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In	Search	of	our	Roots

a 	 fami ly 	 s tory









"To	have	a	new	beginning,

								there	must	be	an	end	somewhere"

The	above	words	were	found	in	the	few	things	Mom	had	left	when	she

died.		The	thought	beautifully	captures	the	essence	of	this	story



	In	honour	of	our	forebearers,

	 	 	 	In	gratitude	for	the	present	day

		In	prayer	for	tomorrow

John 	 and 	Marg 	D i ck

This	book	has	been	written	for	the	family	of	John	A.	and	Agatha	(Driedger)	Dick.	 	 It	 is	not	a	commercial
endeavour	 nor	 should	 it	 be	 considered	 an	 accurate	 historical	 record.	 	 It	 is	 an	 illustration	 of	 our	 family

heritage	as	best	understood	by	the	records	in	our	keeping.	Considering	those	limitations	there	will	surely	be
unintended	 omissions	 and	 some	 errors.	 	 If	 readers	 would	 like	 to	 comment	 or	 make	 suggestions	 please
forward	them	to	johmar50@yahoo.ca.	

					John	E	Dick
(2016)(2)



The	above	scene	speaks	of	a	time	when	living	was	easy.		It	must	have	been

a	spring	day.	The	stream	was	full	and	leaves	had	not	yet	emerged	on	the

trees.		The	young	woman	in	the	boat	with	the	guitar	is	our	grandmother.

It	was	the	best	of	times.



Two	headstones	presently	lie

in	a	quiet	woods	some

distance	north	of	the	Black

Sea	in	Ukraine.		The	exact

location	is	47.800443	and

35.831265.	They	mark	the

the	final	resting	place	of

Johann	and	Jacob	Enns.

They	were	our

grandmother's	brothers.

Once	a	prosperous	estate

stood	here.		Now,	but	for

the	gravestones,	no	evidence

of	those	Golden	Years

remains	



Abram	J.	and	Margareta	(Enns)	Dick,

our	paternal	grandparents

Nicholai	N.	and	Katherina	(Dick)	Driedger,

our	maternal	grandparents



John	A.	and	Agatha	(Driedger)	Dick,

our	parents

Bob,	Harry,	Janice,	John,	Dad,	Ruth,	Mom



I	 remember	 visiting	 Oma	 and	 Opa	 Driedger	 as	 a	 young	 lad,	 and
hearing	their	stories	of	a	life		left	behind.		Opa	had	hand-drawn	maps
of	 Schoenfeld,	where	 they	had	 lived,	 and	where	 friends	 and	 relatives
had	lived.		He	told	of	a	difficult	start	here	in	Canada,	but	always	with	a
tone	 of	 	 deep	 gratitude	 for	 life	 in	 Canada.	 	 I	 was	 too	 young	 to
understand	the	significance	of	his	words.

		
Passing	on	 family	 stories	 is	 important,	 even	 the	 smallest	ones.	 	They
provide	a	 sense	of	belonging,	 a	 feeling	 that	we	are	part	of	 something
greater	than	ourselves.		The	story	you	are	about	to	read	is	fascinating.
It	is	tragic,	but	triumphant	in	the	end.	It	begins	explaining	the	historic
roots	 of	 our	 Mennonite	 faith,	 and	 discovers	 our	 earliest	 known

ancestor	 as	 he	 and	 his	 family	 leave	 the	 Vistula	 River	 Delta	 for	 the
barren	 steppes	 of	Ukraine.	 The	 story	 climaxes	 115	 years	 later	 in	 the
brutal	 anarchy	 of	 the	 Russian	 Revolution	 when	 our	 folks	 lost
everything,	some	even	their	lives.	

		
One	of	the	few	precious	things	Mom	kept,	when	she	moved	into	the
Mennonite	Home,	was	the	photograph	of	the	young	people	in	the	boat

that	 spring	 day.	 The	 young	woman	with	 the	 guitar	 is	Dad’s	mother,
our	Oma	Dick.			It	seemed	to	be	the	best	of	times,	and	it	was.		

		
In	 2010,	Vic	 and	Marilyn	Winter	made	 a	heritage	 trip	 to	Ukraine.	 	 I
attended	their	picture	show	later.	They	had	hired	Victor	Penner,	a	life-

time	resident	of	Ukraine,	as	their	personal	guide.	Marilyn	specifically
asked	to	be	shown	where	Schoenfeld	had	been,	since	her	grandparents
hailed	from	there.	

		
Visitors	 searching	 for	 Schoenfeld	 today	 say	 no	 evidence	 of	 the	 place
remains.	But	Penner	knew	where	it	had	been.	He	took	them	to	a	small

woodlot	where	he	knew	of	two	gravestones.		The	names	on	the	stones
were	 still	 legible,	 but	 they	 held	 no	 significance	 to	 Marilyn.	 	 Vic
brought	 home	 a	 photograph.	 I	 could	make	 out	 the	 names	 -	 Johann
Enns	and	Jacob	Enns.		I	wondered.		Our	grandmother,	Oma	Dick	(nee
Enns)	had	 two	brothers	who	died	quite	young.	What	were	 the	odds
that	these	gravestones	marked	their	final		resting	place?	

		
I	phoned	Vic	Winter	the	next	day	and	asked	if	I	could	have	copies	of
those	 pictures.	 	 I	 took	 the	 information	 to	 the	 Pickwick	 Heritage
Center.		What	I	found	was	unbelievable!		The	birth	and	death	dates	on
those	headstones	were	the	same	as	the	records	of	her	brothers.

I	further	confirmed	the	dates	by	looking	at	notes	Oma	had	made
in	 her	 Bible.	 	 There	was	 still	 a	match.	 	What	 did	 this	mean?	 It
meant	that	this	was	the	very	location	of	the	estate	where	she	had
grown	up.
		
Vic	couldn’t	remember	where	the	pictures	had	been	taken,	so	my

search	 began.	 	 I	 called	 Margaret	 Gronsky	 (nee	 Kornelsen,
formerly	 of	Wheatley)	 of	Toronto	who	 had	 been	 on	 the	 trip	 as
well.	 	 She	 couldn’t	 describe	 it	 either.	 	 But	 she	 told	 me	 Rudy
Friesen,	 partner	 in	 Friesen-Tokar	 Architects	 in	 Winnipeg,	 had
those	same	pictures	and		had	recorded	the	geographic	coordinates.
Rudy	 had	 authored	 a	 book	 “Building	 on	 the	 Past	 -	Mennonite

Architecture,	Landscape	and	Settlements	 in	Russia/Ukraine”,	 for
which	he	travelled	widely.		He	should	know	a	bit	about	that	area.
I	contacted	him	and	asked	if	he	could	give	me	those	coordinates.
For	me	this	was	one	of	those	“ah	hah”	moments.	

		
Sure	 enough,	 the	 coordinates	 arrived	 (47.800443	 and	 35.831265)
and	 I	 couldn’t	 get	 to	 Google	Maps	 fast	 enough.	 Immediately	 I

peered	 down	 on	 a	 small	 woodlot.	 	 I	 gazed	 at	 the	 surrounding
farmland.		Here	in	this	soil	lay	our	family	DNA.	

		
I	 connected	 later	 with	 David	 and	 Mary	 Lou	 Driedger	 of
Winnipeg.	 	 They	 had	 visited	 this	 site	 as	 well	 and	 had	 taken

pictures	of	the	countryside.	I	asked	if	they	could	forward	copies
to	me.	 	They	showed	a	pond,	where	our	Oma	Dick	would	have
spent	her	 childhood,	 and	 the	 fields	 that	 once	were	 tilled	by	our
great-grandfather.	
		
The	people	living	in	Ukraine	today	are	a	superstitious	lot,	which	I

believe	contributes	 to	 finding	 these	headstones.	 	They	give	wide
berth	to	grave	yards	when	working	their	fields,	thus	creating	the
woodlot.
		

So	 this	 is	how	 the	project	began.	 	 In	my	search	 I	gained	a	great
appreciation	for	our	forbearers,	what	they	accomplished	and	what
they	later	went	through.		But	the	greatest	reward	of	all	for	me	was
meeting	the	grandfather	we	never	knew,	Abram	J.	Dick.

		Preface



Resources	for	this	story:

Tapestry	of	Ancestral	Footprints	-	Helen	Koop	Johnson	

Miracles	of	Grace	and	Judgment	-	Gerhard	Schroeder	

Global	Anabaptist	Mennonite	Encyclopedia	On-Line	

Mennonite	Historical	Atlas	-	William	Schroeder,	Helmut	T.	Huebert	

Building	on	the	Past	-	Mennonite	Architecture	-	Rudy	Friesen	

Mennonites	and	Makhnovists	-	Sean	David	Patterson

Heritage	Remembered		-	Gerhard	Lohrenz	

Courage,	Courage,	The	Lord	Will	Help	-		Ernest	J.	Dick	

Forever	Summer,	Forever	Sunday	-	Peter	Gerhard	Rempel	

Lost	Fatherland	-	John	B.	Toews	

David	Toews	Was	Here	-	Helmut	Harder	

Schoenfeld	-	Gerhard	Toews	

None	But	Saints	-	James	Urry	

and	countless	family	stories	and	diaries	

I	must	acknowledge	the	individuals	who	contributed	so	much	to	the	completion	of	this	book.		Only	they	can	understand
the	time	and	effort	involved.		I	have	to	thank	my	sister	Ruth	who	spent	unmeasurable	time	looking	for	pictures,	identifying
people	and	digging	through	confusing	details.		A	special	thanks	to	Uncle	Henry	for	the	memories	he	shared	and	for	the

many	books	and	maps	he	lent	me.	Deepest	appreciation	goes	to	Marg,	my	wonderful,	understanding	wife,	for	her	proof-
reading	and	suggestions,	and	for	allowing	me	so	much	time	buried	in	this	project.		Finally	I	must	thank	the	many	others

who	encouraged	me	to	keep	going	when	I	could	easily	have	given	up.



There	is	a	built-in	need	within	us	to	belong,	to	be	accepted,	to	be	loved	and	to
have	 an	 identity.	 The	 circle	 that	 fills	 that	 need	 the	 strongest	 is	 the	 family.
Family	 stories	 we	 tell	 of	 days	 gone	 by,	 even	 the	 small	 ones,	 have	 significant
value.	They	help	answer	the	question	of	who	we	are.

We	have	an	interesting	story	in	our	past.		What	I	uncovered	about	our	ancestors
is	fascinating,	it	is	material	for	a	good	movie.		I	found	a	hard	working	people,
who	were	entrepreneurial,	courageous,	resilient	and	deeply	committed	to	their
Christian	faith	and	to	their	families.	They	were	as	economically	and	culturally
advanced	at	the	turn	of	the	last	century	as	Europe	and	North	America.		Their
hosptials	had	x-ray	machines	when	 they	 first	 came	out.	 	Some	of	 their	 towns
had	central	electrical	generating	stations,	as	did	some	individual	homes.		But	it
all	came	crashing	down.		

Those	who	survived	the	anarchy	and	revolution	did	not	put	on	paper	for	many
years	what	they	had	experienced.		Perhaps	they	needed	time	for	the	emotional
weight	to	lift.	Our	story	takes	place	in	a	region	called	Schoenfeld,	a	fertile	plain
north	of	the	Black	Sea,	in	what	is	Ukraine	today.		Mennonite	historical	records
make	 little	mention	of	Schoenfeld,	 except	 for	 the	book	Schoenfeld,	written	 in
German	 by	 Gerhard	 Toews	 in	 1939.	 Official	 records	 of	 Schoenfeld	 are	 lost
making	 research	 on	 our	 family	 difficult.	 	 Toews	witnessed	 the	 terrorizing	 of
Schoenfeld.		He	was	a	controversial	man	at	the	time,	a	reputation	that	followed
him	to	Canada.		I	slaved	mightily	trying	to	understand	his	German	text.		Then
one	day	I	received	an	English	translation	(Eric	Enns	-	unknown).		But	for	this
story	the	greatest	single	source	of	information	came	from	Tapestry	of	Ancestral
Footprints,	 a	 wonderful	 family	 record	 published	 in	 1993	 by	 Helen	 Koop

Johnson,	a	first	cousin	to	our	Dad.	

		

In	 the	1990’s,	 after	 the	Soviet	Union’s	 collapse,	people	began	 to	 travel	 to	 this
tortured	land	in	search	of	their	roots.	 	With	pictures	and	stories	in	hand,	they
came	 wanting	 to	 piece	 together	 what	 had	 happened.	 	 Formal	 research	 is
difficult.	 Professional	 researchers	 face	 two	 questions.	 	 First,	 why	 are	 so	 few
Russian	civic	documents	available?	Wouldn't	it	be	invaluable	for	us	to	have	the
Russian	perspective	on	 the	cultural	and	economic	 life	of	our	ancestors.	 	Were
the	civic	records	destroyed	during	the	years	of	anarchy,	or	the	civil	war,	or	did
Stalin	want	to	destroy	all	evidence	of	capitalism,	like	the	stately	buildings	our

ancestors	built.?	 	The	 second	question	 is	 equally	perplexing;	 that	 is,	why	did

writers	of	Mennonite	history	scarcely	mention	their	interaction	with	the	state,
their	Russian	neighbours	and	their	colonists	neighbours?		Until	we	gain	a	more
rounded	 perspective	 of	 that	 period,	 we	 must	 construct	 this	 story	 from	 the

material	we	have.	

Schoenfeld	was	one	of	 the	 first	areas	 terrorized	by	anarchists.	 	The	municipal
building	was	 torched	 early	 on	 and	 all	 property	 and	 civic	 records	went	 up	 in
flames.			Records	pertaining	to	congregational	and	community	life	were	kept	in
the	 Schoenfeld	 church	where	 our	maternal	 great-grandfather	was	 lead	 pastor.
In	 September	 of	 1919,	 when	 he	 and	 his	 extended	 family	 fled	 the	 otherwise
abandoned	Schoenfeld,	he	took	these	records	with	him.		Later,	in	the	village	of
Neukirch,	 even	 these	 precious	 books	 where	 found	 by	 Russian	 officials	 and
seized.

As	 a	 result	most	 of	 this	 story	 is	 constructed	 from	 individual	memoirs
written	 many	 years	 later.	 This	 passage	 of	 time,	 along	 with	 the	 varied
perspectives	 of	 the	 writers,	 made	 verifying	 details	 difficult.	 I	 had	 the
desire	to	use	the	direct	words	of	the	respective	writers	and	thus	there	will
be	 inconsistencies	 in	 the	 story.	 	 For	 clarity,	 where	 an	 explanation	 was

needed,	I	entered	my	own	thoughts	followed	by	my	initials	(jd).	

