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Editorial – In Good Faith

The UCL School of  Slavonic and East European Studies is one of  the world’s leading specialist institutions, and the largest national 
centre in the UK, for the study of  Central, Eastern and South-East Europe and Russia.

U
N

SSEESIN
G

“

”

Welcome to the fifth edition of UnSSEESing. 

Things are changing organisationally. Angela Garrett (née Sheffield, 

BA Russian and History 1981) has taken on the role of  Vice-President. 

Asked to introduce herself, this is what she said:

When Faith first asked me to write 

a short resumé to introduce myself  

she suggested it should be lively and 

chatty. Not sure about lively. But chatty, 

no problem! I spent four years sitting 

on the large, iron Victorian radiators 

in Senate House chatting. Perhaps 

had I paid more attention I would not 

have been the only candidate in the 

translation finals so have introduced a 

goat into their answer paper! 

I left SSEES in 1981 and went to work in investment banking. 

Russian was my springboard to that career but really my love 

of  and interest in all things Russian went back to one day 

when I was 11. My mother handed me a copy of  ‘A Day In 

the Life…’ and I was hooked. Throughout my teens I trawled 

through Tolstoy (helped by the TV production of  War and 

Peace!), Dostoevsky, Pasternak. Arriving at SSEES was a 

dream come true.  

If  I enjoyed my time in Senate House, I never dreamt that my 

association with SSEES would give me so much more later in 

life. Attending the events and other lectures in and around UCL 

has opened up a whole new world for me.  The association 

is hoping to expand its activities and become closer to the 

students, so hopefully I will get to meet many of  you soon. 

 

We hope you enjoy this issue. As ever, please contact Lisa Walters 

(l.walters@ucl.ac.uk) with any comments or suggestions.

Faith Wigzell 
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Chance – John Shirley (BA Serbo-Croat 1986) reflects on his life path after SSEES

I’m sure many careers were brought about by chance –

mine certainly was. 

It was the Mistral that, indirectly, blew me to SSEES. I was 17 

and cycling to Spain when the Mistral blew me down the Rhone 

Valley. Unable to fight it, I went east through Italy, where, to 

avoid the clouds of  mosquitoes, I diverted into the Slovenian 

mountains. By 1981 I had signed up for a degree in Serbo-Croat 

(including a year in Sarajevo) finishing in 1986. In Bloomsbury 

Celia Hawkesworth, Dušan Puvacić and Nada Šoljan were 

my guides. I was the only student in my year. In Sarajevo my 

tutor was the soon to be right-hand man of  Radovan Karadžić: 

Professor of  English, Nikola Koljević. He had no time for me!  

Not unhappy about this, I interpreted and drove a minibus 

around the surrounding mountains for ABC TV anchormen 

and their crews during the ’84 Winter Olympics.

In 1988 through Mrs.Puvacić, I heard of  an opening at 

Jugometal, a trading company in London. As I was the only 

candidate, I got the job and within a year, my own department. 

In 1992 sanctions put an end to this £200m turnover company 

as it turned out to be Serb. Later, I helped to defend The Sunday 

Times who had found that it had donated to the Tories and 

Arkan the Warlord! 

Suddenly a jobless father, luckily a Dover freight agent took me 

in and taught me forwarding. Drivers from former Yugoslavia told 

us they had nothing to load back from the UK. We rang up the 

many charities who wanted to send aid out, including Oxfam 

and The Medjugorje Appeal. To get to Hercegovina meant the 

drivers going double-manned across the Maslinica pontoon 

bridge at night with no lights, to avoid snipers.

In 1996 I formed ‘John Shirley Ltd’. Reconstruction materials 

from all over Europe, mainly paid for by Japan, followed the 

aid. After the NATO bombing of  Serbia in 1999 more aid and 

tons of  materials were delivered to US Army ‘Camp Bondsteel’ 

in Kosovo. During the bombing the drivers drove when it was 

cloudy and parked-up when it was sunny!   

By 2000 I had 3 phones on my desk ringing continuously and 

5 employees.  In 2003 we bought our own office block, for which 

we recently won a Green Apple Award for cutting carbon. We 

still continue to deliver aid besides commercial cargo and are 

known for carrying the Christmas Shoebox appeals from all 

over the UK and Eire.

