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Recollecting

Perestroika:

Notes from the
Playgrounds of Ukraine
(1986—-1993)

Vita Yakovlyeva

Abstract

Political crisis currently unfolding in Ukraine’s urban centers churns with an
iconography carved against itself, the scars of a turbulent history unevenly
distributed across space and time. But not only region and language are pitted
against each other in Kyiv, Lviv, Kharkiv and elsewhere, but generations,
separated from each other by the relative movement of historical forces.
Perestroika, Gorbachev’s ambitious attempt to restructure the Soviet political
economy, stands out as a point of such generational contradiction in Ukraine.
Many adults experienced perestroika as an opportunity to push for national
independence (and a long awaited political victory). For the children of the
1980s, however, the insecurity and tumult of this period, intensified by the
catastrophe at Chernobyl, are reflected in recollections of a more intimate
independence, the boundaries of which are demarcated not by political
ideology but by the gazes of strangers and the absence of parents. Through
these years, many children witnessed events inexplicable even to the adults
around them: rising unemployment, fear of radiation fallout, shortages of
food and other basic supplies, friends lost to emigration, heroin or disease. Yet
for children entering the social world for the first time, what is inexplicable
tends to be pushed to the edges of experience, which remains driven by the
pursuit of friendship, excitement and belonging.
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Ukraine’s current political crisis reflects a long and turbulent history in which
regions and historic cities —Kyiv, Lviv, Kharkiv— often found themselves pitted
against one another. However, it was not just the culturally and linguistically
different regions of Ukraine that have often found themselves at odds,
generations might also divide or at least see events in different ways. For
example, perestroika, Gorbachev’s ambitious attempt to restructure the Soviet
political economy, represented for Ukraine, a generational fault line.

Many adults experienced and recollected perestroika as an opportunity to push
successfully for long awaited national independence. For the children of the
1980s, however, perestroika also stood for insecurity and tumult intensified by
the catastrophe at Chernobyl. From 1986 to 1993 children witnessed rising
unemployment, radiation fallout, shortages of food and other basic supplies,
friends lost to emigration, heroin or disease. Yet we should also bear in mind
that for children entering the social world, pursuing friendship and excitement,
these troubling events might be pushed to the edge of experience and memory.

The following are excerpts from interviews that | conducted during field
research in Ukraine from 2007 to 2013. Here are recollections of coming of age
when as result of the turbulent times, children gained an unusual degree of
autonomy. But at the same time the kids also struggled to reconcile their
freedom against the need for order and security.

| hope these recollections of what it was like to be a city kid in Ukraine will
invite further discussion of perestroika— the moment when Ukraine itself, very
much like its children, enjoyed independence while also struggling to become
secure. These notes from the street and playground were narrated by Viktor,
Taras, Oksana, Anna and Natasha.

The pictures that complement these stories are images of playgrounds in
contemporary Ukraine — some remnants of Soviet days. The pictures were taken
in winter 2014 and are courtesy of my dear friend, Nadiya Chushak.
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Describe for me the spaces you inhabited in your childhood, the places you
rested and played, adventured to or discovered.

Viktor (born in 1981; grew up in Zdolbuniv, Chernihiv obl., and Lviv, Lviv obl.")
—on his experience moving from a smaller town Zdolbuniv, into a newly built—
apartment block in Lviv with his family, at the age of five: “I arrived — and
everything seemed so big, massive, not some limited circle. | remember, when |
was allowed to go outside on my own, to a big yard — on the fourth or fifth day,
out of the apartment. And obviously, | went straight to the sandbox. | knew it
was the central spot in our courtyard, in my infrastructure. | mean, | am
rationalizing it this way right now, but then — | simply went straight to the
sandbox. And | thought — what if | got lost? | realized that | can be lost.”?

Nadiya Chushak, 2014.

! Oblast’ is an administrative unit, district, region. There are 24 oblasts in Ukraine.