The	 storyline	 is	 directed	 toward	 my	 siblings:	 Ruth,	 Harry,	 Bob	 and
Janice.	 	There	needed	 to	be	 a	 focal	point	 to	 anchor	 frequent	 references
like	 ‘our	 great-grandfather’.	 	 In	 the	 beginning	 I	 expected	 to	 follow	 the
footprints	of	Dad’s	family	but	I	found	our	other	family	lineages	bumping
into	one	another	so	significantly	that	I	ended	up	carrying	them	along	as

best	I	could.	

Schoenfeld	was	an	area	of	rich	farm	land	about	70	km	north	of	the	older
and	larger	Molotschna	area.		It	was	primarily	an	agricultural	area,	but	it
did	have	manufacturing,	businesses,	churches,	elementary	schools	and	a
central	high	school.	 	It	covered	an	area	about	the	size	of	Essex	County.
People	 say	 Schoenfeld	 had	 a	 character	 of	 its	 own,	 one	 that	 I	 believe
reflected	the	nature	of	its	founding	families,	our	ancestors.	

Building	 the	 story	 of	 our	 roots	 has	 been	 like	 working	 on	 a	 puzzle
without	 a	picture	 to	 refer	 to.	 	Many	 stories	 and	pictures	 I	had	 in	hand
didn’t	 seem	 to	 fit	 anywhere,	 until	 an	 unrelated	 item	 came	 along	 that
connected	a	few	more	dots.		Please	understand	that	this	is	a	giant	puzzle
of	many	pieces.	 	 I	am	by	no	means	a	writer,	nor	should	 this	project	be
considered	 a	 historical	 document.	 It	 is	 the	 story	 of	 our	 ancestors	who
once	flourished,	about	how	their	world	violently	collapsed	and	how	they

found	refuge	in	Canada.	

It	begins	in	1804,	as	Jacob	and	Helena	Dick	load	their	household	goods
onto	wagons	and	leave	their	Vistula	Delta	home	in	what	is	Poland	today.
They	 had	 two	 little	 boys.	 	 They	 travelled	many	weeks	 in	 a	 convoy	 to
settle	 north	 of	 the	 Black	 Sea	 in	 a	 place	 that	 became	 known	 as
Molotschna.	 	That	name	was	taken	from	the	nearby	Molochnaya	River,
the	 western	 boundary	 of	 the	 land	 granted	 to	 the	 Mennonites	 by	 the
Russian	state.	The	Molochnaya	was	really	just	a	small	stream,	sometimes

even	drying	up	in	summer,	but	the	name	stands	large	in	our	history.		

The	 story	 then	 moves	 from	 the	 pioneering	 years	 to	 the	 Golden	 Era
where	we	meet	our	great-grandfather	Johann	P.	Dick.	 	The	Golden	Era
was	 a	 period	 of	 tremendous	 economic	 growth,	 great	 cultural
advancement,	burgeoning	markets	 and	accumulation	of	wealth.	 	This	 is
where	we	meet	Abram	J.	Dick,	 the	grandfather	we	never	knew.	 	 In	 the
story	there	are	many	interesting	characters,	some	the	vilest	human	beings
of	 the	20th	century.	Through	 it	all	 I	gained	a	deep	appreciation	for	our
roots	and	for	the	mystery	lying	in	the	soil	of	Schoenfeld.		I	came	to	know
the	DNA	coursing	through	my	veins.
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You	will	 find	 the	 repetition	 of	 names	 very	 confusing.	To	 alleviate	 some	 of	 the	 confusion,	 some	names	 have	 numbers
attached		i.e.	Peter(3)	J.	Dick.		This	means	Peter(3)	J	Dick	was	a	3rd	generation	member	of	a	family	that	had	moved	to
South	 Russia;	 his	 father	 would	 likely	 have	 been	 Johann(2)	 Dick.	 	 You	 will	 also	 find	 places	 with	 numbers,	 like
Driedgerhof18	or	Neukirch37.		These		refer	readers	to	the	location	on	the	maps	at	the	end	of	the	book.

Most	of	 the	known	homes,	estates	and	villages	 in	this	 story	have	been	 located	and	placed	on	Google	Maps,	at	 least	as
accurately	 as	 100-year	 old	 information	 allows.	 	 There	 are	 2	 Google	 maps	 related	 to	 this	 book:	 (1)	 a	 detailed	 map	 of

Schoenfeld	and	(2)	a	map	of	Greater	Russia	indicating	important	Mennonite	settlements.		The	maps	have	a	text	bubble
that	opens	with	historic	facts	about	what	happened	at	that	location	and/or	who	lived	there.		Although	these	maps	are
locked	 to	 the	 general	 public,	 I	 will	 gladly	 provide	 access	 to	 an	 interested	 reader.	 	 Simply	 forward	 an	 email	 to
johmardi@gmail.com	asking	for	access	and	I		will	be	glad	to	provide	.
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The	origin	of	our	name	is	in	the	Netherlands	where	it	can	still	be	found,	as

well	 as	 	 in	 Poland’s	 Baltic	 Sea	 region.	 There	 are	 200-year	 old	 records	 of

names	like	Dűck,	van	Dijck,	Dycke,	van	Dyke,	von	Dyck,	Dieck	and	van

den	 Dyck.	 	 	 Originally	 the	 word	 meant	 “from	 the	 dyke”	 or	 perhaps

“people	of	the	dyke”.	

In	 “Tapestry	 of	 Ancestral	 Footprints”,	 on	 Page	 24,	 author	 Helen	 Koop
Johnston	refers	to	a	research	paper	developed	by	Phillip	Dick,	our	relative,
at	the	University	of	Waterloo.		He	traced	the	name	back	to	the	province	of
Groeningen,	 in	 northern	Holland,	 at	 a	 time	when	 feudalism	 prevailed	 in
Europe.		One	of	the	fiefs	in	that	province	was	dominated	by	an	aristocratic
family	with	the	name	“Dycke”.	
		
Apparently	in	the	early	1500’s,	people	with	this	name	sheltered	a	group	of
Anabaptist/Mennonite	 refugees	 who	 were	 fleeing	 persecution	 by	 their
state.		Over	time,	likely	through	intermarriage	with	the	Groeningen	people,
the	name	Dycke	took	on	a	Mennonite	relationship.		(note	-	our	great-great-
great	 grandmother’s	 maiden	 name	 was	 “Groening”	 –	 in	 story	 later).
Persecution	 found	 these	 folks	 again	 in	 Holland.	 	 They	 then	 pushed
eastward	 to	 the	 Vistula	 River	 Delta,	 near	 the	 city	 of	 Danzig	 (Gdansk,
Poland).	

Another	interesting	tale	Phillip	Dick	uncovered	from	the	Groeningen	area
was	the	story	of	a	seaman.	In	1680	a	Dutch	naval	captain,	with	the	surname
Dycke,	was	discovered	mishandling	state	naval	funds.		Rather	than	face	the
courts,	 he	 took	his	 ship	 and	 escaped	 to	England,	 even	 though	 the	Dutch
were	at	war	with	England.		He	surrendered,	gave	up	his	ship	and	fled	into
the	Scottish	lowlands	where	he	bought	an	estate	with	his	ill-gotten	money.
Later,	when	the	great	migrations	to	North	America	began,	we	find	Scottish
people	 arriving	 on	 these	 shores	 bearing	 the	 surname	Dycke.	 	Years	 later,
during	 the	 American	War	 of	 Independence	 when	 the	 American	 colonies
broke	 away	 from	 Mother	 Britain,	 many	 of	 these	 people	 migrated
northward	to	stay	within	British	territory	(Canada).		They	became	known
as	The	British	Empire	Loyalists.	 	Over	 time,	 in	Canada,	 the	 name	 could
have	evolved	into	Dickson,	Dixon,	Dyke	or	even	the	Scottish	name	“Dick”
which	is	common	in	the	Chatham/Blenheim	area	today.		Who	knows?	

As	I	worked	on	this	story	I	came	across	something	else.		Every	four	years
there	 is	 an	 around-the-globe,	non-stop,	 single-handed	 sailboat	 race	 called
the	Vendee’	Globe.	 	 It	 is	 the	 only	 one	 of	 its	 kind	 and	 is	 likely	 the	most
grueling	and	dangerous	adventure	on	earth.		The	entrants	depart	from	Les
Sables-d'Olonne,	 France,	 cannot	 touch	 land	 until	 they	 have	 circled	 the
globe	and	sailed	into	Sables-d’Olonne	harbour	again.		In	the	Southern	Sea,
their	 course	 is	 so	 far	 south	 of	Australia	 that	 rescue	 aircraft	 cannot	 reach
them.		This	single	handed	race	takes	at	least	3	months.	The	majority	of	the
entrants	 don’t	 finish.	 	One	 of	 them	 in	 2012	was	 46-year	 old	 Jean-Pierre
Dick,	 a	 surgeon	 from	 Nice,	 France.	 As	 I	 began	 this	 project	 he	 was	 in
second	place,	just	entering	the	Indian	Ocean.		Who	knows?
	

According	 to	Opa	Driedger,	 his	 family	 name	may	 have	 roots	 in	 France,

where	 it	 was	 written	 Driedger’.	 The	 surnames	 Driediger’,	 Drűdger,
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Historical	Context

Dridger,	Driger	and	Druedger	can	be	found	in	East	Prussia	today	as	well.	I
did	not	come	across	any	information	on	the	Enns	and	Thiessen	names,	our
paternal	grandmother’s	linage.	
	

Who	Were	The	Anabaptists?	
How	did	it	come	about	that	our	ancestors,	who	were	of	Dutch	origin,	who
spoke	the	German	language,	but	had	never	lived	in	Germany,	were	living	in,
of	 all	 places,	 Russia?	 The	 answer	 to	 that	 question	 is	 fundamental	 to
understanding	 our	 migratory	 history,	 our	 ancestral	 experience	 and	 the
Mennonite	faith.	

The	 story	 of	 the	 Anabaptists	 begins	 in	 Central	 Europe,	 during	 the	 16th
century,	under	the	absolute	authority	of	the	Pope	and	the	Catholic	Church.
A	 brutal	 feudal	 system	 prevailed	 where	 the	 State	 and	 the	 Church	 as	 one
kept	 the	 peasantry	 illiterate,	 poor	 and	 dependent.	 	 It	 was	 prohibited	 that
anyone	copy	or	even	attempt	 to	 translate	Biblical	Scripture.	 	That	domain
was	a	guarded	asset	of	the	Church	and,	by	withholding	access	to	the	Bible,
they	held	control	over	the	masses.	But	then	the	Gutenberg	Press	came	along
and	with	it	came	a	greater	ability	to	reproduce	and	print	material.		Thus	the
Gutenberg	press	was	instrumental	in	setting	off	the	Protestant	Reformation.
With	 it	 came	 greater	 insight	 into	 Biblical	 scripture	 and	 thus	 exposed	 the
corruption	of	the	Church	at	that	time.	

The	selling	of	indulgences	by	the	Catholic	Church	was	the	final	straw.		The
Church,	 without	 any	 scriptural	 foundation,	 espoused	 that	 after	 death	 the
deceased	lingered	in	purgatory	for	a	period	until	they	were	allowed	to	enter
heaven.		The	Church	claimed	to	be	able	to	shorten	this	temporal	waypoint
if	prior	to	death	you	purchased	an	“indulgence”	from	the	Church.	 	In	the
New	Testament	 Jesus	 taught	 that	we	enter	His	presence	 through	grace.	 In
this	case,	God’s	grace	needed	to	be	shored	up	by	paying	the	Church.	It	was
extortion	 and,	perhaps	not	 coincidently,	 it	 began	with	 the	 construction	of
St.	Peter’s	Basilica	in	Rome.	

A	 small	 number	of	 learned	men,	mostly	Catholic	 priests,	 began	 searching
the	scriptures.	 	They	exposed	and	challenged	this	and	other	 false	doctrine;
the	 most	 notable	 individual	 being	 Martin	 Luther.	 	 The	 strength	 of	 this
movement	grew	and	it	eventually	brought	about	the	Protestant	(to	protest)
Reformation.	

Then	 another	 movement,	 this	 one	 more	 radical	 yet,	 exploded	 onto	 the
European	 landscape.	 Its	 adherents	 contended	 that	 rules,	 traditions	 and
rituals	were	not	the	essence	of	faith,	but	rather	discipleship	(original	Greek
word	meant	apprentice).	 	These	radicals	committed	themselves	to	a	 life	of
apprenticeship	 to	 Jesus’	Sermon	on	 the	Mount.	 	Further,	 they	rejected	 the
practice	of	infant	baptism	insisting	that	baptism	was	a	statement	of	faith	and
thus	the	act	could	not	be	understood	as	a	child.		They	re-baptized	eachother
and	by	that	they	became	known	as	“the	Anabaptists”	(to	re-baptize).		They
held	that	peace,	non-violence	and	reconciliation	with	mankind	was	the	most
evident	tenet	of	Christ’s	 life.	 	Why	indeed	did	the	Pope	(Vatican)	need	his
own	 standing	 army?	 The	 Anabaptists	 stated	 their	 allegiance	 would	 be	 to
God,	and	then	the	State,	in	that	order.		They	resisted	military	conscription,
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were	experiencing	discrimination	in	Prussia,	Russia	was	actively	pushing
the	 Ottoman	 out	 of	 the	 Black	 Sea	 area.	 In	 doing	 so,	 Russia	 seized
control	of	a	new	and	hugely	fertile	land	base.	Tsarina	Catherina	II	was,
if	anything	at	all,	progressive,	ambitious	and	far-sighted.		Her	vision	for
Russia	 was	 to	 be	 a	 powerhouse,	 and	 this	 fertile	 plain	 was	 to	 be	 the
economic	 engine.	 To	 protect	 it	 against	 a	 return	 of	 the	 Turks,	 the
territory	needed	to	be	settled	and	occupied.	
		
At	 first	 she	 offered	 large	 tracts	 of	 land	 to	 favored	 noblemen,	 and
military	officers	who	lead	the	Turkish	rout,	hoping	they	would	develop
it.	 	 	But	their	response	was	weak	so	she	turned	her	sights	westward	to
Europe.	Catherina	was	of	German	stock	herself,	having	married	Russian
Prince	Peter	III.	 	Her	German	homeland,	at	 the	crossroads	of	Europe,
had	endured	150	years	of	war,	economic	turmoil	and	religious	upheaval.
Many	of	her	compatriots	were	looking	to	relocate,	many	leaving	for	the
shores	of	North	America.			So	in	1762	Catherina	made	it	known	that,	if
any	Europeans	wanted	 to	 settle	 the	Volga	River	 region,	Russia	would
provide	free	land	with	a	lot	of	privileges.			Her	terms	were	exceedingly
generous.	 	 This	 Volga	 Delta	 is	 about	 600	 km	 east	 of	 where	 the
Mennonites	would	later	settle.		In	a	matter	of	a	few	short	years	as	many
as	8,000	German	families	responded	to	that	offer.	 	This	so	alarmed	the
German	 rulers	 that	 they	 stopped	 the	 flow	with	 an	 emigration	 ban	 to
Russia.	
		
Twenty	 five	years	 later,	Tsarina	Catherina	 took	aim	at	 the	vast	 steppes
north	 of	 the	 Black	 Sea.	 	 	 She	 appointed	 Prince	 G.	 A.	 Potemkin,	 a
military	 officer	 from	 the	 Turkish	 rout,	 to	 be	 governor	 of	 new	 South
Russia.	 Catherina	 instructed	 him	 to	 repeat	 the	 earlier	 invitation.	 This
second	 offer	 emerged	when	 intolerance	 toward	 the	Mennonites	 in	 the
Vistula	Delta	was	reaching	a	peak,	and	they	took	notice.	Neither	fear	of
an	 unknown	 future	 or	 a	 rugged	 frontier	 life	 were	 enough	 to	 dampen
their	interest.	
		
In	 1787	 two	 delegates,	 Jacob	 Hoeppner	 and	 Johann	 Bartsch,	 were
dispatched	to	spy	out	this	Promised	Land.	It	took	a	year	to	survey	the
territory.	They	came	to	an	agreement	with	Potemkin	on	an	area	 in	 the
Dnieper	River	delta,	near	the	city	of	Berislav.		The	climate	here	was	mild
and	 the	black	 topsoil	 an	astounding	 two	meters	deep.	 	Back	home	 the
news	 created	 great	 excitement.	 Hopefuls	 began	 to	 sell	 their	 non-
essentials	 and	 apply	 for	 exit	 passports	 (ironic	 since	 they	 were	 denied
citizenship	 -	 jd).	 Their	 Prussian	 masters	 were	 reluctant	 to	 see	 these
industrious	 agriculturalists	 leave	 so	 they	 issued	 emigration	 passports
only	 to	 those	 who	 were	 landless.	 	 (Note:	 It	 is	 implied	 in	 some
Mennonite	historical	writings	 that	 these	 first	colonists	were	very	poor.
That	may	have	been	the	case,	but	in	this	case	landless	meant	they	were
non-farmers	-	jd).	
		
In	the	fall	of	1788,	some	25	years	after	the	first	German	colonists	settled
on	 the	 Volga,	 230	Mennonite	 families	 left	 for	 this	 new	 land.	 It	 was	 a
1,500	km	trek	into	the	unknown	and	immediately	they	were	beset	with
hardship.	 	The	 travel	 aids	 they	had	been	promised	by	Russia	 failed	 to
materialize	and	at	times	their	belongings	fell	to	thieves.		Then	came	the
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whereby	monarchs	and	kings	sent	young	men	to	slaughter	for	their	own	selfish
gains.	 	Their	position	was	declared	treasonous	by	both	state	and	church.	 	The
Anabaptists	 were	 thus	 condemned	 and	 hunted	 down.	 Many	 were	 captured,
tortured,	drowned	and	burned	at	the	stake,	all	in	the	name	of	God.	

In	the	Neatherlands	a	Catholic	priest	rejected	Catholicism	outright	and	joined
these	non-conforming	Anabaptists.	His	name	was	Menno	Simons.		He	rose	in
prominence	 and	 his	 followers	 became	 known	 as	 Mennonites.	 Religious
intolerance	grew	and	persecution	swept	Europe.	This	severe	persecution	is	the
root	of	the	Anabaptist’s	(Mennonite)	desire	to	live	a	simple	life,	detached	from
“the	world”.		This	is	the	historic	base	of	today’s	Amish	and	more	conservative
Mennonites.	 	 	 Religious	 intolerance	 swept	 Europe.	 	 With	 it	 came	 economic
hardship	which	 spurred	 one	 of	 the	 largest	 human	migrations	 of	 all	 time.	 	 A
movement	of	dispossessed	people	began	out	of	Germany	and	Switzerland.	 In
their	 search	 for	 liberty	 and	 freedom	 they	 migrated	 across	 the	 Atlantic	 and
landed	 on	 the	 shores	 of	 North	 America.	 Thirteen	 Quaker	 and	 Mennonite
families	 founded	 historic	 Germantown,	 Pennsylvania.	 	 Wave	 after	 wave	 of
European	 migrants	 followed	 for	 several	 centuries.	 Among	 the	 pioneers	 of
Pennsylvania,	 Virginia,	 Ohio,	 Illinois	 and	 Indiana,	 were	 Mennonites	 out	 of
Central	 Europe.	 	 Today	 they	 are	 generally	 referred	 to	 as	 Swiss	 Mennonites
because	of	their	Central	European	ancestry.	

Others	 facing	 intolerance	 in	 Northern	 Europe	 chose	 instead	 to	 migrate
eastward.	Perhaps	crossing	the	Atlantic	for	a	better	life	was	just	too	great	a	leap.
They	settled	the	Vistula	River	Delta	swamp	land	which	they	turned	into	fertile
farms,	a	skill	 they'd	acquired	in	Holland.	By	the	mid	1700’s	they	had	become
landowners,	 craftsmen,	merchants,	bankers,	manufacturers	 and	even	distillers.
This	 is	 where	 our	 forefathers	 developed	 their	 distinctive	 ethnic	 identity.	 In
business	 and	 in	 church	 life	 they	 adopted	 the	 region’s	more	 defining	German
language	(High	German).	For	some	reason,	their	casual	conversation	continued
to	be	the	dialect	they	brought	with	them	from	the	Netherlands	(Low	German).	
		
In	 the	 late	1700’s	 the	Vistula	Delta	came	under	dispute	between	Russia	 to	 the
east	and	the	Germans	to	the	west.		Eventually	the	area	fell	under	the	control	of
the	Prussians	 (Germans).	When	Prussian	King	Frederick	William	 II	 took	 the
throne	in	1786,	he	came	with	an	expansionist	agenda,	aggressively	seeking	men
and	money	to	build	a	greater	military	machine.	The	12,000	Mennonites	living	in
the	 Delta	 at	 the	 time	 held	 fast	 to	 their	 belief	 in	 non-violence	 and	 resisted
conscription	 into	 King	 William’s	 military.	 	 William	 said:	 "Ok,	 if	 you’re	 not
going	to	knuckle	under	for	me,	you	will	pay.		If	you	dwell	in	a	city	you	will	lose
your	citizenship	rights	and	you	will	pay	an	extra	tax	to	the	Catholic	or	Lutheran
Church.		If	you	are	landowners	you	will	be	prohibited	from	buying	land".	For	a
people	who	 typically	 had	 large	 families	 that	was	 a	 problem.	 	 So	 the	 topic	 of
migration	arose,	driven	by	two	issues:	(a)	the	economic	sanctions	on	them	and
(b)	the	dictates	of	the	State	versus	living	out	their	faith	principals.	
		

What	Else	Was	Happening	In	Europe?	
The	largest	and	the	longest	standing	empire	in	world	history	was	the	Ottoman
Empire	centered	in	what	we	refer	today	to	as	the	Middle-East.	They	controlled
the	Mediterranean	area	as	far	south	as	North	Africa,	north	as	far	as	Vienna	and
east	 as	 far	 as	Yemen.	 	The	Ottoman	prevailed	 for	over	 500	years,	 but	 like	 all
empires	 it	 eventually	began	 to	 crumble.	 	 In	 the	 1700’s,	when	 the	Mennonites
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biggest	disappointment	of	all.		While	underway	Prince	Potemkin	informed
them	the	land	they	had	chosen,	with	its	rich	soil	and	mild	climate,	was	not
available	after	all.	He	claimed	it	too	dangerous	because	of	its	proximity	to
the	Turks.	

But	 Potemkin	 had	 a	 solution.	 	 He	 offered	 another	 location,	 to	 the
northeast,	where	the	Chortitza	River	flowed	into	the	Dnieper	River.		Was
it	mere	coincidence	that	this	land	happened	to	belong	to	him?		When	the
weary	 travelers	 arrived	 they	 were	 greatly	 disappointed.	 The	 land	 was
rocky	with	deep,	wooded	gullies	and	had	limited	tillable	soil.	 	There	was
much	unrest	among	travellers	and	enough	anger	to	accuse	Hoeppner	and
Bartsch	 of	 corruption.	 	 In	 spite	 of	 their	 disappointment	 they	 settled	 in.
What	 choice	 did	 they	 have?	 This	 first	 settlement	 became	 known	 as	 the
Chortitza	Colony.		Years	later	it	was	referred	to	as	the	Old	Colony.	
		
They	had	a	tough	start.		Russian	records	show	that	only	61%	of	them	had
farming	experience	while	20%	were	wood	craftsmen.	With	the	unfamiliar
climate,	poor	soil	and	little	farming	experience,	they	were	a	miserable	and
discouraged	bunch.	 	The	 first	 years	were	 very	 rough.	 	Their	 crops	were
meager,	 their	 livestock	 suffered	 from	disease	 and	 they	were	 very	 distant
from	 populated	 centers	 where	 they	might	 trade	 or	 barter	 for	 essentials.
But	 they	 had	 grit.	 	 The	 absence	 of	 productive	 land	 drove	 them	 into
another	direction.		Chortitza	grew	into	a	cultural	and	commercial	center.

The	Year	1803	in	the	Vistula	Delta
It	 was	 now	 fifteen	 years	 since	 the	 Chortitza	 group	 had	 left.
Discrimination	 against	 the	Mennonites	 continued.	 	 	 They	 had	 anxiously
waited	for	another	Russian	land	grant,	but	it	looked	like	it	wasn’t	going	to
happen.		Then	in	the	spring	of	1803,	Russia	announced	it	was	prepared	to
offer	land	again	under	the	same	generous	terms.		Immediately	scouts	were
dispatched	to	 investigate,	and	they	were	astounded.	 	This	time	they	were
offered	a	vast	region	of	rich	soil	drained	by	three	rivers,	the	Molochnaya,
the	Tomak	and	the	Juschanlee.	 	The	grant	was	for	320,000	acres	of	virgin
soil.	 	The	opportunity	 looked	perfect.	When	 the	excited	scouts	 returned,
the	gears	of	 emigration	began	 to	 turn	 in	 earnest.	 	This	 time	 the	Prussian
government	 had	 no	 issue	 with	 letting	 landowners	 go.	 	 But	 there	 was	 a
catch.		Before	a	passport	was	issued,	a	10%	tax	had	to	be	paid	against	the
liquidation	 value	 of	 their	 assets.	 That	 was	 painful,	 but	 for	 us	 that
stipulation	 turned	 into	 a	 benefit.	 It	 left	 a	 paper	 trail	 showing	 their	 farm
location,	 their	 assets	 and	 the	 name	 and	 age	 of	 the	 family	members.	And
that	is	where	our	story	begins.

Eastward	Migration	-	Netherlands	to	Vistula	River	Delta
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When	 the	 next	 invitation	 came	 in	 1803	 a	 320,000	 acre	 grant	 was	 offered	 about	 100	 km	 to	 the
southeast	(above	map).		It	became	known	as	the	Molotschna	district.		Circled	are	the	9	villages	first
settled	in	1804.		Among	these	pioneers	were	Jacob	and	Helena	Dick.		Their	village	became	known	as
Muntau.		By	the	mid-1800s	52	villages	dotted	the	landscape.		
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We,	Paul	I,	by	the	grace	of	God	Emperor	and	Autocrat	of	all	Russia........	
Condescending	to	the	petition	of	the	Mennonites	settled	in	the	new	Russian
government,	 whose	 excellent	 industry	 and	morality	may,	 according	 to	 the
testimony	of	the	authorities,	be	held	up	as	a	model	to	the	foreigners	settled
there	 and	 thereby	 deserve	 special	 consideration,	 now	 therefore	 with	 this
Imperial	Charter	we	most	graciously	wish	not	only	to	confirm	all	their	rights
and	advantages	specified	in	the	preliminary	agreement	concluded	with	them,
but	in	order	to	stimulate	their	industry	and	concern	in	agriculture	even	more,
to	grant	them	also	more	other	advantages,	as	follows:	
1.	 	 	 	 	 	We	 confirm	 the	 liberty	 to	 practice	 their	 religion	 according	 to	 their
tenets	 and	 customs	 as	 promised	 them	 and	 their	 descendants	 and	 most
graciously	 permit	 them,	 went	 occasion	 demands	 it,	 to	 render	 the	 oath	 in
courts	 according	 to	 their	 custom,	 consisting	 in	 a	 simple	 affirmation	 of	 the
truth.	
2.	 	 	 	 	 	We	 confirm	 them	 in	 their	 incontestable	 and	 perpetually	 inheritable
possession	of	the	65	desiatini	of	arable	land	assigned	to	each	family,	with	the
proviso,	however,	that	under	no	condition	may	even	the	smallest	portion	of
it	be	ceded	to	outsiders,	sold,	or	any	deeds	be	made	in	regard	to	it	without
permission	of	the	authorities	set	over	them.	
3.						To	all	the	Mennonites	now	residing	in	Russia	and	to	all	those	who	come
to	 Russia	 in	 the	 future,	 We	 most	 graciously	 granted	 permission	 to	 erect
factories	 in	 villages	 and	 towns	 and	 to	 establish	 such	 trades	 as	 maybe
necessary	for	them;	also	to	trade,	enter	guilds	and	trade	corporations,	and	to
sell	their	products	without	hindrance	according	to	the	applicable	laws	of	the
land.	
4.						By	right	of	ownership	We	permit	the	Mennonites	to	enjoy	all	the	fruits
of	their	land	and	fishing,	to	brew	beer	and	vinegar,	to	distill	corn-brandy,	not
only	for	their	own	consumption,	but	also	for	retail	sale	on	their	land.	
5.						On	the	land	belonging	to	the	Mennonites	We	forbid	outsiders	to	build
boarding	 houses	 and	 taverns	 and	 leaseholders	 to	 sell	 wine	 and	 operate
saloons	without	their	permission.	
6.						We	assure	them	with	our	Imperial	word	that	none	of	the	Mennonites
now	settled	and	those	which	may	settle	in	the	future,	nor	their	children	and
descendants	will	ever	be	taken	and	entered	into	military	service	without	their
own	desire	to	do	so.	
7.	 	 	 	 	 	We	exempt	all	 their	villages	 and	houses	 from	all	 sorts	of	quartering,
except	when	the	troops	march	through,	in	which	case	they	will	observe	the
rules	of	quartering.	We	also	discharge	them	from	all	crown	labours,	with	the
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condition,	 however,	 that	 they	 properly	maintain	 the	 bridges,	 ferries	 and
roads	on	their	lands	and	also	participate	in	the	general	maintenance	of	the
mails.	
8.	 	 	 	 	 	 We	 most	 graciously	 grant	 all	 Mennonites	 and	 the	 descendants
complete	 liberty	 and	 authority	 to	 dispose	 of	 their	 personal	 property
according	 to	 ones	 free	 will,	 with	 the	 exception	 of	 the	 land	 assigned	 to
them	by	the	crown.	Should	anyone,	after	having	paid	all	his	debts,	wish	to
leave	Russia	with	all	his	possessions,	he	then	must	pay	three	years’	taxes	in
advance	 for	 the	 property	 he	 has	 acquired	 in	 Russia,	 as	 declared	 upon
conscience	 by	 him	 and	 by	 the	 village	 authorities.	 The	 property	 of	 a
deceased,	whose	relatives	and	heirs	live	abroad,	which	property	according
to	the	Mennonite	custom	must	be	divided	among	those	persons,	 is	to	be
disposed	 of	 in	 a	 similar	 manner.	 The	 villages	 are	 given	 the	 liberty	 to
appoint	guardians	according	 to	 their	custom	over	 the	property	of	minor
orphan.	
9.	 	 	 	 	 	 We	 confirm	 the	 10	 years’	 exemption	 from	 taxes,	 granted	 them
previously,	 extending	 this	 privilege	 also	 to	 those	who	 in	 the	 future	may
wish	 to	 settle	 in	 the	 new	 Russian	 government.	 In	 view	 of	 the	 fact,
however,	that	an	inspection	found	them	in	meager	circumstances	because
of	 several	 years	 of	 crop	 failure	 and	 decrease	 of	 animals	 and	 because	 of
their	crowded	condition	in	the	Chortitza	region,	it	is	proposed	to	transfer
several	 families	 to	 other	 lands.	 	 Therefore,	 in	 consideration	 of	 their
property	and	want	We	most	graciously	extend	the	former	ten-year	period
of	exemption	for	another	five	years	to	those	who	remain	in	the	previous
places,	and	for	another	10	years	 to	 those	who	will	be	 transferred.	 	After
the	expiration	of	 this	period	 they	shall	pay	 for	each	of	 their	65	desiatini
fifteen	kopecks	per	year,	but	be	exempted	from	the	payment	of	all	other
taxes.	The	loan	extended	to	them,	however,	must	be	repaid	in	equal	parts,
in	10	years	by	those	who	remain,	and	within	20	years	by	 those	who	are
moved.	
10.			In	conclusion	of	this	Our	Imperial	Charter	concerning	the	rights	and
advantages	of	the	Mennonites,	granted	to	them	most	graciously,	We	order
all	our	military	 and	 civil	 authorities	 and	government	offices	not	only	 to
leave	these	Mennonites	and	the	descendants	and	unmolested	enjoyment	of
their	 houses,	 lands,	 and	 other	 possessions,	 not	 to	 hinder	 them	 in	 the
enjoyment	of	the	privileges	granted	to	them,	but	also	to	show	them	in	all
cases	every	assistance	and	protection.

