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Eyewitness Testimony of Marfa Pavlivna Honcharuk

(b. 1924; lives in the village of Shura-Bondarivska, Haisyn raion, Vinnytsia oblast)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. by Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak, Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, p. 29.]
In 1933 I was nine years old; I remember everything perfectly. My parents had four children. My dad made clay pots and traveled around the villages with my mother, bartering them for a handful of grain. As soon as they left, guests would arrive on our threshold. They poked everywhere with iron staves and asked us where our father had hidden the grain: “Tell us, and we’ll give you some bread to eat.” They took away our cow. Soon my mother and father were unable to travel around bartering because they had begun to swell up [as a result of edema, which is characteristic of starvation—Trans.]. We children had started to swell up earlier. We begged and begged our mother for something to eat. My younger brother cried and cried, and by morning he was dead. That morning another of my older brothers, who was born in 1920, died. Both of them are lying dead; my mother is crying. That evening my sister dies. Three of them are lying all swollen up; it’s terrible to look at them. And I look just like them. My mother told a neighbor: “Three of my children have died.” The neighbor informed the village council. Two people with red armbands on their sleeves arrived on a cart. They wrapped my dear brothers and little sister in cloths and took them away. Two days later my father dies. It was a Saturday evening. I slept next to my dead father. On Sunday morning my mother says: “Child, bring me some clean clothing from the chest.” I brought it to her and she dressed herself, lay down, and died. My father and mother lay there until Monday. It was May 1933. On Monday our relative, an uncle, came over and informed the village council that they had died. They came and took them away; they took them to a pit outside the village.

My father’s brother lived nearby. Three of his six children had died. I went to their house and saw one lying dead on the floor, another on the bench, a third on the table, and their mother is crying and doesn’t know what to do. When the children were taken away, my uncle declared, “I’m going to the woods, and I’m going to do something to myself.” He was never seen again. His wife went mad; she would walk around like a rusalka [water nymph—Trans.], with her hair loose, repeating the same phrase over and over: the “red broom” has taken away my children, husband, and the grain.
I grew up in the village orphanage. How I yearned for a mother’s tenderness and the opportunity to say the words “mummy” and “daddy.”

It is hard for me to remember all this, even though I am already a mother and grandmother. My husband and I raised six children; they have flown the nest. But I still cannot forget how people suffered in 1933.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk

