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Washington, DC Oral History Project  

DC Communities: International Families and Their Creation of Identity 

 

Transcription of Interview with Svetlana Belenkaya on December 8, 2019 

at her home in Derwood, Maryland 

 

AM: Anastasia Murray  

SB: Svetlana Belenkaya 

 

AM: I know! Okay. So today is December 8th, and we are in a suburb of Rockville, and I am 

Anastasia or Ani Murray and I am interviewing – if you could say your name for me. 

 

SB: Svetlana Belenkaya 

 

AM: Could you spell that for me? 

 

SB: Its S-V-E-T-L-A-N-A and my last name is B-E-L-E-N-K-A-Y-A 

 

AM: Wonderful. Thank you. So I would like to start talking about your childhood and like when 

you were born and where you were born. 

 

SB: Okay. I was born on February 10th, 1976 in a city in the Ukraine in Odessa, well back then it 

was Soviet Union, so I was born in Odessa. I lived with – I have younger sister and I had older 

sister and older brother. So it was like four kids in the family. My mom was married twice, so 

she had first two children in her first marriage and two younger children second marriage. Umm. 

It was interesting childhood. We were allowed to play outside, in contrast to my children. You 

can see no kids outside, like in Odessa now, on a Sunday we would all be playing outside. It was 

nice! Our mother used to take us to the Black Sea, usually in the evenings when all the tourists 

were gone. So it was very happy. At the same time it was kind of stressful because like food 

short- not food shortages, but like basics you know. Sometimes it was hard to get buy, as you 

know there is always lines for food and stuff like that in Soviet Union. 

 

AM: Is Odessa a large town? 

 

SB: Yeah! Quite big, a major town in Ukraine. It’s on the Black Sea, so it’s a very touristy place. 

Lots of people from Moscow and Turkey would come to Odessa for holiday, for like vacation 

and sightseeing. 

 

AM: Very cool. So in this area you were saying kids aren’t really playing with each other. 

 

SB: Rarely, rarely. 

 

AM: Is it an older community? Or are there other kids around? 

 

SB: Well, the community is changing here, geographically. I mean, there are lots of older people 

have homes, and so down the road just recently the two homes were sold to younger couples who 



have four children each. And so some times when the weather was nice in the summer they were 

playing outside. But its like once in a while it happens. [Svetlana looks out window at the front 

of the house to gesture down the street] 

 

AM: Very cool. We came on such a beautiful day! This is perfect. Okay, so a little bit more 

about Odessa. I’m curious what the community was like there. You mentioned it’s a touristy 

place. But who was living there? 

 

SB: Generally, like, we had lots of neighbors and like everybody lived together. It is very tight 

like apartments. We lived in apartment building, so we knew all the people around. Umm. So my 

father worked as tomb stone maker, so he was always very busy with endless commissions of 

like – In Odessa they like putting photographs of relatives who died, so he used to make portraits 

of them on top out of marble. And my mom stayed at home, but she had engineering degree so I 

don’t know. She stayed home and sometimes she was very, how do you call it, into business. So 

she’s selling stuff all the time. 

 

AM: Did she work before she had her children? 

 

SB: Uhh, yeah! 

 

AM: So you have kind of referred to it already, talking about the tourists, but I’m curious if there 

was much of an international community there. 

 

SB: Well, not really like international community. I mean, it’s a lot of people from Soviet Union 

would come on vacation time, you know. And traveling around the city. But it had very deep, 

lots of history in it. Pushkin [the poet] was exiled in Odessa, lots of artists lived there, some 

major opera theater, which is in the center of Odessa, gallery, and film studio. They made films 

in Odessa. So my father was, when he was younger he used to know a lots film makers. I don’t 

know if you know Kira Muratova was always making films in Odessa. She’s quite well known. 

 

AM: It sounds like so much fun! Do you have a favorite memory of growing up there? 

 

SB: Yeah, going to the beach, running on the beach. I used to love this fountain with fish in 

Odessa that we used to go and play when we were kids. Going to the theater, opera theater, my 

mom took us when we were kids.  

 

AM: That sounds awesome. So is Odessa fairly warm climate, I’m guessing? 

 

SB: Yeah. In the summer its really warm, and it’s not that cold in the winter. So when me and 

my sister went last time to Odessa we went to the opera house almost every evening because the 

tickets are not very expensive so you can just go. 

 

AM: That’s great!  

 



SB: I went to school like everybody else. About when we were 14 the Soviet Union was 

breaking up and that was, I mean, lots of trouble. So and my mom decided we should leave and 

immigrate. My father decided to stay. So. 

 

AM: And where did you go at that time? 

 

SB: We went, in September 14 1991, we immigrated from Odessa to Cleveland Ohio, to United 

States. And it was very different when we landed in Cleveland. 

 

AM: Definitely. I would imagine! Did you say it was in September? 

 

SB: Yeah. 

 

AM: So was that your like first freezing winter? 

 

SB: Umm. Well. 

 

AM: Or is it kind of similar in Odessa? 