2 viktor: “fl npwuixaB — i BCe TaKe BeJIMKE, MAaCMBHe, i HEMA€E OKpecneHoro kona A nam’saTato, Ak
nepLwmuin pa3 MeHi 03BOIUIM CaMOCTIAHO BUITW B Lie NOABIP’A, Ha YeTBepTUi---N'ATUI AeHb, 3
KBapTUpHK. TaK. | ACHO, LLO A NONPAMYBAaB 0 MiCOYHML,. Al 3HAB, WO Le --- LeHTpaNbHe MicLie B
4,B0Opi, TOBTO B MOil iHbpacTpyKTypi. Hy, e 3apa3 A Tak pauioHanisyto, ane ToAi A Niwos A0
nicoyHMU. | A noaymas, s WO, AKLWO A 3arybatoca. f yceigomums, WO A Moy be lost.”
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Taras (born in 1983; grew up in Zolochiv, Lviv obl.): “There was a courtyard; and
a pavilion nearby it.> And there was a slide, and sometimes — a rocket. Or this
spinning thing (merry---go---round), which you need to spin and then — you are
spinning on it... a swing and a sandbox with no sand in it. [...] We lived in a
dorm, and then in 1989 or 88 we moved into an apartment; and when | was first
brought there, | didn’t know what an elevator was. So, on our way there, my
dad was trying to explain to me that it was like a closet that moves, and |
couldn’t imagine it moves vertically, not under an angle... It was a big building
and we were one of the first to move in — everything was empty. In the dorm we
had had only one room, and in the new apartment | walked into a corridor and
there was a bunch of doors, and | asked my dad if all of that was ours. It was. ... |
was brought to the balcony; | was afraid ... There, if you stick your head out of
the window you could see the lake — a big lake! And | used to go there to look at
the lake...”*®

Taras, continues: “There was a moment when we were bumping around
garbage bins... We were searching there for different things... Once Vas’ka, who
later immigrated to Canada, found a red purse, and we had a fight because of it.
| saw it first, but he was first to grab it... (laughing) [...] | also had lots of toys. My
dad used to travel on assignments — Vladivostok (located at the head of the
Golden Horn Bay, not far from Russia's borders with China and North Korea),
Vladikavkaz (southeast Russia, at the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains) ... and
| had the most fancy toys on the entire street, probably!”®

® pavilion — meant to serve as a playground, but is more like an empty brick shelter.

* Taras: “€ OBip, a 6inA HbOrO € NaBiINbMOHYMK... | TaM COBraHkKa, a iHoAj — pakeTa... € TaKa LWITYKa,
AKy Tpeba KpyTuTu. | Toai TM KpyTUWICA... € Kayens, i € NiCOYHULA, B AKIA HEMA NiCKY... MU xunau B
TYPTOXKMTKY, @ NOTiMm y 89 un 88---oMy nepeidkaKanu Ha KBapTUpY, i MeHe, KOAW neplimi pas
npuBenu, A He 3HaB, WO TaKe NidT, i MeHi TaTo HamarascA No A0PO3i MOACHUTU, MU WLLAW MILLKMK, ...
i BiH MeHi HamaraBcsA NOSACHUTU: ... TaM, TaKa Wada, AKa i34uTb, a A HifK He mir yasuTu. LLlo BoHa
BEPTMKA/IbHO i34UTb, A AyMaB — BOHa Nif KyTom... MeHe npusenu B ByAWHOK, a Le abcontoTHO
HOBWI BYANHOK, MM OAHI 3 NepLUIMX 3aCeNANnca — BCe NycTo... MU B ITypTOXKUTKY B OAHOKIMHATHIM
KBAPTUPI KUK, A TYT A 3aX0XKy B KOPMAOP, @ Tam Kyna ABepew, i A NuTato B TaTa: TO Hawe? — Tak...
MeHe BuBenun Ha 6ankoH, a A 60sBcA... Tam, AKLLO 3aCYHYTU ronosy, 6yn0 03epo BUAHO BenuKe... A
TYAWN XO4MB Ha 03epo AMBUTUCA...”

> Translated from Ukrainian and Russian by the author.

