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A Horrible Memory of My Childhood 

By Kateryna Krychevska-Rosandich (Mountain View, CA)

To the 70th anniversary of the Great Famine in Ukraine

First published in the newspaper Krymska Svitlytsia (Ukraine), no. 31, 1 August 2003. URL: http://svitlytsia.crimea.ua/?section=article&artID=1113
The famine in Ukraine began when I was six years old. There was less and less food. Our hired girl Prisia would wash potato peelings and boil up a kind of soup. My father worked at the film studio in Kyiv, and every day he had to walk through an abandoned lot standing next to Lukianivka Prison and then go by streetcar to the studio. One day, on his way home, he saw a group of people standing in that lot, gathered around a dead horse. They were cutting hunks of meat from the horse, which was still warm. My father didn’t have a knife, but some good soul lent him one, and he hacked off three or four kilograms of meat and one kidney. I cannot forget the unpleasant smell of the kidney that Prisia prepared later, and to this day I can’t eat anything made with kidneys.


Peasants coming to Kyiv in search of food would die on the city streets. It was dangerous even to look at these dead people. My father said that special trucks were taking the dead away. But it was hard to walk by and not react to this sight.


One day a peasant woman and her twelve-year-old daughter came to our house begging for bread. No one had any. They sat down on the ground, and in the morning when I looked out the window, I saw that they were lying there not moving. I heard my mother telling Prisia that these unfortunates had died.


My mother’s mother, Granny Marusia, lived in the village of Kazymyrivka. It was too dangerous for her to continue living there alone, especially after the horrible story that was recounted by a young female schoolteacher whose parents lived either in Kazymyrivka or a neighbouring village, I don’t remember exactly. This young woman had gone to her village to find out what was happening with her parents and brother. When she disembarked from the steamboat, on the pier she saw a villager who lived near her parents. He gave her a lift into the village. Along the way the schoolteacher asked him about her parents and brother, and each time the man changed the subject. When they drove into the village, the man said that if she needed any kind of help, his house was very close—right across the field.


The schoolteacher entered her parents’ home, but there was no one there. She walked through the house, peering into every corner. She looked into the pantry, where some small covered barrels were standing. She lifted up the lid of one barrel and saw salted meat. ‘Where had they obtained meat?’ The second barrel also contained meat. On one piece of meat she noticed some skin with a mole attached to it. A terrible suspicion dawned on her, and suddenly she understood. The skin with the mole was from her father’s arm, and the meat was—her parents! Cold as ice, she ran out of the pantry. In the vestibule she bumped into her brother. So as not to alarm him, she greeted him pleasantly and asked him where their parents were. Her brother said that they had gone to the market. ‘But what market was open these days?’ she thought.


Then she remembered what the neighbour had told her: his house was very close, just across the field. She knew she had to escape, before her brother began suspecting that she knew the truth.


There was a strange expression on her brother’s face: he was looking at her askance and avoiding her gaze. He said that he was going to start cooking supper and had to bring in some wood. Through the window the schoolteacher saw her brother sharpening an axe. She crawled out of the window of a back room that looked out onto the field and ran to the neighbour’s house. There he told her that everyone in the village knew that her brother had gone mad and killed his parents. That day the schoolteacher returned to Kyiv and told us this shocking story.


My father left for Kazymyrivka, mostly travelling on foot. The steamboats had stopped running a long time ago, because the Dnipro River was frozen over. After many adventures my father finally brought Granny Marusia to our house. She told us that special detachments were patrolling the village and confiscating everything edible. All the cattle had been confiscated earlier. A small pot of buckwheat gruel had been standing on Granny Marusia’s stove—they even took that.


When my parents’ friend, the artist Sashko Saienko, visited us, he would always try to bring me a small treat. He was a very kind and good man, but when I was a child, I was afraid of him because he was a deaf-mute. One day he brought me a candy drop wrapped in coloured paper. It took me ten days to “eat” it, licking it in the mornings and evenings with hot water. 


Through the Union of Artists my mother got a contract to paint some posters for the Red Army. They paid her with money, but most importantly, they also provided lunch. Mama would bring her lunch home, and our entire family, consisting of five people, ate this one portion of food. The lunch was a very simple affair, but it was nourishing, and the portion was generous. Mama tried to prolong her work as long as possible, but after three weeks this began to look suspicious, and she had to finish the posters.


In order to squeeze silver and gold out of the population, the authorities opened a Torgsin [i.e., Trade with Foreigners] shop in Kyiv. There, silver and gold could be traded for food. We had my gold cross and Mama’s thin bracelet. Mama also had gold crowns on her teeth. With great difficulty father removed the crowns and flattened them with a hammer. My parents then remembered that there was a large antique icon in a silver frame buried in the basement. I remember how my father brought the icon from the basement, and that evening, behind closed curtains, he removed the silver from the icon. While Granny Marusia and Prisia wiped their tears, he smashed it to bits and made a pile of the shards, so that it would be impossible to identify where it had come from. My father found out that there was a lot of silver in old coins, so he smashed several coins that we owned, made small piles, and took everything to the Torgsin.


I have vivid memories of my mother waking me up and bringing me to the dining room. To this day I can’t forget this wondrous sight, for laid out on the table were the foods of Christmas, Easter, and name days—everything all together! A large bottle of oil glistened in the sunlight, and a huge loaf of bread, a pyramid of sugar, and a large sausage lay on the table. I asked for a piece of bread sprinkled with oil. What a treat!


When the weather turned warm, a neighbour woman came to our house to show us a loaf of beautiful rye bread that was being sold without ration cards at very inflated, commercial prices. Everyone sniffed it and smiled bitterly. Officially there was no famine in Ukraine, the collectivization of the peasantry had been successfully completed, but those millions of people who had died did not count and were not remembered.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk (Montreal)