 

SB: When we arrived, we left from Moscow, we went from Odessa to Moscow by train and my 

brother came with us to help us with bags and everything. In Moscow it was freezing cold. It was 

really, really cold in Moscow. So we were all dressed up in all these warm clothes. [a little more 

energy in tone] And then when we arrived to New York they quickly put us – we flew an 

airplane called PanAmerica, the company, that was like they were just about to close down and 

bankrupt after that. So when we arrived to New York they just straight away we run to the plane 

and that plane to Cleveland. When we arrived in Cleveland it was hot! (giggle and emphasizes 

hot) It was so hot. It was like September and it was so hot. I just remember it was like 90 degrees 

and we are piled with these old winter coats. We were like taking this and people were just 

walking around like “Where are these people from?” wearing boots! It was kind of funny. It was 

really, really hot. We were sponsored by Jewish Federation and so they kind of helped us out for 

a year when we arrived. 

 

AM: How did you get connected with them? 

 

SB: Well my mom was Jewish, and at the time there were lots of – people were scared because 

there would be the same station as a lot of antisemitic behavior and so Jewish Federation was 

helping to get Jewish people out of Odessa because it had a large population. They were 

sponsoring. So you filled out the application and depending on your circumstances they would 

accept you. Me and my mom and my sister came to America. 

 

AM: Do you identify as Jewish? 

 

SB: Yes. 

 

AM: Okay. 

 



SB: I’m not really – I used to be more kind of religious but then I met Jude and he’s not Jewish 

(said while laughing) So I kind of – but I believe I’m Jewish. I identify myself as Jewish. 

 

AM: That makes sense to me. You mentioned that your dad stayed when you three came here. 

Did you go back and visit often or did he eventually come? 

 

SB: No, we never went to visit because at first we didn’t have money, it is quite a long way to 

go. And also politically it wasn’t safe. Because Soviet Union collapsed, and that is the time when 

all these countries are getting its own nationalities, like independence. They’re trying to find 

their own identity. It wasn’t safe, so our father didn’t want us to visit. So when I went first time 

to visit is with Jude after I got married, after a year. It was a while. 

 

AM: When did you two get married? 

 

SB: We got married July 13th 2002. 

 

AM: Wow! You weren’t there for eleven years. 

 

SB: Eleven? Yeah. When I went back, yeah. It was a long gap. 

 

AM: Did your dad come to the United States? 

 

SB: No, he never came. Me my sister always wanted him to come. It was our dream for him to 

come visit us, but he never went. He died a year ago. 

 

AM: I’m sorry to hear that. (small pause in conversation) I would love to hear a little bit about 

your home life growing up. You said your mom stayed at home and you had your siblings, so 

I’m curious what a day in the life would look like. 

 

SB: Umm. Well in the summer my mom and my sister would go to my grandmother in a village 

in the country side, that was nice. Time stood still because the village was so – the most modern 

thing they had was electricity (laughs) at that state. It was really like old and my grandmother 

lived in a nice little house, so we would go visit her and stay in the house. We would help get 

water and my grandmother had a goat, just one goat, and she used to take her up the hill for the 

pastures so she could eat. I mean, we would get up, and usual days go to school, get ready and 

me and my sister would just go to school from very young age by ourselves. Like our parents 

didn’t have to pick us up or take us. We knew where we were. We would come back from 

school, do our homework, play. We used to make lots of toys, me and my sister. Like doll 

houses. We were very into making doll houses. (giggles) Sew lots of clothes for dolls. We used 

to go to the factory not far from us, there was a little factory where they did children’s clothes 

and we would ask them if they could give us any left over of materials and they would 

sometimes like give us a bag (uses hands to show relative size of the bag, maybe the size of a 

loaf of bread) and we would make come and make doll clothes. My father was an artist, so he 

used to – we used to paint together and draw. He was very teaching us drawing and art. I used to 

do sports and ice skating, running club. 

 



AM: It sounds like a lot of fun! 

 

SB: My sister and I were very close growing up. 

AM: Your younger sister? 

 

SB: Yeah, my younger sister. We used to fight but like, we used to go together everywhere. So 

we would go to the other side of town by ourselves, at like eight and ten.  

 

AM: You mentioned you two would walk to school together. Was that a public school? 

 

SB: Yeah. Just regular school. 

 

AM: And then when you came to the United States did you also go to a public school? 

 

SB: Yeah. No. We went to Hebrew Academy of Cleveland because it was religious school, it 

was an all-girls school. Because we were sponsored by Jewish Federation they automatically 

signed you up for school. My sister didn’t like it so she left after a couple of years, but I stayed 

and finished the school. 

 

AM: What was it like coming to America? One you’re coming to a new school, but two did you 

know English before you came? 

 

SB: No, not really. We didn’t know English. I mean, I knew like a few words because we studied 

English in school in Russia, but not to like having conversation because people speak very fast 

when – so its very different. So we studied English at first, with all the Russians. There were lots 

of Russian girls in the school. It was like 25 of us, and somehow, we all stayed together. We had 

lunch together. We didn’t really interact with all the American students because it was really 

cliquey. But that’s alright. 

 

AM: Are you still friends with any of them now? 

