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Ukrainian family
grateful for a
home in Castlerea

another country. There is
a proverb in Ukraine
which when translated
says: ‘Where I was born, I
came in handy there.’ I
have always liked to
travel and stay in differ-
ent countries. But I never
wanted to live in another
country, I love my
country, I love the people
of Ukraine! On this occa-
sion, there is another say-
ing: ‘Man makes plans,
but God will do every-
thing in his own way.’ I
hope to return to Ukraine
to my hometown Khar-
kiv. I want to be useful
when my country, my
city will recover like a
Phoenix,” she vowed.

Her mother too has
never lived outside of her
native country and never
would have chosen the
path she has since taken.

“Mom came with me
just to help with the kids.
She loves to be at home
and does not like to go
anywhere at all, and here
it is 3,000 kilometres from
home. But she made up
her mind when planes
began to fly over the
house and drop bombs.
Leaving was necessary to
save the children and so
far she has loved her ex-
periences of County Ros-
common,” she outlined.

Maryna feels that now
might be time for a
change in her career as
well as in her home life
since she has been forced
out of her own country.

“I have two technical
and economic univer-
sities behind me, 20 years
of work in a large suc-
cessful company, in the
past I had a managerial
position. However, now I
would like a job in which
I could help people, some
kind of social work. I no
longer want a career
where it is about earning
a lot of money, but I want
to work for my soul. But
first, I need to improve
my English, and then
look for a job,” she con-
cluded.

would have stayed in
Kharkiv and become a
volunteer. They are very
brave and patient boys.
I’m proud of them. When
I gave up, the younger
son Matvey smiled and
hugged me, and the eldest
son Ilya always said what
an interesting adventure
we had. And it gave me a
lot of strength,” she said
proudly.

One of her children is
now going to school loc-
ally and taking up sports
in Castlerea, but Marina
still hopes to return to
her home country, a
place she cherishes.

“I have never lived in
another country and
never planned to live in

my barbecue, my eldest
son and his friends went
to football with pleasure,
to prepare for school.
And now there’s no-
thing,” she explains.

Like all parents, the
safety of her children is of
paramount concern to
her. For Maryna, her two
sons were her reason for
fleeing her beloved
country. Despite their
tender years, the
children have been an in-
spiration to their mother
at times when she felt at
her lowest.

“My children are the
main reason why I left
the country, they are why
I ended up here in Ire-
land. If not for them, I

children, she lived a com-
fortable life.

“Until February 24, I
lived very well. I had my
own house, my own small
garden, a small vegetable
garden, and a lot of
flowers and grass. In the
summer we put a pool
and swam in it until the
very late autumn. I had a
job where I had been
working for 20 years, I
had neighbours beside
whom I lived all my life, I
had friends with whom
we often liked to gather at

One of them has been liv-
ing in the subway with
her husband and son for
more than a month... It’s
all terrible,” she ad-
mitted.

The direction her
family’s life has taken in
just over two months is a
world away from the safe
and secure life they lived
in Ukraine.

Maryna was happy;
wanted for nothing. Forg-
ing a successful career
coupled with two healthy

the supermarket and
bought us food, and the
next day he brought us to
the store and bought us
clothes. I’m so grateful to
everyone and for every-
thing,” she acknowl-
edged.

She keeps in touch
with many of those left
behind. Their stories
upset her greatly and she
worries for them.

“In Kharkiv, I still
have friends and relativ-
es . My two cousins are
there with their families.

when Grace asked how
we were in the morning, I
sent her a photo where
my children slept on the
floor and said that there
was nothing to feed my
youngest son, because
there were only sand-
wiches. After two hours
Grace and Aidan were in
City West and Aidan took
us home back to Roscom-
mon where he kindly let
us live with his lovely
family, and two days later
he found a home for us in
Castlerea,” she outlined.

Despite the uncertain-
ty that has surrounded
her life in recent months,
Maryna and the family is
settling well to life in the
West Roscommon town.
She has been astounded
by the kindness and sin-
cerity of the people of the
town.

