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Земля Русская прощай! 
(Предисолвие в стихотворном изложении) 
О бегстве эимгрантов из Советского Союза в 30х г. 
     Farewell, Russian Land! 

(Preface in verse) 

About the flight of immigrants from the Soviet Union in the 1930s. 

Земля Русская, прощай, 
За границу бегу в Китай. 
Остаются все родные наши, 
Даже не сказал «прощай» 
папаше, 
Нельзя было прощатся мне, 
Чтоб неоказаться вместо Китая 
в Калыме. 
Но если дойдет до Кгэбэ, 
То тюрьма обеспешина мне. 
И родных я покидаю, 
И иду, куда – не знаю. 
Вот так мы в Китай ишли –  
Только душу и тель с собою 
несли. 
Нас никто не провожал, 
Только Он, Сам Бог, 
сопровождал, 
И был путеводителем в пути, 
Чтоб там, в Китае, счастье нам 
найти. 
Китай была наша временная 
мать, 
Советский Фараон за нами 
погоню послал. 
И нам пришлось опять бежать, 
Чтоб не попасть Дракону в 
пасть,ъ 
И Филипинам Бог повелел нас 
взять в свой край. 
Чтоб не попасть опять «в 
советский рай» 

Russian land, farewell, 
I'm running abroad to China. 
All our relatives are staying, 
I didn't even say "farewell" to 
daddy, 
I couldn't say goodbye, 
So as not to end up in Kalym 
instead of China. 
But if it gets to the KGB, 
Then prison will be my last 
resort. 
And I'm leaving my relatives, 
And I'm going, where - I don't 
know. 
That's how we went to China - 
We only carried our soul and 
body with us. 
Nobody saw us off, 
Only He, God Himself, 
accompanied us, 
And was a guide on the way, 
So that there, in China, we would 
find happiness. 
China was our temporary mother, 
The Soviet Pharaoh sent pursuit 
after us. 
And we had to run again, 
So as not to fall into the Dragon's 
mouth, 
And God ordered the Philippines 
to take us into their land. 
So as not to end up "in the 
Soviet paradise" again 



То Бог повелел Царю Чайканше 
3 парохода дать,  
Чтоб нам опять от Советской 
мачухи удрать. 
И Бог привел в безопасные 
места, 
Ему слава, навеки, навсегда. 
И тут Бог повелел 
Американскому Царю: 
В Парагвай отправить на 
крыльях Божию семью, 
Отправить вту полудикую 
страну. 
И там не долго мы прожили, в 
том дремучему лесу. 
И опять по Божьей воли 
крылья повернулися назад 
И превезли нас в 
Калифорнийский штат. 
В книге этой есть подробный 
ответ, 
Вот так прошло там двадцать 
лет. 
А теперь на небо наша путь, 
Чтоб там всем нам отдохнуть. 
Не к земной стране, 
Путь указан мне 
И нас влечет, 
Что-то все вперед, 
Туда, туда, 
Где вечность будет, но не года, 
Где вечно будем зрить там без 
конца, 
Украшение Божие нашего 
Творца. 

Then God commanded Tsar 
Chaikansha to give 3 
steamships, 
So that we could escape from the 
Soviet stepmother again. 
And God led us to safe places, 
Glory to Him, forever and ever. 
And then God commanded the 
American Tsar: 
To send God's family on the 
wings to Paraguay, 
To send them to that semi-wild 
country. 
And we didn't live there long, in 
that dense forest. 
And again, by God's will, the 
wings turned back 
And they took us to the state of 
California. 
There is a detailed answer in this 
book, 
So twenty years passed there. 
And now our path is to heaven, 
So that we can all rest there. 
Not to the earthly country, 
The path is shown to me 
And we are drawn, 
Something always forward, 
There, there, 
Where there will be eternity, but 
not years, 
Where we will forever behold 
there without end, 
The adornment of God our 
Creator. 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

I was surprised to find that the book had a separate autobiography of 

both Pana Brachunoff and her husband Ivan Brachunoff. Pana’s story 

came first, then Ivan’s. I am indebted to Nida Brachunoff (I’m using her 

maiden name) for providing a copy of her parents’ book so that I could 

use the contents in my historical perspective work about the people 

who eventually came to San Francisco and attended the Geary Street 

church and the 17th Street Church.    

