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Holodomor… Surviving an Unforgettable Tragedy 

Tamara.  Why did she die? 

I watched nervously as they lowered Tamara down into the gravesite, a giant ditch, with bodies piled on top of one another. I cried.  I swore at God, angrily asking him why my sister had to go.  Why she had to die. I nibbled at my fingers, my cheeks and eyes were swollen from tears, I hadn’t eaten in days, I was terrified. 

So many things ran across my mind, why is this happening, why there are fields, and fields of grain ready to be plowed my village peasants, and yet, my mother must hide even a crumb of bread to share with the rest of the hungry family. I knelt down, and prayed with all my heart, that this will be the last death in my family, but God did not hear my cries, and my prayers were not answered. 

This is the story of my life in a small village in Eastern Ukraine during the years 1932 - 1933. 

No Food on the Table

Hours…days…weeks passed, but still no food on the table. All day, my little sisters and brothers moaned and groaned non-stop. My older sister, Tamara, knew how to calm them, since mother was at work in the fields, but Tamara was not with us, so I had to deal with them. 

On occasional days, my mother would bring in a handful of grain she stole from the field, but she was extra careful this time, because the last time my mother attempted this, a soldier beat my mother badly, and warned her not to repeat her “illegal act of stealing from the Russian government”. 

We shared whatever there was. My mother was the main provider of the family, since my father died in the hands of Russian soldiers for failing to abide by their law when I was a baby. My mother only talks about Yoseph, my father, very briefly. Every time she is reminded of him, she curses the soldiers and the Soviet government. 

My stomach groans without end, my mother says my brothers, sisters and I look like sticks. We havn’t eaten a single thing for almost three days. 

The Unthinkable

One morning, I woke up to a loud shriek from my little sister, Olga. I ran to the room as fast as I could. What I saw when I got there, was the unthinkable. My little brother, Yaroslav, was sitting on the floor, gnawing at the hand of my dead sister. I would have never thought that my thin-as- a- stick brother would ever resort to cannibalism.  I snatched my sister’s limp hand from the hungry jaws of my brother, and began to yell. My siblings yelled after me, and the one peaceful home, was complete chaos. 

I cried for hours, waiting for the arrival of my mother. After waiting for what seemed liked centuries for my mother to come home from working in the fields, I ran out of the door with my red cheeks burning from tears, searching frantically for my mother. After an hour, I finally gave up my search, and went home. 

Mother’s Gone

As I walked down the dirt road, I saw a figure lying on the ground. I cautiously approached it, just out of curiosity. I gasped and nearly fainted. It was my mother’s dead body, with blood leaking from the chest! After seeing grains of wheat scattered in her palm, I knew exactly what had happened. I said goodbye to my mother, kissed her cold cheek, closed my eyes, said a prayer, and began my way back home.  I would have cried, but my body had no more water to spare for even a teardrop. 

The next morning, I calmly explained what had happened to our mother to my hungry siblings, on our way to the “big body ditch”, as my mom used to call it. We saw the body of my mother, my sister and many others, being carried on a wagon to cemetery. I cried for most of the day, without realizing, I was now the caretaker of my two remaining siblings, Yaroslav and Vika. 

Going it Alone

However, my two siblings didn’t need much care, dying only two days from the time we buried my beloved mother and sister. I was left alone, only with the faces of my deceased family members in my mind to comfort me. I prayed to my mother and God every day for guidance. 

I lived on nuts and berries, and an occasional gift of meat I would find on the lifeless streets from a dead cow, dog, or cat. Somehow, as God allowed it, I lived another year. 

Never Forget

Finally, at the end of the year 1934, the Great Famine ended. Food came pouring in, as if a gift from the heavens. I strongly believe my faith pulled me through these harsh times. My story has somewhat of a successful conclusion, given the fact that I survived the Holodomor, but many other stories will not be told. 
I only ask that my story never be forgotten, and that this massive killing is remembered for ages on end.  Hopefully, the living memory will prevent another tragedy.