The	Russian	Manifesto

Charter	of	Privileges
Issued	September	8,	1800

translated	by	David	G.	Rempel
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NOTE	-	In	the	material	I	searched	through,	I	found	the	spelling	of	our	family

name	varied	from	Dueck,	to	Dűck	and	Dyck.	It	depended	on	the	writer’s

choice	and	the	period	of	time.	For	simplicity	I	have	used	only	our	current

spelling	throughout	the	story	–	jd.		

Records	 in	Danzig	 from	that	 time	 identify	our	 first	known	ancestor	as	he	 is
preparing	 to	 leave	 Prussia.	 	 	 Jacob	 Jacob	 Dick	 was	 granted	 an	 emigration
passport	in	1803.		He	was	a	farm	manager	in	the	district	of	Marienburg,	about
30	 some	miles	 south	 of	Danzig.	 	 Jacob	was	 49	 years	 of	 age,	 and	married	 to
Helena	(nee	Friesen)	age	22.		They	had	two	sons:	3-year	old	Jacob	and	1-year
old	 Johann.	 	 Their	 recorded	 destination	was	Molotschna,	 Russia.	 	 The	 date
indicates	 they	 probably	 left	 with	 180	 other	 families.	 	 This	 trek	 was	 better
organized.	 Each	 family	 was	 allowed	 take	 as	 many	 animals	 as	 they	 could
manage,	but	the	organizers	restricted	each	family	to	two	wagons.		The	wagons
apparently	were	very	similar	to	the	“Prairie	Schooners”	we	are	familiar	with.
They	were	covered	with	canvas	supported	by	large	hoops	and	pulled	by	teams
of	oxen.		The	approximate	1,500	km.	journey	was	long	and	arduous,	and	took
from	5	to	7	weeks.	For	night	they	circled	their	wagons	in	tight	clusters,	built
campfires	 and	 settled	 in.	 	 Conversations	 around	 the	 fires	 must	 surely	 have
been	about	leaving	family	and	friends	behind,	and	about	the	great	unknowns
ahead.	
		
Their	timing	was	such	that	they	would	arrive	on	the	barren	steppes	too	late	to
build	 temporary	 shelters	 for	winter.	 	 So	 they	 stopped	 short	 and	 spent	 their
first	winter	 in	 the	Chortitza	 settlement.	 	 Their	 final	 destination	would	 have
been	another	100	km	south.	 	This	 layover	was	advantageous	 for	 the	hosts	as
well.	 	 These	 travelers	were	 better	 capitalized	 and	 provided	welcome	 income
for	the	people	of	Chortitza.	
		
The	lay-over	also	gave	the	travelers	time	to	gather	insight	into	their	new	land.
Their	hosts	 encouraged	 them	 to	 arrange	 themselves	 in	 tight	villages,	because
they	had	been	threatened	earlier	by	Cossack	bands	and	other	roaming	bandits.
They	 planned	 to	 position	 nine	 villages,	 of	 20	 households	 each,	 along	 the
Molochnaya	River.	During	that	winter	surveyors	went	out	to	stake	out	village
sites	and	boundaries.	There	would	be	land	set	aside	for	churches,	schools	and
tradesman	 families	 whom	 they	 hoped	 would	 follow.	 	 They	 drew	 lots	 to
determine	who	would	live	in	each	village.	
		
When	 spring	 arrived	 the	 pioneers	were	 ready	 to	 go	 to	work.	 	 Initially	 they
built	sod	huts	(semlin	-	earth	huts	sunk	4	feet	into	the	ground)	to	protect	them
in	 winter	 weather.	 When	 time	 allowed	 they	 would	 build	 brick	 structures.
They	 planned	 their	 homes	 to	 be	 uniformly	 positioned	 perpendicular	 to	 the
street	with	 their	 farm	properties	 to	 radiate	 out	 from	 the	 village	 center.	 	The
main	streets	were	to	be	a	wide,	pre-determined	width,			 	 	As	time	progressed
all	 the	secondary	construction	created	a	big	demand	for	brick	and	soon	high
quality	fire-brick	manufacturing	yards	sprang	up.	The	art	of	fire-bricking	had
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been	 a	 well-established	 trade	 in	 Danzig.	 	 Since	 this	 land	 was	 virtually
devoid	of	trees,	these	newcomers	had	to	get	their	lumber	from	Chortitza
saw	mills	along	the	Dnieper	River.	
		
Russian	authorities	recorded	where	each	family	settled,	the	names	of	their
children,	their	ages,	where	they	were	born	and	even	who	they	eventually
married.	 The	 need	 for	 these	 records	 was	 driven	 by	 their	 10-year	 tax
holiday	privilege.	From	that	record	we	know	that	Jacob	and	Helena	Dick
settled	 in	 the	 village	 of	Muntau	 (the	 land	 areMuntau	 village	 was	 5,300
acres).	 Records	 show	 that	 5	 years	 later,	 in	 1808,	 Jacob	 and	Helena	 had
two	more	sons.		In	the	story	later	we	see	that	Muntau	and	its	neighboring
villages	 grew	 into	 a	 dynamic	 commercial	 area	 generally	 referred	 to	 as
Halbstadt.	 	Our	 family	 roots	 lie	 in	 this	Halbstadt	 area	 -	 the	Dicks,	 the
Enns’s	and	the	Driedgers.	
		
Helen	Koop	Johnson’s	book	“Tapestry	of	Ancestral	Footprints”	notes	that
the	 Russians	 were	 well	 organized.	 Already	 when	 the	 Volga	 Germans
arrived	they	had	placed	the	“The	Office	of	Guardianship	of	New	Russian
Foreign	Settlements”	 	 to	oversee	 the	colonial	 settlement.	This	office	had
statistical	 purposes,	 but	 its	 real	 mandate	 was	 to	 develop	 agriculture.
From	 this	 office	 came	 a	man	by	 the	name	of	Baron	 Ishkul	who	visited
Jacob	and	Helena	Dick	in	1808.		He	filed	the	following	report:	
		
“Jacob	Dick,	age	54,	residing	on	family	residence	#17,	village	of	Muntau,
Molotschna,	wife	Helena,	age	27,	 sons	 Jakob	 (8),	 Johann	 (6),	Abram	 (4)
and	Claas	 (1).	 	 Settled	 on	 a	Vollwirtschaft”.	 	He	goes	on	 to	 list	 Jacob’s
assets.	They	were	modest	compared	 to	his	neighbours,	which	may	have
been	because	 Jacob	 started	with	 less	 capital,	 or	 had	 experienced	 greater
difficulty	to	date.		We	have	no	further	information	on	Jacob	and	Helene’s
pioneer	 experience,	 or	 the	 role	 they	 may	 have	 played	 in	 the	 Muntau
community.	
		

Vollwirtschaft	 -	 The	 Manifesto	 document,	 also	 referred	 to	 as	 the
Privilgium,	stated	that	each	family	was	eligible	to	acquire	65	desiatini	(175
acres)	of	crown	land.		That	was	called	a	Vollwirtschaft	(full	enterprise).		A

second	choice	was	to	claim	a	Halbwirtschaft,	which	was	a	half	enterprise
of	 32.5	 desiatini.	 	 A	 regulation	 in	 the	 Manifesto	 stated	 that	 a

Vollwirtschaft	was	never	to	be	split	or	subdivided,	which	in	reality	meant
only	one	son	would	inherit	the	175	acres	of	granted	land.	
		
The	 incentives	 to	 drive	 agricultural	 development	 were	 given	 to	 every
colonist	 group,	 not	 just	 the	Mennonites.	 	 The	 program	 continued	 until
the	 revolution	 in	1917.	 	We	know	meticulous	 records	were	kept	by	 the
Russian	 state,	 but	 researchers	 now	 wonder	 why	 they	 are	 so
conspicuously	missing.	 	One	 can	 only	 guess	 that	 the	 communists	were
intent	on	hiding	all	evidence	of	a	capital	system.

The	Story	of	Jacob	J.	and	Helena	Dick
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Johann	was	the	second	son	born	to	Jacob(1)	and	Helena	and	represents	the
second	 generation	 of	 the	 ancestors	we	 are	 following.	 	We	 identify	 him	 as
Johann(2).	He	was	a	2-year	old	on	that	1,500	km,	seven	week	wagon	ride.
Once	 settled	 in	Muntau	he	probably	had	 to	grow	up	quickly.	 	Pioneering
life	was	hard.	 	Helen	Koop	Johnson	collected	over	1,000	 family	notes	and
stories	for	her	book.	From	that	base	we	know	that	Johann(2)	married	Maria
Tiessen	 in	1827	and	 that	 in	1828	 they	had	a	daughter.	Maria	died	 just	 two
years	later.	Johann(2)	then	married	another	Maria,	this	time	Maria	Loewen
from	Ladekopp(31)	(see	map),	a	village	just	10	km	northeast	of	Muntau(29).	
		
We	 don’t	 know	 anything	 about	 brothers	 Jacob,	Abram	 and	Claas.	As	 the
second	oldest	Johann(2)	would	not	have	inherited	his	father’s	175-acre	farm.
Records	show	though	that	Johann(2)	did	indeed	own	a	Vollwirtschaft	(175
acres)	but	that	it	was	located	in	Ladekopp.		Helen	Koop	Johnson	concludes
he	must	have	acquired	it	through	his	second	marriage.		If	that	was	the	case,
Maria	 Loewen	 must	 have	 been	 a	 widow.	 This	 is	 further	 supported	 by
records	 that	 show	 Johann(2)	 and	 Maria’s	 children	 were	 all	 born	 on	 this
Ladekopp	farm.	Helen	Johnson	dug	up	an	interesting	note.	This	Ladekopp
farm	 remained	 in	 the	Dick	 family	 for	 almost	 90	 years,	 until	 1917	when	 it
was	torched	by	anarchists.	
		
Further	family	stories	say	this	farm	was	in	poor	condition	in	1830	and	that
Johann(2)	 improved	it	significantly	over	the	years.	 	In	1906	their	grandson
owned	the	farm	and	completely	rebuilt	the	buildings.	It	was	said	to	be	the
“best	farm	in	Ladekopp”.		With	its	trees,	flower	beds,	handsome	fences	and
gates,	 light	brown	brick	buildings	and	white	 trim,	 it	was	 the	showpiece	of
Ladekopp.	
		
By	the	1850’s	the	320,000	acres	of	crown	land	in	Molotschna	had	been	taken
up.	If	no	further	land	was	available	a	man	then	needed	to	take	up	a	trade	or
work	 as	 an	 employee.	 	 Trade	 work	 in	 a	 self-sufficient,	 agricultural
community	would	have	been	hard	to	find.		If	a	young	man	wanted	to	farm,
but	 the	 family	homestead	wasn't	available,	he	 faced	a	choice:	 	 (1)	hope	his
parents	 could	 find	 land	 for	 him	 and	 pay	 a	 high	 price	 for	 it,	 (2)	 marry	 a
young	woman	who	would	 inherit	 a	 farm	 someday	 or	 (3)	marry	 a	widow
who	 already	 owned	 a	 farm.	 	 Parents	 needed	 to	worry	 about	 daughters	 as
well.		To	marry	a	man	of	such	stature	her	parents	were	expected	to	provide
an	adequate	dowry.		Can	you	imagine	the	match-making	behind	the	scenes?	
		
Johann(2)	and	Maria	had	3	sons	and	10	daughters.	How	they	managed	that
tells	us	a	lot	about	their	circumstances		Helen	Johnson	concluded	from	the
following	 information	 that	 Johann(2)	 and	 Maria	 must	 have	 reached	 a
significant	level	of	prosperity	:	

		

Maria,	 their	 oldest	 child,	 married	 Peter	 Cornies,	 nephew	 to	 the	 very
wealthy	 Johann	 Cornies	 (much	 more	 about	 Johann	 Cornies	 later).	 	 This
couple	became	one	of	the	founding	families	of	Schoenfeld.

Agatha,	their	7th	child,	married	Jacob	Gooszen	

		

Suzanna,	their	10th	child,	married	Gerhard	Wiens	

		

Helena,	 their	 13th	 child,	 married	 the	 above	 Gerhard	 Wiens	 after	 her
sister	Suzanna	suddenly	died	

		

Aganetha,	their	12th,	married	Johann	Bernard	Fast,	the	key	player	in	the
founding	of	Schoenfeld.		His	interesting	story	follows.	

