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Preface

This is the true story of a  R ussia n-A m erica n wom a n na m ed

Nonna  L isowska ja  B a nnister.

The m a ter ia l within these pa ges com es from  the priv a te, 

ha ndwritten tr a nscripts tha t Nonna  m a de of her dia r ies from  

childhood, W orld W a r  I I , a nd the yea rs im m edia tely follow-

ing the wa r. S he ex pa nded a nd com piled them  during the la te 

19 8 0 s, with fur ther com m enta ry b a sed on her m em ory of 

ev ents. Tra nsla ting into E nglish from  her origina l docum ents,

which were written in fi v e la ngua ges, Nonna  wrote her life story

on yellow lega l pa ds a nd kept them  hidden from  ev eryone, 

including her husb a nd, Henry.

In the 19 9 0 s, a fter deca des of m a r r ia ge, Nonna  fi na lly told

Henry a b out her secret pa st. S he a lso m a de him  prom ise tha t he 

wouldn’t sha re a ny of her hidden m a teria l until a fter  her dea th. 

Henry kept his prom ise to Nonna , only now m a king her writ-

ings pub lic a fter  her dea th in 2 0 0 4 .

Nonna  ha d kept a  lifetim e of secret dia ries. S he b ega n writ-

ing a s a  young girl a nd receiv ed a  dia ry of her own from  her

fa ther when she wa s nine yea rs old. In this childhood dia ry she

describ ed her life, her fa m ily, a nd her drea m s, a nd she included 

som e of her poetry. S he a lso kept a  form a l dia ry during the la tter 

yea rs of W orld W a r  I I , when C a tholic nuns a t a  G erm a n hospita l

hid her from  the Na z is a nd nursed her b a ck to hea lth. S he con-

tinued this dia ry in the yea rs im m edia tely following the wa r.
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During World War II, when Nonna left the U kraine and 

traveled to Nazi Germany, she kept a pillow made of black 

and white ticking tied around her waist. In this small pillow, she

kept her thin childhood diary, various bundles of paper scraps

on which she kept notes of her wartime experiences, and several

photographs and family documents. In addition to the written 

record that Nonna left of her memories— transcribed onto pads

of paper and then typed by Henry Bannister— the Bannister 

family has in its possession one of Nonna’s diaries, dated 

 1947 – 48; postcards from Nonna’s mother, dated 1944– 45 ; and 

many other personal documents and photographs from the 

Word War II era.

Fluent in at least seven languages, Nonna did the transla-

tion work herself. She transcribed her diaries from the various

languages in which she had written them into English, one of

the last languages she learned— which may account for some of

the awkwardness of English grammar and sentence construc-

tion in her memoir. Also, transcribing the diaries years after the 

events described in them and adding her own present-day com-

mentary in places, she did not always adhere to a linear progres-

sion. Thus, though translation was not necessary, some minor 

editing was. Efforts were also made to bring Nonna’s family

names to a consistent spelling, though it was not possible to 

maintain any one style of transliteration.

The editors have in some cases combined into one place

events that Nonna recorded in different places in her transcripts,

as well as giving explanation to the historical chronology in the

appendix. Throughout her text, editorial comments have been 

added where an explanation seemed helpful for better under-

standing of the transcripts, the historical settings, and Nonna’s 
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family. Some of this commentary comes from Henry Bannis-

ter’s remembrances of Nonna’s stories.

Though similar to other memoirs of the war and the Holo-

caust years, Nonna’s account provides a rare glimpse into the

life of a girl who was born to a wealthy family in the Ukraine, 

experienced great suffering in Stalin’s Soviet Union, and eventu-

ally lost her family and her own freedom at the hands of Nazi 

Germany. It is a story with unusual signifi cance as one of the

few fi rsthand accounts of a girl from a once-privileged family, 

who fell into the ranks of the Ostarbeiter—the primarily Ukrai-rr

nian “ Eastern laborers”  transported to Germany during the war 

as slave labor under Adolf Hitler’s regime. The fact that she

not only survived such turmoil and tragedy but also moved on 

through faith in God to forgive those who took away so much 

makes her story all the more remarkable.

C aro ly n  T o m lin

Jac k so n , T en n essee

D en ise G eo rg e

B irm in g h am , A labam a

S u m m er 2 0 0 8
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