® Taras: “B Hac B AVUTUHCTBI 6yB Takuit eTan, WO MU MO CMITHMKaX Nasuan... Mu Tam LyKaau BCAKI
WITYKW... OAHOrO pasy Bacbka, Toi, Wo B KaHagy Buixas, 3HAMLWOB YepBOHY KOCMETUYKY, i MU 3
HUM Tak Nobuanca 3a Ty WTYKY — A il nepwurii nob6auyms, a BiH ii nepwuii nigHas... (laughing) [...] A
we B meHe byno ayxe 6arato irpawok. Miii TaTo B KOMaHAMPOBKM i34MB — BnagvBOCTOK,
BnapgukaBkas... | B meHe 6yan cami MoAHi irpallku HanesHo Ha BCto Byauuto!”
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adiya Chushak, 2014.

Oksana (born in 1984; grew up in Nadvirna, Frankivsk obl., Ukraine): “In
childhood, you know, everything happens spontaneously. It seems your friends
are forever, even though you don’t remember how you met them. There were
always [a mix of] older and younger (kids)... When the oldest played a bottle, we
did something else .... Our apartment building was built by the firm my mom
worked at; and all of them (young tenants given apartments by the state)
worked at the same place... And it happened so everyone had kids of
approximately the same age, between grade 3 and 5 — everybody had just
moved in, so no one [moved in] having many peers. Two other apartment
buildings were also just built, so friendships had started forming, there was no
problem... | associate childhood with benches (in the courtyard of several
apartment buildings, benches were commonly placed by each entrance to the
building), when there are grandmas sitting on the benches, and women talking,
and you are running around them.”’

’ Oksana: “He, B meHe 6yB nicok! Tn po3ymiew, B AUTUHCTBI, TaM BCE BUXOAMUTb BCE CMOHTAHHO...
Tobi 3pa€eTbeA, Wo B Tebe BiYHI ApY3i, T HE Nam’ATAEW AK TM 3 HUMM NO3HAKOMMAACA... | 3aBXKAN
6yB nogin crapwi---monoawi... Hy, Koau Tam cTapli B8 6yTUAOYKM rpann, To monoguwi... [...] Tak
CTanoCh, WO y BCiX A4iTM 6yan npuban3HO 0AHOro BiKy, AeCb 3 TPETbOro A0 N’'AToro Kaacy, i BCi
nepeixanu, Hi B KOoro He 6yno KommnaHii, Tam fKpa3 nobyayBanu ABa CycCigHi OyauHKM, i Tam,
BignoBigHO, dopmysanacs KomnaHis... | He 6yno npobnem... B meHe AWUTUHCTBO aCOLLIIOETbCA 3
NIaBOYMKAMM, KOAM Ha naBLi i 6abyci cnaaTb, i XKiHKM cnaatb. LLlocb roBopATb, i TM Tam NOMIXK HUMMK
6iraew.”
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What kinds of rules or expectations were there around being outdoors? How
were they established or agreed upon?

Nadiya Cushak, 2014.

Oksana: “We, for instance, were allowed to be outside until midnight, or one in
the morning... There were old ladies sitting on the bench at midnight in summer,
too; and it was OK to be out so late, | mean nobody really was forcing us to go
home. Really.”®

Taras: “When | was at home, it was easily arranged: the window opens and
there is a voice, and you know that your time is up! Or when the dinner was
ready... At grandma’s nobody limited anything at all. There we could be in at six
or seven or stay out until midnight, whenever. The main thing was to eat. There
was a plate served with whatever and | had to eat before going to bed; because
everybody was trying to scare me saying | would dream of gypsies or spiders all
night if | didn’t eat.””

Oksana: “Hy, HanpuKknaa, B Hac MoXXHa byno rynatm i go 12---1oi, i Ao 1---oi Houi ... MpocTo
6abyci cuginu Bci, Tam, fo 12---oi Houi BAITKY, i MOXKHa b6yno i go 12---o0i, i Ao 1---0i rynATU, Hy,
TO6TO HAc He 3araHANM cnaTu Hikoau. OT.”

