
Yelena Yarylchenko’s Story 

Since August [2015], my husband and I have been living in the [the summer] camp Olimpiya of 
the Shpola district. I never thought that I would end up coming back to live in the birthplace of 
my grandmother, but fate had something else in mind.  

For over 13 years, I worked as the director of the Simcha recreation facility that is part of the 
Luhansk Jewish community. Children from outside the city and from the poor families inside the 
city lived in the facility. The kids attended Jewish school, Beit Menachem, and we supported 
them in any way we could: fed them, provided them with health care and clothing, helped them 
do homework, and most important – created conditions for them to study and observe Jewish 
tradition.  

[As late as] September of this year [2015] we were still thinking of continuing this work, since we 
understood that for many of these children our recreation facility was the only opportunity to 
receive education and invest in their future. But alas, already in April, when the first armed take-
overs of buildings and shelling of homes began, it was clear to us that our normal life was over.  

We set up a “Warm Home” within the recreational facility, where members of our community 
could eat and socialize. By the end of June, 22 people were already living there [permanently] 
from those parts of the city and region where it was too dangerous to stay. Among them were 
both children and adults.  

I am grateful to Hashem that in this hard time, our rabbi Sholom Gonin managed to find 
resources to provide for these people. My husband and I were both busy working, and that was 
the only thing that saved us. The shelling continued daily, during different times of day and 
night. We did not see who was shooting at whom, but understood that the shells were flying 
next to us, into nearby homes, over our house. All we could do was to pray that no one is 
injured.  

We had to spend nights in the basement. There were days when the children were not allowed 
into the street at all. It was dangerous. We managed to observe kashrut, organized Shabbat 
meals (in the basement during the shelling). I did not have time to think about the danger. The 
most important thing was to find food, deliver it, manage to cook it in between explosions.  

We had no communication with others. At first electricity went out, then water. And at the 
beginning of August, I began to understand that it is becoming increasingly difficult to supply 
this number of people with food and water. And this is where help arrived. Our rabbi, with the 
help of the organization Ezra began moving community members and their families out of 
Luhansk. We had to close the “Warm Home.” We ourselves had to entrust ourselves to other 
people and go into the unknown with shells whistling over our heads. Ten of us left. First we 
spent ten days in Zhitomir, and then, on August 20, we arrived in the [Shpola] camp.  



For us, this summer camp has become a salvation. We have no way to go back home, nor do we 
have any means to rent an apartment. It is also hard to find a job. And here, we have work and 
good conditions for living here. Thanks to all those who responded to our misfortune. Literally in 
front of our very eyes, these summer homes became appropriate for winter living. Plastic 
windows were the first to arrive. My husband, a construction worker, took on this task.  

Now there are window panes in all the homes, and we are not afraid of the wind. The houses 
are light and warm. The children have stopped getting sick. But the most important thing is that 
they no longer have fear in their eyes, they can laugh and speak out loud, and the parents are 
not shutting them down by saying “Quiet! We can’t hear the street! We can’t tell from where 
and in which direction the shells are firing.” 

I am grateful to all who support us, who have entrusted me with the observance of kashrut in 
the kitchen. When you are busy, it’s easier for you to deal with difficulties. And the road home 
so far remains closed.  

 


