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I Was Dying of Hunger near Fields of Grain

By Ivan Brynza

[Originally published in Zlochyn [Crime], comp. Petro Kardash, Fortuna Publishers: Melbourne-Kyiv, 2003]

When you travel in either a northerly or southerly direction from Kyiv through Poltava, Sumy, Kharkiv, or other oblasts [region], you see an endless plain of exceptionally fertile lands with fields full of rye, wheat, barley, and oats swaying in the wind. There was no poor harvest either in ’32 or in ’33. But there was famine…


Many memoirs, essays, and books have already been written about this famine and its causes. I would like to write my own personal account of surviving this period, when death gazed into our eyes every day and every hour.


I, Ivan Mykhailovych Brynza, was born on 9 October 1924 in Kharkiv. When I was five years old, my family moved to Sakhnovshchyna, in the southwestern county of Kharkiv oblast. In contrast to other counties, Sakhnovshchyna had its own industry consisting of two huge grain-milling factories. One was called the “white factory” because only wheat was milled there. This mill boasted seven floors, with five enormous grain-storage facilities located all around it, like a fence. Each of these storage areas contained between 500,000 and 700,000 tons of golden wheat. The other milling factory had five floors and three grain-storage areas, and was used for milling rye. There was also a butter factory, and next to it a huge poultry plant where they slaughtered chickens, ducks, and geese. Next to it stood a huge incubator.


I also remember twelve enormous cisterns that were used for storing benzene, kerosene, etc.


The milling factories worked around the clock, and every day two transports loaded with flour, butter, and poultry meat, would leave the factories. All these riches were enough to feed not only the city folk but also several of our oblasts. But despite this abundance, the violent Muscovite-Bolshevik government, with the aid of our homegrown lackeys, planned the Holodomor [killing by starvation], the worst of its kind in the history of the world. At the same time people were issued ration cards that didn’t even allow them to buy one slice of bread. What a cruel joke!


There were five people in our family: my father, mother, two sisters, and I. One sister was two years older than me, and the other was ten years older. My elder sister Shura loved me very much, and I her. Whenever she sat down to do her homework, and I had nothing to do, I would often bother her, because I was a born mischief-maker. Although Shura loved me, sometimes she would catch me and hit me hard on a soft spot. But that didn’t help. So she thought of another way to keep me quiet. She would give me a bit of plywood and write some letters on it that I had to copy and re-copy—in other words, to learn them. When I got bored of this, I would ask my sister for permission to play outside, but she wouldn’t let me. So, after some eight or ten months I learned the alphabet. But it was harder to learn how to write. Even so, I overcame even these difficulties, and I no longer needed the ABC book.


Shura was not only intelligent but also beautiful. In school everyone loved and respected her. She was the class monitor and the editor of the wall newspaper.


In 1931 my mother took me to the schoolhouse, a former cathedral. There we were reminded that I would turn seven years old in six weeks. Then my mother revealed our family “secret”:


“He already knows how to read and write.”

This helped matters, and I was registered. My first teacher was Lidia Ivanivna Korshykova, whose husband was the vice-principal. He taught us singing and was the conductor of the school choir.


I had nothing to do in the first grade. I didn’t pay attention and disturbed the other pupils. One time the teacher asked me:


“Why did you come to school? If you want to learn, then study!” I replied that I had learned everything that was being taught in the classroom a long time ago and showed her my copybook.


After recess I was summoned to the principal’s office. ‘I’m going to get it now,’ I thought. The principal told me that he was transferring me to the second grade. But he warned me that I had to work like all the other pupils, adding that he would put me back into the first grade at my very first infraction.


There were six schools in Sakhnovshchyna: two seven-year schools and two ten-year schools. Soon new accommodations were readied for another school to make room for children arriving from neighbouring collective farms and Soviet state farms, where there were no schools. Altogether there were 2,000 schoolchildren studying in Sakhnovshchyna, which was also the raion [county] centre. 


