26th Ukrainian festival celebrates culture, history, and resilience

“Slava Ukraini!” Gregory Bedik shouted to the crowd. “Heroiam Slava!” they replied. Glory to Ukraine! Glory to the heroes! The occasion was opening day of the 26th annual Ukrainian Festival of Montreal, held last Saturday, Aug. 29 in Parc De Maisonneuve. The day also marked 35 years of Ukrainian independence and 135 years of Ukrainian presence in Canada
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“Slava Ukraini!” Gregory Bedik shouted to the crowd. “Heroiam Slava!” they replied. Glory to Ukraine! Glory to the heroes!
The occasion was opening day of the 26th annual Ukrainian Festival of Montreal, held last Saturday, Aug. 29 in Parc De Maisonneuve. The day also marked 35 years of Ukrainian independence and 135 years of Ukrainian presence in Canada.
This was the fifth festival since the Russian invasion in February of 2022. As it has at each edition since, the festival celebrated not just Ukrainian culture, but also Ukrainian solidarity and resilience.
There was indeed music, dancing, traditional dress, and plenty of food on what turned out to be a beautiful day in the shadow of the Olympic Stadium tower. But there was also pain, sadness, and anger as the war trundled past the four-and-a-half-year mark.
There were speeches by Bedik and Michael Shwec of the Quebec Provincial Council of the Ukrainian Canadian Congress, and by Eugene Czolij, Honourary Consul of Ukraine in Montreal. They addressed dignitaries, community members, and government representatives at a VIP event, and then they spoke to the public from the main stage.
Czolij spoke passionately and emotionally, repeating to attendees what he had told the VIPs. “I assure you,” he said, “that Ukraine will win this war! Russia knows it is losing,” he added, evidenced by its use of ballistic missiles to target civilian infrastructure. “Ukraine is winning this war,” he repeated.
Representatives from the municipal administration, and the provincial and federal governments pledged their support for Ukraine. There were members of the Canadian military on hand, and tributes to Canadian soldiers who have died in the war. One of those was 31-year-old Émile-Antoine Roy-Sirois, the first Canadian volunteer fighter to be killed there: It was fairly early in the war — July 18, 2022. Roy-Sirois had volunteered to support Ukrainian troops the previous March. He was killed four months later in a Russian tank ambush. This past spring, his family was presented with the Ukrainian Canadian Sacrifice Medal, as were the families of Jean-François Ratelle and Denis Perrier. Roy-Sirois’ mother, Marie-France Sirois, was a guest at the VIP event last Saturday.
In one of the most poignant moments of the day, a battlefield commander of the Ukrainian forces appeared via live link from Ukraine, expressing his gratitude to the Canadian public. His name was withheld for safety reasons.
“Ukraine continues to fight for its right to live and to exist, to live freely and independently,” the commander said through an interpreter. “I want to express my great thanks to the government and the people of Canada for their support, for their assistance, and their solidarity with Ukraine.”
There are several other events coming up this month as part of ongoing festivities. More information can be found at ukefestmontreal.org. n



