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Eyewitness Testimony of Havrylo Nykyforovych Prokopenko
(b. 1922, lives in the city of Dnipropetrovsk; World War II veteran; graduate of Dnipropetrovsk University; taught Ukrainian language and literature in schools)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak. Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, pp. 195-97].

This took place in the village of Zhdanivka in Mahdalynivka raion of the Dnipropetrovsk region. (I must note here that Zhdanivka has no connection to Zhdanov [Ukrainian-born Andrei Zhdanov was the number two man in the Communist Party of the Soviet Union—Trans.]; it has been called Zhdanivka since 1840, the year it was founded).


In late fall 1932 my father brought home half a sack of flour. “That’s all they gave us for the entire year,” he told my mother. “That’s all. What’s going to become of us?” I was going on eleven years old, and all my life I have remembered the confusion and horror in my father’s eyes.

In February 1933 my father began swelling up from starvation. My mother, my seven-year-old brother Yashko, and I lost a lot of weight. One night I heard a whispered conversation. “Nykyfor, we have to do something, we can’t sit around waiting to starve to death,” my mother whispered. “Maybe you should go to Khashchove, to your brother Pavlo. Maybe he’ll take you on at his research facility. You could regain your strength and help us out with something.” 


“I’ve already thought about this, Maria,” my father replied. “Today at dawn I will go, otherwise we will perish. And you must ask Ulyta for help.” Aunt Ulyta worked at a butter plant in Mahdalynivka. In the morning my father was gone.


If not for Aunt Ulyta, the chickens would have buried us by springtime. Every week Mama went to visit her in Mahdalynivka, a walk of more than twelve kilometers, and brought back some groats, flour, cheese, and buttermilk. In our cellar we still had a few beets, carrots, and salted cucumbers. We also shared joint ownership of a cow with Lina the seamstress. We fed and milked her on alternate days. The cow lived in our adobe block shed. On the street side of one of its white walls was a sign written in red clay: “The struggle for grain is a struggle for socialism.” Zirka was a dry cow and gave little milk, but it was tasty and had a high fat content. The shed had heavy oak doors covered with an iron grate and a screw lock.

During the winter Mama carried nearly everything from our house to Mahdalynivka, to her sister Ulyta and the women of the district administration. By springtime we were living in a nearly empty house, and, thanks to God, we were alive. But in the village and all around us an apocalypse was unfolding. Almost every day the bodies of people who had starved to death were transported past our house on the way to the cemetery: sometimes on a wagon, but sometimes they were dragged along on a metal sheet. For the most part, they were buried without coffins in mass graves. Sometimes people were still alive among the swollen corpses that were hideously distorted from starvation. The pits were not covered every day because some people, after regaining consciousness, would call for help or even scrabble out of the pit by themselves. In the bushes at the cemetery people would come across corpses with carved out calves, thighs, and breasts; people were eating corpses.

The gravedigger from the neighbouring village of Olenivka eventually admitted that he had been issued a daily quota for picking up corpses. If he fulfilled the quota, he would be given a full ration; if not, he would only get a partial ration. So, in order to fulfill the quota, he would bring people who were still alive but who, in his judgement, were hopeless cases, and he would leave them to die near the pit.

Disaster struck our family the day after Easter: our cow Zirka was stolen. At that time the skinny little cows were being put out to pasture. The evening before Mama had gone to Mahdalynivka to pick up some food. Yashko and I slept alone at home, having barricaded ourselves up behind all sorts of bolts and bars out of fear that we would be kidnapped (my mother was afraid of this).


I got up early in the morning to bring the cow to the herd. I opened the door of the shed and Zirka was gone. Half of the wall with the sign had been smashed onto the road. I was still young and stupid, and I was glad that Zirka had been stolen, because I desperately wanted to sleep longer in the morning, because the dew was cold as an iceberg and we walked around barefoot. I didn’t say anything to anyone. I went back to the house and fell asleep. After some time someone woke me up. I opened the door and three people came in: the head of the village council; old man Kanhul the executor, whose face was blue—almost black—and Starodubets, the secretary of the village council, carrying a rifle.


“To whom did your mother sell the cow?”


“I don’t know.”


“And where is your mother?”


“In Mahdalynivka.”


Starodubets yanked me by the arm, threw me against the wall underneath the icons, aimed the rifle, and cocked it. 


“Confess! Who did you sell the cow to? Tell me, you son of a serpent, or I’ll kill you!”


The hair stood up on my head and my teeth began to chatter. I barely managed to mumble:


“Grandpa, I swear to God, I don’t know.”


Yashko screamed and dashed under the floor boards.


“You serpent, so your teeth are chattering? Tell me! Well? One, two…”


“Don’t frighten the boy!” The head of the village council shoved Starodubets. “Let’s go.”


My mother returned after lunch. She got the works too: they abused, interrogated, and tormented her. Then they sent a telegram summoning my father from Khashchove. He arrived the next day. That day they found Zirka’s head and hide, and a bucket of lard. Our “good” neighbours had stolen the cow and slaughtered it.

In early 1934 I went to the Young Pioneer’s camp in Kotivka, in the Orel region [Russia], to recover my strength from the famine. I was driven by an old collective farm member on a wagon through the villages of Novopetrivka and Vynohradivka. There were many houses with boarded-up windows, surrounded by tall weeds: the families had either died or fled the famine to foreign lands. In the 1950s I met people from those villages all the way in the Georgian city of Poti. When I asked them why they didn’t go back home, they said: we are afraid. The specter of 1933 was still right before their eyes.

In 1937, when I was in seventh grade, I was a member of the school’s literary club and the artist of a hand-written magazine, for which I illustrated a short story entitled “Holodovka” [Famine] written by my friend and classmate Ivan Sova. Ivan’s parents died in 1933. We showed the story to the head of the club, the teacher Andrii Savovych. “It’s a nice story and the drawings aren’t bad. But we can’t leave the story in the magazine,” he said. “Why not?” asked Ivan. “Because they will execute us.” Stunned, we asked: “How so?” “Like this: they’ll put us against a wall and shoot us…With sour milk,” the teacher added jokingly. The story was removed from the magazine and burned. Already then, at the age of fifteen, I suspected that if the very memory of the famine is being expunged so carefully, this means that it was not an elemental, natural famine but one that was organized—artificially engineered. I remember Mama saying that from fall 1932 to summer 1933 huge piles of corncobs were standing at Buzivka Station, which no one ended up shipping out. But they guarded it carefully from the people who were starving to death. Armed guards would shoot without warning at anyone who even came close to the piles. The corn turned black and it rotted, but not a single corncob ended up in the hands of people who were exhausted by starvation. […]

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
