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Introduction

Travel the plains of Kansas in late spring and you will see plenty of wheat. The fields are a wall-to-wall carpet of natural green, laid down by human hands and the forces of nature. Growing there is a special kind of wheat, with hard, protein-rich kernels that make top-quality flour for the best grade of bread.

Kansas Mennonites will be happy to explain how this particular variety of wheat came to mid-America. They will tell you about Anna Barkman, the young immigrant girl who carefully sewed her rag doll full of the hearty kernels before leaving Russia in 1874. They will tell you how those few handfuls of grain became the seed of new life for the first Russian Mennonites who came to North America.

Travel north out of Kansas through Nebraska, the Dakotas, and finally into Manitoba, and you can follow the harvest as it rolls like falling dominoes over the plains. In Manitoba, too, a sturdy agricultural foundation was laid down by Russian Mennonites who came in the 1870s and transformed the prairie into their own version of Eden.

This is their story. It is, first of all, a story of faith, of Anabaptist faith that could not be suppressed. It is also a human story, with cultural and economic dimensions that make the Russian Mennonites unique.


1.

How They Got to Russia

If you visit long enough with Mennonites in places like Kansas or Manitoba, you will eventually hear the term “Russian Mennonite.” That may sound odd, as the people you’re talking with may be third- or fourth-generation North Americans, and may never have been anywhere close to Russia.

What you’re hearing distinguishes this type of Mennonite from what are sometimes called “Swiss-German Mennonites”—an earlier immigrant group who populated Pennsylvania, Virginia, and other places in the eastern parts of North America. The Russian Mennonites (a more accurate term might be Dutch-Russian Mennonites) have last names like Wiebe, Penner, and Friesen and enjoy their own traditional foods like zwieback (double-decker buns) and borscht (cabbage soup). Their ancestors likely spoke plattdeutsch (Low German) at home. You may also pick up slight peculiarities in temperament, in how they worship, and in how they interact with the government and the wider culture (more about that later).

For now, let’s just understand that these people descend from north European Mennonites who found their way to Russia in the late 1700s, established their own Mennonite “commonwealth” there and began emigrating to North America in the 1870s.
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A field of sunflowers, a pominent “Mennonite crop,” in the former colony of Fuerstenland.

But how did they get to the vast steppes of Russia in the first place?

Looking for refuge

The sixteenth century was tough on a new breed of Christians who emerged in Switzerland and Holland during what is called the Radical Reformation. These people believed baptism should be a voluntary step for adult Christians, not something to be forced upon a helpless infant. In 1525 they broke away from the established church and began to practice a voluntary second baptism, and thus were dubbed Anabaptists. Gradually they came to be known as Mennonites, after Menno Simons, a former priest around whose leadership the young movement coalesced.

The Mennonites soon became a spiritual force to be reckoned with across northern Europe. Their new faith, based on an adult choice to become part of the church, was a threat to ecclesiastical leaders who were accustomed to wielding unfettered control with no argument. The authorities took unkindly to these disobedient upstarts, chasing them from one place to another, burning some and drowning others. Those who survived sought refuge wherever they could. Throughout their history, their beliefs, especially their belief that Christians should have no part in making war, made them a people on the move.

In those days, Europe wasn’t yet divided into countries as it is today. It had numerous smaller regions governed by princes and other rulers, some of whom were quite strict about the kind of religious beliefs people should have.

Others were more relaxed about religious beliefs, or had more pressing issues to deal with. One such region could be described as Polish-Prussia, known today as Poland. Its ruling princes, as well as the later King Frederick the Great (1740-1786), provided a haven of refuge. They had ulterior motives for welcoming the persecuted Mennonites. For one thing, a flow of new immigrants would replace huge numbers who had been wiped out by the plague. For another, they needed help with water.

Back in Holland the Mennonites had learned a few things about water and how to control it. Now they would find a new outlet for those skills. Polish-Prussia needed land reclaimed from the delta of the Vistula River. The Mennonites flocked there, first of all to Danzig (known today as Gdansk) and then to other areas. They built dikes and reclaimed rich farmland from what had previously been swamps and mud.

In return for their diligent work the newcomers were offered religious tolerance, exemption from military service, and room to grow.

A place to call home

The Mennonites went to work, carving out a new way of living—together, and out of harm’s way. Maybe here they would finally find peace. They formed villages of a couple of dozen families. Besides their farmland, each family had a large garden as well as a few cows and pigs. While they enjoyed being able to keep to themselves, they were open to others who found their faith and lifestyle attractive, people with Polish names like Sawatsky, Rogalsky, and Pankratz.

The Lutheran church leaders, who dominated the town councils, weren’t fond of the Mennonites. They were jealous of how the resilient newcomers could rebound from any setback and flourish wherever they were planted. After Frederick the Great died in 1786, pressure on the Mennonites grew. Special taxes were levied, some of which went to support the military. Restrictive laws were passed to keep them from buying land, which meant growing families couldn’t expand their farms.

Farming was still the Mennonites’ dominant livelihood, but many were merchants, weavers, and artisans. Even they felt the press of restrictions. Mennonites were prevented from joining professional guilds. Thus the art of clockmaking, for example, at which Mennonites excelled, became an underground industry.

Once again, the Mennonites felt pressure from a combination of political, economic, and religious forces. While not openly persecuted, they were clearly secondclass citizens. And things would likely get worse. Europe was in upheaval as a result of the French Revolution. As nervous regions bolstered their defenses, Mennonite leaders and parents wondered how long their young men would be spared from military involvement.

Many started looking northward to the huge new frontier of Russia, where Czarina Catherine the Great was opening wide her arms to foreigners of many stripes.

And once again …

Russia’s ruler was not just being benevolent. She needed resourceful settlers to come and put down roots and solidify her claim to the Ukraine, which she had seized from the Turkish army in the Russo-Turkish War (1781- 92). She offered the Mennonites (and other groups) a tempting deal. They would have large areas all to themselves. They could worship freely, run their own form of local government, and operate their own schools in the German language. Best of all, their young men would never have to serve in the military.
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A new homeland in Russia gave Mennonites a place to work, worship, and raise families without being disturbed. Many built homes like this one in Rosental, Chortitza Colony.

When a Russian colonization agent came to Danzig to make his sales pitch to the Mennonites, it sounded too good to be true. They wanted to assess the situation for themselves.

In 1786 Jacob Hoeppner and Johann Bartsch, like the spies sent out by Joshua of the Old Testament, went to Russia to scout the land. After a year’s investigation they came back with a glowing report.

In 1788 a group of eight families left Polish-Prussia by foot and wagon for what they hoped would be the new promised land for the Mennonites. The next year they were followed by several hundred families. Imagine their disappointment when they found terrain studded with rocks and pocked with gullies. Where was the ground they had been promised?

The Russians’ excuse was that the land had since been overrun by Turks and was no longer safe. Were they telling the truth? Or was this an early version of bait-andswitch?

In any case, the Mennonites were now there and began to occupy what became known as the Chortitza Colony. (It would also be referred to as the Old Colony, because it was established first.) Later on, the Russians offered better land for the second large colony, Molotschna. These were not colonies in the traditional sense of small communities. These were huge tracts of land—Chortitza was over 100,000 acres and Molotschna three times that size. In time, many smaller colonies were added, bringing the Mennonites’ total area to several million acres.
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A remaining “Mennonite house” in the former Molotschna Colony, occupied today by Ukrainians.

Promises to keep

Catherine made good on her offer. She drew up a charter of privileges in 1788 (which were later reaffirmed by her son, Czar Paul), providing a tangible written guarantee of all the things promised to lure the Mennonites from Polish-Prussia. Praising the newcomers for their “excellent industry and morality,” and setting them up as “a model to the foreigners,” the document gave the Mennonites sweeping economic, religious, and legal privileges.

Each family was given, free of charge, 65 desiatini of land (175 acres). The Mennonites could use this land to farm and develop whatever economic structures they needed, including factories. They received farm and business loans, as well as a 10-year tax holiday. The government promised complete liberty in internal religious matters, but insisted they not proselytize their non-Mennonite neighbors. Mennonites did not have to enter the military, and in legal matters they were allowed to affirm rather than swear oaths (which was the Mennonite preference, based on Matthew 5:33-37). While subject to the national government in larger matters, they were given jurisdiction over education and local administration within their colonies. They were like a state within the state.

They were promised that the Russian authorities would leave them “in unmolested enjoyment of their houses, lands and other possessions, not to hinder them in the enjoyment of the privileges granted to them ….”

This was music to Mennonite ears. At last they would have what they had hoped for in Prussia—a place where they could work and worship freely, a place to safeguard their faith and way of life. Some even saw Catherine’s invitation as divine providence.

Back in Polish-Prussia, more and more Mennonites piled their wagons high with household goods and farm implements and took to the road.

The Mennonites were on the move.


2.

Building the Mennonite Colonies

Getting 175 acres of land—free—was a major incentive to resettle in Russia. But it had to be earned.

The new land was wild and untamed. It wasn’t as fertile as the Mennonites were used to, rain wasn’t as regular or plentiful, and there were new pests to deal with, like infestations of grasshoppers. The Mennonites’ first homes—dugouts and sod huts—were literally clawed out of the soil.

But the people adapted and did exactly what the Russians had hoped. They picked up their tools and went to work. They coaxed forth one crop and then another, improving the land and the yield with each succeeding year, eventually transforming the unsparing landscape into vistas of lush grain. The government was delighted. It needed farm commodities to meet larger international commitments. And with the Mennonites and other groups of newcomers fully settled in, the Russian claim to the land was now beyond dispute.

The flow of Mennonites from Polish-Prussia continued. The next wave of immigrants included more educated and entrepreneurial folk who initially may have felt they had too much at stake in Polish-Prussia to give it up. When they arrived, progress accelerated.

The Mennonites put their hands to replicating the village pattern they had found so appealing in Polish-Prussia. They divided themselves into villages of 15 to 30 families. In a gesture of nostalgia or historic respect they named some of their communities after those they left behind—Halbstadt, Rosenort, and Ohrloff.

Each village elected its own schulze (mayor). At the top of the colony’s administrative structure was an oberschulze (district chairman), who also served as a liaison with the Russian officials in Odessa. Most internal administrative matters, such as taxes and finances, were left in Mennonite hands.
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A story of flights and resettlements —
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