Ctime811 Fr Mykola Pristaj

Can life begin again at eighty?  After labour camps and exile?

In his ninety-ninth year, there died on Good Friday in the Ukrainian city of Lviv, a revered archpriest, historian and librarian, Fr Mykola Pristaj. He was a living participant in the sufferings which the Ukrainian Catholic Church went through from 1939 to 1989, first under the Nazis and then 46 years under Soviet communism. 

I knew Fr Mykola during my year teaching in Lviv’s Greek-Catholic Seminary of the Holy Spirit, in 1995. Already in his mid-eighties, he was like a quiet old grandfather, who spent much of his time either running the library or teaching Latin to students.  

A busy seminary with 330 young students packed in five to a room, wouldn’t be the place most eighty-year olds would choose to retire to, never mind work in. 

Fr Mykola, despite his age, would be there at 6.30 am daily for the 90 minute Liturgy, and at vespers each the evening. He would concelebrate Sunday Mass, standing throughout for two hours, or hearing people’s confessions. He would eat with us in the noisy refectory. He was a quiet man. He didn’t say a great deal, but when he did speak, it was worth listening to. One day a week, he would go back to his own flat in the city centre, then he would be back with us.

The students used to say – Fr Mykola doesn’t say much, but he knows everything that is going on.  He takes everything in. This was perhaps a necessary survival strategy which he had learnt during the Stalinist years, during his forty years of exile in Siberia.  

So let me begin at the beginning. Mykola Pristaj was born on 29th December 1910 in the village of Pidberezh near the town of Dolina, in what was then the Ukrainian part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He was one of nine children of Petro and Rozalia Pristaj, who, I imagine, were peasant farmers like most of the villagers, although his father was helped to found a village library in 1926.

Mykola was nine years old when Galicia (West Ukraine) became a part of newly independent Poland. He went first to the village school, where the curriculum consisted mostly of religion, the Ukrainian and Polish languages, and arithmetic, with history and geography for some of the brighter pupils. He went on to the “gymnasium” – the college in Strij, and qualified from there in 1932.

A local organisation in Striy had negotiated places for some promising students at the Catholic University of Liege in Belgium. Mykola and two other students planned to take up these places, and had already started studying French. News then arrived that they had to pay 1000 Polish zloties as fees. “Where were we to find 1000 zloties when the price of a cow was 90 zloties?”

So instead he applied to the Lviv seminary, founded in 1784 by the Emperor Joseph II of Austria, although he wasn’t all that keen on the idea of going to Lviv. He sent off his application documents and academic record. Receiving no reply, after a while he went in person to the seminary, and waited a long time to see the Rector, Fr Josip Slipyj, of whom more later. He gave Mykola a Greek-Latin text of the New Testament, and asked him to translate part of the Greek text, then a paragraph in Latin.


Next he said: “Sing something, brother.” Young Mykola said: “What shall I sing?” “Anything you like,” said Fr Slipyj. “Well,” thought Mykola, “I only know the kolomyka [a lively traditional dance] and I’m not going to sing that.” So he started a church chant: “Pre-eternal God.” “Enough” said Fr Slipyj. Anyway, his languages must have been good enough, because he was accepted.


Seminary life for the 360 students was strict and regimented, through a system of prefects. No hour of the day was left unfilled by work or prayer, except for a short recreation break after lunch. Silence was kept for extended periods.


He had to pay 75 zloty seminary fees per year, and his father could give him only 30 zloty, so he earned the rest by typing up manuscripts in canon law and then in cosmology, presumably for printing. He completed the five year course at the seminary, and then went on to the theological academy.


In September 1939 the cataclysm began: the Soviets invaded eastern Poland, while Hitler took the western half. The communist persecution of the churches and of Ukrainian culture began, but was interrupted in June 1941 by Hitler’s Operation Barbarossa, which drove out the Red Army – but not before Stalin’s NKVD had massacred some 20,000 political prisoners without trial in the Ukrainian prisons.