I will attempt to give a scholarly analysis and synopsis of Pana & Ivan 

Brachunoff’s book, «Бегство Эмигрантов из Советского Союза» 

(literal translation, “Escape of Emigrants from the Soviet Union”). I 

shortened the title to “Escape from Soviet Union” because that was 

what my parents’ generation was doing in the 1930s, and the second 

wave was doing in the 1980s, and people are still doing during the third 

wave which started when Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022. Of course, 

there were many previous waves of escape, starting way back during 

the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. 



 



The autobiography of Pana (or Praskovya) Brachunoff (maiden name 

Zhizhina) begins with her saying that her parents lived in Alma Ata, city 

in Kazakhstan. She relates that her mother died shortly after the birth 

of Pana in 1922, and she became an orphan. Her father, Maksim, 

remarried to a caring mother-in-law named Onisya. In 1930 the family 

of six was left without a home when the Communists confiscated their 

property. The children are separated from the parents, and they travel 

in a train back to Alma Ata in order to be placed in a “children’s home,” 

where their chances of survival would be better, according to the plan 

hatched by the father and mother-in-law. However, they don’t last long 

in that home, and soon they are reunited with their parents and begin 

their journey to China. Along the way they suffer extreme thirst, and 

they dig to find water; this was considered to be a miracle. 

 When they reach Kuldja in 1933, they are united with the Shevchenko, 

Dumanovsky and Ionko families.  Around this time there is an uprising 

of the Dungans (Muslim Chinese) against the Chinese authorities and 

the Russians. There is an interesting incident where Pana falls from the 

roof and dislocates her arm; her father relocates the bone, but she has 

to suffer several months before her arm completely heals.  

In 1935, when Pana is 13 years old, she is filled with the Holy Spirit and 

experiences extreme joy. She begins to attend church regularly. Time 

flies swiftly, and when Pana reaches her 21st birthday, young Ivan 

comes courting and asks Pana to marry him. He is 10 years older. They 

get married February 27, 1943. 

In 1944, Alice is born. It is a cold day in January, and the delivery is 

painful and full of complications. Only a woman like Pana could 

describe the experience of giving birth to a child. Not only does Pana 

describe the birth of her first child in amazing detail, but she also 

sorrowfully tells the story of how her mother dies after a trip to the hot 

springs. A second daughter, Vera, is born soon afterwards. 

In 1946 they begin their journey from Kuldja to Urumqi. Then when they 

continue their journey to Langzhou, a third child is born, Nida.  Before 

the arrivall of Nida into the world, Pana describes how she spent days 



building an oven.  Quite an accomplishment for a woman carrying a 

child. As a reward, the oven keeps the growing family warm. 

Then in 1948, a missionary arrives with good news for the family. They 

have sponsors in Shanghai that have arranged travel documents for 

them. From there they get the fourth boat out to the Philippines, where 

they got sick with predrichitis (Pruritus), which causes severe itching. 

On the tiny island of Tubabao, their fourth daughter, Luba, is born. 

Life quickly changed with they got the chance to fly on an airplane to 
Paraguay in South America. The experience of flying in an airplane was 
so tumultuous that they prayed, “Lord, just don’t let us fall into the 
ocean!” The storm was so severe that the pilot had to make an 
emergency landing in Brazil. The next day they landed in Paraguay, 
whee they were taken to a small town called Colonia Fram. Here little 
Luba gets sick, and Pana is not able to breast feed her. It is always 
interesting to read about these things from a woman’s point of view. 

