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Eyewitness Testimony of Petro Kyrylovych Boichuk

(Chief physician of the polyclinic in the Port of Yalta; Merited Doctor of the Ukrainian SSR)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna Knyha-Memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak, Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, pp. 43-4].


In those terrible years I lived with my parents in the village of Romaniv Khutir in Illintsi raion, Vinnytsia oblast. In the fall of 1933 I was supposed to start school for the first time. School? Imagine a child who for two years had never once had a full stomach. Mother tells me to go pick some pigweed, but I, seven years old, cannot do this; I have no strength. Some people in their madness ate so much of that pigweed that they died in terrible torments. Somehow my mother managed to give my younger sister and me a lump of some sort of half-baked bread that didn’t even hint of bread. We ate up every last crumb and then almost died. For several weeks mother sat by our side, afraid of leaving the house in case we died in her absence. Somehow she raised us back to health. But how many who rallied ended up invalids for life!


As a result of starvation, people suffered profound mental disturbances: they lost their minds and their natural instincts faded away. People stopped being human. People ate people. They ate their children! Adults often told us about this, warning us to beware and not let our guard down with anyone, not to go inside strangers’ houses, not to trust anyone.


During the winter of 1932–33 all the dogs, cats, and rats in the village were eaten. All the crows and sparrows were caught and eaten. Every last cow, pig, and goat had been confiscated earlier. Every day dozens of corpses were brought to the cemetery. We little ones were no longer frightened by this. With my very own eyes I saw that some carts were transporting people who were still alive. They were moving and groaning en route to the grave.


I am a doctor. Naturally, I regard this tragic page in the history of my people not only through the eyes of a small child that was starving to death and then saved from death by a miracle. As a doctor, I also ask myself how it was possible that during that terrible famine-genocide some peasants, who were by nature good, noble-minded people, lost not only love and sympathy toward their neighbor but also their human aspect and stooped to cannibalism? 


I will try to explain this tragic fact. What preceded the famine? The revolution had given the peasants land and great hopes: unfettered labor on their own land, the sense of being householders, new possibilities, and expectations. During the NEP period the peasantry not only fed the country; a lot of foodstuffs were also exported. The countryside blossomed: the peasants longed to farm in a cultured way; they actively liquidated illiteracy, and rebuilt the peasant psychology. And suddenly, against the background of these positive transformations, which had sparked optimism among the tillers of the soil, there was an unexpected, catastrophic decline of everything that had just been born, dreamed of, and cultivated. Having lost everything in one fell swoop—land and cattle, and all sources of survival, even their very own little houses—the peasants experienced a cruel shock, from which even their primeval practicality could not shield them. The confiscation of food was in fact complete plunder, accompanied by an incredible abasement of human dignity by means of threats, abuses, and deportations of peasants from their native lands to the harsh, uninhabited Far North or Siberia. Robbed, crushed, and broken by starvation and the government’s brutality, people sometimes stopped searching for an escape from their desperate predicament. Weaker and more sensitive natures manifested an uncontrollable state of sickness and madness, which was the result of extreme hopelessness. This is not a moral category. No, this was a serious illness caused by prolonged malnutrition over many years, followed by out-and-out starvation. Eternal moral criteria were being swept away; prohibitions were cast aside. Did this happen to everyone? No, only to some, but it happened, it happened, and there’s no way for people to escape this memory: there was a horrific indifference to the sufferings of others. There were also cases of cannibalism, committed in the throes of madness, the state of complete malfunction of the central brainstem. When such people temporarily came to their senses, out of despair they committed suicide or descended into permanent madness.


There is only one word for all this: crime—a deliberate, planned, and thought-out crime that until recently no one dared even mention out loud. But people have not forgotten a thing. They have a good memory, which will not relegate to oblivion either the sufferings and martyr-like deaths of millions of peasants or the cruelty of all ranks of executioners. I am convinced that there is a crucial need to prosecute all those who murdered people, who organized this massacre. They must be tried in the name of the law, in the name of those who are living, and in memory of those who were murdered.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