 

SB: No because I moved to London, and back in here and they are all in Cleveland. I didn’t 

really keep in touch. That’s one of my major problems. 

 

AM: That’s okay! 

 

SB: I never keep in touch with people. I make friends and then things happen and just move, so. 

 

AM: Did you start school right away when you moved? 

 

SB: Yeah, after like a week. Straight away because it was like September, the beginning of 

school year. 

 

AM: That makes sense, to start right away. Did you have a favorite subject in school? It sounds 

like you kind of liked it. 

 



SB: Umm. Yeah, I like history, world history. And English was fun to learn English. 

 

AM: Do you speak other languages? 

 

SB: Russian and English. At school we studied Ukraine, but Ukrainian was like second 

language. So now they all speak Ukrainian there, but not like when we grow up. I guess it was 

really Russian speaking city so everybody spoke Russian. 

 

AM: Would you identify yourself as – when you were growing up did you identify as Russian or 

how did that work for you? 

 

SB: Well people used to ask us what’s your nationality? We would say Jewish. But my father 

was Ukrainian and my mother was Jewish. It wasn’t – I mean my father is very Ukrainian, but 

like (trails off) 

 

AM: That’s fascinating. Thanks for sharing. 

 

SB: People didn’t really, it was all together. People got along well in Odessa. 

 

AM: Going back to talking about school a little bit more. Did you end up going to college? 

 

SB: Yeah. So after that I graduated Hebrew Academy, and all the girls in Hebrew academy were 

going for a year to Israel to study more religious studies, and they asked me if I would like to go, 

but I didn’t want to go. So I went to community college for a year and then I transferred to 

Cleveland Institute of Art and I finished Cleveland Institute of Art when I met Jude. Yeah. So I 

got degree in industrial design. 

 

AM: Ooh! What’s that? 

 

SB: Its studying like furniture design and product design. 

 

AM: Very cool. Did you end up working in that afterwards? 

 

SB: No, I tried to find a job. Because I moved to London, I met Jude and then moved to London, 

I applied a lot – its very competitive. Extremely competitive. So I had very hard time finding a 

job, so I ended up teaching in after school club. Some art, and I kind of enjoyed doing that so I 

went into that. And then I really wanted to have my own pottery studio so I kind of organized 

that so I had my own kiln and did some shows, did my own work. So I kind of stayed in the 

field, but not really. It’s one of the things I feel guilty about. 

 

AM: Why is that? 

 

SB: Well, I wish I had more career. Like in industrial design. It didn’t work out. 

 

AM: Well it seems like you found something that worked for you. 

 



SB: Yeah. 

 

AM: That’s great. So you mentioned a few times you said “Oh when I met Jude…”, so when and 

where did you two meet? 

 

SB: Well my last year at Cleveland Institute of Art they had a French school coming over and 

they did presentation and asked if anybody would like to go on exchange program to French – in 

design school, and if there is any – so I applied and they accepted me to go. At first it was like 

“oh maybe I shouldn’t go”, but my mom was very excited for me. She said “oh you go. You will 

see the world”, so I went and Jude was there teaching French students English, and I was 

studying industrial design in French school. And we met in like the spring 2001. In like this 

English pub. I was with my friends [becomes more light hearted and laughs a little] and he was 

there with his friends and we were just talking. Because he spoke Russian, so we spoke Russian 

to each other. And then one of his friends when he left “did you get her phone number?” and he 

said no, so she went back and I didn’t have a phone. We didn’t have a phone, but my roommate 

had her mobile phone cell phone, so she gave her my phone number. So couple weeks later he 

phoned up I was like “who is that?”. We met up and one thing lead to another. That’s how we 

met. 

 

AM: Yeah! And was that in Paris? 

 

SB: Yeah. 

 

AM: Okay.  

 

SB: In. Yeah – I asked him for a chair because there was empty chair next to him.  

 

AM: That’s so sweet. And that’s interesting. It was a chair and you do design! [laughs] That’s 

great. So I am curious, working our way back to talk about education again. It seems like your 

parents, your mom was very supportive of your education. How would you say they valued it? 

 

SB: Oh my parents really valued education. My mom always – my brother came four years, like 

three years later after we came. My brother is a dentist, and my mom’s dream was for him to be a 

dentist. SO my oldest sister, who kind of died in unfortunate circumstances. They don’t know 

what happened. She was traveling from Novotroitsk up north of Russia to visit my brother and 

our parents, and they found her by the track of the train. And she died a week later. But they 

don’t know what happened in between. Like did she jump off the train, did somebody push her? 

It really affected my mother, like personally. And then. She had an engineering degree, too. And 

my sister is a tax attorney. My mom really valued education, my parents. They really wanted us 

to do well. 

 

AM: That’s amazing. Thanks for sharing that. We talked a little bit about your work history, and 

I’m curious if you currently have a job. What do you do at the moment? 

 

SB: At the moment I have, well I have a couple jobs. 

 



AM: Sure! 

 

SB: One I teach in private art school, okay. Art. And another I work at Home Depot, just like in 

the mornings, full time. Yeah. I work as like a member of a team, merchandizing execution team. 