Life in Paraguay is difficult, and Pana describes in detail about the 
problems raising chickens, pigs, and even growing vegetables. Even 
worse were the problems with fleas and ants, which they treated with 
kerosene to get rid of them. That’s when they remembered that they 
were warned about the terrible conditions in the humid sub-tropical 
climate. Nevertheless, they were thankful, and didn’t complain about 
living conditions, although they worried about food for the children. 
Pana is resourceful and finds manioca, a starchy root vegetable, to be 
a staple nutritious food for the family.  

Little by little, the family learns how to grow corn and wheat. Pana’s 
husband Ivan even gets a rifle and does some hunting to bring meat 
for food. One humorous incident concerns a cow that almost hurt Pana 
severely, but nothing happened, and Pana said, “God protected me 
because of the children.” Her womb was hurting, but she managed to 
carry the baby to term, and a fifth child was born, a son named Nick. 
After Nick came Frieda. 

Eight years have passed, and the family decides to sell their 25 
hectares of land. They want to leave for America. Somehow they 
manage to come to an agreement with the landowners to whom they 
were indebted, and they collect enough money by selling Yerba Mate. 
Just before buying tickets for America, their last son Alex was born. 



This was the year 1958, and they landed in Miami, and then took a bus 
all the way to San Francisco, where they met their fellow brothers and 
sisters (in the Lord), and lived for a while in the apartment above the 
church on Geary Street, like others before them had done. Before long 
they manage to earn and borrow enough money to buy a house, and 
Pana begins working in a restaurant, where she learns to make all kinds 
of sweets and baked goods.  

After a while, Pana opens up her own confectionery by borrowing 
money from a Russian bank. So, while her husband Ivan worked as a 
janitor in Sears, Pana began to do business in her own bakery. She 
even convinced Ivan to quit his job at Sears and come to work for her. 
Business was going so well that they were able to sell their first house 
and buy another house closer to their business. They had more 
workers, some of whom were good for the business, and others whom 
they had to let go.  

In the year 1965 Pana buries her father. He had premonitions about his 
death, but she didn’t believe him. He was only 74 years old. However, 
he suffered a heart attack and died shortly thereafter.  

Shortly after that, Ivan and Pana try to make money by buying an 
apartment building that they can rent several units. However, some 
renters didn’t pay, and they lost the building. Ivan decided to find a 
house in the sunny town of Burlingame, several miles south of San 
Francisco. Needless to say, moving to Burlingame required that they 
sell their bakery business, and Pana had to find another job. She found 
work in the nearby hospital. 

After living in Burlingame for 13 years, Pana was releaased from her 
job due to her health and given a pension.  Ivan and Pana decided to 
move to Oregon, where other friends had already moved. Then after 5 
years they missed their children, who were living still in California, so 
they moved to Roseville, California.  

And then it happened. Just before Christmas, Pana suffered a heart 
attack and needed to be operated on. After surgery, she was taken to 
intensive care, where she thought she was going to die. She stayed in 
the hospital 10 days and then was released. She was cared for at home. 
After a year, they decided to return to the house they still owned in 
Woodburn, Oregon. Through all the pain and suffering, Pana was 
thankful to God for the life she still had. 



Pana ends her story by saying that she wrote her autobiography for her 
children. In closing, she mentions the Slavic church Bethany in 
California, where they attended. 

 



 

 

 

 



The autobiography of Ivan Brachunoff starts with the year 1900, when 

Tsar Nicholas decided to spread the population of the empire 

throughout Kazakhstan and Siberia. Ivan’s parents end up in Alma-Ata 

(modern Almaty). Ivan astutely mentions that the name Kazakhstan 

comes from the people who lived there – the Kazaks, meaning free man 

or wanderer -- and the ending -stan, meaning land of. Ivan mentions the 

village Konstantinovka, where he is born in 1912. 

The plot thickens in Ivan’s story as the year 1914 brings “the German 

war” and soon afterwards the Kirghiz uprising. Ivan is able to tell war 

stories and the horrors that accompany those wars with some 

trepidation because of the bloodshed and victimization of women and 

children.  Ivan relates the place where he lived, Semirechye Oblast 

(“place of seven rivers”) – between Semipalatinsk (present day Semey) 

and Almaty. The years that follow the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 

brought White armies and Red armies to Kazakhstan, each fighting for 

supremacy. Able-bodied men were drafted into the war. Some returned, 

some didn’t. 

 

As Ivan reminisces about the past, he does so with tears in his eyes 

because of the sorrow that he caused his parents as a youngster. When 

he turned 8 years old in 1920, Ivan recalls with shame the garlic that he 



tried to steal from a neighbor’s garden.  He tells the story of how he 

runs away from home but soon returns with the help of some friendly 

travelers on the road. Ivan mentions in passing that the family are 

Orthodox Christians. He describes a time when the White army 

overtook the town and burned down their church because the Red army 

soldiers were hiding there. The White army took all the villagers into 

captivity. It’s interesting that Ivan at this point mentions a painting of 

“the crucified Christ” that he stole from a church. He religiously prays 

at home with the ikon before him. He remembers a prayer book, 

“Orthodox Prayerbook” that his father used during prayer services, 

and he remembers prayers to the Bogoroditsa (Mother of God). He 

remembers also that his father prohibited his family from joining any 

Communist organizations. Curiously, Ivan gives himself some credit 

for living to an old age because he honored his mother and father, and 

loved God. 

I’m taking the liberty here to copy two pages from Ivan’s story that are 

exemplary of his strong religious belief, and also the beginning of a 

long adventure during the Soviet era that culminated in their escape to 

China and afterwards to freedom in a new world.   

The middle paragraph on the first page (p. 74) has a moral statement 

that is worth translating, and p. 75 continues a sad story of all that 

happened after 1922: 

“Dear readers, and especially children and young people, and all people, from this 

story you can take a lesson for yourself, that even a small sin will lead to a big 

consequence. That then you have to free yourself and go out on the straight road, 

which is fair, honest. People sometimes ask me: "Why did you have so many 

adventures?" I answer them that firstly: probably, such is my fate, as God gave me, 

and secondly: my life passed in such a time that there was no peace - wars, 

revolutions, dispossession and arrests, and so on. Those of my age, they also 

experienced a lot of travel, wandering, because during the revolution our villages 

were taken and burned by one or another, and everything was destroyed: horses 

were taken, cattle were slaughtered and eaten, the village was devastated, and we 

were taken prisoner by one or another. The revolution ended, we thought that 

something different would happen, something good.” 



 



 



 

 

The events during the Soviet era included forced collectivization, and 

herding people into communes to work for the government. The living 

situation was so horrible that Ivan says, “It was something 

indescribable, terrible, and creepy... they mixed people up so that they 

wouldn't make a revolution.” (p. 76) It’s interesting that Ivan gives an 

account of how a group of families sent a petition to Lenin to have their 

homes given back to them, and several months their petition was 

granted. However, their homes had been destroyed by roaming gangs 

and soldiers, and there was nothing left to do but make the most of it.  

In 1923 Lenin gave a reprieve to the people and forced collectivization 

was put on hold. People were once again allowed to grow their own 

produce. Harvests once again flourished. People in the country were 

drunk with their own brew. However, after five years of freedom, the 

government stepped in once again to repeat their cruelty to humanity. 

Once again, everything was taken away. All the hard work to regain a 

semblance of livelihood was snatched away by the evil regime. Hard 

times continued through the year 1933. 

The family began to wander from place to place like gypsies. Ivan’s 

other two brothers became Communists and left the family. The father 

died, and now Ivan was 16 years old and left alone. He does describe 

one episode with a lot of detail of how he tried to walk on skis over a 

mountain pass to reunite with his brothers, who were working at a 

hydroelectical plant. Then Ivan describes how forced labor continued 

throughout the country. Famine spreads everywhere. Times are hard. 

And yet Ivan continues to relate as many gruesome details as his mind 

can remember. It is difficult at times to read about all the dehumanizing 

situations, but Ivan feels it is necessary to convey the lowest 

conditions of humanity during those years. Disease spread, bodies 

became sick, and corpses were thrown into mass graves; some 

diseased people were even thrown alive and bured in those mass 

graves. 



