest of us.”
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Julikov swung round and drilled his eyes into Sopun. “I 
heard what you just said. You may be village chairman but 
you’re a complete idiot.”

Later that day a car appeared from the direction of Pinsk. 
It let out a series of honks. For some reason, it turned to-
ward Grandfather Korny’s house and stopped before the 
gates of his yard. Two officials in black leather jackets and 
steel helmets stepped out. Julikov and Sopun, who hap-
pened to be there, rushed to greet them. They stood at at-
tention and saluted.

“Does Kornelius Pavlovich Kovb live here?” asked the 
shorter of the two.

“Over there, Comrade,” pointed Julikov. “He’s sitting un-
der that tree.”

Without another word, the officials turned toward the 
aspen. Julikov and Sopun followed close behind.

“Hello, old man,” the officials called out.
Korny ignored them and proceeded to talk to the aspen, 

“How the boys liked to swing from your branches. And little 
Anna would lift her pretty little head and laugh and laugh.”

“Er, excuse me, Comrades,” Sopun took it upon himself 
to address the officials. “You must understand, the old man 
has hallucinations. He’s not quite right in the head.”

“Not quite right in the head? Well, we’ll see about that! 
And who are you?”

“My name is Sopun, I’m the village chairman.”
The shorter official glimpsed quickly at his watch. He 

said in a matter-of-fact tone, “Very well, Sopun. Call a meet-
ing in front of the gates of Kornelius Pavlovich Kovb’s house. 
In half an hour. We have a very urgent matter to address.”
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Sopun jumped at the command, and as fast as his legs 
could carry him, made for the village.

“And why are you still here?” the officials turned irritably 
to Julikov. “Don’t you have work to do?”

Julikov wrung his hands and for some reason he looked 
excited and his face was all red. As it turned out, he had just 
seen something behind Korny’s house, and it looked like a 
young man. He believed it might be Korny’s grandson. He 
needed to tell the officials.

“Sirs, I have to tell you something. Over there, just right 
now, behind the house, I saw old man Korny’s grandson, 
the one you’ve been ...”

But the officials were preoccupied with their own matters 
and hardly listened to what Julikov had to say. They cut him 
off abruptly.

“Enough of your empty talk. There’s no time to waste. 
The meeting’s in half an hour. You can tell us later.”

Under Sopun’s orders, ten peasants scattered throughout 
the village. They banged on doors and windows and shouted 
out to passersby, “Listen up, people! There’s an important 
meeting out in the pasture! Officials from Pinsk have ar-
rived!”

The bells from the little Orthodox church began to chime 
and drums started to beat. From all ends of the village 
people emerged and streamed toward the pasture. A table 
decked with a white embroidered cloth was set under the 
open sky and around the table were benches and chairs. Red 
banners with hammers and sickles were suspended from 
high wooden poles on either side and everywhere were pic-
ture-posters of Stalin. In the middle of the table sat the two 
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officials and between them, to everyone’s amazement, was 
Grandfather Korny. But Grandfather Korny looked numb 
and dazed as if he didn’t understand what was going on. A 
crowd of people elbowed forward to get a better look; those 
who were at the back stood on tiptoe. All were eager to find 
out why an emergency meeting had been called.

“Why on earth did they sit that poor old man be-
tween those two wolves in helmets?” The people wanted 
to know.

“Comrades!” the shorter official rose from the table 
and pierced his gaze into the crowd. “Be proud. Your vil-
lage will go down in the history of the Soviet Union – and 
in gold letters. This old man here, Kornelius Pavlovich 
Kovb, has become the first to be honored in the western 
region of the U.S.S.R. His name will become the sym-
bol of the endless devotion to our socialist Fatherland. 
Allow me to explain: when our glorious Red Army was 
cold and hungry and forced out of Warsaw, this old man 
did not lose faith. At a most critical moment, he risked 
sacrificing himself to save the life of one of our soldiers.” 

Turning to Korny, he smiled warmly and courteously, 
“Comrades, do you realize whose life he saved? Korny 
Pavlovich Kovb saved the life of our national hero, Gen-
eral Pipigin!” 

Pulling a crumpled piece of paper from his jacket pocket, 
he proceeded to read out loud: “Eternal gratitude to Kor-
nelius Pavlovich Kovb, signed, I.C. Pipigin, General of the 
Western Division.”

