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Documents 
 

1. Birth Certificate  
2. Travel Documents Sofia (Sophia) Markowska  (from Belgium to Canada)  
3. Travel Documents Leo Kobrynsky  (from Belgium to Canada)  
4. Canadian Citizenship 
5. IRO  Podobinska 
6. School Employmnent ID Kornelius Markowski 1921   
7. Employment Offer Sophia Markowska 1928    

 
 
Photographs 

1. Hania in Pidhaitsi,  3 photos 
2. Hania in Belgium  

A. Hania  at home in Cheratte rue du Cure May 1949 
B. Hania on walk in the Cheratte countryside May 1949 

3. Photo from Germany, Reverend Yaroslav Kniahynyckyj; Luba 
Kniahynycka nee Kobrynska, Yaroslav’s wife; their son Zenoko; Alexandra 
Kobrynska nee Steiden holding Bohdan Kniahynyckyj, son of Yaroslav and 
Luba; Roma Kniahynycka, daughter of Yaroslav and Luba; Dmitro 
Kniahynyckyj,  Yaroslav’s uncle, Maria Kniahynycka, Yaroslav’s sister-in-
law; and Severyn Kniahynyckyj Yaroslav’s brother and Maria’s husband.  
Photo taken in 1948 

4. Canada Photos 
A. Bicycle Shop 1957, Yuri (Georges) Kobrynsky, Sophia Kobrynska and 

Andriw Shtyk. 
B. Hania and Orysia Batchynska in Lachine 1955 
C. Sophia and Leo Kobrynsky 1964 

5. Sophia Markowska age 12-13  
6. Emilia Podobinska  
7. Roman Markowski 1956 (in Lodz in Poland 1956) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Biography: 



 
 
Hania was born in Pidhaitsi (Podhaitci) to Leo Kobrynsky and Sophia Kobrynska nee 
Markowska on November 10 1941, their first child. Her given name was Anna Maria but 
she was called Hania, a common diminutive for Anna. Her father belonged to the Dairy 
Co-operative Union and provided services such as pasteurization of milk, and churning  
to the farmers of the area as well as transportation to markets. Her mother was the 
principal of the elementary school in the ‘Stare Misto’ (Old Town) part of the town. At 
the time of her birth her mother’s parents and her father’s sister family lived with them. 
Her aunt Liuba was married to Yaroslav (Slavko) Kniahynyckyj, who was the parish 
priest of the Greek Catholic (Uniate) Church in the town.   
 
Leo Kobrynsky was Ukrainian and Greek Catholic but Sophia Markowska was half 
Polish and Roman Catholic. This is mentioned here because at that time the politics of the 
area where Pidhaitsi was situated identified religion with nationality.  Pidhaitsi is a small 
town in a region that is known as Galicia which had been under the Austro-Hungarian 
rule before WWI and had come under Polish rule afterwards.  That rule recognized 
Polish, Ukrainian, and Jewish nationalities among others, and the various faiths particular 
to those nationalities. But that is not to say that those nationalities were considered equal. 
Poles had preference in jobs and in access to education that led to jobs.   As a result there 
were tensions among the groups and these tensions only became more pronounced during 
serious external conflicts such as Soviet or Nazi invasions.  And the Kobrynsky family 
had to walk a fine line. There was some trouble during the Soviet invasion but Hania 
does not think it meant prison for her father. That was to come later when Leo Kobrynsky 
was imprisoned twice by the Gestapo on un-specified charges. To the best of Hania’s 
recollections of the family history the matter was never brought to court but her father 
was released.  
 
At the time of Hania’s birth, Galicia was occupied by the Germans. In spite of the small 
size of the town, there were German soldiers stationed there and two were lodged in the 
Kobrynsky house. By 1944 it became clear that the Soviets would return to Western 
Ukraine though most people hoped that this Soviet occupation would be short since the 
Western Allies, at least on principle, had come to the defense of Poland and were bound 
to defend Polish territorial integrity which included Western Ukraine.       
  
With that understanding the Kobrynsky family with Sophia’s parents, Emilia Podobinska 
and Kornelius Markowsky, left their home in Pidhaitsi and moved west in advance of the 
Soviet Front in the summer of 1944 to Poland just within the borders established by the 
Curzon line that had been the basis for the Ribbentrop-Molotov Non-Aggression Pact 
between the Germans and the Soviets in 1939.  Emilia Podobinska was a hunchback and 
Kornelius Markowski had been the principal of various elementary schools in towns in 
the Ternopil (Ternopol) district. That first move was made on one of the Dairy Co-
operative small trucks.  Since there was no petrol available the truck was powered by a 
gasogen, that is, a combustion engine that was fueled by wood.  The power from the 
gasogen was not continuous but lasted for about one hour traveling at 30 kilometers an 
hour. Then it was a matter of finding more wood and repeating the process.  



 
However, their journey did not stop in Poland. Since the Soviet Advance continued 
unabated, Hania’s family decided to continue westward through Rumania and then 
through Czechoslovakia to Austria.  The truck was bartered and they made the journey as 
best they could, by train, by horse drawn wagon, or on foot. In the late winter of 1945 
they were in Vienna. Both Leo and Sophia worked at the Vienna train station, a prime 
target of Allied daily strafing. However, by the time Vienna fell to the Red Army, the 
Kobrynsky family had moved further west though they remained in Austria. And it was 
in Austria, probably after the official declaration of Allied Victory on May 8th 1945, that 
they heard and read about the tenor of the Yalta Agreements and later the Potsdam 
Agreements.  At that point they realized there was no going back to Pidhaitsi or to 
Galicia.  Under these Agreements, the border between Poland and Ukraine was 
delineated by roughly the Curzon line but it did not make any difference since Poland fell 
under the Soviet sphere of influence. Leo and Sophia found themselves among some 
20,000,000 refugees, most of whom expected Poland to become a Communist totalitarian 
state.  
 