Once again, Ivan appeals to his dear readers:  

«Дорогие читатели, трудно забыть, это невероятно жуткое 

зрелище, и часто, когда закроешь глаза, все предстает в голове. 

Сердце содрогается от столь тяжелой трагедии. Это страшная 

дискриминация, особенно к киргизам, к ним относились жестоко, 

из не спасали, и скорее закапывали. Они, ведь, тоже хотели жить 

на свете. И мы все – одно творение Божие. Поэтому, дорогие 

читатели, все, кто имеет добрую волю, просим вас во имя Бога, 

молитесь за правителей и за президентов, за властей, чтобы был 

мир и благополучие. Всем людям хочется жить хорошо и спокойно. 

Жизнь человека очень кратка и этот краткий отрезок времени часто 

проходит в бедствии из-за человеческого зла и греха. . . . Да 

поможет вам Бог понять смысл жизни и достигнуть спасения 

Божия.» (p. 89) 

Translation: “"Dear readers, it is hard to forget, this is an incredibly 

terrible sight, and often, when you close your eyes, everything appears 

in your head. The heart trembles from such a grave tragedy. This is 

terrible discrimination, especially towards the Kyrgyz, they were 

treated cruelly, they were not saved and were buried. After all, they also 

wanted to live in this world. And we are all one creation of God. 

Therefore, dear readers, all who have good will, we ask you in the name 

of God, pray for the rulers and for the presidents, for the authorities, so 

that there is peace and prosperity. All people want to live well and 

peacefully. Human life is very short, and this short period of time often 

passes in disaster due to human evil and sin. . .. May God help you 

understand the meaning of life and achieve God's salvation." 

Ivan often went into secluded places to cry and pray: “Why God, did 

you allow this horrible punishment to descend upon the Russian 

land?” Ivan lamented that atheism was rampant in the land. And yet, he 

continued to believe in God, for his orthodox and god-fearing father 

had taught him to pray and sing spiritual lyrics. Refugees were fleeing 

the horrible conditions. Trains were filled with people seeking freedom. 



Life in the Soviet Union became unbearable. Ivan joined the fleeing 

refugees. He no longer wished to suffer under a communist system that 

didn’t value human life. Suffering from typhus and destitute, Ivan 

manages to catch a bus to the Chinese border. Here he manages to get 

a job and make enough money to continue on his own into China. This 

was in August 1933, and Ivan was 21 years old. There is an interesting 

incident that he relates about some Muslim Kirghiz men who tried to 

rob him, but he spoke to them in their own language, which he had 

learned: “Разве ваш пророк Магомет учил так, чтобы у бедного 

забрать последнюю одежду, и он мог умереть от голода?” (Did your 

prophet Mohammed teach you to take away the last garment from a 

poor man, so he could die of hunger?) p. 97 

So, Ivan encounters one adventure after another as he makes his way 

through China, always depending on the mercy of local inhabitants to 

be hospitable towards him. Using his mental faculties, Ivan thinks that 

enlisting in the Chinese army will get him at least to Urumqi, from where 

they continue to travel near the border of Tibet. When China went 

through a period of calm in 1936, and the gangs no longer threatened 

people, the army was disbanded, and the soldiers were released from 

duty.  At this time, Ivan comes to the city of Kuldja. 

After a period of time, Ivan no longer can find a suitable job and he 

decides once again to return to his homeland, Russia. He is alone, 

without family, and sick with rheumatism and other illnesses. However, 

he encounters snow and a difficult path ahead and turns back to Kuldja. 

Here he once again is friendless, without money, without a job. Years 

later, when he became a Christian, he remembered these trying times, 

and he wrote a poem about it: 

Эх птичка бедная моя, 
Как похож я на тебя 
И меня за пару лет 
Позабыл весь белый свет. 
  
