Letter from Hanna Banakh to Volodymyr Maniak, ca 17 December 1988.

Regarding events in Onyshky, Orzhytsia raion, Poltava oblast
****
December 1988
This is written as a memoir [by a woman] from the village of Zavaliv of the Ternopil oblast, [and is relevant] inasmuch as I was born in 1919 in the village  of Opishky, Orzhytsia raion, Poltava oblast  just as my father returned from the war in the midst of butchery. [As I was came to learn], there were raids by the “Denky” [Denikinites], by Petliura’s men, and Makhno’s, and so on – there were six or seven “parties” making raids. My father hid, and the raiders beat my mother and my grandfather. After that, things calmed down a bit. 1930 arrived, and things started up again. Some officers rode into the village, poundmen killed our dogs, and they began to deport kulaks, to where I don’t know because I was young. And so, collectivization was set in motion. 

My mother was driven to a village corner council [i.e. was arrested], while my father went off with some other men far off in the Kuban to earn money so we would have something to eat. We were left at home with not a grain to eat — three children with myself the oldest. I was born in 1919, [my other two siblings] in 1920 and 1922, that’s three children. 

[Upon her release] my mother went to work hungry, and we were left at home hungry. From every house children would go into the meadows, or into the so-called groves, to graze. We would gather sorrel and salsify like sheep in the grass and sleep out there because we would be too weak to make it home.
 There was a forest not far from our village. My brothers and I would creep up to its fringes where linden grew to pull off branches and leaves and eat them. We knew that the linden tree was medicinal – its shoots were medicinal. We saw how people would boil or steam them and then apply them to wounds to make them heal. 
One time my brothers and I came home and found that Mother wasn’t there, so we went to the neighbour’s – an old woman – and asked “Where’s mother?,” and the woman said “At a meeting.” So I went back to our house with my brothers. We walk in, and no Mother, but there were five of “the authorized” sitting around our table, including the head of the village Yaremenko. [The latter] was a Party member, while the others were strangers from Russia. They said “The villages are full [of grain] and we’ve been sent to collect it.” And so with long pikes they set about searching for it. 
I asked “Where’s my mother?” and one of “the authorized” said [in Russian] “And who is your mother?” I replied, “Mariia Tarasenko,” to which he said, “Come closer.” I came up to him and he asked “Tell us, girl, do you have grain?” My brothers started crying “We want our mother!,” and this man says “We locked your mother in the basement because you won’t give us your grain. We’ll let her out when you give it to us.” And my brothers kept on crying, but now “We want to eat!” and this commissar says “And what do you eat?,” so I tell him “We eat linden leaves and sorrel,” so he says “Now we’ll let your mother out,” and they unlocked the trapdoor to the basement — where it was very cold — and Mother lay there, all frozen up. We had just barely managed to get home in time [to save her].
After that, we stayed nearer to the village sheds to rely on what Mother could cook for us. Once I ground up some linden into a floury pap in our pestle together with corn cobs, and out of that Mother baked some pasty pancakes. This man, he comes back into our house and sees us eating, then he walks out, gets an axe from a neighbour, and sets out to chop up our pestle. But I sat on it so he wouldn’t, and my brothers started wailing. So they took Mother away again “to a meeting” and kept her for 3 days, while we children were left alone at home.
In a word, these memories come back to me as if in a dream. Even today I still see what that Party did to the peasantry.

Spring came. Things got still worse from 1932 into 1933. My mother was driven to work but she had no strength left. She had not swelled up, but she got very thin. She worried terribly that Father was off somewhere far away and we would all die [before he got back]. Mother would wander out into the steppe to weed around the pumpkins and melons. 
Some of the wheat was turning to chaff already, but some of the ears were filled with sweet wheat. Just then the rains came, so weeding was very wet work. We little ones fled back to the house, but Mother and her neighbour walked through the wheatfield very slowly and tore off some ears, pinching out the grains, because they were very hungry, when up rides this mounted patrolman on a horse with a rifle and began striking them with the butt. The neighbour was healthier, so she managed to crawl back to the village on all fours, but Mother lay there where she’d been beaten down with the ear of grain grasped firmly in her hand. She was out in the field until evening began to fall, and this damaged her lungs so she began to bleed from the nose and mouth and by that night she was dead.
We had been waiting for Mother and when she did not come I went to the neighbour and asked “Where’s Mama?” and she told me that they’d both been beaten by a patrolman and that Mother had probably died. I ran to the brigadier and told him such and such and “Go fetch my mother!” and he said “Soon we’ll be going out to gather up the dead in the village and in the fields, so we’ll pick your mother up along the way.” And so I got onto the cart with him and we drove out. [We found] my mother with the blood that had poured out of her nose and mouth and holding on to that ear of grain. And so they threw Mother into a pit. There were 18 people in the pit.
And so every day the brigadier detailed four men to dig a pit, and in the evening they would gather up the dead. They fell like flies.

We three were left alone and terrified because [we had heard that] people would come by and strangle children and rob the homes and then eat the children. We were kept safe by my uncle — my father’s brother — and so we survived until our father arrived with bread and potatoes. But all the same by that time Mother was gone. This was 1933 — the most terrible year.

Later this patrolman was brought to trial. People began screaming that he had murdered many people. His name was Zimenko, a Party member.
I was left orphaned without a mother, my 2 brothers too. Then came the war, and my brothers went off to war. My father was conscripted to fight in yet another war, this one against the Germans and was wounded, so he lay in bed for 15 years after that. One of my brothers was killed in Murmansk.

I married a westerner [a western Ukrainian] in ‘45 and came here. I had many children and was given a medal and a booklet. I have been ill since 1956 and have been left with nothing – no pension either. I raised five children. And so I was fated to live in a strange land. My children have dispersed, they are all married. All of them left, except one daughter, whom I asked to come and live in Zavaliv. My husband and I bought her a house near ours so she could help us because I’ve been ill for so long. And so she came here to live after she’d worked diligently as a superintendent in Mykolaiv oblast.
And so we called our whole family here to suffer still more misery because of us. The same Party [that was in power] in 1933 is still here. They’ve forbidden us to build a shed. Our neighbours and the executive of the village council even imposed fines on us. What kind of justice is it to prevent someone from living in their own yard and to build [what one wants]? [So it is with] these western Ukrainians.
Decide whether my writings are good, or whether they are accurate, and let me know whether you have received this letter.  You can also forward my writings to an editorial board, to the executive of our village council,and to the district land department.

They put it under guard and forbade me to do things and imposed a 40 ruble fine on me. Meantime, my daughter works every day at a ceramic slate factory, and my son-in-law is a forester. And so it is everywhere, and was once, and still is, that those who don’t work laugh at those who do work and live in poverty. There are many of these in the village.

I have already lived here for 50 years, and I want you to help my daughter Shavia, Stefaniia V. so she can build a shed in her yard, the yard I bought her, so that she can look after us old and ill parents. She has no right to do anything on her own property. Our own people are harming their fellow villagers.

Please publish this in the newspaper. There are many do-nothings who build without an architect, without plans, these village rulers. Please [write about this in the annual chronicle or the district newspaper.

Write back to tell me whether I recalled things accurate about 32-33 – it all happened in front of my eyes. If you need something else from me, then I will think about it, and describe from many years past the entire history of my life and [the life] of my fellow villagers.

And orphans were gathered up to live without parents and without relatives in asylums until the war, and after they dispersed who knows where.

This is what I know about those years, 1933, and up to 1930, or rather, more accurately, from 1930 to 1933.

Banakh, H. Ya.
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