At that time Austria was a no-man’s land with no clear-cut administrative authority 
between the Soviets, the Americans and the British.  To remain in Austria was a risky 
proposition since the Soviets’ first concern was the enforcement of the First Article of the 
Yalta Agreements: repatriation.  In principle, repatriation affected only those refugees 
and prisoners of war who came from the Soviet Union from within its 1939 borders 
which did not include Galicia, the western part of Volhynia, or Bukovina. But in practice, 
Soviet patrols seized people and shipped back them to the Soviet Union without 
bothering about the legality of their actions.  The Kobrynskys sought the security of the 
American Zone that was clearly demarcated in Germany. They crossed the Salzach at 
Laufen and stayed there until 1947.  
 
There was no Displaced Persons camp in Laufen. Part of the time Leo worked as a truck 
driver for the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRA). Without 
the CARE packages from America the family would not have survived. However, the 
near starvation diet took its toll on the family.  Kornelius Markowski died  after eating 
one of the soups in the CARE  package because his system, weaken by a draconian diet 
of meager scraps, could no longer tolerate the fats and the proteins contained in the 
package. That diet also affected Sophia Markowska who gave birth in September 1946 to 
a son afflicted with rickets. Nobody was strong.  Hania was not a very healthy child, 
prone to infections, having caught tuberculosis in 1945. Penicillin which had just been 
discovered was not available to the family under the circumstances. It was a precarious 
existence with no possibility of remunerative work amid a hostile and poor local 
population and so Leo and Sophia opted to move to Belgium in 1947.  
 
In comparison to Germany, Belgium offered jobs in its deep coal mines with pay. 
Therefore at the age of forty, Leo started to work as a coal miner and Sophia found work 
a little later in a cannery.  Hania spent two summers recuperating in a sanatorium. She 
thinks that these were institutions that were free to people who did not have the means to 



pay for them. Under the ministrations of the doctors and nurses at the sanatoria Hania 
made a complete recovery.   
 
As soon as the Western Powers opened their doors to refugees, the four Kobrynskys and 
Emilia applied to the United States, Canada, Australia. They were rejected by the United 
States because Hania’s tuberculosis had marked her lungs with a suspicious blemish that 
appeared on the X-ray photos that were part of the health checks procedures for entry to 
the USA but they were accepted by Canada.  They left for Halifax from Bremerhaven by 
ship, a voyage that lasted about a week and arrived on June 18, 1951. Their final 
destination was Montreal, a city that was half French and half English. Hania was nine at 
the time and does not remember if the family had a sponsor. Suffice it to say, that if there 
was a sponsor he did not pay for the trip from Halifax to Montreal for three adults and 
two children which took all their savings, about $20.00, and he did not come up with a 
job once they arrived in Montreal. 
 
After five long weeks searching for a job, any job, Leo was hired to unload bananas on 
the docks of the port of Montreal.  That led to a series of other jobs, none permanent until 
he was hired by Dominion Bridge in a suburb of Montreal called Lachine in 1954. 
Dominion Bridge constructed steel bridges. However, the company was vulnerable to the 
fluctuations of the markets and that meant layoffs according to seniority. It was not the 
stable employment Leo wanted and needed.   Sophia cleaned houses.  Emilia Podobinska 
died before the Dominion Bridge job materialized and the family moved to Lachine.   
 
To provide his family with a steadier income Leo bought a bicycle store in 1956 or 1957 
with the carefully husbanded savings from his pay at Dominion Bridge.  The down 
payment for the store was just shy of $2,000.  The store was in the Saint-Henri quarter of 
Montreal on St James street. Leo sold, rented, and repaired bicycles. Given Montreal 
harsh winters, this was a seasonal business. Leo slowly transformed it into a year round 
enterprise adding skates, sleds to his sales and lock-smithing to his services.  When he 
moved the store to a slightly more affluent area of the city, he felt he had integrated with 
the commercial endeavors around him.  
  
It was shortly after the bicycle store purchase that Leo, Sophia, Hania and Georges took 
Canadian citizenship.  
   
In 1961 Hania graduated from the College Marguerite Bourgeois and started teaching as 
a substitute teacher in the Montreal School system. In 1963 she met and married Robert 
Essenhigh, an Englishman, and moved with him to State College in Pennsylvania and in 
1978 to Columbus in Ohio.  In Columbus Hania worked for the Ohio State Division of 
Energy, for AEP (American Electric Power), and for the Columbia Gas Service 
Corporation.   
 
Hania became interested in the ramification of repatriation after Myroslav Medved, a 
Ukrainian sailor, jumped ship in New Orleans in 1985 and was denied political asylum in 
the United States.   This led to talks with the members of the Ukrainian community in 
Columbus and to this archival project.  



 
  
 
  Current Activities: 
 
  
 
Member of the Ukrainian Cultural Association of Central Ohio  

Editor of the Newsletter. 
 Archivist of the Ukrainian Immigration to Columbus.  
 
 
  
  
  
  
 
 
 
 


