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Eyewitness Testimony of Vasyl Ulianovych Savchuk

 (b. 1919 in the village of Mali Lysivtsi in Skvyra raion, Cherkasy oblast; now living in the city of Uman)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak. Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, p. 249].
There was a Machine-Tractor Station (MTS) in Popilnia, near the railway station. It took my mother and me all day to get there, a distance of nineteen kilometers. Starving and exhausted, we made our way there in order to fish out some uneaten morsels from the slop barrel: some cabbage leftovers and groats. We fished them out, drained the water, and mother tied up our booty in a kerchief, and we went home. We walked part of the way and then mother and I ate a bit so that we would have enough strength to get back to Mali Lysivtsi.

The horses were dying on the collective farm. The ones that were still alive were roped to beams so that they wouldn’t fall down. But whenever a horse fell, it could no longer be raised upright; that was the end for the animal. They brought it to the cattle cemetery, where starving people were already waiting there. My brother and stepfather are already there. They dug it up, cut the dead horse into pieces, and brought the pieces home. They salted and buried the horse flesh, but left some to be eaten right away. Suddenly the Committee of Poor Peasants rushed into the yard with shovels and lances. Somebody had denounced us. They dug up the hole with the carrion, unwrapped it, and poured gasoline over it. It should be mentioned that for this purpose they were given as much gas as they wanted; they didn’t spare it. They covered up the hole with earth and went off to somebody else’s house. We quickly dug up our booty, went into the house, and put it into the washing trough to soak out that cursed gas. Then we cooked it for a long time, changing the water several times. Even so, when we were eating it still stank of gasoline. But no one was afraid to be poisoned by that carrion because there was a much greater fear—of starving to death, and that kind of death was terrible.

My stepfather traveled all the way to the Caucasus to save the family. There was no trace of famine there. He came back home with food. We revived—we will live! Suddenly my stepfather was summoned to the village soviet: “Give us money.” The second night they summoned him again. My stepfather came home only towards morning; he could barely place one foot in front of the other, and he was spitting up blood. He suffered for four days before he died. Before dying, he told me how they had tortured him: they put boards on his chest and smashed those boards with large hammers.


One or two days later they summoned my elder brother to the village soviet, and for reasons unknown, once again they brought out that board, those hammers, and those tortures. Somehow he crawled back home and told mother: “Forgive me, mama. You gave birth to me and raised me, but now you also have to bury me. Forgive me for not taking care of you in your old age.” Mother baked some pancakes from young grain, broke off a piece, and gave it to my brother, but he was beyond eating: everything inside of him had been beaten to a pulp. The wagon that was used to transport corpses drove into the yard; it was so full, it was terrible to see. We placed my brother on top and then he was gone.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
