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HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION
by

JAMES E. MACE

Harvard University

‘THE GREAT FAMINE of 1932-33 is unique in the annals of
human history in that it was wrought neither by some natural
calamity nor even by the unintentional devastation created by
warring armies. It was an act of policy, carried out for political
ends in peacetime. It was deliberately man-made. It was an ex-
ample of what the Nuremburg Trials would later call “crimes
against humanity.”” Evidence later uncovered shows that it was
geographically focused, so that it would dwy certain
regions, inhabited by national and proto-national groups which
Stalin wished to néﬁti‘allze It was an example of that worst of
all crimes against humanity, genocide.

'The Great Famine is unique for yet another reason. Like all
genocides; its existence was (and still is) denied by those who
were responsible. But in this case, attempts of denial were car-
ried out with such success that those who, like Dr. Ewald
Ammende, knew the truth and committed themselves to
publicizing it, were ultimately unsuccessful. Information about
the Famine faded from public consciousness so completely, that
even scholars have only recently begun to study it.! The
Famine, therefore, represents that most successful attemp kI: by
the perpetrators of an act of genocide to deny their actions. It is
as if Hitler had won the war and the world remembered only
Theresienstadt, the ‘“model camp’” where the Nazis showed for-
eign observers what purported to be a wellregulated and
humanely administered autonomous Jewish community, while
the atrocities of Auschwitz and Treblinka remained closely
guarded secrets.

When an event of this magnitude fades from the public con-
sciousness, it is important to outline the information we have

'A notable exception is the ground-breaking article by Dana Dalrym-
ple, “The Soviet Famine of 1932-34,” in Soviet Studies (January 1964),
pp. 250-284, and (April 1965), pp. 471-474. A number of valuable
studies by Ukrainian scholars predate Dalrymple’s work, but these
y_e;_e_cgmpk:l:_e“nored in the field of Soviet studies and by the non- non-
Ukrainian public in the West.

N ——




iv HISTORICAL INTRODUCTION

about it and, likewise, it is necessary to describe the sources of
our knowledge.

Witnesses to an event that took place over half a century ago
naturally become less numerous with each passing year, but a
substantial number of Famine survivors did manage to escape
to the West in the 1940s and a significant group of them are
still with us in North America. Their recorded recollections
largely corroborate the earlier findings of Dr. Ammende.

Present-day scholarship is particularly indebted to those who
took part in organizations such as the Democratic Organization
of Ukrainians Formerly Repressed by the Soviets (DOBRUS) in
the United States and to the Association of Ukrainian Victims
of Russian Communist Terror (SUZERO) in Canada, which
jointly published in English two volumes of materials on the
Famine and the simultaneous destruction of Ukrainian national
life in the Soviet Union,? as well as to those individuals who
published collected or individual testimonies.?

The Harvard University Refugee Interview Project also col-
lected oral testimonies from former inhabitants of the Soviet
Union, including the accounts of Famine survivors. However,
due to an evident lack of interest on the part of the Project’s
American sponsors it was prevented from collecting as much
Famine-related material as was available.*

We are also fortunate to have some accounts by individuals
who were associated in one way or another with the Soviet
government which extracted the means of subsistence from the
countryside, the testimony and published accounts by Victor

*The Black Deeds of the Kremlin: A White Book (Toronto/Detroit:
1953-1955), 2 vols.

3Cf. especially Olexa Woropay, The Ninth Circle (Cambridge: 1983
reprint); Dmytro Solovey, The Golgotha of Ukraine (New York: 1953);
M. Verbytsky, ed., Naybilshy zlochyn Kremlya (London: 1951); Yury
Semenko, ed., Holod 1933 v Ukraini (Munich: 1963); Pavlo Makohen,
Witness (Toronto: 1983).

‘A number of interview transcripts indicate that in the later stages of
the project the interviewer would often stop recording when the person
being interviewed came to the Famine in the course of the life-history
interview. The project directors may well have felt that so many
respondents had already told about the Famine that additional informa-
tion would not advance the Project’s primary goal of gathering in-
telligence.
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Kravchenko and Lev Kopelev being the most revealing in this
respect.® ‘Nikita Khrushchev, who was not in Ukraine at the
time of the Famine, recalled how Anastas Mikoyan told him of
the protests of a high-ranking Ukrainian Communist official
against the policies which created the Famine.®

A number of persons who claimed to have unofficial sources
of information within the Soviet officialdom indicated that an
estimate of ten or eleven million dead from the Famine cir-
culated within the Soviet Union.” No one will ever really know,
since the prohibitions against unrégistered burials, which alone
could have enabled the Soviet government to keep an accurate
tally of deaths, were widely ignored.® The geography of the
Famine, the tracing of which has been made possible through
examining the age structure of rural women by oblast in the
1959 census, indicates massive starvation throughout what was
then Soviet Ukraine, the largely Cossack Don and Kuban
regions, and to a lesser extent, In “the Volga Basin. Along the
border with Belorussia and Russia proper, the Famine stopped.
This shows that, contrary to Dr. Ammende’s belief, the Famine
was geographically focused.® A comparison of the number of
Ukrainians given in the 1926 and 1939 Soviet censuses shows a
declines of 3.1 million, and if the natural rate of population

5Victor Kravchenko, I Chose Freedom: The Personal and Political Life
of a Soviet Official (New York: 1946); Lev Kopelev, The Education of a
True Believer (New York: 1980).

#“‘Mikoyan told me that Comrade Demchenko, who was then First
Secretary of the Kiev Regional Committee, once came to see him in
Moscow. Here’'s what Demchenko said: ‘Anastas Ivanovich, does Com-
rade Stalin——for that matter, does anyone in the Politburo——know
what’s happening in the Ukraine? If not, I'll give you some idea. A
train recently pulled into Kiev loaded with the corpses of people who
had starved to death. It picked up corpses all the way from Poltava to
Kiev. ..’.” Nikita Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers (Boston: 1970),
p. 74.

'Cf.,, for example, The New York American (August 18, 1935); John
Kolasky, Two Years in Soviet Ukraine: A Canadian’s Personal Account
of Russian Oppression and Growing Opposition (Toronto: 1970), p. 111.

!A number of eyewitnesses mention this in the files of the Harvard
University Refugee Interview Project, currently housed in the Russian
Research Center of Harvard University.

Maksudov, ‘“Geografiya goloda 1933 goda,” in SSSR: Vnutreniye
protivorechiya, 1983 (No. 7), pp. 16-17.
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growth for the early 1930s is factored in, we arrive at an estim-
ate of over seven million Ukrainians having died in the
Famine.!® This is, admittedly, only a ‘‘ballpark estimate,” but it
is as accurate a figure as we are likely to get.!! If we include
non-Ukrainian victims, the estimate of ten or eleven million
Famine dead seems unlikely to be far from the mark.

Today there is little dispute about the immediate cause of the
Famine: excessive grain procurements applied in a discretionary
fashion against selected territories inhabited by Ukrainians,
Cossacks, and the Germans and Tatars of the Volga Basin.
These peoples were considered ‘‘suspect’’ by Stalin for a number
of reasons which dated to the wars of the Russian Revolution,
when they fought against the Bolsheviks with particular vigor
and determination.

'"The natural rate of population growth in the Ukrainian SSR in the
years immediately before the Famine are as follows: 2.25% in 1927,
2.15% in 1928, 1.77% in 1929, 1.56% in 1930, 1.45% in 1931. From
these rates we may compute that there were 34,165,000 Ukrainians in
the Soviet Union on the eve of the Famine. If we subtract 250,000 vic-
tims of dekulakization and other repressions, the figure becomes
33,915,000 Ukrainians in 1932, a conservative figure because Ukrain-
ians tended to be concentrated in the countryside where the natural
rate of population growth was always somewhat higher than in the
republic as a whole. Since there was a blackout on population statistics
after 1932, undoubtedly because of the Famine, we can only project
back from the average rate of natural population growth observed in
the late 1950s, 1.39% annually, to assume 26,211,000 million Ukrain-
ians in 1934, plus 250,000 victims of repressions, making the 1934
figure 26,461,000. Assuming no births in 1932-33, we calculate the pro-
bable number of Ukrainian Famine victims as:

33,915,000

-26,461,000

7,454,000
""This figure might be further lowered by the fact that some persons
who were counted as Ukrainians in 1926 were grouped with Russians in
1939. On the other hand, it might be raised because the 1939 census
figures were almost certainly inflated, since the officials in charge of
the 1937 census (which was never published) were executed when it was
alleged that they had engaged in a plot to discredif Soviet policies by
deliberately undercounting the population. If census officials were shot
for not finding enough people in 1937, it is reasonable to assume that
their successors made every attempt to prevent any perception of

similar shortcomings in the 1939 census.
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There is little doubt that the Famine was most severe in
Ukraine, and if we are to understand why it happened, we must
understand political developments in Ukraine. The Ukrainians
established their own independent socialist state which manag-
ed to survive as a territorial entity until 1921 and whose sup-
porters continued to carry on an armed guerrilla struggle for
some years thereafter. In 1923 the Soviet authorities announced
a policy of Ukrainization designed to endow the Soviet Ukrain-
ian state with an aura of national legitimacy by means of efforts
to sponsor Ukrainian cultural activities;-recruit Ukrainians into
the Communist Party and state apparatus, and to teach the
Ukrainian language to Russian communists and state
employees. Ukrainization legitimized not only cultural activities
but also a measure of national consciousness and self-assertion
within the Communist Party (bolshevik) of Ukrainek On the one
hand, a large number of former members and associates of the
Ukrainian Peoples Republic, including its head of state,
Mykhailo Hrushevsky, returned to take advantage of the oppor-
tunities, which official sponsorship offered, to conduct scholarly
and literary work, thereby providing the Soviet state with the
implicit threat of a physically present alternative national
leadership. On the other hand, newly prominent Ukrainian Com-
munists began to assert what they saw as Ukrainian national-
political rights.!? ;In this sense, Soviet Ukraine before the
Famine was not urlike what Poland would become after the
death of Stalin: it was that part of the larger Russian-centered
entity that was most conscious of its national distinctiveness,
most assertive of its rights, jealous of its prerogatives, and least
willing to follow Moscow’s lead in arranging its internal order.

At the end of the 1920s Soviet Ukraine possessed a distinct
national communist regime in which the leading figure was the
Commissar of Education, Mykola Skrypnyk. The early 1930s
brought a protracted campaign to topple him from power, to
discredit any manifestation of Ukrainian cultural identity, and
to ban the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church. Grain
quotas were applied to Ukraine and the Cossack areas in a clear-

'?The problem of national self-assertion in Soviet Ukraine during the
years leading up to the Famine has been treated in my Communism
and the Dilemmas of National Liberation: National Communism in
Soviet Ukraine, 1918-1933 (Cambridge: 1983).
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ly discriminatory fashion, such that they were obliged to deliver
to the state amounts of grain far, out of proportion to their
share of the total Soviet harvest ThlS, and the fact that this
famine stopped precisely at the “border with Russia and Belo-
russia proper, indicate that the Famine was due not, as Am-
mende believed, to a general collapse of the collective farm sys-
tem, but that it was eliberately focused against certain areas
‘observers to percelve a link between the’_Egrinne and the Soviet
nationalities policy.| But he was wrong in viewing the struggle
‘against—the nationalifies as a consequence of the Famine. The
struggle against the nationalities began before the Famine, and
much evidence suggests that it was the Famine which was the
concommitant of this struggle.

As one recent study has pointed out, Ewald Ammende work-
ed ‘“‘almost singlehandedly to draw public attention to the
Famine.””!* An ethnic German born in what were at the time the
Baltic provinces of the Russian Empire, he grew up with a
special sensitivity for the national diversity in the territories
between the ethnic homelands of the Russian and German na-
tions.

