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I Was Eight Years Old

By Kostiantyn Mochulsky

[Originally published in the newspaper Krymska svitlytsia, no. 12 (21 March 2003)].

URL: http://svitlytsia.crimea.us/?section=article&artID=690]
When I was a child, the person that I loved best was my four-year-old sister Liza. Whenever anything happened, she would always come to me for protection. “Kotsik, mummy won’t give me a cookie.” I would always speak up for her. When Liza died, it was as though the sun had set. From that time our family was beset by constant unease and misfortune. A disease swept through the stables and two horses died. We moved from a new house to an old one that had practically grown into the earth. My father, Vasyl Yaremovych Mochulsky, tore it down and used the wood to build a smaller house, a stable, and a smithy. He was also a blacksmith and boot maker—a master of all trades. Because of this, people held him in high esteem, joking that “he doesn’t let us earn a living.” In our village of Polianetske, in Odesa region, this was the highest form of praise, meaning, that he was capable of doing everything himself. In his stable he was raising a foal that was growing into a fine horse. My father loved and cared for him. But he was unable to apply his talents for his family’s benefit. Collectivization was introduced: first the SOZes [collective cultivation of land—Trans.], then the collective farms, but essentially this was one and the same thing.


At first, the authorities launched a campaign to dekulakize the peasants on orders from the district party committee. If you had a pair of horses, you were considered a rich man; one horse, well off; no horse—poor. They dekulakized my cousin’s grandfather, Serhii, even though he owned a tiny house built in the “railway” style, with one room opening into another. But he owned two horses and refused to join the collective farm. I ran to his place to watch the dekulakization procedure. Two wagons packed with members of the local komnezam [Committee of Poor Peasants—Trans.] led by Sharandak, drove up furtively to my uncle’s house and threw him and his wife out of their house, not even allowing them to put on proper clothing. They began carting various belongings from the homestead, including the horses. The old people were crying, and some villagers who had rushed over to their house also began to cry. Their daughter, who had four children, was wailing. They arrested the old man and his wife. When my grandfather, Yarema, saw this disaster happening, he immediately brought his horses to the collective farm. A quarrel broke out in my house: my mother was in favor of the collective farm, but my father was against it. The authorities hinted to my father: “Watch out, or we’ll remind people that you served in the army of the Ukrainian National Republic and wore binoculars.” My father caved in. Crying bitterly, he wrapped his arms around his bay horse and led him off to the collective farm. This was in 1931. It is difficult for a son to watch his father crying! I was eight years old.


My parents set to work in order to accumulate more workdays. There was a good harvest in 1932. People were brought in to “storm” the harvest, forced to remain in the fields around the clock. One day my father said to my mother:

“Listen, they have transported all the grain to the station; they didn’t leave any seed grain. I have to find some earnings somewhere.”


After making arrangements with a friend, my father took his saw, and the two of them left for the Crimea to saw trees into boards. They earned some money, and father brought back a sack of surzhyk, a mixture of rye and wheat. He hid it beneath the flooring. But someone denounced us, and the leading village activists arrived with metal prods. They found the sack of mixed grain and confiscated it. My father bemoaned the loss; he starved to death in the spring of 1932. My mother was left with one-year-old Lusia and a son, alone and without bread. We children would run to the collective farm stubble-field to gather up the stalks (adults caught gathering stalks would be tried according to the Criminal Code). Mounted patrolmen would chase after the children, slashing at them with rawhide whips. But I collected some ten kilograms of grain. This time Grandpa Yarema poured it into a chest and buried it under the apple tree. Members of the Committee of Poor Peasants came to his home, carrying metal prods; they found the chest and confiscated my grain. In haste these “dogs in the manger” quickly plowed over the stubble field, leaving nothing either for themselves or for others.


One day we received a small loaf of bread from my maternal grandmother, who was living with her son, a soldier. We gave one-third of it to my grandfather and grandmother, and ate the rest ourselves. It was already winter. Shortly afterwards, a group of five bandits from the Committee of Poor Peasants rushed into our house, accompanied by an official from the district party committee:

“Where did you hide the bread?”

“What bread? The field belongs to the collective farm, the horse too.”

“You’re receiving packages. Search the house!”

They began poking around with their metal prods and smashing the clay floor with a crowbar. My mother grabbed her baby and walked a few kilometers to lodge a complaint with the district party committee. What blessed naiveté! Afterwards, the committee promoted that same Sharandak to the post of politruk, i.e., political officer. In the meantime, I was home alone with that gang, pressed up against the wall. One of them came up to me with an ax, swung it at me, and hit the wall near my head with the butt-end:

“Tell me where your mother hid the bread, you snake!”

They didn’t find anything. They dug a huge hole in the yard, where they found two sacks of seed beets buried, and threw them onto the snow. The neighbors came and reburied them so they wouldn’t freeze. Our only source of food was those beets and five squashes; we finished them in mid-winter 1933. My little sister Liusia [Liza] died of hunger. My mother’s legs swelled up and she had no strength left even to dig a little hole. Uncle Havrylo helped her. They wrapped Liusia in a rag and buried her.

When we came back home, we lay down on the same bed where Liusia had lain. There was nothing to eat. We would have gone into the woods, but we were scared. Not long ago a woman had been murdered there. Rumors began circulating in the village that in one family the parents of a little boy had killed and eaten him. I began to be afraid of my mother, and I would cry. One day my mother asked me why I was crying.

“You won’t eat me?”

Then she began to cry and calmed me down. In order to save their children some parents would abandon them at the train station in the hopes that their children would be brought to an orphanage. I asked my mother to bring me to the station and leave me there.

“I won’t make it. See—my legs are all swollen,” she replied
We might have been found dead if a horse had not died at the collective farm. People, thin as shadows, dragged themselves to the horse, and mother and I hacked off a piece of the carrion. We boiled it all day to prevent poisoning. All my life I have remembered that yellow foam.

But it was food. At that very time grain was being exported through Odesa. A twelve-year-old girl, an acquaintance of mine, died in a nearby house. Her mother cut up her corpse, put the pieces on a plate, and ate them. Someone informed the police. One day I dug some food scraps out of a rats’ nest and boiled a soup out of it. 

Apparently the Stalinist killers realized that the children would not survive to the spring. At school they began cooking a thin porridge made of barley flour, so children dragged themselves over there. Spring 1933 arrived. Children began digging up spring onions and snowdrops, gathering spurge and geraniums. Adults weakened by starvation began dying. My Grandpa Yarema died after eating pigweed that got jammed in his esophagus. When I arrived at my grandparents’ house, I saw grandpa lying on the bench, and Granny Feodosia on the little couch. I yelled and she opened her eyes. Their son Havrylo buried his father and died soon after. Entire families were dying after being poisoned by copper sulfate, which the authorities had sprinkled into the bags of seed grain to prevent people from eating it.

This is the bitter truth. Four members of our family died in the village of Polianetske, Odesa oblast: Yarema Ksenofontovych Mochulsky, Vasyl Yaremovych Mochulsky, Havrylo Yaremovych Mochulsky, and Liusia Vasylivna Mochulska.
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