Letter from Lidiia Antonenko-Zhyrenko to Volodymyr Maniak, June 1989.

Regarding events in Nova Zburivka, Hola Prystan raion, Kherson oblast
****
Esteemed comrades!

I read in LU [Literaturna Ukraina] about the creation of a Book of Memory dedicated to the victims of the Famine of 1932-33.  This is a good and very necessary matter, and so I decided to write briefly about what became imprinted on the memory of a 7-year-old girl. My home place was the village of Nova Zburivka, Hola Prystan raion, Kherson oblast. This is the same Kherson which some are trying to rename as “Potemkin.” Was it really necessary to come up with this kind of idea? And what kind of ... had enough brains for it?
And so, I was 7 years old at the time, and thus there was much that I did not understand, so I will write only about what happened in the family. My father was an excellent carpenter, and worked in Kherson on construction projects. My eldest sister also lived in Kherson, working as a domestic. My other sister (also older than I), myself, and my mother lived in the village. I could not understand why there came to be nothing to eat at home. We ate weeds, bullrushes, water nuts, and pressings from mustard plants. So the latter would not be so bitter, Mom would soak them in water and then bake something out of them.
We forgot that things such as bread and potatoes existed on earth, let alone meat, milk, and other such things. We began to swell up. My middle sister was the first to die.
Once, Mom travelled to Kherson to see my father, but they missed each other along the way. My father came home in a completely weakened condition. He lay down on the stove-cot (this was May), and sent me to a neighbour, perhaps so that I would not see him die. When the neighbour and I returned to our house, my father was already dead. Mom arrived, also weak, in fact so weak she swayed in the wind, and buried my father. And so my mother and I were left alone. There was not a kopek, nor any food in the house. Mom was glad that at least her eldest daughter was not hungry at her employers’.

I don’t know where and by what means Mom got some barley and some more mustard pressings. She soaked the barley and placed it on the over hearth. She took the mustard pressings to the bazaar to sell, to buy if not bread then at least ten potatoes or so. But I was not to see my mother that day. She was thrown in the “cooler” as a speculator.
And yet, that day some people came by with some sort of metal bars, turned everything upside down (although there was nothing to be looked for), prodded the walls, took the clay pot of barley off the stove counter, and left. Mom returned the following evening.

We had no way to continue to live. Mom took me by the hand and we went from door to door, but nobody gave us anything because they had nothing themselves. It was only after we had lost all hope of finding any food that a family gave us a loaf of sweet white bread. In better years we not only had never eaten such bread, we had never seen any. It turns out that thousands swelled up from starvation, while some had their fill of sweet white bread?! Who were they, people such as these? Of course, this loaf of bread could not save us, and Mom died in July. I was left alone in my house with no prospects for survival.
My sister came, buried Mom, and took me to Kherson and placed me in an orphanage. In this orphanage, I came close to consigning my soul to God.  I contracted typhoid fever, and was placed in quarantine. There, lying several to a bed were sufferers of eczema, trachoma, dysentery, and typhus, and we were fed poorly. For example, those with typhoid were given borshch, sour bread with spikelets that was so hard you could beat it against paving stones.
Somehow, my sister came to see how I was doing and beheld a skeleton whose skin was covered with scabs and eyes filled with trachoma. She complained to her employer, Berestetsky, who was the head of the local GPU and the director of local orphanages. After that we were given clean bed sheets and white buns with butter and coffee with milk. I was taken to a central hospital.
And so it was that my sister and I survived: she, thanks to her work as a domestic for a family of a head of the GPU, and I in an orphanage.

When the war broke out, I worked in a sewing factory, sewing military uniforms. Later, together with the rest of the factory’s employees, I was evacuated to the city of Kostanai (in Kazakhstan). On 1 January 1942, I volunteered for the front. I was demobilized in August 1945. 
If my letter proves useful in some way, I will be glad.

Please forgive me. I thought this would be short, but it came out long.

Respectfully,

War Veteran Lidiia Antonenko-Zhyrenko

3437290 Donetsk oblast

Shakhtarsk

Naberezhna St. 5

