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We lived on a farmstead with a bit of land. All of sudden collectivization arrived. The farmstead was slated for dismantling, and the land was to be transferred to the collective farm. In order not to give our family another house in the village, they deported us to the Ural region. We lived there for one summer and spent almost the entire fall walking back on foot. That is how it all began. What was our experience of the famine? Like everyone else’s.

It is painful to recall what I saw and experienced. In 1931 I was sixteen years old. My father, mother, and I were living in Nova Hreblia, in Kalyniv raion in the Vinnytsia region. We were renting a miserable little room. My father was an old, grey-haired man; there was no suitable work. To be more accurate, the authorities did not trust him. The famine was gaining strength. Eventually, we had a bit of good luck: father was sent to the fields to guard and distribute straw. There were peas scattered throughout the straw, so father began slowly collecting the peas, and we managed to survive the winter. In the spring of 1932 my father and I went to work in a division of a Soviet state farm, called Steppe. It was located seven kilometers from Nova Hreblia. I was sent to plough the fields with oxen. We were fed poorly. This is what they did with the bread: if you worked until evening, you received a 600-gram ration. But if it rained, you got a half-ration’s worth. But this was not bread at all but some sort of black, doughy mess made out of vetch [a viny annual legume used as cattle feed—Trans.]. Meanwhile, the horses were fed with corn bread and sunflower seed cake [a by-product of oil processing—Trans.]. I saw this myself. Well, it’s one thing to see it, but it was impossible to snatch any of that food from the horses. They would catch me and kill me, which is what happened to one boy. One night he crawled into a plantation and pulled out a beet seedling. The guard shot him without any questions—just like that. In the summer of 1932 I was harrowing in the fields. It was dusk. I fainted and fell down. Everyone thought that I had died. But after awhile I came to. True, the next day I was allowed to rest. I went home to Nova Hreblia. The day was sunny; it was green everywhere, but very sad. I walked a few kilometers; to my right was a ditch covered with earth and overgrown with grass. Some men were lying on the grassy mound, but not all together, of course: they were separated by 30, 40, and 70 meters. I counted nine of them. They were dead. This did not surprise or horrify anyone. During the 1932 harvest I also saw two swollen women gathering wheat spikelets on the stubble field. The administration arrived and they took the women away. Then there was a trial. They were sentenced to ten years.

In the winter of 1932–33 my father went to work at the Kalyniv Soviet State Farm. He probably had some kind of document because he was appointed as the assistant to the head of the storehouse, and they instructed him to clean beet seed (he even earned Mikoian’s praise). I went to see my father to find out if some kind of work could be found for me. The road passed through the villages of Cherniatyn Maly and Cherniatyn Velyky. I was really freezing. I had an idea: I’ll go to a house to get warm. But not a single sound could be heard in the village—there was not a single dog, cat, or person. I went farther, to Cherniatyn Velyky, and here too about half the houses were deserted. I entered one yard. The owners let me warm up; the man and the woman were swollen. I sat down on the bench. The couple seemed to be ill at ease, preoccupied with something. Underneath the bench lay an axe, which the man shoved with his foot. Then he went to the vestibule and came back inside the house. I understood everything but I was not afraid. I felt stronger than these swollen people. I warmed myself, went outside, and continued on my journey.
Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
