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A blind Ukrainian veteran finds 
meaning in life through pottery

VINNYTSIA, Ukraine 
(AP) — The two bur-
ly men stare straight 
ahead, hands inter-
twined on a pottery 
wheel, fingers buried in 

the clay. They sense each other’s pres-
ence through touch alone.

One is a veteran who lost his sight in 
combat and now teaches other blind 
veterans. Slowly, a piece resembling a 
cup takes form.

The instructor, Ivan Shostak, 37, said 
he has made more than 1,000 such piec-
es but has never seen a single one. The 
craft came into his life only after he lost 
his sight during one of Ukraine’s blood-
iest and longest battles.

Making plates, cups, mugs, candle 
holders and other objects helped him find 
new meaning in a life upended by trauma. 
What began as a rehabilitation exercise 
has grown into a business and a mentor-
ing practice for veterans and others.

“I have two kids I have to help 
through life and show by my own ex-
ample that you have to fight for your 
life,” Shostak said.

‘There was no family’
Shostak rejoined the army in the ear-

ly years of Russia’s full-scale invasion, 
not joining right away since he wanted 
to be there for his second son’s birth. He 
previously fought in eastern Ukraine 
after the conflict broke out in 2014.

His second tour lasted a few months. 
While fighting in the battle of Bakhmut 
in March 2023, a rocket-propelled gre-
nade exploded just above his head. The 
blast destroyed his eyes.

Besides blindness, he also had a con-
cussion, a traumatic brain injury and 
displaced vertebrae in the neck.

He said the real ordeal began at home. 
His wife at the time could not endure it. 
She left him alone with his new challenges.

“There was a family, and after the inju-
ry there was no family,” Shostak said. But 
his parents stayed close, supporting him.

‘Living in total darkness’
He spent half a year bedridden, dull-

ing the pain with medication. The de-
spair was harder to manage. No pills 
could ease that.

A fellow soldier home on leave came 
to his aid, taking him to a local reha-
bilitation center for people who had 
lost their sight. Within a month, staff 
taught him to use a phone and a cane 

Toxic ‘time bomb’ poses 
risk to Mekong River basin

CHIANG SAEN, Thailand 
(AFP-Jiji) — Thai fisherman 
Somdet Singthong steered his 

metal skiff across the brown waters of 
the Mekong River, resigned to the pol-
lution that has put his health and life-
long source of livelihood at risk.

Doctors have found elevated levels 
of toxic arsenic in his fingernails and 
urine, with the heavy metal also detect-
ed in the river which millions of people 
in Southeast Asia depend on.

Testing suggests the contamination, 
which experts and campaigners trace 
back to illegal mining in Myanmar, is 
now spreading downstream.

Locals used to buy their fish direct-
ly from Somdet on a pier near Chiang 
Saen in northern Thailand, on the bor-
der with Myanmar and Laos.

But since authorities detected arsenic 
and other heavy metals in several Me-
kong tributaries last year, his clientele 
has shrunk, leaving his carp and catfish 
rotting.

“The impact has been huge,” the 
69-year-old fisherman told AFP. “I’ve 
never been afraid, but other villagers 
are worried. They don’t eat fish; some 
won’t touch it at all.”

Thailand’s pollution control depart-
ment said in April it had found arsenic 
concentrations of up to 296 milligrams 
per kilogram of sediment near Chiang 
Saen — more than nine times the level 
considered dangerous for aquatic life.

That was the first time the contami-
nation was detected in the Mekong Riv-
er itself, and not only its tributaries.

“When it’s contaminated with heavy 
metals and other kinds of toxins, they 
flow all the way to the Mekong delta,” 
threatening an important rice-growing 
region in Vietnam, said Pianporn Deetes 
of the Rivers and Rights campaign group.

“The fish are contaminated already,” 
she added.

‘The water is dead’
Researchers and environmental ac-

tivists generally attribute the pollution 
to illegal mines in neighboring Myan-
mar, whose long-running civil war 
enables unregulated exploitation of 
natural resources, including rare earth 
elements used in smartphones, wind 
turbines, electric vehicles and more.

