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Eyewitness Testimony of Dmytro Ivanovych Slobodianiuk

(b. 1919; resides in the village of Rozdolivka, Murovani Kurylivtsi raion, Vinnytsia oblast)

[Originally published in Holod 33: Narodna knyha-memorial (Famine 33: National Memorial Book), comp. Lidiia Kovalenko and Volodymyr Maniak, Kyiv: Radianskyi pysmennyk, 1991, p. 52].

It was the year 1931. It was early spring, and the fields were still covered with heavy snow. We lived on a farm one kilometer from the village. From an older pupil in school I heard that some people would be coming today to my parents’ farm and the homestead of another farmer to take our cows. When recess came, I ran home through the field in my little slippers. The snow was melting and I was knee-deep in water. In the valley I spotted the brigade coming for the cows: I counted eighteen men. I ran to my house but I didn’t go inside. I quickly tied a rope around the cow, because the brigade was very close, and led her into the woods. I led the cow into a ravine and kept watch. Some of the people from the brigade went to our house, and the others went to our neighbor’s. They took his cow away, but I saved ours. My father told me that I saved the entire family from starving to death because we had milk.


It was the year 1932. In the winter I went to school, and in the summer I hired myself out to herd cattle. All sorts of people fed me. In the fall my brother, who was born in 1919, was called up to the Red Army. My mother was making preparations to see her son off: she gathered ears of wheat from the fields, rubbed them, and then emptied the grain into a little pot, placing it inside the vestibule above the door. But the brigade that was sweeping through the village also came to our house. A man from the brigade saw the little pot of wheat. Mother says: “I want to grind it and bake my son some bread for the road, because he’s going into the army.” And the man said: “And who’s going to give you permission to grind it; we will be looking for those hand mills. We can fix it so that your son won’t even go into the army.” My parents, who were afraid that they wouldn’t take him into the army because the famine was approaching, told their son that perhaps at least he would be saved from starvation, because it was already obvious that there would be a disaster.


Grain and other products were confiscated from the people. There was little cattle left in the village, and people traveled wherever they could in search of wages and food, such trips being strictly forbidden by the village soviet.


It was the year 1933: famine. In the springtime, after I quit school, I hired myself out as a cowherd to people who still owned cows. They gave me something to eat once a day, and in the field the other herders and I would roast hempseed and snails over a fire. Today we live well, but young people don’t believe what misery there was in those days. The famine forced us to eat everything—bagasse [dry residue of sugar cane and beets—Trans.], stripped corncobs, and sunflower heads. And when spring came, we ate beet leaves, nettles, pigweed, and frozen potatoes. The horses at the collective farm died. They buried them in the ground, poured gas over them, and during the night the starving people would hack off pieces of that carrion and bring them home.


My parents had seven children. First, my father’s legs began to swell, then my sister’s legs began swelling, then her face. Then the skin cracks and water starts to seep out. When I was herding cows, my father would always come out to meet me to help me bring the cattle back, so that he would also be given a piece of bread.


My father and I dug the garden, and my mother went to the market fifteen kilometers away to buy some food. My father sent me home to see whether my mother had returned. I ran home a couple of times; finally my mother returned. She had purchased two large pots and four cups of corn kernels. She minced up some sorrel and nettles, added some sheep’s tallow that had turned green after many years of being stored, and put it on the stove. But the pot cracked, and everything fell into the stove. I came into the house, where my mother was picking up every kernel and weeping. I rejoined my father in the garden and told him what happened. He too began to cry.


In the village I often saw strangers swollen from starvation edema. These people, holding their children by the hand, were from Uman. Dressed in expensive, cashmere-like shawls, they bartered various things for a handful of meal, potatoes, or beets. Some abandoned their children near fences, so that someone would take them and save them from starvation. A five-year-old boy who came to our house adamantly refused to leave us. I remember how some starving people from somewhere far away hunkered down for the night with their small children near the church. By morning the mother and father were dead, and their tiny children were waking them, thinking they were asleep. Our people took the children to their homes.


Our village of Popova was small; there were only 230-240 houses. But about a hundred people starved to death. But in the neighboring village of Pohorila, where there were about 400 houses, approximately 950 people died.

Translated from the Ukrainian by Marta D. Olynyk
