
Ukraine: Famine - Survivors Recall The Horrors Of 1933 (Part 2)   

The month of May this year marks the 70th anniversary of the height of a devastating famine 
deliberately engineered by Soviet leader Josef Stalin that claimed at least five million lives in Ukraine and 
around two million in the North Caucasus and elsewhere. RFE/RL correspondent Askold Krushelnycky speaks 
to survivors about their memories of that devastating time.  

  

Oleksa Sonipul was 10 in 1933 and lived in a village in northern Ukraine. She said by the beginning of that 
year, famine was so widespread people had been reduced to eating grass, tree bark, roots, berries, frogs, 
birds, and even earthworms.  

Desperate hunger drove people to sell off all of their possessions for any food they could find. At night, an 
eerie silence fell over the village, where all the livestock and chickens had long since been killed for food and 
exhausted villagers went to bed early.   

But Communist requisition brigades looking to fulfill the impossibly high grain quotas continued to search even 
those villages where inhabitants were already dying from starvation. They used metal poles to probe the 
ground and potential hiding places where they suspected grain could be hidden.  

Some of the brigade members, fueled by Soviet hate campaigns against the peasants, acted without mercy, 
taking away the last crumbs of food from starving families knowing they were condemning even small children 
to death. Any peasant who resisted was shot. Rape and robbery also took place. 

As food ran out in the villages, thousands of desperate people trekked to beg for food in towns and cities. Food 
was available in cities, although strictly controlled through ration coupons. But residents were forbidden to help 
the starving peasants and doctors were not allowed to aid the skeletal villagers, who were left to die on the 
streets. 

The scene Burtianski described was repeated in towns and cities all over Ukraine. In the countryside, entire 
villages were being wiped out. The hunger drove many people to desperation and madness. Many instances of 
cannibalism were recorded, with people living off the remains of other starvation victims or in some instances 
resorting to murder. Most peasant families had five or six children, and some mothers killed their weakest 
children in order to feed the others.  

Burtianski said at one point, he avoided buying meat from a vendor because he suspected it was human flesh. 
When the authorities heard about the incident, he was forced to attend the trial of a man and his two sons who 
were suspected of murdering people for food. Burtianski says during the trial one of the sons admitted in 
chilling terms to eating the flesh of his own mother, who had died of starvation.   

"He said, 'Thank you to Father Stalin for depriving us of food. Our mother died of hunger and we ate her, our 
own dead mother. And after our mother we did not take pity on anyone. We would not have spared Stalin 
himself.'"  

Not all authorities were untouched by the tragedy. Some of the Communist activists and officials supervising 
the grain expropriation were horrified at what they saw and protested to their superiors or tried to provide food 
for the starving villagers. For their efforts, they were executed.  

For scores of senior Ukrainian Communists, the famine and Stalin's attack on the Ukrainian cultural revival 
were cause for their final disillusionment with the ideology they had served. Many of them committed suicide 
rather than face torture and show trials.   

 


