Letter from P. Hulko to Volodymyr Maniak, ca 18 December 1988
Regarding events in an undisclosed locale, possibly in Zhytomyr oblast
****

I read in a newspaper the article entitled “Famine: 33”. And I would like to tell people what I saw and remember. I remember going to school. Our parents had 5 children and we were all small. My father had one old mare. He wouldn’t even be ready yet [in the morning] to go tend to his daily farming chores when the authorities would appear every day to take him away [for interrogation]. I remember every day they summoned my father to the village council. My father would come home, sit on his bench, grab his head with both arms and remain in such a position for a long time. My mother would then ask him, “what did they tell you, Stepan?” The authorities said to bring over the mare and sign a declaration to become a member of the “kolhosp” (collective farm). But my father was afraid to join the “kolhosp” because he didn’t know what awaits him there. Very little was explained to the people. People in the village were not very literate and did not understand very much. Every day the authorities would appear and demand grain. My father would hand over the grain, but no one [among the authorities] took into account the 5 children. Later, during the winter, a requisition brigade would arrive. “Hand over the grain.” My father would reply there wasn’t any [grain]. “Where did you hide it?” They would walk about the house poking their steel prods everywhere. It was no longer possible to grind in the mill or the windmill. There was a windmill near us. My father bought grind-stones somewhere. We shut the enclosed porch with a latch so that no one could walk inside. We ground a bowl of grain. And we had a grain mortar so we could grind millet as well. They came one time and found the grind-stones under the plank-bed. There were no beds yet – instead there were three horizontal boards with pillows on them. They beat him up in the house. “Look, he’s still grinding. He’s got grain.” They started searching again about the house and in the pantry. My mother had a Singer sewing machine. She sewed ordinary everyday clothes such as skirts, aprons and this gave us some help [financially]. They took away the machine and my mother cried as if her arms had been cut off. Afterwards, sometime after Christmas people started showing up [at our house]. An old woman came inside the house. There was a potato in the pot for the piglet. She lunged at the pot and with both hands stuffed the potato into her mouth. We froze in silence and just stared at her. Mother told us children to lock the door because there was nothing for us to eat as well. People would stagger around, barely walking, dragging their feet. This was sometime in March when their bodies were already swollen. And when the snow had melted, we went to school and saw a girl lying in a ditch, gnawing some kind of bone, probably the bone of a horse, because it was big. And she lay there for 3 days in the rain. We were walking from school and leaned over. She was still breathing, but nobody paid attention. In school the children were served tea, and I really wanted some of that tea, so I stood in line and when I came up to the table, there stood Zhmutska Anna, one of the village activists. She grabbed me by the ear, pulled me out of line and said to me, “your father is not in the ‘kolhosp,’ there is no tea for you.” I started crying and left. I was in second grade then. There was nothing to wear and no footwear. There was terrible poverty. My sister and I would take turns going to school every other day. We shared the same clothes and one pair of boots amongst ourselves. When I came home from school, I took the calf out to pasture. There were many of us kids who were doing the same. We saw a man lying under a weeping willow. We approached him and recognized him. He was barely breathing and bellowing. He lay there for three days and then we walked up to him and he wasn’t breathing. Then in the springtime the authorities came to our father — “go Stepan and gather the dead.” He went and they piled up the dead on a carriage like firewood—and drove to the cemetery. They dug one pit and dumped the corpses without any coffins, without anything. Nobody came [to the cemetery], nobody cried. And so, as spring arrived, people started eating everything: wormseed, linden leaves, grass, anything they could bite on, and then died. I was going to school [one day] and saw that some houses already had boarded up windows and doors – in other words, there was no one living there anymore. In school the teacher read out [the roll call]. “Present, Present, Absent,” replied the children. “He swelled up and died.” That is how it was. One day I was strolling and what did I see? A crowd of people, and a man dragging the skin of a horse by its tail. The people were leading him to the village council. Once they took him away, no one ever saw him again. He was starving and he had three small children, so he slaughtered the horse so as not to die of hunger, but they convicted him. All the children died, but his wife is still alive and I know her well. Another time as I was getting ready to go school my mother gave me two baked potatoes. An older girl exited [her housed] and started walking with me. She showed me a wooden, decorated egg and asked me what do I have? I told her what I have. She then suggested that we exchange our items. I agreed to this, but later regretted it because I really wanted to eat. We had a neighbor by the name of Zakhar Moroz. He lived with his two sons because his wife had died. The authorities kept terrorizing him by trying to evict him from his house. They would appear, and would proceed to throw everything out of the house onto the snow. The boys –Yosyp and Ivan – were minors and kept crying but no one heard them. Then the authorities shut the door to the house and left. They [the family] went back to the house. The following day the authorities again would attempt to evict everyone from the house. The family again returned to the house. This would repeat itself for a long time, maybe a year or two. Eventually, the authorities just didn’t bother with them anymore. And Pylyp Savin was also evicted and his house was leveled to the ground. So he constructed a dug-out dwelling in his garden and they lived there for a couple of years. The children died. I know this because there was a boy there by the name of Maksym, a peer of mine. A female relative of mine was married and lived in Rostavytsia [in Zhytomyr oblast]. They were evicted from their house. The young couple went away somewhere, but the grandmother would wander near the fence and died in someone’s pigpen. I can provide many more horrific examples. My grandfather – they said he was made out of steel – brought dried root of couch grass in a sack so that we could grind it in the mortar, to possibly make pancakes!
Maybe I wasn’t sure what exactly to write about, so please forgive me. I am a pensioner and a former “kolhosp” worker. I was compelled to write because those were terrible days. We survived. Our mother fed us baked potatoes and pancakes made of millet and seeds of beets. The pancakes were delicious. Today you can see kids who kick around bread – which is sacred, just like the sacred earth which bears it and the sacred hands which grow it. Kids today are very idle. They are not given any chores. But we were already working from the time we could walk, and turned out to be good people! 