In the Ukrainian church, because married men can be ordained as priests, but priests are not allowed to marry, there is often a delay before ordination. A seminary graduate must find the right girlfriend and persuade her to the altar with him. Five years enclosed in seminary doesn’t ease the process of courtship.


My understanding is that Mykola did marry; certainly he was ordained priest on 12th February 1942 and assigned to parishes in what is now southern Poland. In the priesthood, as in marriage, one never knows what is going to happen. Sadly, his wife died after only a year of marriage, and he was made a prefect in the L’viv seminary instead. Josyf Slipyj was still rector, but by now was Archbishop and Coadjutor to Cardinal Andriy Sheptytsky, the Metropolitan of Lviv. 


Fr Mykola used to tell us about going with Archbishop Slipyj to see the German commandant for the city of Lviv, who was about to confiscate the seminary buildings and use them as a military hospital. They managed to persuade him not to close the seminary down, but to use other buildings instead. 


Worse was to come. As the Germans slowly retreated, the Red Army re-entered Lviv with Stalin’s political commissars and secret police. They destroyed the seminary roof and started to ransack the museum. Fr Mykola managed to stop them stealing the exhibits. They handed things back, but one soldier begged to keep a small icon for himself. Fr Mykola always regretted refusing him.


In 1945 the liquidation of the Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church began in earnest. Slipyj was arrested. The seminary was declared closed. Younger students were sent home, the older ones conscripted into the Soviet Army. Fr Mykola found work in the library of the university medical institute, celebrating Mass occasionally in one of the outlying villages.


By radio he learnt of the pseudo-synod of Lviv of 1946, where the Soviets forcibly gathered some 216 priests and 19 laity, and terrorised them into “dissolving” the Ukrainian Catholic Church, breaking with Rome and submitting it to the Orthodox Church of Moscow. No bishops were present – they were already in prison or in the Siberian gulags.


Fr Mykola’s family were suspected of links with the Ukrainian partisans, the UPA. In 1949, like five of his brothers and sisters, he was sentenced to deportation and forced labour in Siberia, beyond Irkutsk, where it averages -40 C in winter and often +40 in summer. First he laboured cutting timber, then in a brick factory in the city of Chita, near Ulan Ude on the trans-Siberian railway. He managed to study part-time and to obtain work teaching evening classes in the city. 


He was reprieved from internal exile in 1957, but the Ukrainian Catholic religion was still totally banned. The people of Buryatia are traditionally Buddhists, ethnically similar to the Mongolians. He gained promotion to teaching German and eventually became a schools inspector. 


He did not speak much about these long years of exile, nor did he seem quite sure whether the local KGB knew he was a priest or not. He used to reflect that the Buryat children were pretty bright and good learners. The children of Ukrainian deportees too were intelligent, but the Russian children had many problems because their parents were so often alcoholics.


Evidently God still had a purpose for Fr Mykola, and his task was to keep his head down and survive. Which he did, until 1991 when the Soviet Union disintegrated, and Ukraine became a free nation. Exiles were invited back, and offered free flats and pensions, so Fr Mykola returned to L’viv, and at 81 began teaching Latin, Church Slavonic, German and History at the refounded seminary, now accommodated in an old and very basic Komsomol (communist scouts) camp at Rudno, outside the city.


Life began again at 80.


For the students and staff he became a living symbol of the continuity of the seminary and the Ukrainian church, for he had lived through those dreadful events of which we only read in the history books. 

He remained a modest and quiet man, “I don’t like parades, I don’t really like appearing in public, I prefer to keep in the shadows.” He loved his books, for they were windows into a broader culture than that allowed by Soviet totalitarianism, and two years ago gave half of his private collection as the basis for a local prison library.

There are people who in this life, we realise it has been an honour and a privilege to know and to converse with. For me, Fr Mykola was certainly one of those. Vichna yomu pamyat! Eternal memory to him! 
