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I, Hryhorii Pavlovych Partychenko, was born in 1940 in the village of Polova, Pryluka raion in Chernihiv oblast. My father, Pavlo Kyrylovych Partychenko, who was born in 1910, died a premature death after his imprisonment in the Stalinist labor camps. He said that in 1921, in Lenin’s time, there was a famine in Ukraine. My mother, Odarka Metodiivna (née Pyrih, b. 1918) often talked about the famine of 1933. She said that almost everyone in the village died. Communists and Komsomol members of the prodzahony [brigades of activists in charge of confiscating grain and food—Trans.] confiscated not just grain but everything else that was edible:  potatoes, beets, beans, peas, and millet. In their search for all kinds of food, they used long metal rods to probe the interiors of barns and gardens.


My mother and my grandmother, Sofia Andriivna Pyrih, who was born in 1883, survived only because the grain confiscation squad failed to find the beets buried in their garden in the fall of 1932. With the onset of winter, my mother (who was fourteen at the time) made a little hole in the ground, and at night, when no one could see her, she would dig up one beet, which they would cook and eat.

Granny Sofia, the widow of a Red Army soldier, Metodii Pyrih (my grandfather), was dekulakized. Her cow, horses, pigs, and chickens, were confiscated and her six children, one grandson, and she were left with nothing but the clothes on their backs, despite the fact that she agreed to join the “commune.” However, they refused to accept her, saying that she was a “kulak” [a well-to-do farmer—Trans.].


In 1933 the older children dispersed, going their separate ways to avoid death by starvation.  My sister Stepanyda and my elder brother’s wife Olena and her infant son went to work at the prison farm alongside the prisoners, because there they were fed what passed for soup. This penal colony was located near the town of Pryluka, at the site of the present airport, next to the village of Sukhostavets. It was heavy work and they were badly fed. Sensing that she would die soon, Aunt Olena left her baby boy at the Children’s Home in Pryluka, where he disappeared without a trace. In the village, people were dying in their homes; those who still had enough strength to crawl died outside. Once a week a horse-drawn cart would take the bodies to the cemetery, and all of them were dumped into a common pit. There were also incidents of cannibalism, not to mention the consumption of dogs, cats, and crows. My cousin, Vasyl Alandarenko, survived simply because he ate crow and magpie eggs. Our neighbors survived because the food confiscation brigades left behind a dried cowhide. The family soaked it, cooked small pieces of it, and ate it.  This is all true! 


Today the communists deny that the famine of 1933 was engineered. They say that it was caused by a poor harvest. My mother said that this was all a lie. The harvest of 1932 was a very good one. But they confiscated the grain from the farmers and shipped it abroad in order to prove to the world that life in this communist country was wonderful.


My father’s sister Natalka [dim. of Natalia—Trans.] said that she saved herself and her toddler from death by starvation by walking and hitching rides to Mariupil. She was a beautiful woman, so a captain of a tugboat took her as his mistress. Aunt Natalia saw trainloads of grain being dumped into the sea simply because the grain agents were in a hurry to send the empty cars back for more grain.


So, what kind of crop failure are we talking about? Furthermore, people were not starving everywhere [i.e., elsewhere in the Soviet Union]. My father made his way through woods and swamps to the neighboring regions of Belarus, where he found work. He saved the bread he received as wages, dried it into crackers, and at night brought them back to his village to save his family. My Uncle Fedir snuck through the woods into Russia and survived. My grandfather also managed to break through the blockade and reach Russia, where, fortunately, he survived. Therefore, only Ukrainians living on Ukrainian ethnic lands died, the Holodomor having been deliberately engineered. This was genocide! The leadership of Russia should apologize to the Ukrainian people for what their former leaders did, and make restitution to Ukraine.


I suggest that a monument in honor of the 1933 famine victims be built and erected in Kyiv on the spot presently occupied by the Lenin monument.  


I would like to add a few words about the famine of 1946-47, which I also witnessed. I remember how in the spring of 1947 people looked for frozen potatoes in the fields in order somehow to assuage their hunger. We would put the potatoes to dry on the stove, and when they turned white, we would eat them. There were three of us children and our mother, who worked at the collective farm from sunup to sundown. We had no bread until 1949. Even the German prisoners-of-war received food rations, but the Soviet authorities gave nothing to their very own Ukrainian collective farm workers. On the contrary, everything was taken away “for supplies.” The communist rulers were “wonderful”: that is how they cared for their own people. God forbid that such a thing should ever happen again!

Translated from the Ukrainian by Alexandra Hawryluk