“Bravo, Korny, bravo!” Julikov’s voice suddenly surged 
throughout the crowd.
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 • The Secret History of my Sojourn in Russia by Jaroslav Hašek
 • Mirror Sand: An Anthology of Russian Short Poems 
 • Maybe We’re Leaving by Jan Balaban
 • Death of the Snake Catcher by Ak Welsapar
 • A Brown Man in Russia by Vijay Menon
 • Hard Times by Ostap Vyshnia
 • The Flying Dutchman by Anatoly Kudryavitsky
 • Nikolai Gumilev’s Africa by Nikolai Gumilev
 • Combustions by Srđan Srdić
 • The Sonnets by Adam Mickiewicz
 • Dramatic Works by Zygmunt Krasiński
 • Four Plays by Juliusz Słowacki
 • Little Zinnobers by Elena Chizhova 
 • We Are Building Capitalism! Moscow in Transition 1992-1997  
by Robert Stephenson

 • The Nuremberg Trials by Alexander Zvyagintsev
 • The Hemingway Game by Evgeni Grishkovets
 • A Flame Out at Sea by Dmitry Novikov
 • Jesus’ Cat by Grig
 • Want a Baby and Other Plays by Sergei Tretyakov
 • Mikhail Bulgakov: The Life and Times by Marietta Chudakova
 • Leonardo’s Handwriting by Dina Rubina
 • A Burglar of the Better Sort by Tytus Czyżewski
 • The Mouseiad and other Mock Epics by Ignacy Krasicki



 • Forefathers’ Eve by Adam Mickiewicz
 • One-Two by Igor Eliseev
 • Girls, be Good by Bojan Babić
 • Time of the Octopus by Anatoly Kucherena
 • The Grand Harmony by Bohdan Ihor Antonych
 • The Selected Lyric Poetry Of Maksym Rylsky
 • The Shining Light by Galymkair Mutanov
 • The Frontier: 28 Contemporary Ukrainian Poets - An Anthology
 • Acropolis: The Wawel Plays by Stanisław Wyspiański
 • Contours of the City by Attyla Mohylny
 • Conversations Before Silence: The Selected Poetry of Oles Ilchenko
 • The Secret History of my Sojourn in Russia by Jaroslav Hašek
 • Mirror Sand: An Anthology of Russian Short Poems 
 • Maybe We’re Leaving by Jan Balaban
 • Death of the Snake Catcher by Ak Welsapar
 • A Brown Man in Russia by Vijay Menon
 • Hard Times by Ostap Vyshnia
 • The Flying Dutchman by Anatoly Kudryavitsky
 • Nikolai Gumilev’s Africa by Nikolai Gumilev
 • Combustions by Srđan Srdić
 • The Sonnets by Adam Mickiewicz
 • Dramatic Works by Zygmunt Krasiński
 • Four Plays by Juliusz Słowacki
 • Little Zinnobers by Elena Chizhova 
 • We Are Building Capitalism! Moscow in Transition 1992-1997  
by Robert Stephenson

 • The Nuremberg Trials by Alexander Zvyagintsev
 • The Hemingway Game by Evgeni Grishkovets
 • A Flame Out at Sea by Dmitry Novikov
 • Jesus’ Cat by Grig
 • Want a Baby and Other Plays by Sergei Tretyakov
 • Mikhail Bulgakov: The Life and Times by Marietta Chudakova
 • Leonardo’s Handwriting by Dina Rubina
 • A Burglar of the Better Sort by Tytus Czyżewski
 • The Mouseiad and other Mock Epics by Ignacy Krasicki

 • Ravens before Noah by Susanna Harutyunyan
 • An English Queen and Stalingrad by Natalia Kulishenko
 • Point Zero by Narek Malian
 • Absolute Zero by Artem Chekh
 • Olanda by Rafał Wojasiński
 • Robinsons by Aram Pachyan
 • The Monastery by Zakhar Prilepin
 • The Selected Poetry of Bohdan Rubchak: Songs of Love,  
Songs of Death, Songs of the Moon

 • Mebet by Alexander Grigorenko
 • The Orchestra by Vladimir Gonik
 • Everyday Stories by Mima Mihajlović
 • Slavdom by Ľudovít Štúr
 • The Code of Civilization by Vyacheslav Nikonov
 • Where Was the Angel Going? by Jan Balaban
 • De Zwarte Kip (Dutch Edition) by Antoni Pogorelski
 • Głosy / Voices by Jan Polkowski
 • Sergei Tretyakov: A Revolutionary Writer in Stalin’s Russia  
by Robert Leach

 • Opstand (Dutch Edition) by Władysław Reymont
 • Dramatic Works by Cyprian Kamil Norwid
 • Children’s First Book of Chess by Natalie Shevando  
and Matthew McMillion

 • Precursor by Vasyl Shevchuk
 • The Vow: A Requiem for the Fifties by Jiří Kratochvil
 • De Bibliothecaris (Dutch edition) by Mikhail Jelizarov
 • Subterranean Fire by Natalka Bilotserkivets
 • Vladimir Vysotsky: Selected Works
 • Behind the Silk Curtain by Gulistan Khamzayeva
 • The Village Teacher and Other Stories by Theodore Odrach
 • The Revolt of the Animals by Wladyslaw Reymont
 • Illegal Parnassus by Bojan Babić
 • Liza’s Waterfall: The hidden story of a Russian feminist  
by Pavel Basinsky

 • Duel by Borys Antonenko-Davydovych
 • Biography of Sergei Prokofiev by Igor Vishnevetsky

         More coming . . .
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