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Eyewitness Testimony of Petro Avksentiiovych Shchadko

 (b. 1929 in the village of Kostiantynivka in Maryinsky raion, Donetsk oblast; now living in the village of Heorhiivka, Maryinsky raion)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak. Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, pp. 229-30].
In our village of Kostiantynivka collectivization began in the fall of 1929, and by the spring sowing 95-96 percent of all farms had joined collective farms. That sure was a fast pace! But people were not joining collective farms voluntarily but out of fear. There was much to fear.


Before collectivization the village was well off, because the NEP [New Economic Policy: official economic reconstruction program of the USSR from 1921 to 1928, which replaced the economic policies of “war Communism”—Trans.] had untied the peasants’ hands. Every farm had a pair of horses, a few head of horned cattle; each family kept pigs, sheep, and geese. Everyone worked, from old people to small children.


Those were the days of genuine efforts! No appeals, no slogans, no measures were necessary. Before the winter, if a farmer brought a cartload of manure to his field, everyone would do the same. If someone managed to find some special seeds, all his neighbors tried to do the same. If a young woman got ready to water her garden, within an hour half the village was going to the river with pails. People learned how to farm wisely on their land, which the revolution had given to them. And what houses they built! The entire village made the clay bricks, built the top, and then in a large group ate supper together and sang for a long time. It was the free peasant soul singing.

By his social class my father Avksentii Parfentiiovych Shchadko was a middle peasant. He was the first to sign up for the collective farm because long before anyone else he had realized that it would be impossible to avert this fate. He brought his horses and his hinny [hybrid offspring of a male horse and a female donkey—Trans.]; he handed over his plough, sower, and winnowing machine. What supreme efforts it had taken to acquire all this! The cow and the chickens were also collectivized, but later they let the people take them back to their farms.


The head of the village soviet was one of our village women, an uneducated person who was heartless to people (I won’t mention her surname because her children and grandchildren are still alive, and they are not guilty of anything). Under her leadership dekulakization was carried out in the village. It was nothing for her to remove a pair of felt boots from the feet of a farmer’s aged mother. If a pot of jam was found during a search, she would demand a spoon and eat the jam on the spot, declaring: “Now it’s our turn to eat sweet things.” That all-out, lightning-quick collectivization in our Kostiantynivka was the “achievement” of our female head, who left a black mark in people’s memories.

During the first year (1930) the collective farm issued 25 poods [approx. 900 lbs.—Trans.] each of grain for food. In 1931 they were already issuing less grain. But there was not a whiff of catastrophe yet.


The specter of famine appeared before the peasants once dekulakization began. Not only rich peasants but also working families of average means were slated for dekulakization. A mountain of fatback and salted meat confiscated from the people was transported to the yard of the food cooperative. Nobody needed it, and almost all of it went bad. In 1932 there was an average harvest. People harvested the grain until late autumn and threshed it for two winters in a row. They burned the straw. What wise farmer burns straw? They didn’t leave any grain for the cattle or horses. The horses on the collective farm were hoisted up to beams by harness straps; otherwise they would lie there and not get up. There was no one left to do the work; people were fleeing every which way because wages were hardly being paid.


The state was waiting for grain. But there was no grain. Then wave after wave of searches began in all the farmsteads. It reached the point that they looked for grain even in wells. At first they left grain for sowing, but later there was an order “not to waste it.” Now they swept up all the grain to the very last seed, leaving people to perish.

The year 1932 was drawing to an end when father was dekulakized “according to the third category.” They took the cow and threw us out of our house. Father went off somewhere to a mine. Mama and three of us (I was the oldest, ten years old) were left naked, cold, and hungry. Famine was racing through the village. Five of the seven Honcharenko children died. 

Mother went to work on a nearby Soviet state farm. On this farm the calves were watered with a liquid consisting of milk and soy flour. Mama and my little sister would bring home a handful of that wet flour. That was our lunch. It was wonderful when I managed to catch a gopher.


My uncle, Mykyta Parfentiiovych Shchadko, was the head of the village soviet in neighboring Yelyzavetivka. He distributed 30 poods (approx. 1,080 lbs.—Trans.) of grain from the winter threshing to starving people. The next day he was denounced by the responsible official and arrested and tried as a saboteur. Fortunately, he was not deported to the Far North. Uncle was jailed in the camps of the Donbas. Later he recounted: “They would assemble us, heads of village soviets, in the raion and give us instructions for the tenth time: search out and hand grain over to the state. One of the heads said that there was no grain. He was arrested on the spot, and the following day he was tried for sabotage.”

My older brother Volodymyr (1905–1981) recounted: “I was a party member, and worked on a collective farm. In the spring of 1933, in keeping with an order of the raion executive party committee, I received sowing wheat and barley at the elevator at Yelenivka Station. The warehouses were bursting with grain. This means that there was grain. In the factories and mines they distributed grain by cards to workers and their dependents. There was no famine in the cities and workers’ villages. They let the peasants who had grown this grain starve to death.”

This is the fate that befell my brother. In fall 1933 he was feeding grain into the threshing machine. Suddenly the forks fell off the handle, and the cover of the drum was damaged. In one hour they were replaced. But my brother Volodymyr—an “enemy of the people”—was sentenced to five years. He was transported to the construction site of the Moscow-Volga Canal, where there tens of thousands of people like him.


In 1932 the first Machine-Transport Station [MTS: depots that hired out machines to collective farms and Soviet state farms—Trans.] was created in our raion—the Bohoiavlenske MTS, which had a political division. The head of the division was a Jew named Verberg. The machine operators respected him; he knew his work and treated people well. One night he was arrested together with his wife. He turned out to be an “enemy of the people.” The secretary of the raion party committee, Prykhodchenko, who was a teacher, was also an “enemy of the people.” He held talks with the collective farm members and told them about the temporary difficulties. No one knows where, when, and what wrong things he may have said. His fate was a trial, prison camp, and death.

Where and why did that desire of people to write denunciations against each other appear? Where did that hatred and malice come from?


During the reign of Catherine II Orthodox Greeks from the Crimea settled in the Donetsk region. The famine of 1933 struck a particularly heavy blow at these Greek villages. In the 1950s and 1960s I travelled for work to those areas. At the time, the chief accountant of the Maloianysolska MTS told me that 30 percent of the population, especially children, starved to death there. Many families abandoned everything and went to the cities, dying in the steppes along the way. A worker from the MTS told me how in 1933 his wife spent nights with the responsible official, and in the morning she would bring home some flour. He wept as he recounted this in the presence of his Greek wife, who was extraordinarily beautiful.


In questioning older people, I came to the conclusion that the officials of raion executive party committees played a special role in creating the famine. Everything depended on the wave of their hand. These people were specially recruited: they were brutal and tenacious, as though they had been born to torment people. In the village of Novoukrainka (the largest grain-producing village in the district) there was an official by the name of Buzhnoi. People called him the “black broom.” He left this large village completely without grain. Approximately 500 people starved to death in Novoukrainka. Mothers warned their children: ‘Go to sleep, or Buzhnoi will come and you’ll die.’

A former official by the name of Kovtunov recounted: “At first we were assembled at the raion executive party committee; they would assign our next task, and then we would go for training to the raion division of the NKVD [People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs, i.e., the combined Soviet secret police and interior commissariat—Trans.]  and the GPU. There we were taught how to ferret out enemies of the people, find people willing to write denunciations, how to spot those who were dissatisfied with the collective farms. But there were absolutely no people who were satisfied. Every one of them could have been turned into an ‘enemy of the people.’ We were encouraged to do this in all sorts of ways. If the required numbers of ‘enemies’ were not imprisoned in the raion, then the raion leaders would themselves be proclaimed enemies. Some officials had a conscience. There were people like them in the villages of Pavlivka and Prechystivka. But they were quickly removed as inept.”

From many people I heard that everyone who took an active part in dekulakization, the repressions, and the destruction of churches, all of them or nearly all of them suffered a long time before they died. They lay paralyzed for years and then died. People understood this to mean that their evil conscience was tormenting them, fear of the deaths that they had caused.


We also lived a near-starvation existence in subsequent years. The grain went to the state. They only began to issue about four or five kilograms of grain for one working day after 1936. In 1939, in the Peremoha [Victory] Collective Farm in Maryinsky raion our family received six tons of grain. But we did not become well off. To purchase, say, a bicycle, you had to sell 400 kilos of wheat. 

To this day I cannot eat my fill of bread. I finish my lunch, and then I eat just a tiny piece of bread—just bread. I have been doing this ever since that horrible year of 1933, when our Donetsk region was starving, like all of Ukraine. 

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
