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Eyewitness Testimony of Ivan Antonovych Dreiev

 (village of Nyzhniobaranykivka, Bilovodske raion, 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. 227-28].
Immediately after this terrible famine I stopped believing that Stalin’s policy was wise. Afterwards I even paid for this with ten years of my young life. But I will recount everything in order.


Collectivization in our area (and probably everywhere else) was carried out by force. The peasants were literally driven into the collective farms by means of repressions and weapons because no one wanted to join the collective farms of their own accord—no one: neither the rich nor the poor. I am telling the truth. After the collective farms were created in this manner, the peasants rebelled and forcibly took back their cattle, farm inventory, and land. But after a new wave of repressions the collective farms were reestablished all over again. The government destroyed the more prosperous peasant farms; people whose souls were welded to the earth were liquidated, while others fled wherever they could. Our village shrank by a good third. The only people who were left were those who had no other place to go: people with large families, invalids, day laborers, those who had no possessions of their own and planned to live on what had been confiscated from the wealthy kulaks. The peasants were artificially divided into “classes,” and hatred was sown among them.

At first, there was a lot of cattle in the collective farms, all kinds of farm inventory, buildings, windmills; there was an oil press and everything else that was necessary for rural life. But there was no farming ability, the desire to work at full capacity and the ability to keep what they owned.


After a mere two years all the farm inventory and buildings were ruined. The horses died as a result of improper care, and there were very few oxen left. The inefficiency reached atrocious levels: broken yokes were scattered everywhere; horse collars and straps were torn; ladders and side rungs of wagons from dismantled bullock carts were broken; the oil press had burned down; the mills—the pride and joy of villages—had been dismantled to build farm buildings and later stolen for firewood.

It’s a good thing that they at least distributed the surviving cows among the farmsteads.


Through incredible efforts and administrative pressure and repressions they [the Soviet authorities—Trans.] succeeded in compelling the peasants to work in those serf-like conditions beyond their capabilities in order to sow and work the land so as to obtain some sort of harvest.


In the fall of 1932 they seized our grain—they swept it all out, even the seed grain, probably out of fear that it would be consumed. The produce grown in gardens was barely enough to last until the New Year. In such conditions we ushered in the New Year of 1933.


Malnutrition had already begun the previous fall, but the real famine started in mid-winter. People compensated for the lack of solid foods with liquids, i.e., they cooked various things out of mashed grass, straw, corn husks, and stripped corncobs. In February and March people began dying like flies, and those who were still alive could barely drag themselves along. They walked to the collective farm with their swollen legs and faces in the sole hope of finding their salvation there, to plead for and receive at least a scrap of food. But all was in vain—the collective farm pantries were empty.

That winter not a single living thing remained in the village—not a bird, dog, or cats. Domestic cattle began to be stolen. Neither arrests nor trials could stop the people, who were waging a battle for their very survival. Until springtime the authorities did not do anything to save the people. They were capable of cleaning out the people but not helping them.


They became alarmed only in the spring: soon it would be time to sow, but with what? They began issuing a certain amount of grain, for the most part, these were fodder crops: oats, vetch, mahar [crop similar to millet—Trans.], barley, and occasionally millet. They issued so little wheat and rye that they only gave enough for communal food (supplied in nurseries and schools; biscuits for the field workers). In our village there were quite a few incidents of cannibalism. People ate their family members who had died earlier; they even ate people who had been delivered to the cemetery, because they were practically not buried in the earth—there was no one to dig pits. The mortality rate was so high that people could not keep up with the burials, and the dead sometimes lay at home for a whole week or longer. When spring came, things eased a bit for the people: they ate buds of willows and elms; honeysuckle and shoots (of bulrushes) appeared, as well as spurge; on the unplowed grain fields mushrooms poked out of the stubble-field. All this was used for food. Marmots, gophers, hedgehogs, and other small animals came out of their burrows. In whatever way they could, people caught and killed all these animals, and survived. For the most part, people ate dead cattle, which was dying together with the people. There was always a swarm of swollen, starving people crowded around a farm animal on its last legs. No one had the strength to chase them away. As soon as the animal died, the people would throw themselves like locusts on it and tear it apart with axes and knives, and hurry home to feed their children and fortify themselves. […]

There was not a single mention of the famine in the local or central press—all the publications were only hurrah-patriotic ones, about the successes and achievements of the collectivized peasantry. The famine was discussed only in whispers, and people became lost in conjecture about the causes of the famine.


Most of the peasants agreed that the famine had been created in order to crush the resistance of the Ukrainian peasants to the feckless and brutal policy of the government and the party, and they pointed to the guilty party—Stalin. Others thought that the famine was revenge against the kulaks, while others blamed enemies of the people (but this was later). But no one knew for sure where this terrible calamity had come from. From the very beginning I argued my personal point of view: the brutal policy of Stalinist repressions and collectivization led to the destruction of agriculture and the famine.

There are no statistics anywhere about the numbers of victims of the famine. It was forbidden to write “died of starvation” in the books at the civilian registrar offices.  For the most part, the word “left” was written or some kind of diagnosis was invented. During the war the majority of these books were not preserved. The only thing to which I can attest is this. In 1934 I went to school in a neighboring village. I had to go through our entire village from one end to the other. One time I counted all the abandoned houses and ruined yards: there turned out to be nearly a hundred. If at least four people lived in each house, then that would make four hundred people who had starved to death just in our village. But I think there were more because there were families where not everyone had died. Those houses were not empty, and I didn’t include them in my tally.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