The bicycle, the environment and former Yugoslavia are all 

defining elements in my life but it was a chance wind that  

blew them together.

A longer version of  this article is available on the alumni 

webpage (ed.).

Image (top left)

John Shirley wearing oriental headgear 

Image (top right)

The Old Harbour Station in Dover, John Shirley’s new 

company HQ
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Next Alumni 
Event...
March 21st at 6pm

Dr Phil Cavendish, a recognised 

expert on Russian and Soviet 

cinema, will be talking about 

the film Russian Ark, a film full 

of  references to Russian history 

and culture, but to many quite 

enigmatic. 

As ever, the talk is the preliminary 

to drinking and eating. Full details 

should have reached you via email 

or can be found on the SSEES 

alumni webpage. We hope to see 

you there.

Where to go...
Recent Alumni Event 25th October 2012

Those who studied Russian at SSEES might remember the first time they encountered 

appalling public conveniences in the country, perhaps breaking up a short tour of  

Moscow with a toilet stop before the onward train journey to Kazan’. Many will also have 

been lucky enough not only to visit some of  the worst toilets you have ever been to, 

but also one or two of  the most luxurious. One such memory is of  a loo in a restaurant 

in Moscow; it was like something from another world. Immaculately clean, all polished 

marble and gold, and everything so amazingly shiny. It wouldn’t have been out of  

place in the palace of  a banana republic dictator. Certainly this is an interesting 

contrast with those appalling public loos, like Russia itself  always extreme, either dirt 

poor or ridiculously luxurious, but never average – and this is something most of  us 

would appreciate getting to the bottom of, so to speak.

So when we found out about the alumni talk on October 25th entitled ‘Where to go in 

Eastern Europe’ by Professor Wendy Bracewell, rather than ‘pooh-pooh’ the proposal, 

we decided to sign up and ‘flush’ out the truth on this vital matter. And we were certainly 

not disappointed. Before attending the lecture we had our own preconceptions, tainted 

with a whiff  of  British toilet humour. But, ‘in lieu’ of  pure entertainment, the lecture 

successfully challenged our views and stereotypes of  the Eastern European toilet, 

‘unravelling its role’ in literature and culture. It was good fun with lovely food, and some 

wine, providing us with a brilliant opportunity to catch up with others and meet new 

people. We cannot wait to go to the next one!

Mark Barnard and Chris Trusler 

(both BA Russian with an East 

European Language 2000-2004) 

Alumni events – forthcoming and recent events
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SSEES Postgraduate On Bicycle Beards Dragons

What could possibly be the connection between SSEES, 

dragons, the Belarus’ian city of Brest, Gazprom and bicycle 

wheels? The answer lies with SSEES postgraduate Art Stavenka 

who is writing his PhD on the role of  Gazprom in EU-Russian 

energy relations. Although entirely serious about his thesis, 

his entrepreneurial flair has also taken him elsewhere. Art 

and his friend Kiryl Chykeyuk , a PhD student in biomedical 

engineering at Oxford, have devised a new form of  advertising  

that transmits images onto moving bicycle wheels. Appearing 

on Dragons Den in October, they had offers of  funding from 

two dragons.

 Like Kiryl, Art grew up in Brest and the two attended the 

same school. After an MA at the Moscow School of  Social and 

Economic Studies, run in collaboration with the University of  

Manchester, he won a scholarship to UCL-SSEES.

A little over a year ago the two were sitting by the Thames 

when they came up with the notion of  delivering advertising 

via images projected onto the moving wheels of  a bicycle – 

400,000 bike rides are made daily in London. They sourced 

the basic technology from the US, designed other important 

elements, and put together a system that can also be used on 

bikes sitting in a raised stand. When the wheels of  one of  these 

bikes move at more than 5mph, images and even video can 

appear on the rotating spokes. For more information see their 

website (http://www.oldbond.co.uk/). 