  В годы счастья к нам с тобою 
   Приходили все толпою, 

Oh, my poor little bird, 
How similar I am to you 
And in a couple of years 
The whole world has forgotten 
me. 
In the years of happiness 
Everyone came to us in a crowd, 



   А теперь в годину бед 
   Им до нас и дела нет. 
Если деньги есть в мошне, 
То будет другом всякий мне 
Коль исчезнет наш запас, 
Кто поможет в горький час? 
   Хочеш ты забыть печаль? 
   Никому тебя не жаль, 
   У народа чувства нет, - 
   Оскорбительный ответ. 
 

And now in the hour of trouble 
They don't care about us. 
If there is money in the purse, 
Then everyone will be my friend 
If our supply disappears, 
Who will help in the bitter hour? 
Do you want to forget the sorrow? 
Nobody feels sorry for you, 
The people have no feelings, - 
An insulting answer. 

A new life is in store for Ivan when he meets some Christians who tell 

him about Christ and give him a New Testament to read. He is invited 

to their church, and when he hears the singing, he is overcome with joy 

and the overwhelming feeling that he was in heaven. This happened in 

1940, when Ivan devoted himself to spiritual life, and was baptized in 

water and in the Holy Spirit. As a consequence of this amazing 

transformation, all his illnesses disappeared. He started working and 

was able to afford an apartment. He attended the evangelical Christian-

Baptist church, where the pastor was Efim Ivanovich Tkal’, who was a 

convert from Orthodoxy and atheism. This is a photo of that church: 

  



It was here at that same church that Ivan met the love of his life, Pana 

Zhizhina, and they were married on February 27, 1943. In the photo, 

Ivan is in the back row, and Pana is in the front row; both have arrows 

pointing to them. 

 

After his spiritual experience, Ivan becomes a witness to others, but 

his friends are not interested in a church where the girls don’t like to 

go out after church. Ivan tells them: “You must first seek the Kingdom 

of God and his righteousness, and then these other things will be 

added unto you.” Ivan was getting good at quoting scripture. Ivan also 

becomes an exemplary Christian, in that he refuses to participate in 

contraband activity with some friends who were trying to steer him in 

the wrong direction. Luckily, he didn’t go along with their revolutionary 

ideas and activities, because they were eventually caught and put in 

prison. 

 

In November 1944 the revolution came to China. There were those who 

supported Chiang Kai-Shek, and then later, along came the communist 

leader Mao Zedong. Times were swiftly changing in China. One form of 

government followed another. It appeared that the communist regime 

was willing to release the Christian prisoners and allow them to leave 

anywhere they wanted. They did not want to return to Russia, so they 

said: “We are willing to go wherever they accept us, for we don’t have 

a homeland anymore; we strive only for the heavenly home.” (p. 118) 

 

Ivan remained in China and was again caught up in the middle of the 

war that the Chinese were fighting against the autonomous Turkestan. 

Ivan refused to fight, saying that “as a Christian he was not going to 

fight against or kill innocent people, because that was the 

commandment of the Lord.” (p. 119) The commanding officer has 

mercy on Ivan and releases him from military duty; instead, Ivan is 

assigned other menial jobs to do.  

 



When Ivan and a group of other believers finally begin their trek across 

China to Urumqi, a distance of 700 kilometers, there are many 

adventures and setbacks along the way. Ivan compares their escape 

from the clutches of Stalin and the Soviets as an escape from Pharoah 

and the Egyptians by the children of Israel. They eventually arrive in 

Langzhou, and then later fly out to Shanghai. In 1948, as the forces of 

Mao Zedong come closer to Shanghai, the group gets permission to 

leave China for the Philippines. Ivan doesn’t spend much time 

describing life on the island of Tubabao. He only describes one incident 

in which the islanders build a building that did not last through the 

night. It collapsed. Lucily, no one had moved in, yet. 

 

Now begins the story about Paraguay. I always want to know what the 

different writers described about that experience, because my father-

in-law, Onisim Kowal, was the pastor of the church in Colonia Fram, 

where most of the refugees settled. What was confusing to me was that 

they first had to fly into San Francisco and several days later they flew 

into Paraguay. The flight there was dreadful, and oxygen masks didn’t 

do the work they were supposed to do, so Ivan went from family 

member to family member with oxygen. He felt that he didn’t need 

oxygen because he was filled with the Holy Spirit.  Nevertheless, they 

did need to make an emergency landing in Brazil. Finally, after many 

mishaps, they land in Asuncion, Paraguay. 

