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Eyewitness Testimony of Petro Danylovych Humeniuk

(b. 1923 in the village of Mitlyntsi, Haisyn raion, Vinnytsia oblast; World War II veteran; Doctor of Economics; professor of Political Economy at the Ternopil Institute of Finance and Economics)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak. Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, pp. 44-7.]
Our house stood next to the village soviet, which was located in a building owned by Lazar Kuziuk. He and his family went off somewhere, and the metal-roofed building with a porch became a place where alarming, incomprehensible, and depressing events took place. 

We, children, who were curious about everything, would peek through the windows of the village soviet. Each time the picture was the same; only the characters would change. An elderly fellow, one of our villagers, would be standing in the middle of the room, while a raion official sat at a table, and they would be quarrelling. Activists comprising the village leadership would also be present. The official would yell, jump from his seat, grab his revolver, and wave it in front of the man. And the man would stand there stock-still, only occasionally raising his head and timidly uttering a few words. We guessed what all this meant because this was the only topic of conversation discussed in our families. Some people were forced to join the collective farm, while others were interrogated about why they were not supplying grain and paying the tax.

I remember a dekulakized farmer, who was brought by cart to the village soviet. His sheepskin coats, cloaks, linen cloths, pillows, towels, tablecloths, shirts, and pants had been thrown into the yard. The activists chose the finest items and brought them to the village soviet. Then the head said to the considerable number of people who had gathered there: “Help yourselves!” For a long time no one approached this stuff. Then a woman plucked up her courage, picked up a sheepskin coat, and began to examine it. One of the men said quietly: “Maryna, is that yours? God forbid! Things that belong to other people will never bring good fortune. Drop it.” The woman put down the sheepskin coat and stepped away. The people began to disperse. The majority of them were sincerely sorry for those who had been dekulakized, because they were not a bit more well-off than the rest of the peasants.

One day a rumor swept through the village: the cows were standing in the yard of the collective farm, unfed and unmilked, and the calves and pigs were dying. The women dropped what they were doing, grabbed staves and ropes, and rushed to the collective farm. There were already a lot of women there, the men standing apart from them. Some of the women were walking off with a roped cow, calf, or horse, or dragging a cart or a plough. The yard was buzzing like an excited cloud of flies. Just a few months, weeks, or even days ago these cows and horses had belonged to the peasants. Although they had handed them over to the collective farm, they still considered them their property. The cows recognized their mistresses whenever the women approached the yard of the collective farm to take a look at their cattle.

The people’s wrath died down as suddenly as it had erupted.

But the calm did not last for long. The next day, officials accompanied by the police arrived in the village. They began bringing people to the village soviet, not just men but women, too. Through the window we children saw them yelling at the men and women, and banging their fists on the table. After this “processing” at the village soviet, the women, with tightly clenched lips, returned the cows and horses to the collective farm; glumly, without shouting. But that was not the end of it. Many people were taken to the raion center. People said that they were the ones who had fomented the rebellion, who had incited the women in the hopes that nothing would happen to them. This is indeed what happened: the women were not arrested; only the men paid for their actions.

A man named Babiazh appeared in the village. To this day I don’t know where he came from and where he disappeared. But I remember perfectly well all the legends about him. People said that when he would come to all the houses with a brigade to claim taxes,  there was no hiding place that he could not unearth. He could sniff out not just food but also gold, silver, and money. He knocked on walls, floors, beds, and stove hearths.

My mother and I also hid what we had. Our most precious treasure was half a sack of wheat that mother had earned for her completed workdays. (She was one of the first to join the collective farm.) We hid the wheat in a chest and placed the potatoes and beets inside two pits: if they found one pit, maybe they wouldn’t find the other one. We decided simply not to let the brigade into the house. We locked ourselves inside and gave no sign of life. In the evening we drew some water and cooked some food for the following day. We walked on tiptoe and whispered. We covered the windows with wooden shutters, leaving only the top part of the window uncovered. The bed stood in front of the window; I climbed onto it and looked out at the hubbub in the street, where carts loaded with sacks were driving by, with a cow tied to the back of some. We froze. After a time the brigade appeared at the house next door. They wrenched open the doors and banged on the windows so hard that they almost flew out of their frames. To this day I cannot forget their threats: “Open up or we’ll break the door down. We’ll take you away and you’ll rot in jail.”

But we were unable to save ourselves. One day I came home from school and, looking to see if there was a brigade in the vicinity, ran to the door and knocked. Before my mother could open the door, Babiazh materialized in front of me, as though he had sprung from the very earth. He pushed me aside and broke into the house, followed by the entire brigade. They began their search. Babiazh immediately opened the chest, threw out the linen cloths, shirts, and a patched sheepskin coat. He saw the wheat and ordered one of the searchers to pour it into a sack, while he climbed onto the stove and looked under the bed and the bench. He found a pile of junk and examined it for a long time; then he tossed it aside as though it were unworthy of his attention. In the other half of the house they instantly found the pit containing the beets. We had not even bothered to disguise it, counting on the fact that if they found this one, they would stop searching.