% Taras: “ 1, AKWwo 6yB BAOMa, B 6aTbKiB, TO BCe BUPILLYBaNOCA TaK: BiAKPUBAETLCA BIKHO, i 3 BiKHa,
3Ha€EW, --- TBIM 4yac 3akiHumeca! Hy, i Koan 3Bapwam ictu... A B 6abynbKM HIXTO HiYoro He
obmeskyBaB. TamM MOXHa 6yno NnpuiATH B 6---il4, B 7---iiA, @ MOXKHa — B 12---il4, KON xouew. FonosHe
6yno noictu... CTtoana M1CKa 3 AKOKCH 4010, | A MaB NoiCTU nNepes, CHOMm, 60 MmeHe Bce CTpalnK,
W0, AKLWO 5 He Noim, To MmeHi byayTb cHUTUCA, abo LuraHun, abo naByku.”
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How far did your territory extend? How did you explore it? What were your
moments of joy or fear associated with?

Oksana, continues: “Also, there is a river running through our whole town, |
mean, it’s not really a river, more like a canal, by now it's more like a swamp —
Fliakomyjka, and all settlers in Nadvirna where | come from, are called “fliaky” |
used to think that “fliaky” meant “settlers of Nadvirna”. | was shocked to learn
that fliaky were pig intestines! And | discovered it quite late and was offended —
how can you call someone “fliaky”? We [children] used to explore Fliakomyjka,
the river. We went into all puddles, in the water — that was the best during
floods, when a bunch of trees had fallen; then we wore rubber boots. To us, it
felt like the entire universe, we walked through the sea and oceans...”*°

Nadiya Chushak, 2014.

1% Oksana: “ | e — Yyepes BCE MICTO B HAaC NPOXOAUTb, Hy, TO He piyKa, TUMY, KaHa/, BXKe MaiKe
6oniTue — PNAKOMUIKA, | BCiX KOPIHHUX MeLlKaHLiB HaaBipHOi HasueaoTb GpAAKK. | 8 B AUTUHCTBI
OyMana, wo GAAKM — Le KOpiHHI melwKaHui HaagipHoi, A 6yna AyKe WOKoBaHa, KOAW Ai3Hanaca,
wo ¢nakm — ue Tenbbyxu! a s ue gisHanaca B Ay:Ke NisHbOMY BiLy, i Le g8 meHe OyB LWOK — AK TO
MO3KHa 6ysio dnsKkamm 06i3BaTM? Mu xoamnu i gocnigxKysanu Ty daakomuiiky. Mu xoamam no Bcix
KaHaBax, Mo BOAji — TO NO BOAi, i We HalKpauwe 6yno — ue Koau Hyna nosiHb, i NOBHICTIO Bce
3aTONMAO, Kyny Aepes NoBajanio, TO MW OAArANN T'YMOBI 4060TH, i B Hac ue Byno AK BcA 3emHa
Ky, MW XOAWMU O MOPSAX, MO OKeaHax...”
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Anna (born in 1984; grew up in Horlivka, Donetsk obl. and Lviv, Ukraine): “I
didn’t have to move much. | lived with parents, then my parents went to India —
you know those work assignments... My dad was a mountain engineer; he and
mom lived in India for two years. | had allergies and they were not sure if there
would be food | can eat; and | was left at home with grandma. | stayed in the
same town, but different district — there was a different world at grandma'’s... |
was two and a half. | remember a sandbox in a courtyard and those metal
swings... A standard yard, we all played there together. We were let out early in
the morning, and played until there is “Ania, come have dinner!” (Calling out
from the window)... It was my life between 2 and 3... Then, | was back to our
house in city centre, age three to five, there we had a company — the five of us
(peers), and we hung out together... When | stayed at grandmas, | had an older
cousin there and we went everywhere together, | was a youngster in a company
of older kids, a squirt. We had our sandbox, and another sandbo X— the others’...
There are boys’ and girls’ territories. The boys played by the construction, there
were garages being built — we (girls) were not allowed to go there ... It (play)
was spontaneous. We went outside with dolls, we had a “doll house”; they had
garages...”"!