So we walk around making sure everything looks beautiful. I don’t know. They asked me if I 

want to be trained as a manager. So I don’t know. We’ll see. And another job I have is in 

(unintelligible), working as like - teaching people with learning difficulties. Also I have a little 

studio in my house over there (gestures over her shoulder into the living room) so I do pottery 

there.  

 

AM: It sounds like you’re doing a lot of things you love. 

 

SB: Yeah, yeah. 

 

AM: So now I would like to move to talking a little bit more about your relationship with your 

husband. We talked a little bit about how you met, when you met, and this is my favorite 

question. It’s such a silly question. What would you say attracted you to your partner? Why do 

you like him? 

 

SB: Oh. He’s a very optimistic person. And he’s very go get, go get person. Like if he decides 

something, that’s it. He’s stuck with that. He’s very determined. He’s kind, and very funny. He’s 

I think, kind. He’s very caring, but very cold, kind of distant personality. Not very warm, not 

very showing his feelings. But I know he cares very deeply about me and kids, and he’s been 

always very supportive and very good. I am happily married. I think we are happily married. 

We’ve lasted for almost 17 years! 

 

AM: That’s great! How would you say that your – well. I’ll get to that later. I’m curious if before 

you dated him if you had dated someone from a different culture or nationality before. 

 

SB: I dated this guy for four years, four and a half years. From Cleveland. His name is Jonathan 

Scheer. And he is a lawyer and he lives in Philadelphia. But it didn’t work out. 

 

AM: Sure. 

 

SB: So. But he was American. So we met on the trip to Israel. 

 

AM: Oh okay. Was that after high school? 

 

SB: In college. In Cleveland Institute of Art. In the Case Western years of university they had 

Jewish students who would come together so they could meet each other. So they had like this 

trip organized to go to Israel for couple weeks. I went and that’s how we met. Now he was 

Jewish so… That’s my kids outside. (Kids knock on window) 

 

AM: They look like they’re having fun! 

 

SB: Oh yeah. They like, I think they play more or something. 



 

AM: Yeah. So I’m curious, you mentioned a little bit when you were talking about your 

husband’s personality that he’s not quite as warm, and I am curious if you’ve had any difficulties 

dating someone from a different culture. If you think that’s a cultural thing or. 

 

SB: It’s definitely a cultural thing because English people don’t show how they feel. People used 

to say in London that English people are like the weather. [laughs, a little muddled] 

 

AM: Like the weather? 

 

SB: Yes. So they are all, he is very much upper lip. Like you know. But it doesn’t mean that he 

doesn’t feel.  

 

AM: So when you were growing up, when you watched your parents relationship, how would 

you compare that? 

 

SB: I think our relationship is much better. Because we get along better than my parents did. My 

parents used to fight, like really bad fights. My mom would go to her friends and would stay with 

her friend. We don’t do that. We rarely fight, rarely have an argument. I mean, we do have 

arguments (laughs a little), like you know. We’re okay. 

 

AM: Going back to some of the differences earlier you mentioned that you are Jewish and Jude 

is not, so I’m curious – 

 

SB: He’s atheist. 

 

AM: He’s atheist. 

 

SB: He doesn’t believe in it, in religion, even though his parents are very religious. Go to church 

and stuff like that, but he’s not.  

 

AM: I’m curious then… 

 

SB: So then our kids are not very religious either. [laughs a little] 

 

AM: Is that a decision you made together? 

 

SB: Umm. Well, I talk to them about being Jewish, you know and all of that. But yeah, kind of. 

We just (unintelligible), you know. 

 

AM: Yeah, makes sense. How would you say having that difference in religious belief affected 

your relationship? 

 

SB: Not really. I mean, it played a little but it would be nice if he goes a little more religious 

maybe. Like took the kids to church or something. But. It’s important to educate them. But we 



are open minded! (More upbeat in tone) You know, we are not like. They can choose their own 

path. 

 

AM: That makes sense! I would like to get some more of the details of your relationship. So you 

met Spring 2001, and how long were you in France? Or when did he get in contact with you 

again? 

 

SB: So we dated each other in France, and then after we met he moved in with me when my 

roommate moved out, and then in August I was going back to Cleveland to finish my degree. So 

he came with me, visited for a couple months. Three months in Cleveland together. He went 

back [to England], then I finished my degree, I went to visit him, and then my mom got sick, I 

went back, my mom passed away, and so. (trails off for a moment) So after a while I went back, 

but I got deported because they asked me who I’m going to visit (energy builds again) and they 

said that I had to had a fiancé visa, so it was like if you remember September 11 happened, the 

attacks on world trade center, so it has kind of affect the relationship. People were very scared 

and so they were checking passports, and so they asked me who I’m visiting and I said I am 

visiting my friend and they started asking question. “How did you meet?” So they said I have to 

go back and get the proper visa (laughs) fiancé visa. 

 

AM: Wow. To visit him in London? 

 

SB: Yeah, so. It was kind of… 

 

AM: That’s a long process! Oh my goodness. 

 

SB: I know. So we had to apply for a fiancé visa, so. 