Art is unstinting in his praise for the support and encouragement 

offered by his supervisor Pete Duncan and by Lillian Shapiro 

from UCL Advances which fosters entrepreneurship. In the 

period since the recording of  the Dragons Den programme 

last March, the project has developed. Appearing on the 

programme generated great publicity and Art and Kiryl are 

aiming to equip more bikes. Even so, they are beginning to 

generate income. For example, the two have run a campaign 

for Intel, while the Luci d’artista festival in Turin which focuses 

on artistic light installations has booked many of  their bikes for 

a couple of  months; see the report on http://www.wild-about-

travel.com/2012/11/turin-contemporary-art-exhibition-luci-

artista/. The bikes turn heads wherever they appear. So, if  you 

see a bicycle with images of  light emanating from its wheels, 

think of  Art and wish him well!

Image (left):

Art and Kiryl win an award from UCL Advances

Images two and three (above):

The bicycles in action!
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Bogumila Zdzitowiecka, nee Smykala, 

and Vincent Zdzitowiecki

Bo and I first met as students in 1978, toiling with a new-fangled 

Polish/Russian joint honours degree and emerging triumphant 

with certificates three years later.  Neither of  us was destined 

immediately to pursue matters Slavonic. I opted for a career in 

the Metropolitan Police and Bo eventually went into teaching.

We had left university as friends and that friendship was to 

progress in 1982 into something closer, but, as with many young 

relationships, it ran a short course and we went our separate 

ways.  I was to fight crime (and an expanding waistline) for 

the next 31 years, entering in the interim into a long-term 

relationship which was to end in 2002.  Bo was to marry and 

raise a family.  Her marriage too wasn’t for a lifetime.  Both of  us 

managed eventually to draw upon knowledge of  Polish in our 

respective jobs, enjoying occasional forays into the precarious 

world of  interpreting and translating.

In 2005 Bo returned to England, having spent 9 years teaching 

English in France.  On a boozy whim one evening (with another 

SSEES alumnus), she decided to track me down.  Not knowing 

where I might be hiding, Directory Enquiries was the first port 

of  call.  I had tried to remain anonymous by going ex-directory 

and, despite Bo’s womanly wiles, the operator was obliged to 

stick to his guns.  He did, however, drop an enormous hint by 

suggesting a call to Surbiton Police. I didn’t work for them but 

lived in the area, donning blue serge elsewhere (the Palace 

of  Westminster!) by this date.  Surbiton’s finest weren’t too 

bothered that Bo might be a stalker and told her exactly how 

I might be reached!  Renewed contact was finally made by 

telephone as I commenced a night-duty stint.  My first words 

after so many years were apparently, ‘Oh, I thought it was you...’.  

We were married in 2010, after first clapping eyes on each other 

32 years earlier.  Well, you can’t rush these things, can you?

Vince is retiring from the police this year and Mr and Mrs 

Zdzitowiecki are moving to France, where both will be teaching 

English as a foreign language. 

Image (top left): 

Bo and Vince now

Image (lower): 

Vince and Bo in fancy dress 1979 and Students of  Polish 

with Professor Peterkiewicz in 1978

You can’t rush these things...

Surbiton’s finest weren’t too bothered 
that Bo might be a stalker and told her 
exactly how I might be reached!

“
”



One of the aims of the association is to involve more of you in the wider  

SSEES community. Hence we are trying to make final-year students more aware 

of  our existence and activities before they leave SSEES. And we continue to exhort 

those who contact SSEES but are not registered or have not given us their latest email 

address to join. We are also trying a different format for the autumn alumni event: an 

East European food and drink party. This idea came from alumna Pauline Polak who 

has joined the organising committee. We hope that this will bring in both new alumni 

and some of  you who have not tried an alumni event before. 

We are looking for more people willing to become actively involved in the association 

in particular, alumni from different eras, including, hopefully, a man. Duties are not 

onerous. Volunteers should contact Lisa Walters at SSEES (l.walters@ucl.ac.uk).

We continue to develop both the internship scheme and mentoring for current students. 

If  you think you could offer internship opportunities to SSEES students, or would be 

happy to mentor a student who wanted to get into your area of  work, please contact 

Lisa Walters (l.walters@ucl.ac.uk). Mentoring can be done by email or phone, and 

we would try to ensure that demands on you did not become excessive. 

Image: Front of  the SSEES building in Taviton Street.

Plans for the future: where you come in

www.
ssees.
ucl.ac.uk/
alumni