Natasha (born in 1984; grew up in Lozova, Krarkiv obl., Ukraine): “I remember
very well when the house was being built... (New apartment building in the
neighbour, around 1986---7) Even Natasha said that she had played there with
Marakhovskaya (her girlfriends), and her brother, too; and that she lost a doll at
that construction or something, but | had never been to that construction. It
seemed scary to me, if we were caught by a watchman and he’d be yelling at us
and that would be embarrassing; and then he might go talk to my parents; | was
embarrassed to get caught. | wasn’t very adventurous (laughs). [...]

But in general, it is very interesting to see a building being built in front of your
eyes, and new floors are rising — something completely absent nowadays. By the
way, | experienced similar feeling when the vyellow building was finally
completed! (In the mid---2000s, one of several construction projects unfinished
by the Soviet state that had been abandoned for nearly thirty years was

™ Anna: “..Tax CTanocA, Wo s He nepeikarKana. A xKkuna 3 6aTbkamu B 04HOMY MicLi, @ MOTIM MOi
6aTbKu noixanu go IHAii — Ti, 3Haew, Taki npodecinHi noi3aku... Tato ByB ripHUUKNI iHXKEHep, TO
BOHW 3 MaMOIO XMW ABA POKKU B IHAIT, @ B MeHe byna anepris, BOHW He 3HaAM, YN Tam bByayTb
NPOAyKTH, Wwob meHe roayBaTw... i MeHe anwmnam 3 6abueto. Tob6To A Kuna B TOMYy CaMOMy MicTi,
ane B iHWOMY paioHi, i Tam, B 6abui 6yB iHWWIA CBIT... MeHi 6yno aBa 3 NosoBMHOW. Tam A
nam’aTalo MiCOYHUUIO B ABOPI i 3HAELW TaKi 3a/i3Hi KayesbKu... Tam ByB TaKuii CTaHAAPTHUI ABIp,
MW Tam BCi pazom 6aBuamnca. Hac Bunyckanu 3paHky, a noTim: «AHs, ian obeaatb !» ... Tak A *Kuna
B, 4BOX 4,0 TPbOX POKIB... MOTIM, Big, TPbOX A0 N'ATM POKIB A Xuna y J/IbBOBI, B BYANHKY B LEHTpI,
Tam B Hac byna cBoA KOMNaHiA — N’ATEPO... i MM BCi Pasom Nasuu... A oT, Koau a Kuna y 6abui —
Tam A MaJsia CTaply CecTpy, i A 3 Het xoauna. A 3HaewW, K e — MOJIOAWNI y CTapwiii KoMMaHii,
MansBka. | B Hac 6yna cBOA MICOYHMLA, Yy)Ka MICOMHULA — TUNY, cyciacbKa... byan xnonyadi i
Aisyadi Teputopii. Xnonunku 6asuanca Tam, ge byayBanum rapaki, To Tam Ham He MOXKHa 6yno...
BoHO AKoCb panTom cTaBanocs. Mu BUXOAWMAM 3 NanbKamu. B Hac ByB «40M 1A KYKOA», @ B HUX
6ynu rapaxi...
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finished. A newly renovated high---rise apartment building was painted yellow —
VY) Say, you are walking by and looking at the construction — they build and
build; and it is fascinating to see one more building appear in town... Some kind
of déja vu occurs.”*

12 Natasha: “MomHI0, KCTaTh, odeHb XOPOLLO, Koraa CTPOMICA AOM... Aaxe HaTawka rosopuna,
OHW Nasman Tam ¢ MapaxoBCKOMW, TaM 3TO, OHa Tam KyK/ly moTepsna, Bce Takoe, ¢ 6paTom nasunna,
a A BOT Ha 3TOW CTPOMKE HM pasy He 6bina. MeHa nNyrano To, YTO €CAW Hac YBUAUT OXPaHHUK—
OAAA, TO OH HapyraeT U MHe ByAeT CTbIAHO, U €C/U eLLe K POAUTENSM OH NPUBEAET MEHS, TOeCTb
MHe 6b110 CTbIAHO 0CO3HaBaTb 3TO, YTO A NoMmatocb. U a Bblia B AETCTBE TaKas, He PUCKOBaAHHaA,
60 6onblUel YacTn.