 

At last, we are introduced to Onisim Kowal, who was the pastor in 

Colonia Fram, and Alexander E. Shevchenko, who was chosen as the 

assistant pastor. Ivan was ecstatic about the fact that they had 

communion at the church, and they even performed the ritual of 

washing of feet, which Ivan noted was an example that Christ gave to 

his followers when he washed his disciples’ feet. (John 13:1) 

 

Ivan describes how he built a small house, and how the community of 

believers were able to build a mill beside a creek and even install a 

generator so they could have electricity. There is a nocturnal incident 



with some potential robbers. There is an incident with a snake, and a 

story about a pig. But soon they sell their small farm and move to the 

city, so there isn’t much to say about farm life anymore. To make it 

short, Ivan skips over a few other places they lived before they finally 

left Paraguay and arrived in San Francisco on June 16, 1958. 

The story basically ends here, even though Ivan adds a few more 

details of their life in America. 

 
There is a chapter on religion that might be worth talking about. This is 

the chapter titled “Прошлое как страшный сон” (The past is like a bad 

dream). p. 135 The chapter seems to have been written as a separate 

article that Ivan wrote before he contemplated writing his complete 

autobiography, which became the book. It sounds like a short story of 

his life at the beginning, but then when he starts telling of his 

childhood, and of a resurrection scene, the entire story becomes 

almost mystical. He becomes infatuated with the image of Christ 

crucified that he takes from a church. It becomes an image he identifies 

with, spiritually. 



He reminisces about what his mother used to tell him, about the 

fanaticism in Kiev, where she lived and saw the Kiev-Pechersky Lavra 

monastery, and he remembers her telling him of how all the “sacred 

relics” and “saints” were buried there. But then came the Soviet 

communist regime and turned religious places into clubs (or 

museums) and turned people against religion.  

 

Ivan turns his voice against the godless regime: “За свое безбожное 

греховное состояние, Россия начала получать воздаяние, 

получает его и сейчас. О, великая Русь, как низко опустившаяся в 

грех безбожия, покайся!” (For its godless, sinful state, Russia began 

to receive retribution and is receiving it now. O, great Rus', how low 

you have sunk into the sin of godlessness, repent!) p. 138 He rails 

against how Baptists and Pentecostals were persecuted (and were 

called heretics) by those godless people, and how they were arrested 

and sent to Siberia. 

 

Ivan’s “recollections” become like pictures in his mind that he sees as 

in a movie, and his major theme is that now he understands that 

merciful God was always protecting him and guiding him. He compares 

the story of his family as the exodus of the children of Israel from the 

wicked Pharoah (Soviet Union). All this suffering and adventure and 

wandering in the wilderness becomes a lesson to Ivan, and he becomes 

aware that God was all this time leading him towards salvation. It is as 

if Ivan had an epiphany of the Greatness of God, who didn’t need big 

temples or graven images.  

 

 Ivan definitely gives a biased view of what he sees as idol-worshipping 

nations and religions in the countries that he travels through.  He sees 

all the gods of Buddhism on display in China and Tibet. He sees all the 

rules and harsh punishments that are in the Muslim culture and 

religion. Ivan’s view of religion in general is interesting to read about. 

At one point he is traveling along the Great Wall of China, and he tells 

something that relates to world history: «Когда Китайцы 



загораживались от Европы, чтоб их не оккуптровали, они боялись, 

а Европа боялась их. И даже есть старая поговорка, что если 

поднимется Китаец, то всему свету конец.» p. 149 (When the Chinese 

fenced themselves off from Europe so that they wouldn't be occupied, 

they were afraid, and Europe was afraid of them. And there's even an 

old saying that if the Chinese rise up, it's the end of the whole world.) 

