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Eyewitness Testimony of Vira Hryhorivna Lozenko
(Life-long resident of the village of Rubanivka, Velyka Lepetykha raion, Kherson oblast; retired veteran of labor)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak. Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, pp. 188-89.

When collectivization began, activists would go around to farms in a group, like the Black Death. “Peasant, where is your grain? Admit it!” But it was a long time since that peasant had had a single grain or piece of cloth—they had taken everything away, listed for taxes, for deliveries, or for something else. Those antichrists would break down the door, chase a family out into the night, into the freezing cold; they would throw sleepy children onto bullock-carts and drive them into the bare, dark steppe. Some made their way to Rubanivka, but others froze out there. The people in the village were afraid to let these “dekulakized” people into their homes, although they pitied them. They were afraid of being chased out of their own houses into the steppe.

Our father had a little horse, a cow, and four children. At first they took the horse; on the second day, the cow; and on the third they came with pikes and dug up the entire yard and the garden—for nothing. The leader of these activists, Aliosha Krasiuk, crawled underneath the stove, where he found a pood of grain siftings that father had hidden in case of emergency, and using his cap he scraped out everything, down to the last grain. Father started crying: “Well, children, now we will die.” Late that evening a messenger came and took father to the village soviet. Father never returned. The whole buzura (that’s what the village jail was called) was already jam-packed with men. In the morning they were all driven to Lepetykha as enemies of the people. What kind of enemies were they? They had all fought for the revolution! A messenger comes and says to Mama: “Bring your husband some crackers.” Mama left a bowl of beans for us, three children, and granny. But my elder brother Hrysha went off to Zaporizhia, to Dniprobud [construction of the DNIPRO Electric Power Station—Trans.] 

My mother and some women went to Lepetykha, but they were no longer there. They had been sent by convoy “to Solovky” [archipelago of islands located in the western part of the White Sea, less than 150 km from the Polar Circle; one of the most feared concentration camps in the Soviet Union, called "the mother of the GULAG" by Alexander Solzhenitsyn—Trans.]. But in fact my father ended up in the Krasnoiarsk forest development (we found this out later). Mama came back home to find the door and the windows of the house boarded up. Where are the children? Mama found us in someone’s empty house. Crying, we told Mama that while she was gone, Krasiuk and his gang broke into the house. They tore down the icons—Mama’s blessing—threw them on the floor and stomped on them. They smashed the crockery, took away that little plate of beans, ripped up the pillows, releasing all the down. Then Krasiuk took the cloth under which we were cowering in fear and said: “Now, woman, take your pups and get out of our house.” The night was dark and cold. Where were we supposed to go? We went inside somebody’s empty house, and there an entire family is already lying dead: three little children on the stove [i.e., the bed stove—Trans.], and the mother on the floor. The head of one little girl was hanging off the stove; her mouth was agape and her eyes were open. My granny crossed herself and led us into this house. In the morning someone came with a wagon and took away the dead people.

Mama found us in this house, breaking into bitter tears: “My little children, Daddy’s already gone, Daddy is far away. I don’t know if he’s alive, and what am I going to feed you?” We went around the village with hands outstretched, but no one was giving anything any longer. One time I wandered into the cemetery. There was dry wild steppe grass that we used to heat the stove. A tall, old man was standing above the pit where they throw the dead people. He called me over. But I was afraid and refused to budge. He tells me: “Child, you will survive, but I am old and will die. So look into this pit, see how many murdered people there are. If you live, tell everyone how innocent people were killed.” I have not forgotten those terrible words to this day.

My little brothers, Volodia and Valia, starved to death. My grandparents and three uncles—Ivan, Vasyl, and Kuzma—all died. Aunt Horpyna’s two small children died. In the cellar she dug a shallow pit and, placing them there, scattered earth over them. Uncle crawled in there and never came out. Aunt Horpyna died too. But my mother and I are still alive.


I remember hugging my mother and crying: “I want to eat.” I began to gnaw salt and drank it down with water. I swelled up even more. Mama no longer left the house; she sat on the stove bed, her eyes cloudy—they were no longer her eyes. She says to me: “Little daughter, go to Prychepylivka and bring me a bottle of water from the well.” Mama was asking for this right before dying. It is difficult for me to remember all this; I want to scream. I put on a pair of huge, torn boots and Mama’s jacket, which dragged on the ground behind me, and went to the other side of the village. I returned only in the evening to that strange house where we were living. Mama drank from the bottle and said: “Little daughter, now we will say goodbye, I am going to die.” She lay down on the plank bed and I crawled onto the stove. I was not sad, it wasn’t scary. All I wanted was to eat. In the morning some man woke me: “Get up, your mother is dying.” I dashed to my mother and began screaming: “Don’t leave me, Mama!” I startled my mother. She opened her eyes, but was no longer able to say anything. Mama took a long time to die, suffering mortal agonies. Then she died. Some people drove up in a wagon and took her to that horrible pit. I was the only one left in a strange house—a complete orphan.

I decide to make my way to my brother Hrysha in Dniprobud. Somehow I made it to Zaporizhia, but I never found my brother. I ended up in a children’s refuge for orphans like me. Lord, how many of us there were! We lived in long sheds. We were each given 100 grams of bread twice a day. I survived thanks to that bread. Later—I have a misty memory of this—they put us on a steamboat and brought us to an orphanage in Mala Lepetykha, where we were placed in quarantine: whoever survived, survived. There was not enough room on the plank beds for everyone; small and weaker children slept on the floor. I remember they brought in two little girls, a pair of five-year-old twins. During the night, rats had chewed off their little ears and noses and eaten their eyes. In the morning an open buggy came and took away these twins, who were still convulsing. After the quarantine there were only a few of us left. But after they took us away from there, life was no longer so terrifying. From the orphanage we were placed on various collective farms. I ended up in the Kuibyshev Collective Farm. One day we’re eating mash, and a man walks in. The teacher tells him: “Look for your daughter.” That’s when I realized that this was my Daddy! We embraced. Now there were two of us and I was no longer an orphan. Father told me that in Siberia, where he had been deported together with the other village men, there was a trial and the judge said that there were no grounds for deporting them. Let them return to their Ukraine. They all made their way home as best they could. More of them died en route than made it back to their native village. […] My father and I began living like everyone else. […]
Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