 

AM: And then it just progressed naturally you got married! (laughs) 

 

SB: After that we either had to get married or renew the visa, so we decided to get married. 

 

AM: And you got married in 2002, correct? 

 

SB: Yes. July 13, 2002. And it was a nice wedding. We had a nice reception at Jude’s parent’s 

house. My sister came and it was nice.  

 

AM: I’m just going to write that down in –  

 

SB: We married in the register office 

 

AM: Hey! It’s pretty common. That’s fun. So did you always – besides that it made sense, but 

did you always want to get married? When you were little? 

 

SB: Ummm. (said high pitched, with hesitation) Yes, and no. You know. Like when you were a 

teenager people would ask you “Are you going to get married?” No! No! But, yeah. 

 



AM: Interesting. Do you think that your religion or spirituality have anything to do with it? 

 

SB: I guess there were lots of girls from Hebrew Academy would get married virtually after, 

couple years after graduating from school. So, you know. And marriage is like central part of 

Jewish religion, you know.  

 

AM: Did you grow up in a more Orthodox Jewish community? 

 

SB: Yeah, they were Jewish Orthodox. 

 

AM: Okay. 

 

SB: Yeah, so, I guess. When Jude proposed I was like “Are you sure you wanna do that?” We 

got married so. 

 

AM: So you said you had your little reception at his parent’s house, and your sister came. Who 

else was there? 

 

SB: Mostly Jude’s relatives and the people I met in London by then, like picking frineds of the 

girls there. And my sister came with Dan.  

 

AM: Was your sister married at that point? 

 

SB: No. No. Dan and her married a month later. 

 

AM: Oh!  

 

SB: We went to their wedding, they said because they had been dating each other for five years 

before and then they get engaged and they were engaged for a while and my sister always jokes 

around that because she got engaged (starts to laugh while speaking) I quickly, in a year, found 

Jude and got married! To beat her. 

 

AM: Oh that’s funny! That’s great. So I would love to know what you think creates a strong 

relationship, or a strong marriage. 

 

SB: Understanding each other, where you coming from. Compromising, you know. Caring for 

each other. Supporting each other. When one is having a bad day and helping.  

 

AM: Yeah. That makes sense. So you two, sorry I’m going all over the place. You two got 

married in England. How long did you stay there before coming to the United States? 

 

SB: We lived there for 12 years. 

 

AM: Wow! Okay. 

 



SB: And then we had our third son born there and we were trying to buy a house, but the deal 

would fall through and we couldn’t find the house for the right amount and the apartment was 

getting so small for all of us living there. I always had this dream that me and Jude would go 

back and live in America. After we get married, so after a while I kept saying we should go to 

America. We can buy a big house (said with more enthusiasm), so here we are! So Jude quit his 

job, he had a good job. Everybody thought we were crazy. We moved here. 

 

AM: Why here? 

 

SB: Well because Tatiana and Dan live here. We lived with them for a couple months in the 

beginning, in the summer 2013. With three small children, well small children. And then we 

moved to Rockville. We tried to find a flat in Bethesda, but we couldn’t afford it. It’s so 

expensive. But we found a nice townhouse in Rockville. Like Twinbrook, near a metro station. 

And then we, four years later we bought this house, we moved, we’ve been here two years. Still 

remodeling. Little bits. 

 

AM: It takes forever! 

 

SB: Fixing it up.  

 

AM: And then you change your mind! Yeah. So when did you have your children? When were 

they born? 

 

SB: Well we have the oldest son, Pushkin, was born on December 12, 2005. So he’s almost 14. 

 

AM: Ooh. A teenager! 

 

SB: I know. And then we have Darwin. (laughs) 

 

AM: Darwin. 

 

SB: And he was born October 10,  

 

AM: You have a December and October 

 

SB: October 10, 2011. And so he’s 8. And then we have Nelson. And Nelson was born March 

30, 2013. 

 

AM: There’s a good space between them. 

 

SB: I know, I know. Well the third one was not planned. 

 

AM: (laughs) It happens. 

 

SB: He just surprised. We were so shocked. 

 



AM: Were the first two planned? 

 

SB: Uhh, Pushkin was definitely planned. Darwin, yeah. We kind of wanted another one, and it 

would be such a big gap between them, so we decided to have another one. But Nelson was not 

planned. At all. He just came. 

 

AM: How big of an age difference is there between you and your siblings? 

 

SB: Well, between me and my oldest brother is ten years. And so between me and my oldest 

sister is like 15 years. 

 

AM: Wow. 

 

SB: Yeah. Between me and my youngest sister is year and a half. 

 

AM: Oh okay. 

 

SB: So we were close together. 

 

AM: Interesting. I’m just looking at the time. Give me just a minute to see where I think we 

should go next. Okay. I would love to talk a little bit about how you would classify yourself as a 

parent. Like are you a very hands on mom? Those kinds of things. 

 

SB: I am hands on mom. I mean, I try to do best. Take them to all the activities, especially with 

the first one. I was very into all baby groups. Taking him, and cycling. I take them cycling. 

Darwin just started cycling club, so did Pushkin. So we are very hands on parents. I would say, 

yeah. There’s always more that you would like to do. You know. 

