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Eyewitness Testimony of Lida Dmytrivna Vazhynska

(b. 1918 in the village of Svichka, Letychiv raion, Khmelnytsky oblast; former schoolteacher)

Recorded by Mykola Musiiovych Hrynchuk, who resides in the city of Kryzhopil, Vinnytsia oblast

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna Knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak, Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, p. 57].

During the first difficult weeks of collectivization the “suspect” families of Tykhon Haluniuk, Oleksandr Fizhuk, and Nykyfor Yakovenko were deported from our little [village of] Svichka.


The “suspect” Nykyfor had five children. They didn’t even have anything to dress the children in. So, in order to protect the smallest ones from the inclement weather, their parents put them into a huge straw basket, loaded it on the wagon, and the little girls sat in that dilapidated basket all the way to the far-off station.


Oleksandr Fizhuk soon died in exile. With great difficulty his children managed to obtain “permission for a holiday” for their ailing mother, and she returned home, but not for long. Some two months later people from the district came for her and Maria Fizhuk ended up dying in a foreign land, for no reason that anyone knows, unmourned by her children and family.


Neither did our father Dmytro Hrynchuk return to us—his three daughters and small son.


At this time everything edible was being confiscated throughout the village, absolutely everything that could be taken. No one told us where it was being shipped. They took it and that was the end of it. It’s necessary, they claimed.


And the famine began.


True, in our village I did not hear of any cases of parents eating their children, like in Kudyntsi and Novokostiantyniv, but there were quite a few of my fellow villagers who died prematurely.


Among those who died were Illia Haidamaka, his daughter Onysia, his son Ivan, and his daughter Kateryna; Fedir Nechaiuk, his wife Maria, his daughters Nastia and Olia; the members of the Klym Hrynchuk, Akhtymon Hrynchuk, Hnat Hrynchuk, Yosyp Nechaiuk, Olena Haidamaka, and Safron Datsun families also died.


I was then a fifteen-year-old girl, and I remember well Romanko, the five-year-old son of Illia Haidamaka. His parents, little sisters, and brother had already died, and he would drag himself on his poor little swollen legs from house to house, to his relatives and neighbors, begging for whatever he could get. Looking up at the lofty sky, he would say:


“I could eat a piece of bread as big as a cloud.”


Romanko, the son of Uncle Andrii Hrynchuk, would also have liked to fortify himself with just a crumb of something.


The little boy couldn’t stand it any longer, so he went to the house of Semen Pshestemsky, where he saw several loaves of bread. At that time Semen was employed by the collective farm administration. Romanko took one of the loaves and went home.


The next day his father was summoned to the village soviet.


“Tell us, Andrii, how is it possible that you’ve lived to see the day that your son has turned into a thief?”


What was there to explain, since Romanko had definitely taken that unfortunate bread from Pshestemsky?


They knocked Andrii to the floor, laid a wide board on his painful chest, and hammered away at him with a sledgehammer weighing nearly twenty kilograms. All his insides were turned to pulp. Then they threw him into the yard, and no one paid any attention to the fact that Uncle Andrii was twisted with pain and dying.


At this very moment my mother was heading to the market.



As she was approaching the gates of the village soviet, she heard:


“Hapa, is that you?”


“Is that you, Andrii?” asked my startled mother.


“I’ll tell you about it later,” said Andrii through his bloodied lips. “Give me some water instead.”


My mother dashed to the nearest well. Shvydkov, the head of the village executive committee, was standing in the doorway of the village soviet.


“Who do you think you are, showing your mercy here?” he shouted at my mother.


“I am a human being, Comrade Shvydkov. And it’s a sin not to offer help to someone who is unwell.”


“Get out of here! Your tongue will get you into trouble! This is what awaits an enemy of the people!”


Afraid that they would chase my mother away from him, Uncle Andrii quickly whispered to her:


“Hapa, tell my wife to take me away from here, because I’m going to die here, hounded to death by people, who are like dogs.”


On the third day Uncle Andrii died, followed shortly afterwards by his swollen son Romanko.


Uncle Andrii was a hard worker, like no other, like that pair of mighty oxen that he had handed over the collective farm.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk


