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Eyewitness Testimony of Yelyzaveta Mytrofanivna Spaska
(b. 1905, resides in the village of Katerynivka, Pokrovske raion in Dnipropetrovsk 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. 171.
These are the memoirs of a wife of a soldier killed in the war, the mother of seven children. The inextinguishable pain of the year 1933 has remained in my soul for all time. I was born in 1905 and orphaned by the age of twelve. My parents died of typhus, leaving six of us orphans: two brothers and four sisters from a poor family. In that difficult period of 1922, when I was seventeen years old, I married a poor peasant whose parents had also died when he was young. In 1925 land was divided up into villages and farmsteads. A hamlet was established in Novomykolaivka raion (today: Zaporizhia oblast). The villagers named it Mars. My husband and I built a house here. We buried a beam in the earth. We nailed together whatever we had, entwined it with dry branches, and smeared clay mixed with cow dung over it. There were two little windows in our house, half a meter wide for three small panes of glass. There was a stove and a stove bed with a cook-top, and a plank bed near the stove bed. There was a ceiling where we lived but none in the vestibule, pantry, and horse stable. We roofed the house with straw. My husband and I were inexpressibly happy that we had our own house. We worked from morning until night, putting down roots. We already had a cow, a pair of horses, and four small children.

When that fateful day arrived, it did not bypass my house. I remember it even today. Five members of a confiscation brigade came (“buksyrs,” as they were called then); they took the horses and the cow. I began to cry, yell, plead, and beg, asking them not to take away the cow, saying my children will starve to death. One of them hit me in the face so that I wouldn’t scream. My husband came up to me, took me by the hand, and led me into the house. Inside I cried and yelled, and ripped the hair from my head, but my husband only looked out the window and shook his head, seeing what those “buksyrs” were doing. They took everything that was in the yard. Later they went to the horse stable, the vestibule, and the attic. There was nothing in the house, except for the children. They climbed into the attic. One part of the brigade was in the attic, the other in the horse stable. They took all the grain, down to the last grain, including grain for food and grain that had been set aside for sowing. I thought they wouldn’t take it; that they wouldn’t find it—I had poured sunflower seeds for planting into a vat made out of a tree trunk; beans into the oil press; corn into the samovar. I shoved it right under the thatched roof; there was a chance they wouldn’t find it. They even found it underneath the roof. One of the men brought in the oil press and said that I was pressing oil, but beans came out. They took absolutely everything away. They didn’t find anything else. They thought it was too little. They began threatening us: where have you buried the grain? Where have you hidden it? All my husband said was, look around, if you please. If you find it, take it away. What those Herods did! Inside the house, where there was only water left, they had overturned the stove bed; they thought there was grain there. How I pleaded with them, how I cried! I knelt in front of them, asking them not to demolish the stove bed: the children were small and they would freeze. They tore it apart and destroyed it anyway, but found nothing but ashes. Outside, near the house, there was a pile of briquettes made of cow dung with which we heated the house. They tore them apart too, but this was in the winter of 1933. And this is how we were left with our small children in a hungry and cold house made of dry branches.

In order to survive we ate whatever we could find: even vermin was food for us. We dug up frozen potatoes that were left in the ground. That’s how we managed to drag ourselves along until springtime, when we began to live off grass.


I cannot understand: what kind of kulaks were we? My parents were poor peasants, and we had been left complete orphans.


In 1939 I moved to the village of Katerynivka in Pokrovske raion, where I have lived until the present day. I was widowed in 1941 and have remained a widow until this day. My soul often aches for there to be a clear sky over the earth, and so that never again will there be orphans and widows and people being violated.
Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