		

Anna,	 their	 9th,	married	Heinrich	 Barkman.	 	He	 died	 at	 a	 young	 age.
She	 then	 married	 Abram	 J.	 Driedger.	 	 She	 was	 our	 great-great-
grandmother.		It's	too	early	to	dig	into	the	lineage	but	our	grandfathers,
N.N.	Driedger	and	Abram	J.	Dick,	were	second	cousins.	
		
These	 marriages	 were	 all	 to	 men	 of	 means,	 and	 all	 of	 them	 became
shareholders	 in	 the	 Schoenfeld	 land	 corporation.	 	 But	 there's	 more.
Johann(2)	and	Maria	Dick	had	three	sons	as	well.	
		

Peter3,	the	4th	child,	was	our	paternal	great-great-grandfather	and	a	key
player	in	the	Schoenfeld	Corporation.	

		

Johann,	the	5th	child,	inherited	the	home	farm	in	Ladekopp	(see	picture)

		

Jacob,	 the	 6th	 child,	 moved	 to	 Islinchy,	 Crimea	 where	 he	 bought	 an
estate.	

Understanding	 who	 these	 children	 married	 provides	 evidence	 that	 the
decision	to	leave	Prussia	was	a	good	one.		That	concludes	what	we	know
about		Johann(2),	except	that	he	died	at	age	73	and	Maria	at	61.

Ladekopp	Home	Farm

The	Story	of	Johann(2)	and	Maria	Dick
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enforcement.		While	they	paid	a	state	tax,	they	taxed	themselves	for	their
internal	 needs.	 	Within	 that	 freedom	 the	Mennonites	 established	 their
own	 school	 system,	 including	 for	 the	hearing	 impaired,	built	hospitals,
medical	training	centers	and	business	schools.	

In	1837	Count	P.	D.	Kislev	was	appointed	head	of	the	Ministry	of	State

Domains,	into	which	he	folded	all	state	land	affairs.	The	objective	of	this
office	was	to	advance	agriculture,	as	well	as	industry,	and	to	assure	state
initiatives	 were	 broadly	 disseminated	 among	 all	 groups.	 To	 better
understand	 which	 agricultural	 practices	 were	 working,	 Count	 Kislev
attracted	 dedicated,	 enlightened	 young	 bureaucrats	 to	 gather	 statistical
data.	They	brought	to	his	attention	the	achievements	in	Molotschna	and
singled	 out	 the	 Mennonites	 as	 having	 model	 farms.	 Kislev	 then	 hired
instructors	to	apply	these	practices	in	other	colonist	groups.			
		
The	 effectiveness	 of	 Kislev's	 initiative	 on	 the	 other	 colonists	 is	 not
known,	 nor	 do	 we	 know	 if	 they	 given	 equal	 incentives.	 	 Perhaps	 an
indication	 can	 be	 found	 in	 comments	 left	 by	 then	 Governor	 General
Richelieu.	 	He	wrote	 that	 “as	 colonists	 the	Mennonites	 are	 astonishing,
the	 Bulgarians	 are	 incomparable	 and	 the	 Germans	 are	 intolerable.”
Further	 it	 was	 suggested	 to	 Kislev	 that	 there	 would	 be	 improvement
among	 the	 peasants	 if	 they	 were	 placed	 under	 the	 management	 of
someone	 like	 Johann	Cornies.	Kislev	 is	 to	have	replied	“But	where	are
we	to	find	the	Cornies	to	do	this”		(taken	from	None	But	Saints	–	James
Urry).	

St.	Petersburg	set	a	very	effective	bureaucrat	over	the	administration	of
the	 colonists.	 His	 name	 was	 Samuel	 Contenius	 and	 he	 gave	 special
attention	to	Molotschna	agriculture.		For	that	purpose	Contenius	created
what	 was	 loosely	 called	The	 Agricultural	 Union.	 	He	was	 of	 German
descent,	 a	 keen	 horticulturist	 and	 a	 very	 capable	 administrator.	 	 He
appointed	 Johann	Cornies,	 an	 already	 prominent	 and	 very	 progressive
Molotschna	farmer,	to	act	as	The	Agricultural	Union’s	lifetime	president.
This	 was	 a	 very	 powerful	 position	 to	 give	 to	 a	 very	 ambitious	 man.
Cornies	 then	 went	 on	 to	 play	 a	 very	 significant	 role	 in	 advancing
Mennonite	agricultural.	

Under	 Johann	 Cornies,	 The	 Agricultural	 Union	 aggressively	 pursued
agricultural	 reform	 and	 introduced	 mandatory	 practices.	 	 While	 its
mandate	 was	 policy,	 its	 effectiveness	 really	 took	 off	 when	 Cornies
applied	his	personal	capital	into	the	program.		His	contribution	to	South
Russia	 in	 general	 was	 huge,	 and	 is	 indisputable.	 Wool	 production
skyrocketed,	 wheat	 production	 grew	 exponentially,	 and	 related
industries	 followed.	 	 Johann	 Cornies	 had	 huge	 personal	 wealth,	 and
willingly	underwrote	many	a	Mennonite	entrepreneur.		His	provision	of
capital	 and	 personal	 credit	 had	 a	 direct	 effect	 on	Mennonite	 economic
growth.	–	(Source:	GAMEO.org).

For	greater	appreciation	of	the	story,	we	should	step	back	and	look	at	the	first
50	years	in	South	Russia.	The	320,000	acres	the	Tsarina	gave	this	second	wave
of	 Mennonites	 were	 crown	 land.	 	 It	 had	 until	 recently	 been	 the	 home	 of
migratory	 Cossack	 and	 Nogai	 folks.	 Molotschna	 was	 surrounded	 by	 other
ethnic	colonists	as	well	as	Russian	nobility	and	some	peasant	villages.		On	the
northern	boundary	stood	the	Russian	town	of	Tokmak	and	to	the	east	stood
Chernigovka,	but	the	320,000	acre	block	was	totally	Mennonite	colonists.
		
The	Molotschna	climate	was	somewhat	harsher	than	what	they	had	in	Prussia.
The	 temperature	 range	 was	 similar	 to	 Essex	 County	 but	 rainfall	 was	 only
about	 60%	 of	 ours.	 It	 took	 some	 time	 to	 adjust,	 but	 by	 1810	 they	 were
moving	 surplus	 produce	 to	 distant	 urban	 centers.	 	 They	were	Ekaterinoslav
(Dnepropetrovsk	 today)	 about	 150	 km	 to	 the	 north,	 with	 a	 population	 of
8,500,	and	the	smaller	town	of	Alexandrovsk	(Zaporozhye	today)	about	75	km
to	 the	 northwest.	 Then	 there	 were	 the	 smaller	 towns	 of	 Berdiansk	 and
Melitopol	near	the	Black	Sea	and	the	Sea	of	Azov.	
		
Among	colonists	the	Mennonites	were	by	far	a	minority.	 	According	to	Karl
Stumpp,	a	German	historian,	states	that	in	1911	Mennonites		represented	only
19%	of	the	so-called	German	colonists	(see	chart	Pg	14).	The	ethnic	Germans
were	the	largest	group,	others	were	Swedes,	Bulgarians,	Serbs,	Moldavians	and
Armenians,	each	one	receiving	their	respective	land	grant.	

By	 the	 mid-19th	 century	 57	Mennonite	 villages	 had	 popped	 up	 within	 the
320,000	acres.	Each	village	elected	a	mayor,	called	a	Schultz.		The	mayors	of	a
district	 formed	 the	 regional	 council.	 	 Presiding	 over	 that	 council	 was	 the
position	of	Oberschultz	(reeve).	
		
This	 setup	 was	 very	 unique.	 Municipal	 governments	 in	 Canada	 are
accountable	 to	 provincial	 bodies.	 	 Not	 so	 here.	 	 The	 Oberschultz	 did	 not
interface	with	a	state	bureacracy	at	all,	but	with	the	Office	of	Guardianship	of
New	 Russian	 Foreign	 Settlements.	 That	 indicates	 how	 serious	 Russia	 was
about	developing	their	fertile	land.	Oberschultz	was	an	exhalted	position.	He
was	seemingly	not	under	any	civil	authority.		As	such,	the	colonists	were	free
to	 run	 their	 own	 affairs	 and	 focus	 on	 agriculture.	 	 The	Mennonites	 thrived
particularly	well	under	this	autonomy.	
		
Our	 maternal	 great-great-grandfather,	 Abram(3)	 J.	 Driedger	 was	 the	 first
Schoenfeld	 Oberschultz.	 Our	 paternal	 great-grandfather	 Johann(4)	 P.	 Dick
was	the	third	and	held	that	position	for	14	years.	 	It	would	be	 interesting	to
know	what	issues	crossed	their	desks,	but	unfortunately	the	records	are	gone.	
		
While	 they	 were	 autonomous,	 the	 colonists	 were	 responsible	 for
infrastructure	 in	 their	 respective	 areas.	 	 That	 meant	 providing	 roads	 and
bridges.	It	also	meant	providing	their	own	mail	service,	fire	protection	and	law
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Molotschna	-	1st	Half	of	19th	Century
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Cornies	 was	 a	 widely	 travelled	 man.	 	 He	 studied	 Europe’s	 economic
system.		He	believed	that	agriculture	alone	would	not	carry	Russia	into	the
new	 era.	 With	 state-given	 authority,	 he	 stepped	 boldly	 into	 needed
Mennonite	 education	 reform.	 	 Here	 he	 met	 fierce	 opposition	 from	 the
conservative	 churches.	 Even	 today,	mention	 the	 name	 Johann	Cornies	 in
Mennonite	circles	and	a	 lively	debate	will	 still	begin.	 	No	one	 in	Russian
Mennonite	history	elicits	as	much	controversy	as	this	man.	Much	has	been
written	 about	 him,	 and	 rightly	 so.	 	 His	 great	 wealth,	 his	 influence	 and
accomplishments	are	legend.

Molotschna	-	First	Half	Century	cont'd
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Tree	Planting
The	state	also	appointed	Cornies	to	the	Office	of	Effective	Propagation
of	Afforestation.	He	led	by	example	by	establishing	a	tree	nursery	on	his
Yushanlee	estate,	and	followed	up	by	requiring	every	village	to	establish
a	nursery	of	 its	 own.	Every	 farm	 and	homestead	was	 then	 required	 to
make	annual	 tree	plantings.	 	He	understood	the	significance	of	 trees	 to
the	barren	steppes.		With	his	state-appointed	authority,	he	promoted	his
long-range	 plans	 with	 force.	 	 The	 result	 was	 astounding.	 In	 1845,	 in
Molotschna	 alone,	 fruit	 and	 forest	 trees	 numbered	 over	 a	 half-million.
Later	300,000	mulberry	trees	were	added.	Six	years	later	there	were	over
five	 million	 trees	 in	 47	 Molotschna	 villages	 (records	 of	 the	Guardian

Committee).	 	Every	farmstead	and	homeowner	was	required	to	plant	a
hedge	 or	 a	 row	 of	 trees.	 Aside	 from	 an	 environmental	 function,	 the
villages	took	on	an	inviting	appearance.	If	one	visits	the	area	today,	the
prominent	trees	are	a	tribute	to	this	one	man.	
		

Agricultural	Research		
His	 travel	 and	 extensive	 research	 resulted	 in	 the	 introduction	 of	 grain
varieties	 more	 tolerant	 of	 the	 drier	 climate.	 	 He	 followed	 that	 up	 by
demonstrating	the	benefits	of	summer	fallowing.	
		

Farming	Practices
He	 developed	 his	 Juschanlee	 estate	 into	 a	 show-place	 farm.	 	 Here	 he
introduced	a	program	to	train	men	in	better	farming	techniques,	to	new
equipment	 and	 to	 carpentry,	 brick-laying	 and	 blacksmithing.	 The
Russian	government	exhibited	such	confidence	in	his	programs	that	they
annually	 recommended	 young	 Russian	 agriculturalists	 for	 instruction.
These	men	were	expected	then	to	advance	such	practices	 in	 their	home
districts.	
		

Building	Codes
He	travelled	widely	studying	building	design	and	best	practices.		He	set
construction	 codes,	 operational	 guidelines	 and	 even	 building
maintenance	schedules.	
		

Education
Already	 in	 Prussia	 Mennonites	 were	 supporting	 their	 own	 private
schools;	a	result	of	the	persecution	that	had	followed	them	for	centuries.
This	 practice	 continued	 in	 the	 Ukraine,	 but	 because	 they	 were	 an
agricultural	 people,	 little	 importance	 was	 placed	 on	 anything	 beyond
elementary	education.		When	Johann	Cornies	came	on	the	scene,	he	was
a	 fierce	 advocate	 for	 higher	 education.	 With	 his	 immense	 authority,
Cornies	 made	 school	 attendance	 compulsory	 and	 aggressively
introduced	better	curriculums	out	of	Germany.		He	founded	secondary
schools,	 as	 well	 as	 teacher	 training	 institutions,	 staffing	 them	 with
European	 professors.	 	 These	 initiatives	 took	 hold	 and	 in	 time	 the
Russian	 Mennonites	 became	 known	 as	 a	 well-educated	 people,	 a
characteristic	even	today.

The	 opinions	 and	 information	 in	 this	 chapter	 come	 from	 the	 Global
Anabaptist	 Mennonite	 Encyclopedia	 On-Line	 (GAMEO.org),	 from	 Dr.

John	R.	Staples	(Associate	Professor	of	History,	University	of	Toronto)	and
from	James	Urry	(author	of	None	But	Saints).	
		
The	Cornies	family	came	from	Prussia	in	1806	and	settled	in	the	village	of
Ohrloff(34)	when	he	was	17	years	old.	His	entrepreneurial	spirit	exhibited
itself	 already	 as	 a	 teenager	 when	 he	 began	 carting	 cheese	 and	 butter	 to
regional	markets	along	the	Sea	of	Azov,	and	into	Crimea.	By	1812,	he	was
well	 enough	 established	 to	 lease	 3,500	 desiatini	 (roughly	 9,500	 acres)	 of
government	pasture	along	the	Juschanlee	River	where	he	established	one
of	 the	 largest	 sheep	herds	 in	 the	region.	 In	1818,	 in	partnership	with	his
close	 friend	 Wilhelm	 Martens,	 he	 gained	 a	 monopoly	 on	 brandy
distribution	for	the	entire	district.		There	is	no	exact	record	of	his	eventual
wealth	 but	 he	 was	 broadly	 recognized	 as	 one	 of	 the	 wealthiest	 men	 in
New	Russia.	
		