“Our neighbours, a
family from Poland, help
with everything, around
the house, with clothes as
well. Friends of our
neighbours, Sergey’s
family from Moldova,
helped a lot with a
scooter for the eldest son
and with clothes and
shoes for the boys. A man
from Lithuania works
nearby, on the first day of
our life in Castlerea,
when we still had no
money, he went with us
to the store and bought us
meat and fish. A man
from Castlerea drove to

colleagues in Poland
helped me, they settled us
in a hotel. There are a lot
of Ukrainian refugees in
Poland, so I couldn’t find
a place to live, find a job, I
couldn’t go to school for
my eldest son, I couldn’t
apply for PESEL (a
national identification
number used in Poland).”

It was when she real-
ised that she couldn’t see
a future for herself and
family in Poland that by
chance, or by luck as she
says, she came across a
Facebook page ‘Helping
Hand for Ukrainians in
Ireland’. It was through
this page she came onto
the radar of Castlerea
man Aidan Geraghty,
who had seen first-hand
the impact of the war on
Ukraine having travelled
to the border with a bus-
load of supplies and who
has been involved in en-
suring more than 110
people have made it
safely from Ukraine to
Ireland.

“I wrote to the first vol-
unteer who posted there.
It turned out to be Grace
Kenned. After one hour
she had already bought
us plane tickets and after
two weeks we flew to Ire-
land. We were met at the
airport by Grace Ken-
nedy and Aidan Geraghty
and we got to know each
other. We were taken to
City West Hotel, and

“The scariest thing was
getting on the train. On
the first day we stood at
the station, but I did not
dare to enter the crowd
with a small child. On the
second day, I decided for
myself that I needed to
come up with something,
we were waiting for the
train for 14 hours, I was
one of the first and my
son was sleeping in my
arms, and the eldest son
was holding his pocket.
The security man helped
us get on the train. My
mom sat down with a
suitcase and we were able
to keep her seat. In a com-
partment where four
people usually ride, there
were 20 people, even a girl
was sleeping in the toilet.
We went to Lviv (a city in
western Ukraine). We
lived in Lviv for several
days, then we bought bus
tickets to Poland and
travelled for another two
days,” she recalled.

Despite getting to Po-
land, a safe haven from
the atrocities occurring
hourly in her native
country, Maryna and her
family still faced im-
mense challenges there.

“In Poland, we lived for
three days in a refugee
camp, we were very well
taken care of, I finally ex-
haled, but then all the
children in the camp fell
ill. I started looking for
accommodation and my

By Ciara McCaughley

Despite her whole world
being turned upside
down in the last couple of
months, the overriding
emotion felt by a Ukrai-
nian mother of two now
living in Castlerea is one
of gratitude.

The efforts and kind-
ness of a host of people in
Castlerea culminated in
Maryna Pyvovarova (41)
and her family being able
to live in a house in the
town, something she is
incredibly appreciative
of. She now lives in the
house with her mother
Iryna and her two sons,
Illia, aged six, and Mat-
vey, who is 17 months old.
Her eldest son has just
started in St Anne’s NS in
Castlerea where he is
settling in fantastically.

Like so many of her fel-
low citizens, Maryna’s
journey to Ireland was
protracted and exhaust-
ing. At times she felt like
giving up, but her desire
to find a safe space for her
two children spurred her
on. A native of Kharkiv,
she fled the city on March
4th and set out on a long
and arduous trip to Po-
land with just a few be-
longings in a suitcase.

To travel to Poland
took 10 days, but as Mary-
na explains “in ordinary
life” it would take just
one day.

Maryna Pyvovarova with her mother Iryna and her two sons,
Illia and Matvey are delighted to have a home in Castlerea.
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Ukrainian soldiers walk on a destroyed bridge in Irpin, on the outskirts of Kyiv.
Picture: Emilio Morenatti/AP

‘‘
A man from
Castlerea drove

to the supermarket
and bought us food,
and the next day he
brought us to the store
and bought us clothes

Alan and Roisin Cunningham from The Cosy Bar, Castlerea, present Aidan Geraghty with a
cheque for €1,300 for the Ukrainian fund. Picture: Liam Reynolds

‘We’re glad to be able to do what we can to help’
and cooking utensils
they needed and electri-
cal items from Scahills
along with bedding.