A BoObLLe, MHTEPECHO, KOHEYHO CMOTPETb, KaK Yy Teba Ha r1asax CTPOUTLCA AOM, TaM NOABAAIOTCA
3TaXKM — Yero B AaHHbIE MOMEHT HeT. KCTaTu, BOT 3TO YyBCTBO A MCAbITana, Koraa AOCTpavuBanu
eNTbl Aom! Tbl MAELWb M CMOTPULLL KaK ero 4enaloT, U AeNatoT, U KaK—To Yy4HO, YTo B ropoae
caenaerca elle oauH AOM... Kakme—To gexa Bo npoucxoaaT.”

Yakovlyeva, Vita. “Recollecting Perestroika”.
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Taras continues: “...I just remembered that there also was some old scary man,
homeless, maybe, | don’t know, he always looked worn---out and had a hat with
ear--- flaps... and a metal stick with a wire attached to it, he seemingly used it to
trap street dogs, which he traded for pelts; we were afraid of the guy very
much...”*?

Oksana continues: “I don’t think we were scared of anything at all...though I've
always thought that there must be some scary man in each childhood, like a
bum or a crazy person on a street that is both scary and funny... We also had
such a lady... We chased her sometimes, and she threw stones at kids mostly...
And there was a scary watchman at the kindergarten, and we were afraid of
him. There was a high wall, and if we tried to climb the wall, he hit us on the
fingers with a stick; and even when he didn’t hit, it was still scary! We used to go
play there, and a watchman was considered frightening...”**

Conclusion

As the social and political fabric of Ukraine is today badly torn, the legacy of
perestroika has been cast aside. Yet, behind the fog of thirty years of crisis and
turmoil, children still dwell on the streets of Ukraine. How will today’s conflict
shape their outlook?

If these interviews show anything, it is the resilience of children. In the days of
Chernobyl, there was not much to play with, but play time seemed unlimited.
Even young children felt free to experiment and explore places quite far away
from home. Anna was only about three years old when she played with older
children in a sandbox without any adult supervision. Or consider the image of
the homeless mad man—both scary and attractive to kids—perhaps
unemployed or somehow else unable to adjust to rapid social change, turned
out on the street. The kids dealt with all that and one hopes that they will
manage the troubles of the today.

13 v v . v

“..fl we 3ragas, B Hac 6yB AAAbKO TaKMI CTapuil, He 3Hal, BOMXK — He BOMIK, BiH Takui
064epTuii XoamB, B TaKil wWanui—yWwaHy,i ... i B Hboro Oysa Taka nasika 3ani3Ha 3 NPOTATHYTUM
LWHYPOM, i BiH, TUNY, NCiB IOBMB TOO LUTYKOLO, i 34aBaB iX Ha LWKipy, i MK horo gyxe Bci boanmca...”

1ag LWoChb B3arani He Nnam’aTalo Wo6b mu Yorocb bosanumca. A, TMny, gymana, wo obos’A3KOBO Aecb
B AMTUHCTBI NOBUHEH b6yB ByTH ... abo 6oKeBinbHMI, abo BomK... AKOro BCi | boanucs, i cmisnucs...
B Hac Texk byna Taka TboTA... biranu 3a Heto, Tam... BOHa NepeBaXKHO KaMiHHAM KuAana 3a 4iTbMMU...
| Wwe B Hac byB AUTAYMI CaZlOK...Tam ByB CTPALLHWUI CTOPOXK, | MU Bosnnca cTopoxka. Tam b6yno Taka
BMCOKa CTiHa, MM NO Tii CTiHi Ni3AK, a BiH 3Bepxy NasKkol 6MB MO NanbuAX, i HaBiTb, KOAKU BiH He
61B, BCe 04HO byno cTpawHo! Mu xogunm Tyam 6aBuTHCA, | CTOPOXK — Le Byno Wock cTpawHe...”
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