 

AM: How would you compare your parenting to that of your parents? 

 

SB: I think I’m more like into them doing well in school. More like pushing them. Like in the 

sports. Because I think sports kind of important, especially they are boys. I think I’m like the 

same as my mom. You know? She took us everywhere. 

 

AM: Great! How did you and your partner agree on what values you would teach your children? 

 

SB: We have very similar values. We want our children to do well in school, not working very 

well. (says quietly, then laughs)  

 

AM: It happens! 

 

SB: We try, you know. He’s very into sports. Jude is very sporty, so we tried to like instill that in 

our children. Being healthy, taking care of themselves. Generally we agree on what needs to be 

done for them. Almost every weekend we taken them on hikes, museums, we do a lot with the 

kids.  

 



AM: It sounds like fun! So your. Hmmm. I’m curious how your children reacted to or responded 

to being a part of an international family because they were all born in England and then they 

moved here. How did that affect them? I know the younger two probably don’t even remember 

it, but. 

 

SB: But the oldest one does. Pushkin is very much wanting to go back to England. So he’s like 

whenever he’s finished with school he is going back. So yeah. So he’s, I think he has like a rosy 

picture. Like when you’re a child, you don’t understand much about politics and money and all 

of that, so he kind of wants to go back. Darwin, because his older brother is, (unintelligible) all 

of them are going back. So that kind of, want to go back, I guess. 

 

AM: Have you gone back to visit? 

 

SB: Yes! (with enthusiasm) Yeah, their grandmother is often come visit us and they have been to 

England even like four times maybe since we moved here. But its expensive for all of us to go at 

once. So Pushkin is going in a week. 

 

AM: Oh! Very exciting. 

 

SB: Yeah. For Christmas. We were all going to go, but it is an outrageous amount of money. So 

we decided not to go. 

 

AM: Yeah. Definitely. I’m curious (dog barks) They’re at the door, kind of. They were in front 

of the door. So I’m curious, oh we talked about the activities a little bit, but I’m curious if you’ve 

taught them to speak Russian. 

 

SB: No. (sounds almost pained) That’s one of the drawbacks now. At first when I had one, 

Pushkin, he spoke Russian very well and I took him to Russian school. But then when we moved 

up here he had problems and I kind of decided not to take him to Russian school, so by the time 

we got around it it was too late. Then the other two little children came, and its difficult, you 

know. So no, they don’t speak Russian. I wish they did. Jude speaks Russian, but we never spoke 

it at home.  

 

AM: It’s a lot of work. I’m curious to know a little bit more about your life in the UK, actually. 

And how would you compare living there to living here? 

 

SB: Well Jude and I earn more money here, a lot more. 

 

AM: You earn more money? 

 

SB: Yeah. Jude’s career really flourished here since we moved. So and there is, I think its, well I 

learned to drive here, where I didn’t drive there. Its kind of like easier, because when we first 

arrived I didn’t drive. So it was like difficult, I always went to Washington DC by metro.  

 

AM: Well its so easy to get down there when you’re close to metro! Interesting.  

 



SB: So, yeah. Its different living here. Not a lot of public transport here, so. There I was doing 

substitute teaching in the schools, so it was kind of a hard job, too. Dealing with teenage girls. I 

was teaching in girls school. 

 

AM: Yeah, that makes sense. What does Jude do for a job? 

 

SB: He is in IT, computer like, you will have to ask him. He’s like totally… 

 

AM: He does IT, okay. (laughs) 

 

SB: Lab management, developing? Consult? He just started a new job. 

 

AM: Well then it just makes it so much more complicated. 

 

SB: Hopstand?  

 

AM: I’m just like reading through these questions quick. 

 

SB: No problem, take your time. 

 

AM: Oh this one is a good one. So now that we’ve talked about most of your life, I would love to 

ask you like how you see yourself in this community. Like how do you fit in here? 

 

SB: Well, since arriving here I haven’t made many friends. I find its kind of difficult to make 

friends, because people here are more like inside the house. You rarely see people out. Pretty 

much Jude and I stick to ourselves. 

 

AM: And is that quite different from living in England? 

 

SB: Yeah, I had more friends there. I met lots of moms with babies because Pushkin was a little 

baby. It was easy. There was more support for woman with little children. There was this 

organization you can go take your baby there. The other moms come, you kind of make friends. 

Here is very isolated. There’s not much support for moms with little kids. So I haven’t made any 

friends with Darwin and Nelson kind of baby groups.  

 

AM: So one of the tougher questions I’d like to ask, either when you first moved when you were 

14 or when you moved more recently, did you face any negativity because of your nationality? 

 

SB: No, at the beginning, when I was 16 when I moved here. Yeah. Like the people, the 

American girls didn’t like us, and always asked us “Why did you come here?” and had always 

hard time connecting so. But when I moved as an adult it wasn’t much different because I spoke 

English, I had children, it was easy life when you have kids. It was nice because when we moved 

Jude didn’t have a job for a while, so we were traveling a lot. Going to the farm, Boston visiting 

my brother. 

 

AM: Where does your brother live? 



 

SB: In Boston. 

 

AM: In Boston. 

 

SB: Framingham.  

 

AM: Do you go and visit him much now? 

 

SB: No. We’re not that close together. 

 

AM: Okay. What do you think, you touched on it a little bit that the boys would love to go back 

to the UK, but how has their experience been here in the US? 

 

SB: Umm. I think positive. Yeah. Because we have much bigger house we could ever afford in 

England. Lots of space for them to run. The two younger ones they like their school here. 

Pushkin is very friendly and more outgoing, so he has friends. The cycling community is very 

good for Jude. Well we met other Russian couple who has kids in day care in the cycling club, 

we kind of visit them. 

 

AM: I’m just going to move this [the recorder] a little closer to you. 

 

SB: Is it okay? Can you hear me? 

 

AM: Yeah! There is just other background noise so I just want to make sure it keeps picking you 

up properly. I’d love to hear more about your friendship with that Russian couple. 

 

SB: Well they have, the mom has five kids, and two other children and three younger children. 

The two girls are, what is a teenager, like 15 and another is just younger. 12? And the little boy is 

9, he’s 10 or something like that. And they’re all into sports and cycling. So my husband kind of 

got friends with, with Vladimir. They’re a nice couple. But they are very like, there’s not much 

competition for girls in cycling because there are more boy cyclists, so it’s harder for a boy. But I 

think for the girls there is less competition so they are winning all of the championships, you 

know. Because there is not much competition, so they are doing well. 

 

AM: I’ve just started cycling a little bit, so I can 

 

SB: That’s good, so you can talk to Jude about all of the bikes. (Energy builds, louder) As you 

have seen we have so many bikes. His bikes. 

 

AM: You know it helps the kids start. They have to start small. So I have one more question 

before our last section and I would love to know how living internationally has changed or 

shaped you as a person. 

 

SB: I think it’s hard being constant, like I’ve moved so many times. You kind of get to know 

people and then you move, and then you start over. But its okay. I mean. I think it kind of has 



effect, like you don’t have a connection to place. So, it’s kind of difficult, I think (speech slows, 

takes time to think) but it made me more resilient and adaptable to different environments. 

 

AM: What would you consider home for you? 

 

SB: Home? Probably, well like, umm, Cleveland. I have nice memories of Cleveland. Me and 

my sister going there, and they have lots of funny stories from when we first got there. So yeah, 

Cleveland. I sometimes I think of Odessa as a home, but its more like place where I’ve been 

born. Its kind of hard to define where is home for me. SO like I don’t belong to anywhere. 

Because I’ve been traveling, so 10 years there, 10 years there, ten years back here. But like 

(pauses to think) like, I don’t know. Home is like. Odessa, I don’t think warmly about Odessa. 

(three knocks on window) 

 

AM: (laughs) Oh. We’re almost done guys! We’re almost there. Oh he’s wearing a pumpkin on 

his head! (laughs with narrator) So I would like to talk a little bit more about identity and like 

how you’re citizenship status compares to your national identity, maybe. What is your 

citizenship? 

 

SB: I am American citizen. When we moved from Soviet Union, back then you had to give up 

your citizenship. So I don’t have any Russian or Ukrainian citizenship. I just identify myself as 

American Ukrainian. Because I haven’t been born here, so people always ask me where I’m 

from. 

 

AM: Well everywhere! A few places. 

 

SB: But I consider myself American Ukraine. 

 

AM: What do you think helps you identify as an American? 

 

SB: Umm. Well I’m very lucky that I moved here because I don’t think that if we stayed, I 

would have as many opportunities and traveling and seeing the world as I did. People there are 

struggling even now. Me and my sister always think about how lucky we are coming here. 

 

AM: Do you think your children also identify as American? 

 

SB: No, more like British. 

 

AM: Why do you think that is? 

 

SB: (laughs) I don’t know. I think because my husband is English, so they even have a British 

accent when you talk to them. 

 

AM: I can’t wait! 

 

SB:  They more identify themselves as British, but they are dual citizens. They have American 

and English citizenship.  



 

AM: What sorts of things would you say create a person’s identity? Not just citizenship, but 

identity. 

 

SB:  Their beliefs, and where their home is, like depending what country they are. Language, you 

know, you speak certain language. People they surround themselves with influence your identity. 

 

AM: I would also love to ask what you think helps someone identify with a nationality, or an 

ethnicity or. 

 

SB: Well with ethnicity, religion. (gets quiet) So depending on your religion, like it helps you to 

identify your beliefs. (pauses to think) Language, what language you speak. (pauses to think) 

Politics. 

 

AM: I’m just making sure I have everything that I wanted to ask. (flips page) Okay. So one of 

the last questions is are there any questions you think I should have asked? Or anything you’d 

like to share? 

 

SB: Well. Umm. I don’t know, I think you asked very good questions. 

 

AM: Thank you! 

 

SB: I think. (speaks more loudly and clearly) I can share like the first time we came to America it 

was funny because we didn’t speak English and we went to the pharmacy and we tried to open 

the door, and the door just opened by itself! (laughs) We were like so spooked! That was a crazy 

experience. And then me and my sister once got lost, and we kept walking for hours, parallel to 

the same street as we were living, and we kept stopping and asking people for our street and they 

didn’t understand us, so it was kind of scary. But we found our apartment. So it was funny. Like 

once we went to the post office and we asked for a stamp, and the lady at the post office asked 

what kind of stamp we want and we were like “Just a stamp!” 

 

AM: “The normal one?” (laughs) 

 

 

SB: “Give us a stamp, please!” Yeah. 

 

AM: Were there other, did you experience other cultural shock moving here? 

 

SB: Yeah. It was like, we really were (pauses) we didn’t have a car at the beginning, so it was 

kind of hard to go shopping. I remember going shopping was a big adventure for the whole day. 

But we made friends with the people who were from the same, came at the same time. So they 

had a car, so they used to help us out with shopping and stuff like that. It was like when we 

came, a lot of people would help each other. Lots of Russian kind of community was very 

supportive of each other. It was hard at first, in Cleveland, and like here, if you go for a walk you 

don’t see so many people on the street. Everybody is in the car, driving, where in Odessa you go 



outside and there are people walking, talking, you know, selling you stuff. It’s more like vibrant, 

where here people just go in the car from one place to another place. 

 

AM: To what extent do you think that’s being more like a in the city, versus a suburb like here? 

 

SB: But like in a suburb of Odessa it’s the same. 

 

AM: It’s the same? Okay. 

 

SB: I think its mostly density. Dense community. People more close together, where here 

everything is spread out. 

 

AM: Yeah. That makes sense. 

 

SB: And supermarkets here are so huge! Where there the stores are small. Like you want to buy 

bread you go to the bakery, you want to buy flowers you to different shops. Here you go to one 

shop! 

 

AM: One stop shop! That’s what it is. You were talking a little bit about the Russian community 

in Cleveland and I’m curious 

 

SB: Well they were like Jewish community, Russian Jewish immigrants. 

 

AM: Did a lot of people move at once, or was it a fairly gradual move? 

 

SB: It was some – when we move it was – people moved different time. At that time there was a 

surge (emphasis on surge) of people from Russia, immigrants. From Soviet Union. 

 

AM: When you moved to Cleveland did you know, where there people from your community 

who moved as well? 

 

SB: No, we didn’t know anybody from Odessa. Like you meet people and they would ask 

“where are you from?” and you say from Odessa and they were like from Kiev, but nobody was 

from Odessa that we knew before. So we didn’t know anybody. 

 

AM: Did your mom, how do you think the move was for your mom? 

 

SB: Oh she loved it. (said enthusiastically) She was really, really, that was always her dream. TO 

come to America. So she loved it, every moment of it. She never complained. She studied 

English and went to community college, did some art. She really liked it, being here. She had 

nice apartment. She liked it. She never, never wanted to go back. She just always wanted our 

father to come visit, but when they left they never saw each other again. 

 

AM: That’s hard. Well. I think we’ve covered. 

 

SB: If you have more questions feel free to ask! 



 

AM: Yeah, let me just double check one more time. 

 

SB: I don’t know if my life is that interesting. 

 

AM: I think its fascinating. I was talking to my friend yesterday, well we were talking about 

astrology and like when the time of year you are born how that affects you as a person, and I 

have traveled a lot. I’ve spent like a year living in places for a few years now and how that – 

 

SB: Oh that’s good 

 

AM: So yeah! I just moved here in August. 

 

SB: Where did you move from? 

 

AM: I’m from Minnesota 

 

SB: Ahh, okay. 

 

AM: But last year, 2018, I was living in San Francisco 

 

SB: Oh wow 

 

AM: And the year before that I was in Minnesota, but before that I was in Germany 

 

SB: Oh that’s nice! 

 

AM: Then came here. 

 

SB: Oh that’s nice, that’s nice. 

 

AM: Yeah. I know what you mean of the like, I think I have like my home, but in 15 years from 

now how is it going to be different? … Are you cold? (talking to Pushkin, who came in from 

outside) Yeah, I believe it. Oh! Here’s a good one. I’m curious if you’ve stayed in touch with 

any friends from the UK. 

 

SB: Umm, yeah. A little bit. On the Facebook. But they, the kids are growing up. So like, little 

babies are 14 now! A little bit. We visit, when we went back I met this couple ladies. Yeah. I’m 

not very like good at keeping in touch with people 

 

AM: That’s okay! Why do you think that is? 

 

SB: I just don’t know. I think moving around all the time, and uhh. Just depending on your 

personality. 

 

AM: Sure. 



 

SB: I’m not like very easy making friends. So you know. 

 

AM: That’s alright. (pause, looks at paper) We talked about work, we talked about your 

relationship a little bit, umm, yeah. I think we’ve had a wonderful conversation. 

 

SB: Thank you. 

 

AM: And I really appreciate your time and you sharing your story with me. Alright. Well I think 

we’re okay to wrap up. 

 

SB: Okay. 

 

AM: Well thanks again. 

 

SB: Thank you! 

 

 

End of interview 


