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A SURPRISING BESTSELLER:
UNDERSTANDING MARINA
LEWYCKA'S COMIC MASTERPIECE

In the landscape of contemporary British
fiction, few debuts have arrived with
such unexpected charm and literary heft
as A Short History Of Tractors In
Ukrainian by Marina Lewycka.
Published in 2005, this novel took the
literary world by storm, becoming an
international bestseller and introducing
readers to a unique blend of family
drama, historical reflection, and sharply
observed comedy. At first glance, the
title suggests a dry, technical manual
about agricultural machinery. In reality,
Lewycka delivers a rich, emotionally
resonant story about family,
immigration, and the long shadows cast
by history. The novel tells the story of
two Ukrainian-English sisters, Vera and
Nadia, who are forced to reunite when
their elderly widowed father, Nikolai,
announces his intention to marry a much
younger, gold-digging Ukrainian woman
named Valentina. What follows is a
chaotic, often hilarious, and deeply
moving exploration of family loyalty,
cultural identity, and the scars left by
war and displacement. For anyone
interested in novels that weave together
the personal and the political with
warmth and wit, A Short History Of
Tractors In Ukrainian by Marina

Lewycka remains an essential and
thoroughly enjoyable read.

WHO IS MARINA LEWYCKA? THE
AUTHOR BEHIND THE
PHENOMENON

To fully appreciate the novel, it helps to
understand something about its creator.
Marina Lewycka was born in 1946 in a
refugee camp in Kiel, Germany, to
Ukrainian parents who had been
displaced by the chaos of the Second
World War. Her family eventually
emigrated to England when she was a
child, settling in the East Riding of
Yorkshire. This background of
displacement, emigration, and the
struggle to maintain cultural identity
deeply informs her writing.

Before A Short History Of Tractors In
Ukrainian by Marina Lewycka became a
bestseller, she was an academic,
teaching at Sheffield Hallam University.
She was in her late fifties when the novel
was published, making her one of the
more notable "late bloomers" in literary
history. Her age and life experience
brought a depth of wisdom and a keen
understanding of human nature to the
book. The novel is not strictly
autobiographical, but the experiences of
the second-generation immigrant, the
tensions between old-world values and
new-world ambitions, and the complex
dynamics of a family shaped by trauma
all draw from her personal history and
her academic research into Ukrainian
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history and culture.

PLOT OVERVIEW: MORE THAN
JUST TRACTORS

The narrative of A Short History Of
Tractors In Ukrainian by Marina
Lewycka is deceptively simple. The story
is narrated by Nadia, a university
lecturer and the younger of the two
sisters. She receives a frantic phone call
from her older sister, Vera, who is
incandescent with rage. Their father,
Nikolai, a widower in his mid-eighties,
has announced he is going to marry
Valentina, a Ukrainian woman who is
barely past thirty. Valentina is a
caricature of a gold-digger: brash,
materialistic, and demanding. She wants
a British passport, a house, a car, and
access to the family's savings.

The novel's central conflict revolves
around this disastrous marriage. Vera, a
fierce and pragmatic woman, sees
Valentina for what she is and wants to
drive her away. Nadia, initially more
sympathetic and willing to give her
father the benefit of the doubt, is
gradually pulled into the fray. The
family's battle against Valentina forms
the comedic backbone of the book.
There are scenes of farcical domestic
warfare: Valentina redecorating the
house in garish styles, Nikolai trying to
keep up with his young wife's demands,
and the sisters squabbling over tactics.

The Tractor
Chapters: A
History Within a

Story

Interwoven with the contemporary farce
are chapters that deliver exactly what
the title promises: a short history of
tractors in Ukrainian. Nikolai, a retired
engineer with a passion for technology
and progress, is writing a book about the
development of tractors in his home
country. These chapters are presented
as fragments of his manuscript. On the
surface, they seem like a quirky
digression. However, they serve a vital
thematic purpose. The history of tractors
in Ukraine is a history of modernization,
collectivization, famine, and war. The
tractor, for Nikolai, represents human
ingenuity and the dream of a better
future, a dream that was brutally
crushed by Stalinist policies and the
Second World War.

This dual narrative structure is one of
the great strengths of A Short History
Of Tractors In Ukrainian by Marina
Lewycka. The absurdities of the present
are constantly contrasted with the tragic
weight of the past. Valenina's greed is a
pale, comic echo of the real theft and
dispossession that Ukraine suffered
under Soviet rule. Nikolai's obsession
with tractors becomes a way for him to
hold onto a vanished world, a world of
possibility that existed before the
horrors of the 20th century engulfed his
homeland.

KEY THEMES AND ANALYSIS

A Short History Of Tractors In
Ukrainian by Marina Lewycka is a multi-
layered novel that operates on several
levels. It is a comedy of manners, a
family saga, and a meditation on history.
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Family, Rivalry,

Reconciliation

At its heart, the novel is about the
difficult, often fraught relationship
between sisters. Nadia and Vera have
been estranged for years, nursing old
wounds and resentments. Vera is older,
domineering, and deeply tied to the
Ukrainian community. Nadia is more
assimilated into British life, more liberal,
and somewhat intimidated by her sister.
The crisis with their father forces them
to work together. Their bickering is
constant, but beneath it lies a deep, if
buried, love. The journey of the novel is
as much about them rediscovering their
bond as it is about getting rid of
Valentina.

