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The Famine in Ukraine
1932-1933

TANYA WOLYNEC
Mill Park

Tanya thinks she was born on 12 February 1924. She has never been certain 
because the family's documents were destroyed when she was young. She 
grew up in Hlynsk, about 200 kilometres from Kiev.

She recalls a normal childhood before 1932. Her parents were farmers, and 
Tanya went to school. She had four siblings.

On 6 January 1933, her father fled ahead of rumors that communist brigades 
were coming to the village. Just six months later, her father returned to find 
only Tanya and a sister had survived the starvation. Her mother and three 
siblings had perished. Her mother and a brother died on the same day.

Tanya spoke to The Age with help from her son-in-law, Michael Lawriwsky, 
but these are mostly her own words.

“They come to our places on 6 January 1933. Brigades, looking everywhere for 
things to take. My mother was making little pies and they took them, too - not 
even one left.

She hides beans in the stove because she thinks maybe they not look in there.
My father and mother had been hiding things in the back of where we are 
sleeping, thinking maybe they are not looking there. But they look exactly 
there, and they are finding, and they are so angry with us.

We knew they would be looking because we heard about other places cleaned 
out. There are five of us children, what would we be eating after? They 
wanted my father to come to collective (farms), but he doesn't want to.
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So on 6 January they come, first to my father's parents. And I heard my 
grandmother cry very loud - they living just across the road. And very 
impatient and very angry, and crying, my grandma. So we knew they are 
coming to our place, too, and we are shaking.

And my father said to my mother, ‘I have to go away’, because they are 
arresting people.

They took our cow, our calf, our pig. And my mother say, ‘Leave the cow, 
please leave the cow, because they are so little children. These children need 
their milk, what can I give to the children?'’

She cry, but they are absolutely not listening to my mother, they are pushing 
the cow to our gate, and my mother cries ‘no, no!’. And one man went like 
that (makes harsh punching motion) and my mother, she falls in the snow, 
long hair (makes motion of hair spread out on snow), and we (the children) 
looking from window and we cry, cry, so much crying.

Everything, absolutely everything they taking, just leaving emptiness. What 
are they thinking about? What kind of people do this to little children -
nothing left for the children?

We were very lucky we had hidden some potatoes outside in a hole, buried 
under the snow. These would last about three months, but only soup making.
Before Easter one of my sisters died already. And then little one, little Ivan, 
just 18 months old, he died. On July 11 my mother and the last brother, they 
died also.

My mother Khymka was already too ill to go and search for food. It was the 
morning on July 11 and she got out of bed to go outside. As she returned to 
the house she fell to the floor in the entry hall and couldn't get up.

What could I do? I was bloated and lethargic and didn't have strength to get 
her on her feet. I went to elderly neighbor, we called her Baba Halka, and 
asked her to come to our house. Together we placed my mother on a sheet 
and with great difficulty dragged her to a couch and placed her on it, laying 
on her side. I spoke to her, asking her how she felt, but she couldn't hear me.

Later that day I saw brother Hryhoriy laying on the stove. I could hear that 
his breath was faltering, like snoring. I knew he was dying then, because it 
was the same sound I had heard when I watched younger sister Sophia die 
months earlier.
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I scream and went off to my grandmother's house in tears. They were 
distraught. My mother's parents and uncle Levko (note: Levko Hnyda was 
arrested and killed in 1936) came to our house and wrapped my mother and 
brother in sheets and buried them in the yard, not far from the house. Not 
even a cross was put on their grave, through fear of persecution.

(This left Tanya and Anna. Tanya was sent to Austria in 1942 by the German 
occupying forces.)

My father had run away to Donbas and stayed there for the few months, until 
he got telegram from my uncle that mother had died, and children. Father 
had work there as a coal miner, and he knew what very hard life we were 
having so he had sent some money and parcel. But the postman never give it 
to us. So my father doesn't know what's happened. What is going on over 
there?”

(Tanya's father returned briefly at Easter, after two of his children had already 
died. A suitcase of provisions he was bringing home to help his family was 
stolen while he was sleeping on a wagon on which he had hitched a ride. He 
was pushed off the wagon. When he eventually got home again, Tanya's 
father and mother went out in the middle of the night to dig up a dead pig 
that had been buried with caustic soda, because it was diseased. They took the 
pig home and steamed it to try to detoxify the carcase. That is what they lived 
on for a few more months.)

“Everything is stolen. They take the fence and the shed, what are they 
thinking of? And I sit with my sister on front step, waiting for grandmother _ 
my mother's mother. My father's parents had died also from famine. 

When I lived without mother, it was a very hard life. For three years my 
father was not married. Then he married a woman who had also lost family, 
she lost husband and two children.”