	Johann	Cornies	and	the	Wool	Trade	
The	place	where	Cornies	had	the	greatest	impact	on	Mennonite	economic
development	was	in	support	of	the	wool	and	grain	trade.		In	Moscow	he
became	friends	with	Traugott	Blüher,	owner	of	a	Moscow	trading	house
with	 a	 membership	 in	 the	 First	 Merchant	 Guild,	 a	 designation	 which
bestowed	 the	 right	 to	engage	 in	 foreign	 trade.	 	Blüher	became	Cornies’s
business	 agent	 in	Moscow	where	 they	warehoused	 his	wool	 for	 export.
The	 state	 then	 appointed	 Cornies	 as	 the	 chair	 of	 the	 Molotschna
Mennonite	 Sheep	 Society.	 	 It	 was	 a	 focused	 drive	 to	 greater	 wool
production.	The	Guardianship	Committee	sent	Cornies	to	St.	Petersburg
in	1824	to	buy	breeding	stock	to	 introduce	to	Molotschna	herds.	 	Upon
his	return	he	began	providing	personal	 loans	to	 local	wool	merchants	 to
develop	a	wool	market	in	Moscow.		With	this	help,	Mennonite	herds	grew
by	three	hundred	percent	in	a	few	short	years,	and	wool	became	the	most
important	commercial	activity	in		Molotschna.	
		

Johann	Cornies	and	the	Grain	Trade	
In	 the	 1830’s,	 the	 viability	 of	 the	 wool	 business	 began	 to	 wane	 due	 to
rising	 international	competition.	Cornies	recognized	this	trend	early	and
engineered	a	transition	from	wool	to	grain	by	providing	large-scale	loans
to	Mennonite	grain	merchants.	 	About	that	 time	Russia	opened	the	port
of	 Berdiansk,	 on	 the	 Sea	 of	 Azov,	 for	 international	 shipping.	 	 By	mid-
century	 grain	 production	 was	 flourishing.	 Prominent	 among	 the	 grain
traders	were	Peter	Schmidt	and	Abram	Wiebe.	Wiebe	established	the	first
Mennonite	grain	 export	 facility	 in	Berdiansk,	moving	 large	quantities	of
wheat	overseas.	 	He	was	of	Cornies’s	 inner	circle	of	business	allies.	 	His
boundless	energy	and	Cornies’s	capital,	were	key	to	the	rapid	shift	into	a
grain-based	economy.

Johann	Cornies	1789	–	1848	

https://maps.google.ca/maps/ms?msid=204732543975004665944.0004ce1979d7b10dfc9fa&amp;msa=0&amp;ll=46.833892%2C36.864624&amp;spn=1.927779%2C4.059448&amp;iwloc=0004ce1b2053ea614e1c4


12

It	was	Johann	Cornies’	education	initiatives,	along	with	his	aggressive
nature,	that	gave	rise	to	much	of	the	controversy,	particularly	if	pursuing
higher	education	meant	attending	European	universities.
	
Cornies	 was	 a	 visionary	 and	 an	 agent	 of	 change.	 	 His	 aggressive	 drive
naturally	 met	 strong	 resistance	 from	 conservative	 church	 leaders.	 	 These
leaders	 insisted	 church	 authority	 superseded	 civic	 direction	 on	matters	 of
community	 life.	When	he	stepped	 forward	with	 the	weight	of	government
authority	behind	him,	his	 conservative	opponents	 turned	nasty.	 	However
there	were	progressives	in	the	community	as	well	who	recognized	leadership
was	 needed	 to	 drive	 change.	 	 Our	 forbearers	 seem	 to	 have	 been	 of	 this
group.	 	 Discussion	 of	 the	 widening	 gulf	 between	 the	 conservative	 and
progressive	groups	continues	later	in	the	story.	Cornies	was	aware	of	a	crisis
developing	due	to	the	lack	of	additional	land.		He	made	serious	attempts	to
introduce	industries	beyond	agriculture,	even	using	his	own	capital.	A	direct
result	 	was	 the	 establishment	 of	 an	 industrial	 park	 that	 became	 known	 as
Neu-Halbstadt.	
		
Cornies	was	able	to	set	firm	property	and	building	standards	and	got	Volost
administrators	to	buy	into	the	vision	of	well-kept	farmsteads.	He	would	at
times	exercise	his	own	property	inspections	and,	if	a	slovenly	operator	was
not	up	to	standard,	his	directives	could	be	very	forceful.	
		

Recognition	and	Humanity	
Of	course	Johann	Cornies	would	have	encountered	criticism	because	of	his
wealth	in	any	case.	 	While	he	considered	his	money	an	essential	catalyst	to
drive	 agriculture	 and	 industry	 forward,	 his	 critics	 saw	 it	 as	 self-interest.
Cornies	was	deeply	committed	to	the	welfare	of	the	community,	as	was	the
church.	 	 He	 viewed	 economic	 development	 as	 the	 mainspring	 of	 the
community’s	welfare,	 and	 there	 lay	 the	 contentious	 issue.	 In	 dealing	with
opposition	 from	 religious	 leaders,	 ignorant	 and	 conservative	 farmers,	 or
personal	 opponents,	 he	 could	 be	 quite	 ruthless.	 	 His	 ability	 to	 hold	 his
position,	and	carry	through	his	reforms	with	such	authority,	was	greatly	due
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to	 his	 representation	 of	 the	 state.	 	 As	 president	 of	 The	 Agricultural
Society	he	was	endowed	with	almost	unlimited	powers.		He	was	however
self-sacrificing	 and	 upright	 in	 his	 dealings.	 A	 feeling	 of	 good	 will	 and
superb	calmness	were	the	mark	in	his	relationship	with	people.		There	is
a	detailed	write-up	regarding	his	business	acumen	and	influence	in	South
Russia	by	John	R.	Staples.	
		
Johann	 and	Aganetha	 (nee	Klassen)	Cornies	 had	 a	 son	 and	 a	 daughter.
Aganetha	predeceased	him	by	1	year.		After	her	death	Cornies	seemed	to
withdraw	from	his	aggressive	self.		On	March	13th,	1848,	Johann	Cornies
died	 at	 the	 early	 age	 of	 59.	A	huge	 crowd	 attended	 his	 funeral,	 among
them	Ukrainians,	Russians,	Nogai,	Molokans,	 and	Tatars.	 	A	memorial
was	placed	for	him	in	the	cemetery	in	Ohrloff(34)	that,	according	to	his
wishes,	 was	 to	 only	 be	 a	 broken	 marble	 column	 to	 represent	 his
unfinished	work.	
		

NOTE
In	this	story	you	will	read	that	Opa	Driedger's	step-father	was	Johann
Cornies.		Opa's	father	died	at	the	young	age	of	45	from	appendicitis.		His
mother	then	married	Johann	Cornies,	a	grand	nephew	of	the	above	man.
(jd)

School	of	Commerce	-	Halbstadt

School	for	the	Hearing	Impaired
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southward	 into	Crimea.	 	Upon	 return	 they	 carried	 sick	 and	wounded
back	to	 interior	hospitals	and	private	homes	as	needed.	 	In	Molotschna
alone	over	 5,000	 soldiers	were	being	 cared	 for	 in	private	homes.	Many
were	 not	 only	wounded,	 but	malnourished	 and	 sick	with	 typhoid	 and
cholera	as	well.	
		
As	 mayor,	 Herman	 involved	 himself	 directly	 in	 the	 obligations	 of	 his
community.	As	 the	 convoys	 of	wounded	 arrived	 he	 gave	 leadership	 to
setting	 up	 temporary	 hospitals	 in	 schools	 and	 directing	 overflow	 to
private	homes.		Understandably	some	households	vigorously	objected	to
exposing	their	families	to	disease	to	which	Hermann	is	reported	to	have
become	 forceful	 to	 the	 point	 of	 coercion.	 	He	 participated	 directly	 in
feeding	and	nursing	the	wounded,	applying	clean	clothing,	medicine	and
bandages.	 He	 worked	 to	 exhaustion,	 grew	 weak	 and	 became	 infected
himself	with	typhoid.	He	died	on	Jan.15,	1855	at	the	age	of	37.		This	left
Justina	 alone	 on	 a	 large	 farm	with	 5	 children,	 all	 under	 the	 age	 of	 14.
Helen	Koop	 Johnson	writes:	“In	my	 research	I	never	 found	any	direct
statement	 as	 to	 the	 exact	 wealth	 of	 this	 young	 widow,	 except	 for	 the
statement	---	‘she	was	very	well-to-do’”.	

		
On	 Feb.16,	 1856,	 a	 year	 after	 becoming	 a	widow,	 Justina	married	 our
great-great-grandfather,	 Peter(3)	 Johann	Dick.	 	During	 his	 growing	 up
years	 a	 period	 of	 drought	 had	 ravaged	 the	 area.	 Crops	 failed	 and
livestock	died.	 	We	don’t	 know	how	 long	 it	 took	his	 father	 to	 recover
economically,	but	when	we	meet	Peter(3)	he	is	working	on	another	farm.
Perhaps	he	was	helping	another	family	in	need.		Regardless,	we	find	him
working	 for	 widow	 Justina	 (Groening)	 Enns.	 	 Helen	 Koop	 Johnson
quotes	 a	 family	 note:	 “Widow	 Enns	 married	 a	 young	 and	 very	 able
worker	by	the	name	of	Peter	Dick,	whose	well-	respected	parents	farmed
in	the	village	of	Ladekopp”.	
		
Now	this	is	 interesting!	 	Peter	was	only	23	years	old,	10	years	younger
than	 Justina.	 Why	 would	 a	 23-year	 old	 man	 marry	 a	 widow	 with	 5
young	children?		Why	would	a	33-year	old	widow,	of	fairly	substantial
means	 and	high	 standing	 in	 the	 community,	marry	 such	a	young	man?
Maybe	she	knew	him	well	and	felt	he	was	in	harmony	with	her	needs,	or
maybe	it	was	just	a	matter	of	love.		There	would	have	been	some	tongue
wagging	in	Halbstadt	but,	whatever	the	reason,	our	story	indicates	it	was
a	happy	marriage,	and	the	farm	prospered	under	Peter's	stewardship.	
		
Four	 children	were	 born	 of	 this	marriage:	 Johann(4)	 (our	 great-grand-
father),	Peter,	Gerhard	and	Maria.	As	this	story	unfolds	we	find	that	the
nine	 children,	 the	 five	 from	 Justina’s	 previous	 marriage	 and	 the	 four
newcomers,	grew	up	in	a	harmonious,	loving	home.

An	 explanation	 of	 the	 	 term	 “estate”	 is	 in	 order.	 	 Writers	 of	 Russian
Mennonite	history	wrote	 in	German.	 	When	referring	to	a	 large,	 isolated
landholding	 they	used	 the	word	“Chutor”,	which	may	even	have	been	 a
Russian	 term.	 	When	 translated	 to	English,	 for	 lack	of	 a	better	 term,	 the
word	“estate”	was	used,	with	no	distinction	as	 to	 land	 size.	While	many
landholdings	were	quite	 large,	reference	to	someone’s	birthplace	being	an
estate	(Chutor)	meant	a	landholding	or	farmstead	detached	and	distant	
from	a	traditional	village.	
----------------------------------------------------------
We	 continue	 our	 story	 with	 the	 introduction	 to	 Justina(3)	 Groening,	 a
grand	and	enduring	lady	who	was	a	fundamental	link	in	the	Dick	lineage.
There’s	not	enough	space	for	her	whole	story,	so	an	overview	will	have	to
do.	 	 For	more	 detail	 you	 could	 refer	 to	 the	 book	Tapestry	 of	 Ancestral
Footprints.	
		
Justina	 was	 born	 in	 1823	 in	 Halbstadt(30),	 one	 of	 the	 first	 villages
established	 in	Molotschna,	very	close	 to	where	our	Jacob	Dick(1)	 landed
in	1803.		In	fact,	all	of	our	families	(Dick,	Driedger	and	Enns)	are	rooted	in
this	 immediate	 area.	 	We	pick	up	 the	 story	of	 Justina(3)	 at	 the	 age	of	 18
when	 she	 married	 Herman	 Enns.	 	 Herman	 was	 born	 in	 1818	 in
Fuerstenau,	 another	 village	 10	 km	 further	 east.	 	 We	 know	 little	 about
Herman’s	youth	except	that	at	age	eleven	he	and	his	brother	were	orphans.
Who	 their	 parents	 were,	 who	 raised	 the	 boys,	 and	 where	 they	 lived,	 is
unknown.		Herman,	as	an	orphan,	would	not	have	grown	up	to	inherit	a
farm.	 	 Records	 show	 however	 that	 in	 1841	 Herman	 and	 Justina	 were
farming	 the	 Groening	 family	 homestead.	 	 Her	 parents	 died	 young,	 and
must	 not	 have	 had	 a	 son,	 because	 it	 appears	 Justina	 inherited	 this	 farm.
She	was	 born	 on	 the	 farm	 and	 lived	 her	whole	 life	 there.	 	Herman	 and
Justina	 had	 7	 children,	 but	 only	 5	 survived.	 Herman	 was	 the	 Schultz
(mayor)	 of	Halbstadt.	 	 From	 that	 we	 should	 conclude	 that	 they	were	 a
well-known	and	respected	couple,	since	a	Schultz	was	always		a	prominent
landowner.	
		
The	 1850’s	 were	 an	 unsettled	 time	 in	 Molotschna.	 Russia	 had	 been
aggressively	pushing	her	military	forces	southward	to	gain	control	of	the
strategic	Dardanelle	Straits.	 	This	concerned	England	and	France	enough
that	in	1854	they	allied	with	Turkey	and	declared	war	on	Russia.	The	allied
forces	 landed	 on	 the	 Crimean	 Peninsula	 when	 Herman	 Enns	 was	 the
mayor	of	Halbstadt.	The	war	had	a	tremendous	impact	on	the	Molotschna
district.	 	Term	#7	of	 the	colonists'	Rights	and	Privileges	document	stated
the	 colonist’s	 were	 obligated	 to	 facilitate	 movement	 of	 troops	 and
equipment	when	needed.	 	Facilitate	meant:	 (a)	providing	good	roads	and
bridges,	 (b)	 billeting	 and	 feeding	 troops	when	 needed	 and	 (c)	 supplying
wagons,	 horses	 and	 drivers	 to	move	 equipment.	 	 The	 route	 the	military
took	 to	 reach	 Crimea	 went	 right	 through	 Halbstadt.	 	 Wagon	 teams,
supplied	 by	 colonists,	 were	 pressed	 into	 service	 to	 move	 equipment
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Peter(3)	J.	and	Justina	Dick	
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A	 very	 significant	 social/economic	 upheaval	 rolled	 through	 South	 Russia
during	Peter	and	Justina’s	time.		To	understand	the	world	our	ancestors	lived
in,	I	dug	into	the	cause	and	effect	of	this	upheaval.		Significant	events	tipped
Russia's	society	at	that	time.	They	were	the	Crimean	War,	the	land	crisis	and
the	emancipation	of	serfs.	
		