Immigration,
ldentity, and the
British Dream

Lewycka offers a poignant exploration of
the immigrant experience. The older
generation, like Nikolai and his late wife,
Ludmilla, worked hard, kept their heads
down, and clung to their cultural
traditions. They built a new life in
England, but the old country was never
far from their thoughts. Nadia and Vera,
as the second generation, navigate a
more complex identity. They are British,
but they are also Ukrainian. The novel
explores the tension between
assimilation and heritage, the feeling of
belonging neither here nor there.

Valenina represents a newer, more
cynical wave of immigration, one driven
by pure materialism. The book does not
judge this harshly, but it does show the
clash of values.

The Trauma of
History

This is perhaps the most important
theme. The farcical surface of the novel
barely conceals the deep tragedy
underneath. We learn that Nikolai and
his family lived through the Holodomor,
the man-made famine that killed millions
of Ukrainians in the 1930s. They
survived the Nazi invasion and the
Soviet re-occupation. They lost loved
ones, their homeland, and their
innocence. Nikolai's cheerful obsession
with tractors is a form of psychological
survival, a way of focusing on the
positive, rational potential of technology
to escape the irrational horrors of
politics. The comedy of the novel is not a
denial of this tragedy; it is a response to
it. It is a way of finding light in the face
of overwhelming darkness.

WRITING STYLE AND NARRATIVE
VOICE

The success of A Short History Of
Tractors In Ukrainian by Marina
Lewycka owes a great deal to its
narrative voice. Nadia is a wonderful
guide. She is intelligent, witty, and self-
deprecating. Her observations are sharp
but never cruel. She can be frustrated by
her father and infuriated by her sister,
but her narration is always infused with
a deep, abiding love for her family.

Lewycka's prose is clear, crisp, and
deceptively simple. She has a gift for
comic timing and a sharp ear for



dialogue. The scenes between the family
members are pitch-perfect, capturing
the way families can be both loving and
brutal in the same sentence. The novel
also has a wonderful sense of place,
evoking the provincial world of a British
town where the Ukrainian community
forms its own distinct enclave.

The tone is carefully managed. The book
is genuinely very funny, but it never
becomes a mere farce. The humour is
always grounded in character and
emotion. A scene where Nikolai tries to
explain the inner workings of a tractor
engine while Valentina is demanding a
new washing machine is funny, but it
also highlights the profound gulf
between his world of ideas and her world
of wants. The novel moves seamlessly
from laughter to pathos, often within the
same paragraph.

RECEPTION AND CRITICAL
ACCLAIM

Upon its release, A Short History Of
Tractors In Ukrainian by Marina
Lewycka was met with widespread
critical acclaim and remarkable
commercial success. It was shortlisted
for the prestigious Orange Broadband
Prize for Fiction (now the Women's
Prize for Fiction) and the Man Booker
Prize longlist. It sold millions of copies
worldwide and has been translated into
numerous languages.

Critics praised the novel for its
originality, its humanity, and its ability to
blend high comedy with serious themes.
It was described as a "rare thing: a funny
novel about serious things" and "a
delight from start to finish." The novel's
success also shone a light on the
Ukrainian diaspora and its history,
introducing many readers to a chapter of
20th-century history they knew little

about. For many, the Holodomor was a
forgotten genocide, and Lewycka's novel
played a part in bringing it to a wider
audience.

WHY READ THIS BOOK TODAY?

Nearly two decades after its publication,
the novel has lost none of its relevance.
The themes of migration, displacement,
and cultural identity are perhaps even
more pressing today than they were in
2005. The war in Ukraine that began in
2022 has given the book a renewed and
poignant significance. The novel now
reads not just as a family comedy but as
a testament to the resilience of the
Ukrainian people and the long reach of
history into the present.

Furthermore, the story of a family being
torn apart and brought back together by
a crisis is a universal one. The dynamics
between Nadia and Vera are timeless.
Anyone who has ever had a complicated
relationship with a sibling will recognize
the mix of love, resentment, and
reluctant loyalty that binds them.

A Short History Of Tractors In
Ukrainian by Marina Lewycka is also a
masterclass in how to structure a novel.
The interleaving of the tractor history
with the family drama is a brilliant
narrative technique that enriches both
stories. It reminds us that our personal
lives, no matter how chaotic or absurd,
are always connected to the larger
currents of history.

CONCLUSION: A SMALL
MASTERPIECE

A Short History Of Tractors In
Ukrainian by Marina Lewycka is a novel
that defies easy categorization. It is a
comedy that breaks your heart, a history
lesson that makes you laugh out loud,
and a family drama that touches on the
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universal themes of love, loss, and the
search for belonging. It is a testament to
the power of storytelling to make sense
of the past and to find humour and hope
in the most unlikely of places.

Lewycka created a world that is at once
specific—rooted in the Ukrainian-British
experience of the post-war
generation—and utterly universal. The
tractor, with all its associations of
progress and destruction, becomes a

perfect symbol for the 20th century
itself. The novel remains a joyous, wise,
and deeply humane read. It is a
reminder that even in the midst of family
feuds and historical tragedy, there is
always room for laughter, love, and a
good story about a tractor. This is a book
that will stay with you long after you turn
the final page, and it richly deserves its
place as a modern classic of British
humour and heart.