Already in 1932 some children had begun to swell up from hunger, and more and more children stopped going to school. So, in March of that year we were issued certificates attesting to the fact that we had completed the third grade. In September 1932 pupils from other schools joined our class. Autumn arrived, and children stopped attending school. Once again, we were given grade-completion certificates ahead of time—in January 1933—by which time two-thirds of the pupils had disappeared. The famine was in full swing.


In early springtime I became friends with a boy from another village. His name was Volodka [dim. of Volodymyr]. He was two years older, thin and taller than me. One day he said to me: 


“Ask your mother if I can spend the night at your house.” The terrible famine had begun, and there were cases of cannibalism.


Volodka and I spent entire days looking for something edible to steal. Before the famine broke out, the grain-storage installations were guarded by the militsia [police]. Now NKVD soldiers stood there, and judging by their language, they were Muscovites [i.e., Russians]. We noticed that where they were loading sacks into the elevator, the loaders would often collapse beneath their weight. The sacks would rip apart, but the keen-eyed NKVD troops would immediately surround the spot and shout:


“Don’t you dare touch socialist property!” The spilled grain was put into new sacks, but a dozen or so grains would remain on the dusty ground. Hungry children would throw themselves down, trying to scrape up as much grain as possible. But during the “battle” the children would be beaten and crushed. Weak from hunger, they never got up from the ground.


Volodka said:
“Let’s not come here anymore.”


I would like to say a few words about my sister Shura. She was only five years old when she witnessed the tragedy that befell her maternal uncle. He was a captain in the Tsarist army, and during the Revolution of 1917 he joined the army of the Ukrainian National Republic. One day he was visiting his family, when a group of soldiers from Denikin’s army swooped down. They entered the house and spotting a captain of the Ukrainian National Republic, they drew up an indictment, took him outside, and shot him on the spot. When Shura grew up, she went to live with our aunt, who managed a restaurant in Zaporizhia. She gave Shura a job in the restaurant, where she worked during the day; in the evening she studied at the Faculty of Physics and Mathematics of a local institute. She graduated with a teaching degree, allowing her to teach in seven-year and ten-year schools. The year was 1932.


What could we do? How would we survive? The acacias were in bloom, and Volodka and I hunted for wild sorrel. One day we were passing by a vegetable depot, when Volodka suddenly disappeared. Then I saw people chasing him, but luckily his pursuers didn’t catch him. He was clever enough to steal five potatoes and two sugar beets. But during the chase, he lost one of the beets.


My sister Motia traded our last beautiful, Ukrainian embroidered towel for a cup of flour. After adding a handful of sorrel, we boiled up a delicious supper. But first we offered some to our mother; our father had abandoned us to our fate.


In school there were fewer and fewer children. The huge grain-storage facility loomed one hundred metres from our house. It stood right next to our neighbour’s cherry orchard. Volodka noticed that there were no sentries posted near a raspberry patch. Late one evening he tore off two boards that were nailed in only one spot and crawled through. After cramming his pockets with about 300-400 grams of wheat, he managed to return. But the next day he was caught and beaten. Groaning, Volodka said: “I’ll pay them back!” He actually carried out his threat. Late one evening he crept up to a soldier who was standing guard and bashed his head with a rock so hard that he only made a croaking sound. In the morning a search began for the guilty party, but no one dreamed that a twelve-year-old could have done such a thing. However, four men were arrested, and no one ever saw them again.


A Torgsin, a hard currency store, was opened on the main street of the raion center, and anyone with gold or silver could exchange it for bread, meat, etc. Whenever people came out of the Torgsin, we would tearfully ask them for a scrap of bread. But people rarely paid attention to our tears. One day a man with a beautiful Cossack moustache came outside and said: “I’ll give you some bread, but don’t stand around, go to Russia. There is no famine there. I have just returned.”


He gave each of us a piece of bread. We ate one piece and brought the other piece to my mother and sisters.