 
 

As Ivan’s mind wanders through the pages of memories that are stored 

there, he relates events that are already covered in his autobiography. 

Therefore, I will not be repeating them here. I would like to mention in 

passing that he talks about an incident during the Chinese revolution 

that caught my eye. He says that several of his former friends “perished 

in body and soul” because they took up arms (rifles) and joined the 

revolution. Here Ivan thanks God that he didn’t take up a rifle to 

participate in the revolution. He believes that decision kept him alive! 

He mentions the name of Dubenko – which is familiar to me because I 

knew the family – and he says that the father, Ivan Dubenko, was 

arrested and sent to the front to repair bridges, and then a mine blew 

up and killed the father, and the wife was left a widow with 6 orphan 

boys. I knew them, because they lived several houses from our family 

on 2nd Avenue in San Francisco, and we went to the same Geary Street 



and 17th Street churches. I knew them as Nick, George, Bill, Peter,  Fred, 

and Alex. 

The rest of the book is taken up with Ivan’s poetry, and the 

contributions of other poets’ work. It was hard for me to differentiate 

which poems were written by Ivan, so I only include here for the 

reader’s enjoyment the one poem that I know he wrote because he says 

so. 

 
Эдесь я помещаю стихотворение, которое выражает мое 
обращение к Богу и покаяние. После моего уверования в 
сороковые годы я написал это стихотворение о моем покаянии и 



обращении.  (Here I place a poem that expresses my conversion to 
God and repentance. After my conversion in the forties, I wrote this 
poem about my repentance and conversion.) 

О Боже! Тебя считая 
Надеждой и утешеньем всем, -  
Каким же мертвым камнем был 
я, Когда Твой лик для сердца 
нем. 
       Дары судьбы, мирские 
наслажденья, - 
Весь этот призрак был мне без 
конца,   Я все б отдал за каплю 
счастья, 
Что знают чистые сердца. 
      Порой над чашами веселья 
Я забывал на краткий срок, 
Но чтож мгновенный бред 
веселья, 
Я, ведь, без Бога душою 
одинок. 
       Я изнемогал от мук 
страданья, 
Мне ненавистен был род 
людской, 
И жаждала грудь моя ущелья, 
Где мгла висела надо мной. 
       Потом я к Богу обратился, 
Сказал: прости меня, 
Спаситель мой, 
Сними с меняя ту мглу и 
поношенья, И буду я навек уж 
Твой! 
 С тех пор я счастлив, иду 
за Ним, 
Иду в чудесный край, там 
вечно буду с Ним, 
Где вечно буду созерцать 
красоту Творца, 
Увенчано Богом Отца! 

O God! Considering You 
As hope and consolation to all, - 
What a dead stone I was, 
When Your face was mute to the 
heart. 
   Gifts of fate, worldly pleasures,  
All this phantom was endless to 
me, 
I would give everything for a 
drop of happiness, 
That pure hearts know. 
     Sometimes over cups of joy 
I forgot for a short time, 
But what is the momentary 
delirium of joy, 
After all, I am alone in soul 
without God. 
     I was exhausted from the 
torments of suffering, 
Hateful was the human race to 
me, And my chest thirsted for the 
gorge, Where the darkness hung 
over me. 
      Then I turned to God, 
I said: forgive me, my Savior, 
Take away from me that 
darkness and reproach, 
And I will be Yours forever! 
 
       Since then, I am happy, I 
follow Him, 
I go to a wonderful land, there I 
will be with Him forever, 
Where I will forever contemplate 
the beauty of the Creator, 
Crowned by God the Father! 

 



 

 

 
 

  



 

 
Nida, Frieda, Ivan & Pana, Nick, Alice, Luba, Vera (Alex is not in the photo) 

 



 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/158673545/ivan-s-brachunoff 

https://images.findagrave.com/photos/2016/57/158673545_1456616610.jpg 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/158673545/ivan-s-brachunoff
https://images.findagrave.com/photos/2016/57/158673545_1456616610.jpg

