
D
uring the winter of 1932-33, the Soviet 
government sent brigades out to the 
Ukrainian countryside to get grain.   

Brigades were made up of local communist party 
officials, secret police, Twenty-Five Thousanders, 
members of the Red Army or Komsomol (the communist 
youth brigade).  Sometimes local villagers were forced 
to participate in the searches. Neta Loewen was forced 
to go once with a brigade and look in a neighbor's house 
for grain. “I never looked anywhere. I felt so embar-
rassed,” she said. Other times, starving peasants were 
promised food for their participation. A Poltava man 
remembered, “Of those who went with rods and 
searched for food, half died of hunger. They were 
promised they would get food if they searched for food. 
They received nothing.” 
 Requisitioning brigades demanded grain from each 
peasant household. If the family couldn't meet the 
demand, they could be fined, arrested, or executed. 
Sometimes their furniture was carried out of the house 
and auctioned off, to pay the fine.
 The activists searched peasant homes. Using rods 
with hooks on their ends, they poked holes in ceilings 
and walks, and prodded and poked beds, cradles, 
chimneys, doghouses, wells, and garbage piles looking 
for food. They took anything edible that they found from 
the people. They even picked unripe fruit growing on 
trees, took seeds, vegetables, honey from beehives, 
butter, milk, meat, and sausage. They confiscated the 

Brigades were ruthless. They stormed houses and took 
whatever food they could find from hungry peasants, causing 

widespread starvation. 

Weaponizing Food
  Stalin found that food was a powerful 
weapon. Where he had previously failed at 
getting peasant support for collectivization and 
been unable to subdue Ukrainian nationalism, the 
State found that by confiscating food, it could 
achieve those ends rapidly. 
 Grain was the Soviet Union’s most important 
commodity. It was necessary to feed and keep 
happy its proletariat, the urban factory workers 
that were the backbone of socialism. It was also a 
highly valuable export, something the Soviet 
Union could sell on the world market and gain 
funds for industrialization. Grain was more 
important to the empire than the citizens who 
grew it.
 Thus, Stalin began repressing the Ukrainian 
people, using grain. The Party recruited 25,000 
hard-line communists from Russia and sent them 
out to implement requisitioning and collectiviza-
tion in the countryside. These “Twenty-Five 
Thousanders” were the government’s henchmen. 
Given nearly limitless power at the local level, first 
they arrested, executed, or exiled the local 
leaders and their entire families. They forced 
farmers to join the collective. They recruited 
spies. Then, they formed brigades and went 
house to house searching for food.  They stripped 
people’s cupboards bare, threw out their food, 
and left them to starve. 
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one cow peasant households had been permitted to 
keep in 1930, which often meant that family would 
starve. They killed dogs, cats, pigs, and livestock.  They 
even took soup in pots on the stove and threw it away, so 
the family could have none. 
 They sometimes used violence. Lidia Poltavets 
from Mytsyk reported, “During the search, the activists 
asked where was our gold and our grain. Mother replied 
that she had neither. She was tortured. Her fingers were 
put in a door and the door was closed. Her fingers broke, 
blood ran, she lost consciousness. Water was poured 
over her head, and she was tortured again. They beat 
her, put a needle under her fingernails…”
 Brigades might return multiple times to the same 
house, trying to catch a family with food. They might 
arrive at mealtimes, or in the middle of the night, or 
shortly after the chimney had been seen smoking. 
 In some villages, anonymous “snitch boxes” were 
set up in town, encouraging people to secretly report on 
their neighbors. Snitches were rewarded by receiving 
one-third of the food recovered as a reward. 
 Large numbers of people began leaving their 
homes to search for food, and the government 
responded by sealing borders and requiring passports 
for travel. This effectively required citizens to stay in 
their villages. On November 11, 1932, the Ukrainian 
Communist Party called for 1100 new brigades to be 

formed and sent to the countryside. Extra activists were 
needed to conduct searches, to guard fields, orchards, 
and grain storage areas, and to prevent people from 
crossing borders or leaving their villages. 
 Newspapers continually wrote that urban food 
shortages were caused by greedy peasants who were 
keeping their  produce to themselves. Viktor 
Kravchenko, a brigade member, found that there was a 
sizeable gap between the Communist propaganda and 
reality. The countryside was not filled with prosperous 
kulaks hoarding grain, but with poor peasants who were 
starving and too weak to work.
 Lev Koplev joined a grain confiscation brigade in 
December 1932 . “I persuaded myself: I mustn't give in to 
debilitating pity. We were realizing historical necessity, 
performing our revolutionary duty. We were obtaining 
grain for the socialist fatherland. For the five-year plan.”
 In the spring of 1933, pro-Soviet Mikhail Sholokhov 
wrote to Stalin about the horrible conditions in the 
countryside. Stalin replied: “You see only one side of the 
matter. The grain growers in your region (and not only 
yours) are conducting sabotage and leaving the Red 
Army without grain...waging war against Soviet power.”
 French writer, Georges Simenon, was told about the 
Odessa peasants begging in the streets in 1933, “Those 
are kulaks, peasants who have not adapted to the 
regime…there is nothing for them but to die.” The plan 
was to replace them with tractors anyway.    
 Thus, the communists waged war against the 
peasants, starving them to death until there was no fight 
left in them to oppose collectivization.

A “Red Train” in 1932 takes requisitioned grain from 
starving peasants and brings it to urban workers. 

A starving family’s furniture being auctioned off to meet their 
government allotment of grain. 
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