We felt bad about the confiscated things, but at the same time we rejoiced that they had not found the other hiding place, where there were even more beets and potatoes than those they had taken away. But we rejoiced in vain. Within a month some thieves dug underneath the house and took everything away; every last potato and beet. My mother entered the house and began wailing: “Now we’re done for! We’ll starve to death!”

We survived thanks to my grandparents, my mother’s parents. They lived in the neighboring village of Shura-Mitlynetska, where there was no one like that accursed Babiazh. They were also confiscating everything in sight, but they didn’t search with such determination. We went to my grandparents almost every week; they fed us and gave us a bit of grain or a few potatoes. My grandmother was a kind, friendly woman. But my grandfather was quiet and dour, and I was scared of him.

Fate had made him like this. All his life he had worked hard, from morning until night, and he forced everyone to work too. He deprived himself and his entire family of things. I have the one and only photograph of him right in front of me: a patched sheepskin coat, a shoe tied with string. When collectivization began, grandfather joined the collective farm, gave up his horses, his plough, and other equipment, but did not go out to work: he was an old man. His children worked on the collective farm. Eventually he became introverted; he would go into his garden, sit on the bank of earth abutting his threshold, and sit silently for hours. He only spoke when he was indignant about something. Later, he stopped getting wound up; and he died in 1935.

People waited for the spring as though for the Second Coming. But the springtime coincided with the most horrible peak of the artificial famine. People boiled slop out of greenery, ate it, and began swelling up. Their skin became transparent, so much so that it seemed that you could see right through to their bodily fluids. People in this state could no longer walk. They would come out of their houses, sit in the sun, and warm themselves. They would sit down, but were then unable to get up, and some people died in that position.

People were driven to despair, and they felt neither fear nor shame. Neighbor visited neighbor in the hopes of getting something to eat. If it was possible to take something, they would take it, i.e., steal, which our people had never done in their entire lives. Tragic events unfolded against this background.

 Not everyone starved in equal measure. Some—a good half of the village—very quickly ate up their supplies. Others managed to hide more foodstuffs, which they stretched out for a longer period of time by living just slightly above the subsistence level without starving. Some supplemented their food supplies from the collective farm. They were the ones who worked full-time as drivers, milkmaids, and pig herders. They would bring home part of the feed intended for the cattle. The activists—the head of the village soviet, the secretary, and head of the collective farm, the members of the administration—did not starve. Their food products were not confiscated from them; on the contrary, they received food rations.

Our neighbor, Tereshko, also did not starve. His son was a Komsomol leader, who volunteered to remove the cross from the church and to rip the metal sheets decorated with painted images of saints from the church walls. The peasants considered this a great sin. The elder Tereshko, sensing that the people despised him, avoided them and lived his life in isolation.

In the springtime he planted onions in his garden, right next to our house. When they matured, someone began to pick them. He suspected me and came to speak to my mother, telling her to watch me, because if he caught me, my mother would be carrying me, wrapped in a length of cloth. I swore up and down that I had not picked his onions, but he didn’t believe me. One evening a woman came to his garden plot and began to pick the onions. Tereshko flew at her, pushed her to the ground, and began kicking her. Then he shoved a door key—a piece of bent wire that he used to push the bolt—into the woman’s mouth and began twisting it, trying to smash her teeth so that she would be unable to eat.

The woman was crying and begging him to stop. Hearing her cries, we rushed outside. I saw the mutilated woman, her mouth all bloody, and I was aghast. Tereshko stopped the punishment, and the woman barely managed to drag herself home. A few days later she died.

I remember another horrifying image of the famine year. Some boys were fishing in the pond with a khvatka, a long-handled sieve, and fished out a human head. People came running and froze with fear. It was a child’s head, unrecognizably swollen from being in the water. Someone said: “That’s Pavlo Havryliuk’s head.” Everyone in Zarichchia knew that this boy had gone missing. He was the same age as I, and a friend of mine. No one had looked for him—there was no one to look for him. The village authorities and the militia were occupied with other matters. Eventually his entire family perished: first his father, then his brother, sister, and mother. The people remembered Pavliusha only at that moment.

For a long time his head lay on the dam near the bridge. Then someone reported it to the village soviet, and some men came and took it away.

For a long time I couldn’t get the image of that head out of my mind. I stopped thinking about it only after I had seen my fill of corpses at the front.

Finally the wheat ripened. The collective farm workers were expecting to receive an adequate amount of grain, but they were issued only 300 grams per workday. They were told that this was an advance, and by the end of the year, after fulfilling the grain procurement quotas, they would be given more. But no more grain was ever issued. My mother brought her earnings on her shoulders.

The bread problem continued. People solved it however they could. When they began reaping, they crushed the grain out of the stalks. Those who worked on the threshing floor would stuff a handful of grain into their pockets or bodices. Honest tillers of the soil were being turned into thieves. We, children, would go to the field to gather ears of grain. This was also considered theft of socialist property and was dangerous. It was lunacy: the ears of grain would sprout or be ploughed under, but no one had the right to pick them. Guards standing sentry over the fields would catch lawbreakers and bring them to the village soviet, where trials were held. That is why adults who were afraid to gather the ears of grain would send children instead.