After briefly working for the independent government of
Estonia in 1919, he left the country of his birth to take part in
the work to aid victims of the Soviet famine of 1921-22, which
followed the wars of the Russian Revolution as the result of
rural devastation, inclement weather, and the ruthless procure-
ment policies carried out by Lenin's government. Later he
became Secretary-General of the KEuropean Congress of
Nationalities, a body which had the unenviable task of oversee-
ing the observance — or, more accurately, the lack of obser-
vance — of postwar treaty obligations to protect the rights of
Europe’s numerous national minorities.

In 1933, as word of famine in Ukraine, the North Caucasus,
and among the Volga Germans, began to reach the outside
world, Ammende was drawn into the work of trying to save
lives, despite the denial of the Soviet government that lives

3See my ‘‘Famine and Nationalism in Soviet Ukraine,” in Problems
of Communism (May-June 1984), pp. 37-50.

“Marco Carynnyk, ‘“The Famine the ‘Times’ Couldn’t Find,” in Com-
mentary (November 1983), p. 39.
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were being lost. In September 1933, as the Famine was coming
to an end, Cardinal Innitzer of Vienna formed an interfaith relief
committee and named Ammende its General Secretary.

Strong Soviet denials of the Famine's existence impeded the
transmission of factual reports to the West. These delays meant
that news of mass starvation continued to be received long after
the starvation itself had ended. Additionally, there was the fact
that the new order of collectivization had produced more or less
permanent impoverishment of the countryside throughout the
USSR.

Although the situation was less horrifying after 1933, the

need for humanitarian relief measures remained a pressing reali-
ty through out the 1930s. Various groups with relatives outside
the areas truly devastated by famine also received news of their
co-nationals’ grinding poverty, and made every effort to demon-
strate that their peoples were no less deserving of aid than
others. All this affected Ammende’s treatment of the problems
described in his book.
" It might be said that Ammende called for aid to the hungry
only after the Famine came to an end and in areas where the
situation was less severe than it had been in Ukraine and the
Cossack lands in 1933. The fact is that, while there were no
mass graves for the starved in places like Belorussia and
Russia, or even in Ukraine by 1934, there was still hunger. And
if blurring the distinction between what happened in 1933 and
what followed it, what happened in Ukraine and outside of it,
could have fed one hungry child, focusing on the fact that
children still needed to be fed was the only humanitarian and
humane thing to do.

Ewald Ammende wrote for the needy of his day, not for the
historians of ours. His work is a testimony not only to the
tragedy that he was powerless to stop, but of the energy, the
dedication, and the determination of one man to speak the truth
and to try to arouse the world to a crime that will forever re-
main a blot on the historical record of humanity.

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS
JULY, 1984
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INTRODUCTION

BY
Tae RIGHT HONOURABLE LORD DICKINSON, K.B.E., P.C.

I ESTEEM it an honour to be invited to write an introduction to
this book. Before the Great War I did not know Dr. Ewald
Ammende; but soon after its close we found ourselves working
together on behalf of the racial and religious minorities, and
I then learned to know and respect the singleness of purpose
and wide sympathy which have enabled him to become an
unknown friend of millions of people.

The war had claimed its dead and wounded; but that
was not all. It had left an aftermath of destitute folk deprived
of their homes, driven into foreign lands, or placed under
new rulers. And multitudes were actually starved to death in
the years that followed that terrific cataclysm.

Dr. Ammende, hailing from the Baltic Provinces of Russia
and knowing well the conditions in Eastern Europe, threw
himself into the task of rescuing these helpless people. With
great skill he brought representatives of the “Minorities’ into
conferences whence it became possible to issue to the Govern-
ments and the League of Nations appeals for justice and toler-
ance. He thus became an effective advocate of the cause of
minorities all over Europe.

Later on he extended his sympathy to the toiling masses of
Soviet Russia, where poor harvests and incompetent admini-
strators had brought famine into thousands of homes. Mainly
by his efforts funds were raised and relief was organized on
broad international lines. It is right that the Russian people
should learn to whom they are indebted.