“Gareth Scahill do-
nated a television to
them and Austin Wal-
dron donated and con-
nected the satellite dish.
Gemmisha donated an X-
box and games,” he
added.

“Everyone has played
their part. The neigh-
bours too have given
them plenty of support
and made them feel very
welcome.

“They’re a lovely
family and really grate-
ful of any help.

“It was great to see Ilia
starting school and sett-
ling in so well. He’s even
learning a few words of
English and getting on
great,” he added.

TEAM EFFORT
Aidan is modest about
any praise received, in-
sisting that it has been a
team effort and so many
people gave their time
and support to ensure
the family has a warm
and safe home.

“Our local MEP Luke
‘Ming’ Flanagan had a
house in Castlerea that
he paid 12 months’ rent
on and wanted it to go to
a Ukrainian family in
need, so that was very
decent of him.

“The Cosy Bar had
raised €650 and the
owner, Alan, doubled it
to €1,300. This money
was used to purchase
heating oil (the Cosy
keeping them cosy!). The
money also purchased
from Wispys all cleaning

“Yes, it’s a bit busier
now but we’re glad to be
able to do what we can to
help,” explained Aidan
who is currently in Po-
land filming a documen-
tary with RTÉ on the
work being done by Irish
people to get Ukrainian
families to safety.

He returns to Ireland
on Wednesday and he ex-
pects five more families
will be coming to Ire-
land.

Maryna and her
family are very grateful
to Aidan who has en-
sured that they now have
a comfortable home in
Castlerea where they
feel safe.

Aidan and his wife
Muriel welcomed them
into their home to stay
while the new house was
being arranged.

By Ciara McCaughley

When Gemmisha Ge-
raghty suggested to her
father Aidan that they
should help the people of
Ukraine as they watched
news reports from the
country back in Febru-
ary, little could they
have imagined the jour-
ney that would follow.

Their determination
and compassion has en-
sured than more than 110
people have found refuge
in Ireland after fleeing
Ukraine.

The family currently
has two Ukrainian
children living with
them at their home in
Castlerea.

“We just felt that we
had to do something. I’d
do it all over again in a
heartbeat.

School empowering children
who have felt trauma of war

mammy’. Then after a
few minutes crawled out
and put  her  arms
around the teacher.”

Mr Loftus explained
that  before  a  ch i ld
fleeing war arrived at
the school,  he would
visit their class and re-
mind the students not to
ask probing questions.

“We would emphasise
privacy, and to let the
child lead,” he said. As
part of this empower-
ment, the school encour-
ages children to speak
their own languages in
the  school  and  the
schoolyard. Children
are also placed in ability
groups  for  projects ,
which again helps com-
pensate for language
skills with information
technology.

“World War One and
World War Two are part
of the curriculum and
you could ask how do we
handle that?” he said.
“But by approaching it
in a sensitive way, all
the children were able to
take part in discussions
and contribute. It all
goes  back  to  when
children are ready and
not making them feel
different.” Since 2018
and the opening of the
EROC centre  in  the
town, the school has
been working with the
centre to help educate

By James Fogarty

A primary school in Co
Roscommon is helping
students coming from
war-torn countries re-
turn to a sense of nor-
mality.

St Attracta’s National
School,  Ballaghader-
reen has 253 students
from 24 nationalities, in-
cluding from war-strick-
en countries such as
Syria, Afghanistan, Uk-
raine and Sierra Leone.
It’s a very tangible rem-
inder of the fractured
world we live in.

Its principal Noel Lof-
tus told the Roscommon
Herald that the school is
committed to helping
children who have ex-
perienced the traumatic
events of war, to feel em-
powered and ‘normal’
again.

“There are children
who are from a war-torn
country, and you can see
it in their eyes when
they arrive, they have
lost so much. But we put
the emphasis  on the
child and see them as
children first,” he said.
“We focus on the now.”
While some children
deal with this unimagin-
able trauma by becom-
ing quiet and reserved,
others wish to speak
openly about it .  The
school  g ives  these
children the space to
deal with their experi-
ences in their own way.
It also strives to be a
place of calmness and
normality.

