Context Note: Homeless children and children as victims

As famine conditions in Ukraine became ever more severe in the 1930s, the number of
homeless youth increased dramatically. Some starving parents from the countryside dropped
off their children in urban areas in the desperate hope that they would have a better chance of
survival there; perhaps they would be taken in by a kind stranger or an orphanage. Older
children sometimes left their dead or dying families in the villages of their own accord, also in
the hope of finding the means to stay alive in the city. Abandonment and runaways occurred
among urban families as well, although to a lesser extent.

The older children tended to band together, begging, scrounging for scraps, and stealing to
survive. Living and sleeping on the streets in unsanitary conditions, they were susceptible to
diseases, some fatal, carried by lice or caused by unclean drinking water. Prostitution was not
uncommon.

Officials in Kharkiv reported 9,000 children picked up off the streets in one week alone in May
of 1933. There was a severe lack of bedding, staff, and provisions in the overcrowded
orphanages, where the death rate was 30% and higher from disease and starvation. Conditions
were so appalling that more able-bodied children often escaped, preferring their chances of
survival on the street. Witnesses recalled children housed in railcars in unspeakable conditions,
a fact confirmed in official reports. As Whiting Williams described in his article, “My Journey
Through Famine-Stricken Russia,” some children were simply carted off to an open space in the
countryside where they were left to fend for themselves.
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