Mennonite	writers	perhaps	didn't	understand	the	fundimentals	behind	these
events,	 or	 they	 chose	 to	 ignore	 them.	 	 A	 broad	 context	 is	 completely
missing.	 Reading	 through	 the	 material	 one	 gets	 the	 impression	 that	 the
Mennonite	 colonists	 lived	 in	 a	 societal	 and	 economic	 vacuum.	 	 However
such	social	change	and	upheavals	do	not	come	out	of	a	vacuum.	Here	is	what
I	found.		

“Mennonite	Life	–	Putting	Russia	Back	Into	Russian	Mennonite	History”
John	R.	Staples,	Professor	of	History	at	SUNY	Fredonia	in	Fredonia,	New
York.	

Here	is	how	Staples	starts	out:		
“The	 Molotschna	 Mennonite	 landlessness	 crisis	 was	 a	 watershed	 event	 in
Tsarist	 Mennonite	 history.	 By	 the	 1860s,	 a	 minority	 of	 Mennonites	 owned
land,	 and	were	 thus	wealthy,	while	 the	majority	 leased	 land,	 or	worked	 as
agricultural	 laborers,	 craftsmen,	 shopkeepers,	or	merchants.	 	 In	a	bitter	and
divisive	confrontation	in	the	1860s,	the	landless	demanded	their	fair	share	of
community	 land.	 In	 1867,	 the	 Tsarist	 state	 finally	 intervened	 to	 force	 a
settlement,	but	the	damage	had	been	done.	The	dispute	left	permanent	scars
on	 Mennonite	 society	 revealing	 religious,	 economic,	 social,	 and	 cultural

fissures.	Or,	at	least,	this	is	how	the	situation	is	conventionally	portrayed."	
		
Then	he	continues:
Mennonite	historians	and	churchmen	have	told	and	retold	this	story	countless
times,	 but	 even	 the	 best	 of	 them	 have	 told	 it	 as	 an	 exclusively	Mennonite
story.	The	 landlessness	 crisis	might	 just	as	well	have	happened	 in	Kansas.	It
was,	 in	fact,	not	a	Mennonite	story	at	all,	not	exclusively,	or	even	primarily
so.	 Mennonites	 were	 Tsarist	 subjects.	 	 They	 were	 part	 of	 a	 multi-ethnic,
multi-religious,	 multi-national	 southern	 Ukrainian	 region	 of	 the	 Tsarist
Empire.		They	were	part	of	the	history	of	Ukraine.”

A	full	read	of	his	document	reveals	how	dramatic	this	period	was	and	how
complicated	the		issues	were.		In	summary:	
		

Facts,	but	an	Incomplete	Story:	
1.	The	root	of	the	issue	lay	in	the	unique	land	tenure	arrangement	in	the
Russian	Manifesto.	They	were	forbidden	to	subdivide	their	granted	land
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holdings.	
2.	By	1834,	almost	half	of	all	Mennonite	families	did	not	own	land,	and
by	1860,	almost	two-thirds.	
3.	Among	the	landless	were	wealthy	merchants	and	tradesmen,	but	most
of	 the	 landless,	 it	 is	 said,	 depended	 on	 agricultural	 labor	 and	 other
cottage	industries	for	their	livelihood.	
4.	The	landless	were	politically	powerless.	Only	landowners	could	vote,
as	stipulated	in	the	Manifesto,	and	thus	the	landed	held	a	monopoly	on
political	power.	
5.	 In	 1862,	 landless	Mennonites	 launched	 a	 campaign	 to	 force	 a	more
equitable	distribution	of	land.	
6.	 Opponents	 and	 proponents	 of	 this	 campaign	 engaged	 in	 heated
disputes	in	the	press,	as	well	as	in	a	battle	of	appeals	to	the	Russian	state.
Ultimately	 the	 state	 ordered	 the	 "landed"	 Mennonites	 to	 make
concessions	 to	 the	 landless.	 	 In	 the	 early	 20th	 century	 Mennonite
historian	P.M.	Friesen	wrote:	"A	misfortune	 [the	crisis]	 lies	on	the	soul
of	the	community,	because	there	has	not	been	a	thorough	cleansing	of	the
corporate	 body	 through	 conscious	 repenting.”	 	 He	 portrays	 the	 land
crisis	as	a	black	mark	against	the	Mennonite	portrayal	that	they	were	a
just	and	egalitarian	society.	
7.	David	Rempel,	writing	 in	 the	 1960s-1980s	 characterized	 the	 actions
of	the	landed	as	"unconscionable."	
8.	Examining	 the	 sources	upon	which	 these	negative	 assessments	were
made,	Ury	says	it	is	evident	they	were	made	by	participants	with	clear
vested	interests	in	how	the	crisis	should	be	resolved.	
9.	When	 the	 term	"the	 landless"	 is	used,	 it	 did	not	 identify	 the	 group
with	any	precision.		It	included,	in	fact,	homeowners	of	all	types,	as	well
as	 those	 who	 farmed	 rented	 and	 leased	 land.	 The	 resolution	 handed
down	by	the	Russian	state,	as	a	matter	of	fact,	affected	only	those	who
made	a	living	on	rented	land.	
10.	The	term	“landed”	is	general	too.		Those	owning	land	included	large
estate	owners	 and	 those	owning	175	acres	 (Vollwirstschaft).	 	The	very
large	estate	owners	were	the	principle	target	of	the	petition.	The	rights
of	 the	other	 landowners	 	were	never	 challenged.	 	The	“landed”	group
was	not	a	“corporate	body”	in	opposition	to	the	landless.	In	fact	there	is
important	evidence	that	implies	quite	the	opposite.	
11.	Merchants	were	another	group	that	supported	the	landless,	as	were
smaller	landowners.		Thus	it	becomes	clear	the	issue	was	not	simply	rich
pitted	against	poor,	as	some	judgmental	writers	imply.	
12	A	further	fact:	Philip	Wiebe,	son-in-law	to	Johann	Cornies	and	one
of	 the	 wealthiest	 estate	 owners	 in	 the	 Molotschna,	 was	 a	 leading
defender	of	the	rights	of	the	landless.

Dynamics	of	Peter	and	Justina's	Era	
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8.	The	application	was	turned	down.	Who	the	land	was	assigned	to	is
unclear	 but	 this	 much	 is	 known.	 The	 Mennonite	 farmers	 who	 had
worked	 this	 land	 (technically	 not	 really	 landless)	 were	 	 now	 truly
landless.			
9.	 This	 was	 simultaneous	 to	 the	 emancipation	 of	 the	 peasant/serf
population.	 Between	 1861	 and	 1864	 some	 10,000	 embittered	 serfs
arrived	 in	 Berdiansk	 looking	 for	 work.	 Thus,	 and	 this	 is	 important,
just	 when	 these	 "landless"	 farmers	 were	 looking	 for	 employment,	 a
large	number	of	peasants	also	entered	the	workforce.		
10.	 The	 combined	 effects	 of	 losing	 their	 leased	 land,	 and	 then
competing	in	a	surplus	labour	market,	would	certainly	have	provoked
a	 crisis	 for	 the	 landless.	 	 It	 was	 a	 complicated	 issue,	 but	 to	 lay
responsibility	on	the	large	estate	owners	ignores	the	greater	context.		
11.	 Simultaneous	 to	 the	 land	 upheaval,	 a	 nationalistic	 mood-change
swept	 across	 the	 land.	 	 Responding	 to	 public	 opinion	 Russia	 began
calling	into	question	the	long-held	colonist	privileges.		Reaction	to	the
state	 reviewing	 their	 rights	 was	 strong	 within	 the	 colonist
communities.	Polarizing	positions	 soon	arose.	A	 large	portion	of	 the
conservative-minded	were	fearful	of	the	future,	viewing	the	change	as
a	dramatic	violation	of	their	promised	autonomy.		
12.	Recognizing	the	contribution	these	now	fearful	colonists	had	made
to	agriculture,	Russia	made		some	concessions,	but	it	was	to	no	avail.
Search	parties	had	been		dispatched	to	find	a	country	with	land	and	a
willingness	to	respect	 their	conservative	principals.	They	found	both,
in	 the	 American	 mid-west	 and	 in	 Manitoba.	 	 So	 between	 1873	 and
1884,	some	12,000	to	18,000	Mennonites	packed	up	and	left	for	North
America.	 	 Included	 in	 the	 exodus	 were	 a	 large	 number	 of	 non-
Mennonite	colonists.
13.	This	 exodus	put	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 land	on	 the	market.	 	Those	who
stayed	acquired	much	more	and	rode	a	subsequent	wave	of	growth.

The	Missing	Background:	
1.	Russia’s	defeat	in	the	Crimean	War	exposed	the	fundamental	weaknesses
of	the	Tsarist	state.	It	brought	into	question	Russia's	international	role,	its
economic	policies	in	general	and	its	inability	to	maintain	domestic	stability.
These	facts	remain	absent	in	much	of	Mennonite	historiography.	
2.	Already	in	the	1830s,	there	had	begun	a	shift	from	a	pastoral	to	a	grain-
based	economy.	The	colonists	adjusted	but	a	large	Nogai	Tatar	population
in	the	region	resisted	the	change.	They	were	herdsmen.	
3.	Then	 in	 1847-48,	 a	 livestock	 epidemic	decimated	 the	Nogai	herds,	 and
plunged	 them	 into	 crisis.	Without	 sheep,	 but	 unwilling	 to	 become	 grain
growers,	many	Nogai	 resorted	 to	 renting	 out	 their	 land;	 they	 themselves
became	landlords.	
4.	By	 the	 end	of	 the	Crimean	War,	 some	Nogai	 land	was	being	 leased	 to
Mennonites	who	 by	 definition	were	 landless.	 	 It	 has	 been	 suggested	 that
Mennonite	 farmers	 took	 advantage	 of	 the	Nogai	when	 in	 fact	 the	Nogai
received	market	equivilent	rent,	and	in	some	cases	considerably	more.	
5.	Until	1853	market	forces	worked	in	favor	of	the	Nogai	landowners.		The
Crimean	War	changed	that	equation.	Wartime	demand	for	grain,	and	rapid
inflation	after	the	war,	drove	grain	prices	sharply	higher.	During	the	1850’s,
Mennonite	farmers	renting	Nogai	land	experienced	large	profits,	thanks	to
their	 fixed,	 long	 term	 Nogai	 lease	 agreements.	 	 Nogai	 landlords
experienced	the	opposite;	a	result	of	these	long	term	lease	agreements	amid
rising	grain	prices.	
6.	Thus	the	farmers	who	were	renting	Nogai	land	entered	the	1860s	in	good
economic	 shape.	 	 Then	 something	 happened	 that	 threw	 the	 Nogai
community	 into	 crisis.	 	 About	 35,000	Nogai	 	 abandoned	 their	 land	 and
moved	to	Turkey.	(It	seems	strange	that	so	many	would	leave	at	once.	Were
they	forced	out	by	Russia	or	coerced	 in	some	way?	 	I	was	unable	to	find
any	more	detail.	-	jd)	

7.	Molotschna	 leaders	 then	 asked	 the	 state	 for	 permission	 to	 acquire	 the
Nogai	land.
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The	above	chart	comes	from	German	Lutheran	records.		It

indicates	that	Mennonite	colonists	made	up	a	mere	19.2%	of	the

of	so-called		German	colonists.
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The	Molotschna	land	grant	in	1865.	Villages	of	significance	in

the	story	are	in	red
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The	 Schoenfeld	 story	 begins	 during	 the	 Crimean	 War	 (1853-55)	 when
Halbstadt	and	other	villages	were	involved	in	Russia’s	military	movement.
If	 you	 examine	 the	 Molotschna	 map	 you	 can	 see	 the	 army	 would	 have
followed	the	Molochnaya	River	southward	to	Crimea.	 	One	of	the	towns
on	 route	 was	 Blumstein35	 where	 a	 young	 family	 man	 by	 the	 name	 of
Johann	Bernard	Fast	was	working	in	his	blacksmith	shop.	Fast’s	farm	was	a
frequent	stopover	for	the	military.	He	became	acquainted	with	a	particular
Lieutenant	Dmitri	Brasol	who	often	came	by	with	requests	for	service.	The
following	 story	 can	 be	 found	 in	 many	 books	 and	 web	 sites,	 including
Global	 Anabaptist	 Mennonite	 Encyclopedia	 On-line	 (GAMEO.org).
Here	is	a	paraphrased	version	of	the	story:	
		
Lieutenant	 Dmitri	 Brasol	 must	 have	 noticed	 how	 hard	 the	 Mennonite
farmers	 worked,	 with	 their	 tree	 plantings,	 their	 crops	 and	 how	 they	 had
changed	the	face	of	the	barren	steppe.		On	one	visit	he	pointed	to	the	sweat
running	 down	 Johann	 Fast’s	 brow	 and	 said:	 ‘You	Germans,	 you	work	 so
hard	and	don’t	even	have	the	best	land’.		Fast	replied:	‘So	where	might	the
best	land	be,	somewhere	in	the	north,	you	say,	where	it	snows	12	months	of
the	 year?’	 	 Brasol	 ignored	 this	 jab	 and	 gazed	 for	 a	 moment	 into	 Fast’s
village,	then	replied:	‘On	my	land	the	horizon	goes	on	forever,	warm	winds
sweep	 through	 the	 long	 grass	 and	many	 streams	 flow	 to	 the	 old	Dnieper
River.		But	why	would	I	talk	to	you,	you	Germans,	about	space?		You	are	so
used	 to	 sitting	here	 in	your	 crowded	villages.	 	You	Germans,	 just	give	me
my	wide	open	space’.	
		
Johann	 Fast	 didn’t	 know	 whether	 to	 be	 insulted	 by	 these	 remarks	 or	 to
laugh.	He	didn’t	always	know	how	to	take	this	man.	He	could	be	moody.
He	thought	to	himself:	‘Listen	to	this	Russian,	talking	so	longingly	about	his
land.	 	 That’s	 not	 like	 a	 Russian’.	 	 But	 instead	 of	 voicing	 his	 thoughts	 he
asked:	‘What	do	you	mean	sitting	in	our	crowded	villages?		Would	I	want	to
sit	in	an	empty	field?’	
		
Brasol	didn’t	answer	but	walked	away	without	 further	word,	and	Johann
Fast	went	 about	his	business.	On	another	visit	Lieutenant	Brasol	brought
up	the	subject	again,	and	said:	‘If	you	ever	feel	crowded	here,	come	and	see
me,	I	can	sell	you	enough	land	that	you	won’t	be	able	to	see	the	end	of	it.’	
		