My friend Stiopa and I went to the field. We found a place with lots of ears of grain and momentarily forgot about the guard. But when we remembered and looked around, we saw that he was about fifty meters away. We started running away. He was shouting: “Stop! If I catch you, I’ll kill you!” We marshaled our last energy. The sweat was pouring into my eyes, and my heart was beating as though it were ready to jump out of my chest. We ditched the bag with the ears of grain so that we could run faster. But the guard was gaining on us and had almost caught up to us. I was overcome with terror and began yelling. That very instant I fell to the ground and waited in terror for what would happen next—when the guard would begin killing me. But no one came near me. After catching my breath, I turned my head and saw that the guard was going away, swinging my bag filled with the ears of grain.

Stiopa came over to me. He was older than me, a faster runner, and he hadn’t dropped his bag. I was overcome with grief; my heart fairly ached. He was going to bring home the grain, but what about me? And I began crying like a baby. I think that my sudden burst of tears was the end result of everything that I had experienced until then, everything that had accumulated during these terrible trials that no child should ever live through. Stiopa offered to share his ears of grain with me.

People were not only deprived of grain but also fuel. All around were woods and meadows, surrounded by trees, but no one dared even to take a stick. Most people had only one choice: to take straw, in other words, to steal it. Hayricks were guarded, but the sentries did not guard them non-stop. Sometimes our guard would go home to warm up; he lived nearby. Those who were afraid to get some straw at night would go to the field in the daytime and pick the longest stubbles. This was also forbidden. We also did this. One time my mother went by herself (I was sick). The operation nearly ended in tragedy. Mama picked some straw, tied it up with string, put it on her back, and was heading back home. A guard hiding near the path crept up behind her and set fire to the straw. Things would have ended badly if, as we later learned, a correspondent of the raion newspaper had not been walking in my mother’s direction. He began to save my mother and helped her untie the string wrapped around her chest and remove the burning straw. The correspondent was stirred to the depths of his soul and urged my mother to launch legal proceedings. She refused because she did not trust any court. Lawlessness was rife. The correspondent continued to urge my mother to take action and finally took matters into his own hands: he wrote a declaration, launched legal proceedings, and appeared as a witness. A trial was held, and the guard was sentenced to several months of forced labor. But we waited for a long time—years—for revenge.

The famine did not end in 1933: it cast its evil shadow over many more years. It overturned everything: our way of life, relations, customs, and culture. After the revolution the peasants had acquired land and become their own masters. With what love they had ploughed and sowed the land, and looked after the cattle! They might not have gotten enough sleep, but the cattle were always fed and the land was ploughed and sown. Practically each neat, whitewashed house had a stable, barn, cow, pigs, fowl, and a yard fenced in with an enclosure plaited from hazelnut. It was a particularly joyful time when they gathered the harvest. From morning until evening sheaves of wheat, rye, and barley, as well as beans were harvested from the field. And when the sheaves had all been gathered and the vegetables dug up, it was time to thresh the grain. The thuds of two flails would ring out from every yard. From some yards you could hear the sound of only one flail—someone was threshing without a workmate.

They worked all week and rested on Sunday. It was a sin to work on this day. Men and women, young and old, and children would go out on the street, gather in the square or near the well. They sang, danced, and played on the swings. When it was dusk, parents would take their children and disperse to their homes, and the young men and unmarried girls would stay behind, and for a long time singing could heard in various places.

But in one fell swoop all of this was destroyed. The villages died out, as though devastated by a plague or fire. In order to build collective farm stables for the horses and cows, pigsties, and granaries, the authorities dismantled the barns and sheds of “kulaks” and “subkulaks.” Many people dismantled their own buildings because they were afraid that they would be taken away from them. Fences were burned. Homesteads became deserted. Only a very few dogs were left; all the rest had been eaten, poor things. All the crosses disappeared from the cemeteries, having been used for wood. They dismantled the church and the bell tower. True, at first they only removed the crosses, and for about two years plays were held in the church. But few people attended them, and then the church was dismantled for building materials.

The atmosphere of the famine loomed over the population for a long time yet. The horses on the collective farm all died, particularly toward the end of the winter. They were not buried but were brought to a dale near the dam, where Pavliusha’s head was found. At first the dead horses were torn apart by dogs, and then crows gathered on top of the skeletons. Whenever I walked along the dam on my way to school and saw those dead horses, I always remembered Pavliusha’s head.

A conspiracy of silence overlay everything—for years and decades—as though there had been no famine, as though people had not perished.

When people talked about the decline of agriculture, they would shake their heads mournfully. They looked for the causes, blaming the peasants, who had supposedly stopped loving the land. Even today blame is sometimes directed at the peasants. But the cause [of the famine] should not be sought in the peasantry but in those notorious “blank spots” of our history, which include the black year of 1933.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk

