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pp. 5-17 

Me: “You’d been to Germany before we moved here, right?” 

Dad: “To earn some cash and buy a car. But it was never the plan to move to Germany. We 

wanted to go to Russia. Then we changed our minds. Your health was more important. The 

doctors in the 90s were completely shit. In Kazakhstan and in Russia.” 

My parents’ greatest fear was that their son would die; and later that at some point their 

son would start writing. In their world, politicians and journalists who revolt against the 

status quo are essentially signing their own death warrants: my family’s worries include 

publicly expressing opinions and demanding change.  

 

We Children of the East 
The 24th February 2022 is like a zero line. The frontline of a battle. Separating friend from 

foe. Putting down a marker that says, ‘On this day, there began a merciless war’. Shattering 

friendships and families. The zero line is where the soldiers on both sides sit in their trenches 

between the filth and the grime and the maggots nibbling away at their wounds. The zero line 

is where a bullet can hit a soldier and end his life. The zero line is where frag grenades can 

blow a soldier’s arm off. The zero line is the depths of hell. At the zero line, there’s no going 

back.  

I’m in Kyiv, after the capture of the Port of Mariupol but before Ursula von der Leyen’s 

visit to Bucha, to give my friend Vadim some documents that should allow him to leave 

Ukraine. I scraped together over €2,000 to get them. Men between the ages of 18 and 60 are 

not allowed to leave Ukraine. I have given Vadim a different name here in order to protect 

him.  

A few years ago, I asked Vadim to film the Maidan in Kyiv because I needed recordings 

for some research. Vadim went and filmed the empty square in the centre of the city. Not 

long after, he was arrested and interrogated by the Ukrainian security service. Because on the 

same day, at the same time, they were awaiting the arrival of a diplomatic delegation. They 

questioned Vadim for hours. He told them he was just an amateur photographer who wanted 

to take photos of the square. After half a day, they let him go. It wasn’t until later that he told 

me about the circumstances, under which he had made the recordings. He said, “Friends 

don’t betray friends.” He didn't want to tell the interrogators what he was filming the square 
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for. His reasons were rather ominous. “Too much attention, it’s dangerous,” he said. I didn’t 

understand. I pushed him on it, drilling deeper.  

He said, “Maybe it’s also a Soviet hangover from my parents but in a country where 

anyone can be a traitor, you have to be careful about what you reveal.” Immediately, I 

understood what he meant.  

A message pings on my phone: air-raid alert. I stand up and pack the essentials into my 

backpack: passport, powerbank and the documents. I’m meeting up with Vadim tomorrow to 

give them to him. We have to at least try. Anything less would be a betrayal of our 

friendship, I think, zipping up the backpack.  

At 6:00 am, a bomb hits the neighbourhood. I am lying in the corridor in a sleeping bag so 

as to at least protect myself against shards of shattered glass. The old Soviet blocks have 

bunkers but there aren’t any in this part of the city. They were supposed to protect residents 

against the Nazis or the wicked West. Now they’re being used to protect against an attack 

from Russia, of all places.  

The metro is maybe 800 metres away but to be perfectly honest, I’m too lazy to drag 

myself out of the house that early in the morning to seek shelter underground. I’m taking a 

leaf out of Vadim’s book. During our last call, he told me he ignores the missile alerts. “If it 

hits me, it hits me. I need my sleep.” I couldn’t help but agree: who am I to give him any sort 

of advice? War and danger have become part and parcel of everyday life. Completely normal. 

‘I’m just trying to adapt. The double walls will withstand an explosion,’ I think.  

I don’t tell my parents where I am. 

“I’m doing good, Mum. Don’t worry, I’m in Berlin.” 

“I’ll come visit the two of you soon, Dad. Once the war is over. Too much to do right 

now.” 

Mum and Dad believe me. Or maybe they just want to believe me. My brother tells me, 

“Everyone has this feeling that you’re not here. That you’re there.” 

My parents have a credo that they preach at every opportunity – at the breakfast table, over 

dinner, while watching TV in the evenings. “Don’t get involved. Not in politics. Be invisible. 

The ones that talk too much might give themselves away.” My parents’ credo stands for 

everything about my diaspora. How they are invisible. How I am invisible. How I have no 

home. 

When I look out the window and see all the towering residential blocks, I think about the 

extent of the Russian destruction. And the fact that I have family living here in Kyiv 
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somewhere. A part of the family that left Uspenka, my village, my place of birth, to return to 

their primal homeland. 