We didn’t tell anyone about our plans. We climbed aboard a cargo train car and rode until Lozova, and from there, to Kharkiv. There were only forty kilometres left to the Russian border. Our dreams of eating our fill and returning home with food spurred us on. As it turned out, the border was closed. The train stopped, and the people who had no passes were not allowed to travel further. No one asked us any questions; we were just brutally tossed off the train. Guarding the border were NKVD soldiers with dogs. What were we to do? We started running alongside the border. We saw a Ukrainian village from which an unpleasant odor was wafting. We looked across the border and saw a few houses with not a single tree or bush growing near them. Russia was right there, with children running and laughing—there was no famine there.


I was in such a bad state that I was ready to fall down and die. I said:


“Volodka, go back home. Tell mama that I died.” 


“No way!” Volodka shouted and ran off. It was hard for me to sit up and even harder to stand up. Fortunately, Volodka found a half-rotten sugar beet and two potatoes. He forced me to eat, leaving himself just half a potato. He helped me to stand up. It took us two days to walk back to Kharkiv. We saw many corpses being collected; we were instantly chased away. We managed to find the station and with great difficulty returned home. We just wanted to have a drink of water; I no longer even thought about food.


My family rejoiced at our return. My sister Motia was working for some Russians, who paid her with food scraps and a cup of some sort of grain. To this she added cherry tree bark and some other kind of vegetation and boiled up a “soup,” which she shared with our mother.


One day Volodka said: “Let’s go to the poultry plant. Maybe we’ll find something there.” Walking along Chapaev Street, we saw a lot of corpses; we saw the same thing on Kirov Street. We began looking for any kind of herb. Suddenly, right in front of us someone emptied a pail of chicken guts. Volodka grabbed them and said: “I’ll bring them to Motia, and you look for some herbs. Maybe you’ll find some.” In fact, I found a clump of half-dried sorrel. I came to a house where some good people used to live. Volodka appeared at my side. Suddenly he shouted:


“Look, Ivan, there are mushrooms in the garden!”


Slowly we drew half a litre of water from the well and started cooking the “borshch” [correct spelling; do not change]. Volodka was stronger than me, and he ate ravenously and quickly. I ate four or five spoonfuls, when suddenly I was gripped by a terrible nausea and began to vomit. I remember nothing after that. It was a mystery.


At the very time when people, who had been left to fend for themselves, began dying on the streets, I was taken to the hospital, where I lay unconscious for twenty-three days, as they told me later. When I regained consciousness, I heard voices. The chief doctor lifted up one of my eyelids and said: “Oh, if the fly agaric hasn’t affected him, he has to be released.” I began begging him to let me stay in the hospital. But they refused to listen and released me.


When I saw what I looked like, I was aghast. My whole body was covered with scabs. I looked like a mummy, the only difference being that a mummy is covered with a special material, while I was covered from head to toe with scabs. 


They brought me my short pants, which were now extremely large on me! I asked the female doctor to tell me who had brought me to the hospital. “That’s none of your business,” barked the head doctor in Russian, waving his hand as if to say that my doctor would kick me out if not today, then tomorrow. “As you can see, you’re alive.” And he ended the conversation.


I left the hospital and looked around at the sunny day. Suddenly I fell down. Someone helped me up and sat me on a bench. Someone else gave me half a glass of milk. I drank it up and asked for more, but there was none. With great difficulty I managed to make my way home. My relatives began crying when they saw me, but I had no strength left to cry or complain.


I started bleeding from the wounds I had received from falling near the hospital. I asked people if they had seen Volodka. No one had. ‘That means he’s dead,’ I thought. And I began to think about dying. I looked around for a rope, but couldn’t find one. I had another idea: in order to end my torments more quickly, I would not eat anything that my sister gave me. My sister probably guessed my intentions, because she would stay by my side until I finished eating. My mother said: “Son, school starts the day after tomorrow.” I replied: “Whom are they going to be teaching if almost all the children have died?” But I obeyed my mother and somehow dragged myself to the schoolyard. There was no one there. Suddenly I saw someone running toward me. It was a pupil from my class who looked as though he had been at a resort. [The skin darkens in the final stages of starvation—trans.] The principal came out and told him to go home. Then he came up to me and asked: “And who might you be?” “Ivan Brynza,” I said. His wife saw the terrible state I was in and began crying. She went off and returned with a glass of milk and some white bread. Slowly I soaked the bread in the milk, because I couldn’t chew, owing to the scabs and ulcers in my mouth, which tormented me. The principal said: “We won’t give you anymore because you might overeat, and then what?”