Dr. Ammende has died, a victim to his own unceasing
activity. He has lived and died for others, and the world is
the richer by the example of his life and of his death.






PREFACE

For the last fifteen years the author has championed this view
—that the rendering of assistance to those inhabitants of
Russia who are in danger of death from hunger or malnutrition
is a problem which concerns the whole of civilized mankind
and does not depend on political factors. Nor ought it to be
affected by the views held with regard to the Communist
experiment within the Soviet State, or by the achievements
which characterize one department or another of Russian life.

As early as November 1920 I published a description of
the situation in the former capital, St. Petersburg, where the
population was suffering from famine, coupled with an appeal
for help. In the spring of 1921, on returning from a long stay
in Russia, I was one of the first to raise my voice and to point
out, on the strength of personal observation, that millions of
people in the Volga basin were in danger ¢f famine.

Later, when the extermination of the so-called kulaks began
in Russia, I wrote to the press, and for the last two years, as
Honorary Secretary of the “Interconfessional and Inter-
national Vienna Relief Committee for the Russian Famine
Areas,” I have been trying to solve the problem of how to
bring to the attention of the world the position of millions
of innocent people who have been dying in vast numbers since
the collectivization of agriculture began. The aim of this book:
1s to make the truth known despite all obstacles, in order that
adequate relief may be rendered.

How does it come about that I have been dealing with this
question for so long a time? This question must be answered
in detail, since anyone attacking the question of the famine
and the mortality it has caused during the last few years runs
the risk of aspersion and denunciation, or at any rate is felt
to be a disturber of the peace by many who are pursuing
political and economic aims.
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I must therefore ask leave, before entering on my theme
proper, to give a brief account of myself and my activities in
this question.

By good fortune I was able, in my student days, to visit
almost every part of the vast Russian Empire, of which I was
a national until the republic of Estonia was founded. In 1913 a
journey of investigation took me into certain parts of the basins
of the Volga and the Kama, where I had, in connection with a
scientific thesis on which I was working, to study the position
of the peasants as producers in the Russian grain trade. During
this journey I had to cover hundreds of miles by sleigh in
winter and by river in summer—for even to-day there are
hardly any railways east of the Volga. This journey was a
veritable revelation.

The impression which I formed at that time in the villages
of East Russia, in the provincial towns and in the great centres
along the Volga, through immediate contact with the peasants,
the boatmen, and the merchants, who owned dozens of vessels
and an extensive system of branches on the various rivers, may
be summed up thus. At that time two different worlds stood
face to face: a socially and economically privileged class, and a
mass of peasants living in economic distress and in primitive
conditions. Even at that time the Russian export of grain was
in many districts not so much the result of abundance as of the
distress of the producers, who were compelled to sell their
crops—in part even in so far as they needed them for their own
requirements—to cover taxes, debts, and purchases of vodka.
Frequently enough—a fact worth stressing as typical of the
disastrous effects of the State vodka monopoly of that time—
the only sign of the State’s activity in the remote Russian
villages consisted in the State drinking shops with the eagle
over the entrance and the drunken peasants round it. Despite
the appearance of order, the entire country was in the midst
of a severe crisis, which not even Stolypin’s reforms could
overcome. The revenues of the State consisted almost wholly
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of the contributions drawn from the peasants’ meagre harvests.
To that extent there is a resemblance between past and present.
But the importance to the State of the vodka monopoly and of
the indirect taxes is nothing like that of the exactions of grain
to-day. At that time the mass of the population could despite
everything hold its own without being actually threatened by
death from starvation, and if occasional droughts led to a
failure of the harvest the deficiency could be made good by
bringing grain from elsewhere.

Then came the war, followed by the revolution. The vast
empire collapsed. In 1918 Bolshevism came into power, and
with it a new and fascinating idea. Equality and freedom were
to triumph. There was to be an end to the rigours of the old
regime, to the vodka monopoly and to the gulf between the
upper class and the peasants.