“Conflict, fragmented governance, 
and global markets converge to promote 
and sustain extraction at the expense of 
environmental integrity and human se-
curity,” the Washington-based think tank 
Stimson Center said in a report in May.

Researchers from Thailand’s Chiang 

Mai University found arsenic levels 10 
times higher than normal in sediment 
from the Kok River, a Mekong tributary.

Assistant Prof. Wan Wiriya described 
it as a “time bomb,” raising long-term 
risks of cancer and neurological disor-
ders — particularly among vulnerable 
populations.

Buddhist monks in saffron robes led 
a protest march this month along the 
contaminated waterway, with partici-
pants holding signs reading, “Rivers are 
the veins of our lives.”

“We don’t see children playing in 
the water anymore. We don’t see birds. 
We don’t see butterflies,” said Sansoen 
Duangdee, a 69-year-old artist. “The 
water is dead. And if the water is dead, 
what about the people?”

‘Invisible’ danger
Activist Deetes, one of the organiz-

ers of the march, called for “diplomat-
ic dialogue” between Thailand and its 
neighbors, along with China — the 
main importer of rare earth elements 
from Myanmar and Laos.

She denounced “gangsters” who “do 
what they want and without responsi-
bility,” as well as political apathy in the 
face of largely “invisible” danger.

The inter-governmental Mekong Riv-
er Commission says it is strengthening 
regional monitoring and cooperation 
in the wake of the latest findings, in-
cluding on heavy metals — but neither 
Myanmar nor China are members.

Despite the concerns, Chiang Saen 
fish vendor Buakhlee Srisawat said 
some customers “are starting to return.”

The merchandise in her plastic cool-
ers was “edible,” she said. “There are no 
contaminants ... many agencies have 
come to inspect it.”

Authorities advise against any shell-
fish from the river or the guts of river 
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Above: Ivan Shostak, left, a blind 
Ukrainian war veteran, trains his blind 
comrade Viacheslav Sadovskyi to 
make a clay plate on a pottery wheel 
in a workshop at a rehabilitation center 
in Vinnytsia, Ukraine, on May 21. 

Right: Clay cups decorated with the 
Ukrainian trident are seen inside 

Shostak’s apartment.

AFP-Jiji

Fishermen and their boats are seen near the 
confluence of the Kok River and Mekong 
River in Chiang Saen, Thailand, on June 4. 

and to handle daily life.
“It turned out you could live even in 

total darkness,” Shostak said.
One day, he and others from the cen-

ter were invited to visit a pottery work-
shop, where he made his first plate. 
“And after that came the thrill that I 
could still do something,” he recalled.

He began attending classes regularly 
and later sold his work. He became an 
instructor after the first “Pottery in the 
Dark” project, supported by Sweden 
and the U.N. Development Program, 
in Vinnytsia in central Ukraine. The 
program helps veterans who lost their 
sight, including in the war.

Then he launched his business.
Shostak has three others on his team 

who help him sell his pottery, mostly 
through his Instagram page. He keeps 
no strict schedule, working according 
to his mood in a workshop that his old-
er brother, also a soldier, set up for him 
in his apartment.

“Clay is that kind of material, and 
pottery is that kind of work, where if 
you feel bad, there’s nothing to do here. 
It won’t come out at all. Everything 
breaks, comes out crooked,” he said. 

“Only when you feel good, you sit down, 
you work, and it all turns out great.”

The later stages happen in another 
workshop, where he gets help with firing 
and glazing. But he chooses every color 
himself, guided by his imagination.

Each piece bears the emblem of the 
air assault forces he served in — a 
dome, wings and a sword — with the 
motto “Nobody but us” and his name 
on the side.

A veteran teaching a veteran
Roman Shtohryn, director of the Po-

dillia rehabilitation center in Vinnytsia, 
said six of the 11 project participants 
who completed the pottery training al-
ready earn an income from it. All but 
one are veterans.

“We planned all this so it would turn 
into a business,” Shtohryn said.

Pottery serves multiple functions, he 
said. The first is psychological: A person 
concentrates on something, stops think-
ing about problems and stays in a kind 
of flow, in the moment. Second, work-
ing with clay yields an immediate result.

At the rehabilitation center, Shostak 


