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Eyewitness Testimony of Ivan Tymofiiovych Aleksieienko

 (b. 1918 in the village of Kostiantynopil in Velyka Novosilka raion, Donetsk oblast; war and labor veteran; invalid now living in Luhansk oblast;)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak. Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, pp. 215-16].
First, a bit about our village. Since childhood I had heard that during the reign of Catherine II a colony of Greeks was deported from the Crimea with all their property and cattle. Land was allotted to them on the territory of today’s Donbas region, where they founded twenty-five settlements, among them Mariupil, which became a large city. Our village of Kostiantynopil lay between two small rivers. The neighboring villages were Ulakly and Bohatyr. Each village had its own language: in some places it was Greek, in others it was Greek-Turkish. The houses were mostly adobe blocks; the farmsteads were large and orderly.


In our village 100-percent collectivization began in 1928. How can this be explained? Probably by the fact that even before that time the village lived as one great community united by a national characteristic. People would sing on the way to the collective farm field and on their return home, and in the summer they would also spend the night in the steppe so as not to waste precious time. The harvests were very rich.

But in time something incomprehensible began happening. They began to dekulakize the collective farmers and expel them beyond the Urals. They deported them in the very clothes in which they were standing; many of them died en route from grief, starvation, and cold. My fellow villagers, intelligent and hardworking Greeks, could not fathom the reason for this injustice. They were likely the very first to begin modern farming on these lands. Although the land had been collectivized, yet they were being punished for unknown reasons, as though they were accursed enemies of socialism. We were left to conclude one thing: we were being punished for being Greeks.

I had neither a father nor mother. I lived with my grandfather and grandmother, and with us lived the family of my father’s brother. My uncle was a member of the collective farm administration. But our large family was poor, like everyone else. For one workday we received very little: in grams, not kilograms. We got barley and oats, which produced glutinous bread, as though it were under-baked. In the fall of 1932 they did not issue any grain whatsoever to the people. After the harvests we, boys, would go to the field to collect ears of wheat. Adults who did this were sentenced to five years’ imprisonment, but we, children, thought that nothing would happen to us, as long as the fierce mounted guard on patrol did not swoop down on us with his whip.

A “dekulakization” plan was issued for the village. Our family was also subject to this plan. Somebody warned my uncle, and he secretly left the village for the mines in the city of Alchevsk [Luhansk oblast—Trans.]. But we remained at home. They came to our house in the morning, listed all our belongings in a register, and took it away, leaving us standing in the clothes on our backs. How did we live? We resifted chaff and gathered all sorts of seeds. A neighbor boy and I would walk one and a half kilometers into a Russian village, which had hardly been affected by collectivization, to beg for food. More often than not we were chased away, reprimanded that our entire village had joined the collective farm. But still we managed to get our hands on something: a potato, a cracker, a small beet.

My father had a fiddle, which he left to me: it was the only souvenir of my parents. Among the Greeks all joyous occasions in life took place to the sound of a fiddle, drum, and flute. People often borrowed my fiddle: there was none like it in the entire village, or maybe even farther. When our property was being listed, the fiddle was not in the house, and I rejoiced bitterly over this. I had traded it in a neighboring village for a pail of potatoes.


I had a strange nature: I could eat anything that I found: chalk, grass, some sort of animal hide, which I would roast and then eat. My aunt and my grandmother could no longer get up; they were dying in front of my eyes. But I held on, although I too had begun to swell up. I was saved by moving around: I did not sit in one place even for a minute. I dashed about everywhere, finding stuff that I thought I could eat.

When my entire family began to swell up, I drove my aunt and her two children to my father, who was in Alchevsk. Along the way I saw people crawling on the road leading to the grain elevator, picking from the dust seeds that were visible only to them. Some of them were falling there and dying on the spot. They were dragged to the side of the road and no one paid any more attention to them. Is it any wonder that my hair began to turn grey when I was fourteen years old?

Everyone in our village had large houses with kitchen gardens and outbuildings, and if they had allowed us to plant food next to our houses, there would not have been such a famine. But it was strictly forbidden: people were ordered to work only for the collective farm.


Eventually, our entire family moved to Alchevsk and later to Luhansk. Village life was finished, the knowledge of our forefathers forgotten. We began to put down roots in the city. But all of a sudden there was another calamity: my uncle was arrested as an “enemy of the people.” He was working in Luhansk as a stable-hand on a suburban Soviet state farm. What kind of enemy of the people could a stable-hand be? Uncle died somewhere during his imprisonment and was posthumously rehabilitated. But this was later, after the war.

In 1944, when our units entered Eastern Prussia, I was sent from the front to Bobruisk [Belarus—Trans.] where I joined an auxiliary battalion. When I arrived, I was told that I was unreliable. There’s something fishy here, I thought to myself. I had been wounded twice, I had earned two combat medals, I was a party member, and I wanted to fight the enemy until complete victory. Who had slandered me? Who? I was vetted for a long time, but apparently they didn’t find anything on me. I was completely clean: before the army I had worked at the wonderful October Revolution steamboat-building plant, where I was a Stakhanovite [title conferred on workers and peasants who set production records or otherwise demonstrated mastery of their assigned tasks—Trans.]. After being vetted, I ended up fighting in Czechoslovakia, and on 29 April 1945 I was severely wounded. I lay unconscious until 9 May, when I regained consciousness in order to rejoice over the victory.

What should we, veterans, tell our children and grandchildren about those “blank spots” in our history—about the famine, about the repressions of innocent people, about that atmosphere of fear, denunciations, and hatred in which the years of our lives passed? I think this: we must tell the truth.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