Once again circumstance sent me on my travels—before
the war was at an end—as plenipotentiary of my own native
province of Livonia, and later of Estonia. I visited extensive
areas of Russia, especially in the south, to negotiate for my
country supplies of important foodstuffs from the east and
the south. After the formation of an independent Ukrainian
republic under the Hetman Skoropadsky, it was my task to
negotiate with the Ukrainian Government at Kiev on behalf of
Estonia and Latvia for the supply of grain and sugar from the
Ukraine in exchange for Baltic produce. After 1917 I was also
in a position to watch the growth of the Ukrainian nationalist
movement during the time of the Rada, of Skoropadsky and
at the beginning of Petlura’s rule.

The winter of 1920 was a terrible time of suffering for many
regions and cities of the former realm of the Tsars, especially
tor the former capital, Petrograd, now called Leningrad. At
that time the economic convulsions and the breakdown of
communications rendered the famine most acute. When I
returned home (where, as part proprietor of the Rigasche
Rundschau, the leading German paper in the Baltic provinces,
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I was also active as a journalist), I found a stream of people
fleeing from Russia. In a state of mental and physical collapse,
with hollow cheeks and wearing the indescribable dull look
which even to-day is peculiar to refugees from Russia who are
fleeing from the famine, they were returning to their old home.
Their accounts of events in the “starving city” of Petrograd
were terrible, and it was certain that in the absence of rapid
help the lives of thousands would be imperilled.

Silence here was out of the question, especially for those who
felt themselves linked to the population of the former capital.
On November 13, 1920, the Rigasche Rundschau published an
account of the situation of the inhabitants of Petrograd,
written by myself, in which I appealed for help. In Riga and
abroad this account attracted a good deal of attention (it was
printed in the press of many countries). I published soon after
in the Rigasche Rundschau another article headed ‘“Relief for
Petrograd,” containing concrete suggestions for giving rapid
assistance to the population with the co-operation of the Soviet
Government. The readiness of the people of Riga to help now
manifested itself: the Red Cross and the Churches became
active. Within a few days an interconfessional committee was
formed, consisting of members of the various nationalities and
denominations. ,

But it soon appeared that local endeavours would, despite
all efforts, be inadequate to the task. This was a few weeks before
the first League of Nations Assembly at Geneva, and it was
natural that all concerned should turn their eyes to that city.
Surely it might be hoped that the new organization, which
was meant for the first time to unite the different states for
purposes of common action in accordance with higher prin-
ciples, might offer support or even solve the problem. A few
shiploads would have sufficed to bring relief to the people
starving in Petrograd.

Thus it came about that I went to Geneva about Christmas
1920 as representative of the Riga Relief Committee, con-



PREFACE 13

fidently hoping that Geneva would enable the good work to
become a reality. This hope was not so much the result of an
overestimate of the task and achievements of the new Geneva
organization as of a belief that I might be able to interest a
man of unique qualities, who was attending the session, in
the work of relief. This man, whose beneficent activities had
been known to the entire world for decades, was Fritjof
Nansen. It was he whom I wished to interest. A few days
before Christmas I had an opportunity of talking to Nansen at
the Hotel Métropole, where he was staying at the time. He
immediately approved of the idea of relief for Petrograd; but
he did not conceal the difficulties. What distressed him most
was that the public conscience had become dulled in the post-
war period and did not favour fresh relief action. He considered
success possible only if the International Red Cross Committee
and an influential official of it, competent to deal with the
question, were to support my endeavours.

I went to the Committee without delay. But the conversation
with the official, whom Nansen recommended to me, was one
of the greatest disappointments of my life. He argued that
the public interest ought not be distracted by new relief
activities from those which had already been taken in hand.
I must confess that the argument that the setting up of any
relief organization would represent a kind of competition with
relief action already being undertaken made the most profound
impression on me. The Red Cross official raised other objec-
tions, and allowed me to understand that despite Nansen’s
interest the International Committee could not participate in
the w