Speaking last week,
he recounted a story of a
young Afghan girl,  a
senior infant student,
who had been at  the
school for two months.

“She was attending
Ms Roseanne Deeney,
one of our excellent Eng-
lish language teachers.
They  were  going
through a story called
Clever Fox and they
came across the word
‘safe’ as part of the les-
son. She leapt out of her
seat, crawled under her
table, saying ‘Mammy,
mammy, safe, Taliban,

Ivan with his friend Anna. Ivan’s home close to the airport
in Kyiv was one of the first to be bombed by the Russians.

Ivan aged 12 walking with teacher Rosanne Deeney to the
altar of St Nathy’s Cathedral to perform his piano recital.

awards destroyed. After
a  number  o f  weeks
travelling, he f inally
made it to the safety of
Roscommon.

While only a few days
at the school, the child,
who also composes his
own music, took part at
the special fundraising
concert at St Nathy’s
Cathedral  on Friday
night, playing a piece he
had composed himself.

“After  having  so
much taken away from
them, we try to help
them to take back con-
trol, to empower them,”
said Mr Loftus, adding
the community has also
helped achieved this.
“With the concert,  a
piano was sourced and
brought to St Nathy’s for
him.” Mr Loftus added
Ukrainian students are
still  being taught re-
motely by their teacher
in their native country.

He explained that two
of the children from
Syria created a Ukrai-
nian flag for their new
school mate, decorated
with beautiful symbols
of peace.

“Here’s a family who
were knocked out when
their  school  wa s
bombed, their father
was killed, they had a
long journey to get to
Ireland,” he said. “The
commonality between
them is they were all
bombed by the Russian
army.”

While he said both the
minister for education
and the  depar tment
were doing well to help
schools on this issue, the
language barrier was
one of the challenges
facing educators.

“Ready access  to
translators is an issue.
It’s important for many
reasons but also to help
the parent be involved in
the education of their
child.” As part of return-
ing  normal i ty  to  a
child’s life, the school re-
cently purchased a poly-
tunnel. It is a way of
helping the children to
socialise together while
also engaging in practi-
cal activities where lan-
guage is not as crucial.

Engaging in sport is
also a very important el-
ement of the school’s
life, with Gaelic games,
soccer, and tennis being
played.

“All the students are
included  in  hurl ing
training with Mr Da-
mian Connolly, and the
Syrians loved it,” Mr
Loftus said.

“All the local clubs
support us. In addition
to the teachers them-
selves doing the coach-
ing, Andy Moran comes
in for two hours every
week. As busy as he is
with home, work, and
managing Leitrim, he
volunteered to help out.”

the children, who in-
itially came from Syria,
residing there.

He explained that the
school was approached
by the Department of
Justice  to  provide a
pathway for the edu-
cation of these children,
with the support of the
Depar tment  o f  Edu-
cation.

“Afghan children, and
more  recent ly  the
children from Ukraine,
usually travelled di-
rect ly  from their
country to here. They
may have experienced
maybe a month’s break
in their education, but
chi ldren from Syria
have to come through
Lebanon and  other
countries. They could
have been out of school
for a number of years.
The key thing for us is to
help them take back con-
trol and restore a bit of
hope.” One student had
been managing a fruit
stall in Beirut for years
before finally getting to
Ireland, he said.

“He  wa s  making
money and  wo rking
away and we were very
conscious of making re-
turning to school an
easy transition for him.
Again, it comes back to
empowerment.” Mr Lof-
tus said that educating
the children from the
EROC has been a very
positive experience, and
he paid tribute to the
“amazing”  school ’s
staff. He also thanked
the  Nat ional  Edu-
cational Psychological
Service or NEPS for its
assistance.

“Things are working
very well,” he said.

He explained that over
the Easter break, he was
contacted  about  the
possibility of a Ukrai-
nian child attending at
the school.

“His home was one of
the f irst  bombed be-
cause it was close to the
airport in Kyiv,” Mr Lof-
tus  said .  The  boy,  a
passionate piano player,
saw his  p iano  and