There were seven villages in the Soviet Union called Uspenka. If not more. Google, 

Yandex, Bing: all the search engines come back with different results. One in the Donbas: 

now occupied by Russian soldiers. One in Russia: a ghost town. And my Uspenka: half the 

size it was before the collapse of the Soviet Union. Only around 3,100 of the former 5,600 

residents remain. A majority of the younger residents left my village in the 90s. Among them 

my parents.  

What all these Uspenkas have in common is that they are places of exodus. It’s not a place 

you stayed willingly, Uspenka. Or one you came to willingly either. There’s not many that 

chose to live in an Uspenka of their own free will.  

My Uspenka is situated in the Steppe of Central Asia. Over 2,500 miles away from 

Germany. At the other end of the world. The nearest big city, Pavlodar, is two hours away. 

The Russian border is a four-hour drive. The capital of Kazakhstan, Nur-Sultan (or Astana, as 

it was known back then), is at least seven hours away. With a whole lot of nothing in 

between.  

The Steppe is a place of extremes. The winters are cold. Really cold. Temperatures 

sometimes dip to -40°C, with snow that transforms the Steppe into an Arctic wilderness. 

Nothing but white. The summers are hot, so hot that you have to change your clothes every 

two hours because of the sheer amount of dust and sweat. In the Steppe, a refreshing breeze 

quickly turns into a dry wind. And as if from nowhere, that dry summer wind can turn into a 

storm, with thunder and lightning. If you’re still out in the Steppe when it hits, you’ll find 

yourself at the mercy of nature. More than a few people have disappeared in the vast 

nothingness.  

As barren and dry as they are, the plains of the Kazakh Steppe tell a tale of migration, of 

movement. It’s from there that my great-grandparents and my Mum’s cousins returned to 

Belarus. Other family members went to Russia, to Moscow or the polar caps.  

Russia’s war against Ukraine is erasing the traces our family has left behind. With every 

bullet. With every grenade. With every explosion, I feel past, present and future converging. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union. The Second World War. Deportations. Displacements. War 

and peace. Russia’s war against the peoples of the former Soviet Union, against brothers and 

sisters, it never stopped. It has been raging for centuries.  

The people who come from my village of Uspenka may claim to have different cultural 

identities, but they were all Russified. Renamed by institutions that took away their roots and 
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their identity. Moulded into a uniform Soviet being, the only indication of their culture and 

where they came from was the ‘Nationality’ section of their Soviet passports and the 

traditional costumes they would put on once a year for National Day. They were a new 

species: homo sovieticus. Homo sovieticus is a person who no longer displays any sort of 

national identity and who considers the entire USSR to be their home.  

In the Soviet Union, culture served merely as a template in service of the state ideology of 

the ‘unified nations’. As a concept, it was even conveyed to the people through music. There 

is a song that I always come back to, about a person who has no personal address. Their 

address is “the Soviet Union”. 

The ‘Us’ in this song, it whispers in my ear, telling me there is no longer any Me, no 

longer any You. There is only an Us, and this impersonal Us will be loaded onto trains and 

deported to the far reaches of the Soviet world. Into the deepest forests, to the Steppe and the 

inhospitable mountains of this country, eradicating the culture and the autonomy of every 

single individual.  

We go wherever the train wheels guide 

And there we soon shall meet. 

My phone numbers are spread far and wide 

From the country to the high street. 

My heart is aflutter, I can feel its beat 

As they load the Postal Express. 

No need for house number nor street 

The Soviet Union is my address. 

These are exactly the people that the inhabitants of the former Soviet Union are supposed to 

become — homogenised and unified. Just like the Steppe, the Soviet system that infiltrated 

every inch of people’s private lives and bound them all to it with a firm hand made these 

people disappear. We are as safe from an authoritarian system as we are from nature. It is a 

nature that only God can control. And God lives in Moscow. Sat in the Kremlin at a long, 

wide table, deciding the fate of the people: his voice blares over the radio all the way to the 

Steppe. 6:00 am, ‘Govorit Moskva’, ‘Voice of Moscow’. Those who don’t obey his voice 

he'll have deported. Live or die, survive: the voice on the radio wants unyielding loyalty to 

socialism, to the government, to Moscow.  
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Those of us who arrived in Germany in the 90s were not Ukrainians, Russians, 

Belarusians: we were all examples of homo sovieticus. We left a doomed empire and were 

not there when the nations won their hard-fought rebirth. This trauma, this historical pain, we 

brought it with us to Germany.  