A cart drove up, its floor covered with straw. The driver told me: “Get on the wagon.” The principal said to him:


“You idiot, can’t you see the state he’s in? Get down and put him on the wagon yourself!”


Along the way we picked up eight more children, who were thin and swollen, their skin pulled taut. They drove us schoolchildren to the southern part of the city to a large building with beautiful, tall poplars growing all around and surrounded by a two-metre-high fence. The entire area consisted of some two hectares of orchard. It was hard to believe such a miraculous sight. How had it been preserved? The cherries, which ripen in June, were now all dried up, but the rest of the orchard was untouched.


Forty-five children, between the ages of seven and twelve, were brought here in early September. The schools were closed for two months. They gave each of us a piece of clay-like bread and some sort of thin soup. I couldn’t eat the sour-tasting bread. I went outside and stood near a sour cherry tree and greedily began to eat the cherries; they were tasty and sweet. Before we went to bed, they rubbed us with pomade that stank so much that I couldn’t stand it, and I became nauseous. The whole building reeked, and I couldn’t sleep. I saw that the grass outside had been mowed, so I lay down on it and slept like a log. From that time on, every morning I would go into the garden and eat my fill of cherries. Eventually the gatekeeper fashioned me a kind of small knife so that I could eat the other fruit—plums, pears, etc.


During the next two weeks twelve children died, but I was still “grazing” in the garden. Everyone knows that fruits have a lot of vitamins. When the doctor came in one month’s time, he asked: “What have you been eating?” because my scabs had started to fall off. I said: “I’m grazing in the garden.” “Good,” he said. “Continue grazing.”


Another month went by, and ten more children died. During this time almost all the scabs disappeared. My new skin was very sensitive to cold and began to crack. Four schools were closed, but classes began in a fifth school, which had a total of eighty-five pupils.


I had no gloves, and the cold wind went right through my thin clothing. The skin on my arms and legs began to crack. Our classroom consisted of three grades: second, third, and fourth. There were fifteen pupils, but by March 1934 there were only ten left. I think that some of the pupils from the older grades were able to leave, but out of a total of 1,400 pupils attending this school, only some fifty or sixty survived.


During the cold winter I did not go to school because my shoes were too flimsy. They would fill up with snow, and my feet would get cold and hurt.


More than 5,000 people were settled in the city, most of them Russians and some 100 Germans from Russia. The schools re-opened in 1935, and only two-thirds of the classes were filled.


I had constant headaches, and the principal told my mother to take me to the hospital. A new doctor examined me carefully and told my mother “to improve my diet.” But my mother was absolutely unable to do this. As a result of my headaches, I became disillusioned with everything, and again my thoughts turned to suicide.


I probably would have killed myself. But before long we received a package of sweets from my sister Shura to whom I had been writing letters describing our situation. Soon I began to gain strength, the sweets shoring up my weak body. Strange as it may seem, I was a pretty good student and came third or fourth in my class.


These are the horrors that the Ukrainian people experienced. The biggest mockery in Sakhnovshchyna was the fact that everyday Bolshevik Moscow was shipping out grain, butter, and meat in wave after wave. Even the harvests from beautiful orchards were being shipped to Russia.


This was the greatest Holodomor in the history of mankind. And there is no doubt whatsoever that it was planned by Moscow. While they were confiscating everything to the last grain from the villages, they did not confiscate in the cities, particularly our city, because there was nothing to take. But in the grain-milling factories, as I have already mentioned, there was so much grain that it could have fed several oblasts in Ukraine.


So I was forced to starve in the midst of grain, and only God Himself is witness to my torments.

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