We were people with Georgian, Mongolian, Russian, Belarusian, Ukrainian roots: nations 

who were joined in their history. Until today. From Kazakhstan to Russia. From Russia to 

Belarus. From Belarus to Ukraine. From Germany to Kazakhstan.  

My Dad always says there’s nothing more important than loyalty, that loyalty is the most 

important thing of all. “If a friend betrays you, then you should stop calling them a friend.” 

My Mum says the same. “Look for friends who had the same upbringing as you. They won’t 

betray you.” Here in Germany, no-one takes responsibility for people: refugees are welcomed 

with gifts and flowers. But after a few months, these people become a burden, like taking in a 

dog only to throw it out on the street again the second things get difficult. Germany is the 

homeland of betrayal. It’s not about humanity here. It’s about appearances. It’s about 

pretending as if this country were on the right side of history. But it’s all a sham.  

These days, many of us live in Germany. Only you can’t see us, the post-Soviet migrants. 

Being invisible is something of a skill for us, we children of the East.  

My name is Artur Weigandt. My surname is German. My first name sounds German. Now 

and then, someone will notice that my first name doesn’t have the ‘h’ that its Western 

counterpart does. A hint as to where I’m from? Absolutely.  

For my parents, ‘Artur’ was a German name. I was actually going to be called Pavel. But 

Pavel, at least according to friends who lived in Germany, sounds too Russian. And neither 

my Mum nor my Dad were Russian. They were simply citizens of the Soviet Union. In My 

Dad’s Soviet passport it says: German. He never had a choice. Since his ancestors were 

German, all he could be was ‘German’. A German who didn’t speak German because 

speaking German, at least in the village he came from, was considered undesirable.  

When she turned sixteen, my Mum had to make a choice between Belarusian or Ukrainian 

citizenship. She chose the Ukrainian nationality of her grandfather so that he wouldn’t feel 

alone as the only Ukrainian. Her four siblings chose their grandmother’s nationality, 

Belarusian, and so were forced to also take her surname, Braginetz. My Mum remained a 

Balanda.  
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A message pings on my phone: “Air-raid over”. All is quiet in the city. All I can hear 

through the window are the children running around in the courtyard below. I put on my 

jacket, pack the documents into a backpack and take the lift downstairs.  

Vadim is waiting for me outside in his blue Zara jacket with faux fur that he bought a few 

years ago in Germany. Without a smile on his face.  

Before the war, he was always smiling. Even if he’d just split up with his girlfriend or lost 

his job. He would smile. It was a smile of steel. A smile that would not be broken. “You’ve 

always got to come at life with a smile, then everything will be okay,” he would say and 

laugh. I found it rather corny and thought that it was exactly the sort of inspirational quote 

you would find hanging on the walls of apartments across Germany. Now, though, I miss his 

smile.  

Vadim and I head to the military office. We walk along the street and past the little kiosks 

– the vendors were ferocious enough before the war, now they are even more ferocious.  

“You worried about getting called up, if you go to the recruitment office now?” I ask 

Vadim and light a cigarette.  

He looks at me for the longest time, his face completely expressionless, and then says, “Of 

course I’m worried. Going to the recruitment office is liking playing Russian roulette. It 

doesn’t matter how many documents or how much cash you’ve got on you. If they want you, 

you’re going.” 

A police car drives past. We wait for a moment. In silence. An uncomfortable silence. In 

this country, in a state of emergency, it feels as if suddenly anything is possible. As if the 

police could pull over anytime and pick us up.  

“If you’re really unlucky, you might even get your draft letter completely out of the blue, 

when you’re out shopping or on the metro. There are laws, but that doesn’t mean it won’t 

happen to me. The laws don’t apply in times of war.” 

Three storeys high. A tiled beige façade. Blue window frames. The register and military 

draft office is not a place you want to be. By the entrance is a line of schoolchildren who are 

being registered for the first time. 

“It’s mandatory at all the schools in Ukraine. Otherwise, the kids won’t get their school 

reports,” says Vadim. We enter and walk down a corridor lined with armed men.  

“Hey, slowpokes! What’s the hold-up?” shouts one of them. “Move it!” We get a move-on.  

First, we enter the register office where you can submit your documents or have your 

information verified. A young woman is sat in front of a computer with filing cabinets behind 
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her. Vadim gives her his documents. She says nothing. Leafs through his passport and his 

military ID. “Sit. Now your passport,” she says and looks at me.  

For a moment, I think I’m about to get called up and shipped off to the front there and 

then. I give her my German passport.  

“What are you doing here? You have no business here. Out!” the woman snarls at me, 

slamming my passport down on the table. “You’re lucky I don’t have you arrested!” 

Two armed men accompany me to the exit. Thrown out of a draft office. 

I pace back and forth in the park opposite. Killing time. An elderly woman sits on a park 

bench selling small armbands in the colours of the Ukrainian flag. The trees are green. After 

about four hours, Vadim finally emerges. Head down. No smile. The disappointment etched 

in his face.  

“How did it go?” I ask him. 

“I didn’t get called up, but I can’t leave the country either. All the documents have done is 

buy me a bit of time.” 

“We’ll get you out somehow. We’ll find a way,” I say, patting him on the shoulder. “It’ll 

all be alright.” 

Days pass. Days turn into weeks. Then, my phone rings. 

It’s Vadim. 

“Artur, we did it. I am now the father of three fictitious children. All of us will be safe and 

sound in Germany soon enough.” 

“How did you pull that off?” 

“I just crossed the Ukrainian-Polish border. Will tell you the rest once I’m in Germany.” 

“What does freedom feel like? After nine months of stress?” An enormous wave of relief 

washes over me.  

“It smells and tastes like McDonald’s,” he replies and laughs. I laugh too. 

Vadim has betrayed his homeland, just as my family betrayed theirs in Kazakhstan for the 

chance to live in safe, cosy Germany.  
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pp. 50-53 

Tetris  
My Dad loved discussing the value of a product with its vendor. It’s why he enjoyed going to 

the local flea market that was held every Sunday in the centre of Emsland, near to the 

Dortmund-Ems Canal, to haggle. Once, when I was five years old, he took me with him. My 

Dad was maybe 24 at the time. Just three years younger than I am as I write this book.  

I stop to think about what it actually means to be a father at 20. I went to college to study 

journalism after I left school. I was able to follow my dreams. My Dad was not afforded the 

same luxury. He had to work himself to the bone on a building site. To be away for work for 

days at a time. Tinned goods and microwaved fast food. He travelled half-way round the 

world for us, to earn a better life for his family.  

On that Sunday afternoon at the flea market, he bought a Gameboy. Supposedly for me. But 

really for himself. When we got home to our two-bedroom apartment in the Emsland district 

of Freren, my Dad opened the door with one hand while holding onto me with the other. The 

second the door opened, he let go of my hand and stormed into the kitchen like a little kid. I 

ran after him, as if we were explorers who wanted to show my Mum the treasure this new 

world had to offer. The apartment smelled of blinis and borshch.  

“Look what I bought for Artur,” he shouted. He tore open the box, shoved the batteries in 

and cranked up the volume. “Artur, come see how it works,” he said, pressing on different 

buttons. For a moment, this grown man looked like a kid. Little blocks were falling from the 

top of the screen. He stared at the Gameboy which was playing a melody that sounded like 

the ringtone of some old mobile phone. My Dad played Tetris.  

My Mum didn’t say a word. She was listening to the melody of the game. It reminded her 

of Kazakhstan, of leaving. It reminded her of her village. Of the countless parties they had 

thrown in Uspenka where her father would get out his accordion and the two of them would 

play that exact melody. Her on the keys, him providing the bass accompaniment.  

Everyone from the former Soviet Union knows the song — while those in the West know 

it as some techno remix. The cover of the Tetris game is usually an image of Red Square and 

the Kremlin. Nothing else. No Steppe. No deep, dark Siberian forests. Nor any of the 

multitude of cultures that lie before and beyond Siberia.  

Walls rise up on the screen of the Gameboy, Block by block. Once they’ve been slotted 

together correctly, they vanish. Sometimes, I picture this game as a metaphor for the people 



Translation © Rob Myatt 2023 

from my village. Throughout the entire Soviet period, they were stacked on top of each other 

in a way that would make them fit the system. Then the system vanished, and the blocks with 

it. 
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pp. 84-91 

A Family of Doves 
“Mum, in your Soviet passport it says you’re Ukrainian. Do you identify with Ukraine?” I 

ask over the phone.  

I think it’s important for a person to understand who they are. In light of the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine, I can’t help but keep on thinking about how the awful history of war, 

violence and annihilation of these days is repeating itself. My Mum, my Dad, my brother, 

they’re all pro-Ukraine. It’s not a question of nationality. These days, in the post-Soviet 

world of the diaspora, it’s about taking a stance. Against Putin. Against the Soviet Union.  

“It’s hard to say, Artur. In Uspenka, I never paid nationalities any mind. We never even 

questioned it. Maybe we weren’t in any position to question it, either.” She pauses for a 

moment. “Just look at your Grandpa’s story, his surname.” 

My grandfather and his brother lost their mother during the war, while their father was 

presumed missing. The perfect opportunity for the apparatus of Soviet power to change the 

names of these two orphans and erase their heritage. To homogenise them, to Russify them. 

Because a person’s identity starts with their surname. The two brothers were most likely 

given their surname in a Soviet labour camp for deportees. My grandfather has been a 

Balanda ever since, his brother too.  

But maybe that really is their surname. Ba-lan-da. In Lithuanian, balandis means either 

‘dove’ or ‘April’. Dove’ is my preferred translation, even if it is a lot further from the original 

‘Balanda’. My grandfather, Vladimir, used to have a dovecote on the roof of his house. He 

would often stand in the yard for hours on end, watching the white doves. Whenever he was 

stood there like that, everyone knew not to talk to him and any time someone did, my 

grandfather would jump with a start: his mind was somewhere else, up on the roof with his 

doves. As a ‘dove’, the name would also bring peace to this family that has endured such a 

long history of deportation. The sad truth is that there is a different translation that makes a 

lot more sense.  

In Russian and in Ukrainian, ‘balanda’ is a soup. It stands for a state of being, specifically 

malnutrition. Balanda is a broth that is thickened with flour and fills you up but has almost no 

calories. It supposedly comes from a time when it was used to feed Soviet prisoners. “Does 

where Grandpa come from make us Ukrainians?” 
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“How can I explain it, Artur? Your Grandma’s a Belarusian who speaks Russian. Your 

Grandpa’s a Ukrainian who can’t speak Ukrainian. Your Dad’s mum is a Russian-German 

who spoke a mixture of Ukrainian and Russian. Your Dad’s dad is a Russian-German who 

can’t speak German.” 

Is language something that determines a person’s identity? Am I German because I speak 

German? Am I Russian because my parents taught me Russian? I remember friends, teachers 

and people we knew telling my Mum and Dad they really ought to be speaking exclusively 

German at home. Their answer was always, “With Russian, Artur can navigate his way 

around the old world.” But that old world where everyone speaks Russian is coming apart at 

the seams. In Germany, too. There are many people from the former Soviet Union who are 

attempting to re-locate themselves. Some are bogged down in their nostalgia for the old 

world. Other are realising that this world was lost the moment Russia’s war of aggression 

began. Maybe even earlier.  

The governments of many post-Soviet states are making their socialist monuments 

disappear. Renaming streets. Swapping Russian for their indigenous language. In Belarus, the 

Belarusian language is gradually being revived. In Kazakhstan, schools are teaching more 

and more in Kazakh. In Ukraine, the majority of people speak Ukrainian.  

The Russian world is in retreat and it’s not the fault of Ukraine, Belarus, Georgia or 

Kazakhstan. It’s the fault of the government in Moscow and their insatiable greed for Russian 

totality.  

But the Soviet Union is dead. The Russian Empire is dead. And Russian culture overseas is 

doomed to fail in its quest for appropriation. So what does that mean for us, for the Children 

of the East?  

Can I feel Ukrainian or Belarusian even if I don’t speak either language? Can I feel 

German because I read and write in German? I look at my ID: German, born in Uspenka. 

Who am I? Who are we? I whisper to myself.  

I think about my community. About young people with a similar background. We Children 

of the East are children of divorce. Born in the East. Raised in the West. Neither side wants 

us. The identity our parents have passed down to us is a hybrid identity. Some of us stick 

with one identity and call ourselves Russian-Germans, Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians. 

Others have parents with a variety of different identities.  

My generation, the tag-alongs, the ones who didn’t get that same old-world experience, 

call themselves post-Soviet migrants. Or more accurately: PostOst, PostEast. PostOst is a 

fluid self-description for everyone who has some sort of connection to the geographical 
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region of the Warsaw Pact. They share similar experiences of discrimination and similar 

trauma, the trauma of the 90s. The trauma of a time of upheaval and decline. It was during 

this time that my parents came to Germany.  

We children of the post-Soviet 90s, we skipped the part where we identified with the 

countries we are from. Their history, their nation-building, their identity, it all passed us by. 

For the people back in those countries, we have long been those ‘Germans’ who for rather 

ominous reasons can speak Russian. Foreigners who they show their cuisine and their culture 

to, even though to an extent we grew up with it and know our way around it. And yet, we 

don’t entirely. Because growing up in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and 

Uzbekistan still means a different lived reality, one that we never grew into. Like tourists, we 

would visit the old country once a year to visit but without ever learning what it’s like to truly 

live there.  

At the same time, for people in Germany we are just ‘the Russians’ who are supposed to 

integrate, assimilate and behave. For them, we’re all the same, they’re not interested in which 

post-Soviet state we have our roots in.  

I got pulled over by the police once. I was speeding in the town centre. When the police 

officer looked at my German ID, he also saw my place of birth and read a Russian name: 

Uspenka. Then he said, “You can speed where you come from. But that’s not the done thing 

here in Germany.” 

I was speechless because I had long since felt that I had to belong eventually. But I took it 

on the chin. Others experience much more frequent and much more serious discrimination, I 

thought and said sorry to the police officer. The ‘R’ rolled across my lips — as it always 

does. The police officer turned away and muttered something to himself about Russians.  

That ‘R’ that rolls across my tongue every time I say it betrays me. It betrays where I come 

from. The ‘R’ makes it clear to anyone who’s listening that my parents speak Russian to me. 

At school, I was the Russian, the foreigner, the outsider, the other. “Artur, say roll mops. Say 

run, rabbit, run. Say around the ragged rock”. I pronounced the words the way they wanted, 

just so they would laugh. I felt isolated. Until someone new joined my class, someone who 

was even less German than me.  

No, we don’t belong to Germany or to Ukraine, Belarus or any of the other states. We are 

people made invisible: through the pressure to integrate and the compulsion to assimilate. 

At the same time, there are minorities who reject the notion that we have ever experienced 

racism. The line goes that we’re too white for racism. But racism is not just about denigrating 
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non-white skin. The modern anti-racist addresses the colonisation of Africa. But not the 

national-socialist dream, not ‘Operation Barbarossa’, not the struggle for ‘Lebensraum in the 

East’, they skip over that. Yet that, too, was colonialism. Millions of Eastern Europeans died 

for it.  

For many anti-racists, the war in Ukraine is a war of ‘white against white’. Yet what is 

happening there is a struggle for liberation against an imperialist and racist power. While the 

white Russians from Moscow and St Petersburg stay home, Putin sends the ethnic minorities 

in his kingdom to the slaughter in Ukraine: Buryats, Tatars, Bashkirs, Kazakhs. All of them 

condemned to death for the dream of a select few in the Kremlin. For the anti-racists, we are 

the traitors poisoning their discourse on binaries. But the post-Soviet world is not divided into 

black and white.  

We people of Uspenka, of the post-Soviet world, we exist in a grey area. Between black 

and white. Between victim and perpetrator. That’s where we exist. Adrift somewhere 

between East and West. Between the Kazakh Steppe and the German Black Forest.  

Our diaspora doesn’t have it easy, I think to myself. Except, what diaspora? The Russian-

German diaspora? The Belarusian, Ukrainian, Russian diaspora? The post-Soviet Jewish 

diaspora? The post-Soviet diaspora? Who are we? It’s a question I can’t shake.  

There are 3.5 million of us, all with complex stories of how we arrived here. We are the 

traitors. To the other minorities. To the Germans who believe that all Eastern Europeans in 

Germany are Putinists. To our homeland, we are also traitors. Because our homeland is 

nothing more than a memory. It might be a nice memory – like a summer holiday. Or it might 

be a nightmare – like your car breaking down in the middle of nowhere. 

Even now, I still feel somehow incomplete. 

“Someone once told me you feel like you belong to a country when its anthem brings you to 

tears. I don’t cry at any of them. What about you?” I ask Mum over the phone.  

“I don’t cry either. I do feel some connection to Ukraine, but then at the same time I don’t 

anymore. We haven’t spoken to our relatives for years. The country’s changed, Artur.” She 

pauses. Silence. For perhaps two whole minutes. “We don’t have a country anymore, Artur. 

No anthem, no flag.” My mother doesn’t laugh. She speaks with a deep melancholy in her 

voice.  

 

 