‘So	where	is	this	land	then,	Dmitri?'	Fast	asked.		The	Russian	wrote	down
where	his	 land	was	and	 then,	walking	away,	he	 stopped,	 turned	and	 said:
‘So,	when	you	feel	too	hemmed	in	here,	come	and	see	me.’		After	a	pause	he
laughed:	‘But	then	maybe	I’ll	have	changed	my	mind,	or	maybe	I’ll	be	off
somewhere	else	policing	the	country.	You	know	how	we	Russians	are.	Here
today	and	gone	tomorrow.		Take	it	or	leave	it.’		The	two	men	parted	ways.

The	Crimean	War	 ended	 and	 Lieutenant	 Brasol	 never	 stopped	 by	 again.
Perhaps	he	continued	his	military	duties	elsewhere,	or	maybe	he	returned
to	live	on	his	sheep	land.		Johann	Fast	went	about	his	work.	Years	went	by
and	 occasionally	 Fast	 thought	 about	 that	 conversation	 with	 Brasol.	 	 In
1861,	six	years	after	the	war	ended,	a	significant,	political	event	took	place.
Russia	abolished	serfdom	and,	in	the	stroke	of	a	pen,	Russian	peasants	were
free	of	their	masters.		Johann	Fast	couldn’t	help	wondering	how	his	friend
would	manage	his	big	sheep	farm	without	his	human	livestock.	
		
In	the	meantime	the	Fast	children	were	approaching	marrying	age.		He	had
sons	who	wanted	 to	 farm,	but	 land	was	 so	very	hard	 to	 come	by.	 	 Some
families	 had	 moved	 to	 Crimea,	 and	 some	 even	 farther	 away	 to	 the	 east.
Parents	were	naturally	anxious	about	their	young	folk.		The	conversations
with	Brasol,	and	his	 land	90	km	to	the	north,	kept	coming	 into	his	mind.
He	began	to	talk	to	relatives	and	friends	about	it.		In	1868	a	group	of	them
decided	 to	 pay	 Dmitri	 Brasol	 a	 visit.	 	 When	 they	 arrived,	 Brasol
remembered	 Johann	Fast	 and	was	quite	 glad	 to	 see	 him.	 	He	was	 indeed
having	difficulty	maintaining	his	lavish	life	style	without	his	cheap	labour.
Brasol	was	known	to	enjoy	the	social	circles	of	St.	Petersburg	and	Moscow
much	more	than	living	on	his	farm.		Fast	and	his	companions	were	soundly
impressed	with	his	 vast	 expanse	of	 land.	 	The	 soil	was	 light	 and	 rich	 and
indeed	covered	with	lush,	waving	grass.		An	offer	was	made	in	the	spring	of
1868,	which	Brasol	accepted	on	July	20th,	1868.	The	papers	were	signed	in
the	provincial	capital	of	Ekaterinoslav.	

		

A	copy	of	that	contract	reveals	the	details:	

Province	of	Ekaterinoslav,	District	of	Alexandrovsk	
5,324	desiatini	of	land	(14,375	acres)	
Price	of	25	ruble	per	desiatini,	total	133,000	ruble	
Included	-	land,	a	mill,	a	tavern	and	a	number	of	farm	buildings.	

Excluded	-	Brasol’s	residence	(sold	separately	to	Johann	B.	Fast)			

		

Terms	of	the	contract:	

3,000	ruble	paid	immediately	upon	signing	

50,000	ruble	paid	on	August	25	(a	month	later)	

66,550	ruble	on	April	1,	1869	(8	months	later)	

Balance	of	13,450,	mortgaged	over	3	years	at	6%.	

		

Signed	-	Dmitri	Brasol

The	Story	of	Schoenfeld	Begins
The	Land	Deal



19

Left	 map)	 The	 origin	 of	 Schoenfeld	 differed	 from

most	 Mennonite	 areas	 in	 that	 it	 was	 purchased	 by

individuals,	not	by	a	mother	 	region.	Schoenfeld	was

about	 70	 km	 north	 of	 the	 larger,	 fully	 populated

Molotschna.		

(Map	 on	 right)	 The	 first	 group,	 under	 Johann	 Fast,

settled	 east/west	 along	 the	 Gorkaja	 River	 (hi-lighted).

This	 row	 of	 estates	was	 referred	 to	 later	 as	 the	 Brazol

Reihe.	On	the	west	end	of	it,	and	a	bit	north,	stood	the

Russian	village	of	Salivnoye28	 	 (in	the	story	sometimes

referred	 to	 as	 Brazol	 village,	 likely	 where	 his	 serf/

peasants	 lived).	 	 Today	 it	 is	 called	 Zalyvne	 (47.86587,

35.8915).	 On	 the	 far	 west	 side	 of	 the	 map	 you	 can	 see

Kawalicha,	 an	area	of	 large	 estates.	This	 is	where	Oma

Dick	grew	up	and	where	her	brothers'	headstones	lie.

(Left	map)	A	year	or	 two	 later	another	group	 from

Molotschna	 purchased	 land	 along	 the	 Soljonaya

River	 (hi-lighted).	 	This	 row	of	 estates	was	 referred

to	 as	 Chonuk	 Reihe.	 On	 the	 west	 end	 of	 this	 row

they	 located	their	administrative	village	 (referred	to

as	Schoenfeld	village	-	see	expanded	view	at	top	right

corner	of	left	map).		There	is	a	Ukrainian	village	here

now,	 named	 	 Barvinovka17	 (47.81408,	 35.9243).	 	 At

bottom	 center	 of	 the	 map	 is	 the	 village	 of

Ljubimowka27,	 the	 home	 town	 of	 Batjko	 Pravda

who	so	terrorized	Schoenfeld	later.	Today	it	is	called

Lyubyts'ke	(47.7660,	35.9512)
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Signatures	on	the	Brasol	contract	were:	

1.	Johann	Bernard	Fast	-	married	Peter	J.	Dick's(3)	sister	Aganetha	

2.	Peter	J	Dick(3)	–	our	paternal	great-great-grandfather	

3.	Abraham	J.	Driedger(3)	–	our	maternal	g-g-grandfather,	married	Peter	J.
Dick's(3)	sister	Anna	

4.	Cornelius	Friesen	–	Uncle	to	Heinrich	B.	Wiens	(later	in	story)	

5.	Johann	Johann	Klassen	-	unknown	

6.		Jakob	Peter	Heidebrecht		-	unknown	

7.	Abram	Dietrich	Warkentin	-	unknown	

8.	Jakob	Thiessen	–	Oma	Dick’s	maternal	grandfather	

9.	David	Abram	Mathies	–	ancestor	to	the	Mathies	in	Leamngton	

10.		Heinrich	Peter	Enns	-	Oma	Dick’s	paternal	grandfather	

11.		Peter	Cornies	–	married	Peter	J.	Dick's(3)	sister	Maria		

12.	 	Johann	Peter	Enns	–	believe	to	be	Herb	and	Walt	Enns’s	great-great-
grandfather	

13.	 	 Claas	 Jakob	 Thiessen	 –Tiessen	 (Nick,	 John,	 Ralph,	 George,	 Jack,
Eleanor)	

14.	Peter	Gerhard	Neufeld	–	ancestor	to	the	Leamington	Neufelds	
				
A	 corporate	 agreement	 was	 drawn	 up	 that	 allowed	 each	 shareholder	 the
following	options:	(a)	to	settle	on	the	land	himself,	(b)	gift	it	to	family	or	(c)
sell	it	to	another	party.		Eleven	of	the	above	settled	along	the	south	bank	of
the	Gorkaya	River,	later	known	as	“Brasol	Reihe.”		A	detailed	map	on	Page
138	 shows	 the	 individual	 estate	 locations	 along	 with	 pretty	 accurate
longitude	and	latitude	coordinates.		Muensterdorf20	is	the	estate	of	Abram
D.	Warkentin	where	Opa	Driedger	was	born.			
		
Three	of	the	above	buyers	located	further	west	on	land	generally	referred	to
as	Kawalicha26.	 	They	were	Heinrich	Peter	Enns23	 (Oma	Dick’s	paternal
grandfather),	 Jacob	 Thiessen	 (Oma	 Dick’s	 maternal	 grandfather)	 and
Johann	Peter	Enns.			
		
A	 year	 or	 so	 later	 another	 group	 (below)	 from	Molotschna	 bought	 land
parallel	to	and	directly	south	of	Brasol	Reihe.	They	built	their	estates	on	the
north	bank	of	the	Soljonaya	River,	calling	it	Chonuk	Reihe.		
		

The	Chonuk	buyers	were:	

1.	Cornelius	Krause	-	unknown	

2.	Abram	Friesen	–	maternal	grandfather		to	Heinrich	B.	Wiens	herein

3.	Cornelius	Siemens	-	unknown

4.	Johann	Enns	-	unknown	

5.	Peter	Siemens	–	Oma	Driedger’s	grandmother's	2nd	husband	

6.	Heinrich	Wiens	–		paternal	grandfather	of	Heinrich	B.	Wiens	

7.	Johann	Rogalsky	-	unknown	

8.	Paul	Rogalsky	-	unknown	

9.	N.	Siemens	–	unknown	

10.	Jacob	Heidebrecht	-	unknown

11.	Heinrich	Fast	–	believed	to	be	a	brother	to	Johann	B.	Fast	

They	established	their	communal	village	at	the	west	end	of	the	Soljonaja
River.	The	 village	 consisted	 of	 	 781	 dessiatine	 (2,100	 acres)	which	must
have	 included	 some	 big	 farms	 as	well.	Here	 they	 built	 their	 church,	 an
elementary	 and	 secondary	 school	 and	 a	 municipal	 office.	 	 In	 1898
Schoenfeld	village	had	a	population	of	343.		
		
In	 the	 Russian	 village	 of	 Salivnoye,	 just	 to	 the	 north,	 Gerhard	 Peters
established	 a	 machine	 shop	 and	 general	 store.	He	 was	 an	 uncle	 to	 our
paternal	grandfather.	This	store	became	a	popular	shopping	and	meeting
place.		It	plays	a	dramatic	role	later	in	our	story.	
		
Their	 first	 buildings	 went	 up	 quickly	 using	 sun-dried	 bricks.	 As	 time
allowed,	rebuilding	began	with	fire-brick.		The	homes	had	red	tiled	roofs
and	the	walls	were	45	cm	thick	(14	in.).		Barns,	also	finished	in	brick,	were
of	timber	frame	construction.	Their	homes	were	placed	between	the	river
and	the	road,	which	ran	parallel,	with	farm	buildings	more	distant.		 	On
smaller	 farms,	 the	 house	 and	 barn	were	 often	 attached.	 In	 such	 cases	 a
connecting	 room	with	 steel	 doors	 protected	 the	 home	 from	 fire.	 	 They
planted	 large	vegetable	gardens	and	orchards.	 	Machine	 sheds	and	 small
buildings	 for	 harnesses,	 carriages	 and	workshop	were	 further	 back.	 	 A
living	 quarter	 and	 cook	 house	 for	workers	were	 set	 back	 as	well.	 	 The
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buildings	had	sturdy	lofts	for	storing	grain.	Typically	the	loft	floors	were
of	brick	as	well.		
			
Schoenfeld	 was	 privately	 founded,	 which	 differed	 from	 other	 daughter
colonies.	Although	Molotschna	was	supportive	of	Schoenfeld's		founding
it	 was	 not	 financially	 or	 organizationally	 involved.	 It	 took	 the
Schoenfelders	 considerable	 lobbying	 in	 Ekaterinoslav	 to	 pursuade	 the
Russian	 government	 to	 approve	 their	 unique	 organization.	 Because	 the
Brasol/Chonuk/Kawalicha	 area	 was	 deemed	 too	 small	 to	 stand	 as	 a
Volost,	 the	 Schoenfelders	 petitioned	 to	 include	 additional	 Mennonite
estate	properties	popping	up	beyond	their	boundary.	Their	solution	was
to	incorporate	these	more	distant	estates	to	create	enough	mass	to	qualify
as	 a	 Schoenfeld	 Volost.	 	 After	 significant	 effort	 the	 plan	was	 approved.
Collectively	 then,	 Schoenfeld	 represented	 187,000	 acres.	 	 No	 other
colonist	municipality	was	organized	that	way.	
		
There	appear	to	be	no	surviving	records	or	maps	 indicating	where	those
more	remote	estates	were.		Perhaps	their	locations	can	be	found	in	private
family	 memoirs	 somewhere.	 	 We	 do	 know	 that	 Silberfeld8	 and
Blumenfeld9	 were	 about	 30	 km	 to	 the	 south	 of	 Brasol's	 land.	 The
Silberfeld	estate	area	was	founded	by	a	Jacob	Driedger	when	he	bought	a
20,625	acre	Russian	estate.	 It	 appears	 this	 Jacob	Driedger	was	 related	 to
Abram	 J.	 Driedger,	 a	 founder	 of	 the	 first	 Schoenfeld	 group.	 The	 exact
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The	Founding	of	Schoenfeld
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relationship	could	not	be	verified.		There	is	a	memoir	later	in	the	story	by	Karl
Hess	Dreiedger	who	describes	the	anarchist	raids	in	their	area.
		
To	 the	 southwest	 was	 Hochfeld	 and	 west	 further	 was	 Rosenhof,	 where
Heinrich	 Thiessen,	 Oma	 Dick’s	 grandfather	 and	 prominent	 flour	 miller,
acquired	a	large	tract	of	land.		Another	purchase	made	by	the	Thiessen	family
was	Roppov	where	Dad	was	born.	 	Roppov	 is	not	 shown	on	any	map	but	 is
referred	to	as	part	of	Schoenfeld.			
				
Schoenfeld	 had	 fourteen	 elementary	 schools,	 a	 central	 high	 school,	 three
churches,	 a	 number	 of	 flour	 mills,	 oil	 presses,	 brick	 yards,	 foundries,	 farm
equipment	dealers	and	manufacturers.		In	the	Russian	town	of	Gaychul(4),	near
the	Driedger/Cornies	estates,	 there	was	a	 large	flour	milling	operation	owned
by	 Goossen	 and	 Suderman,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 manufacturing	 plant	 owned	 by	 a
Heinrich	Neufeld.	

The	 Schoenfeld	 folks	 achieved	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 prosperity	 but,	 because	 their
properties	 were	 isolated	 and	 in	 close	 proximity	 to	 Gulaipole,	 they	 suffered
early	and	major	devastation.		Today	there	is	little	evidence	of	Schoenfeld	and	its
dynamic	past.

Typical	brick	patterns,	window

placement	and	roof	lines
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Although	Peter	J	Dick,	our	great-great-grandfather,	was	a	key	player	in	the
Schoenfeld	Corporation,	 he	 did	 not	 relocate	 in	 Schoenfeld.	None	 of	 his
children	moved	there	either.		In	1868	they	were	yet	very	young.	In	fact	our
great-grandfather,	whom	we	are	about	to	meet,	was	only	eleven	years	old.	

The	 Schoenfeld	 purchase	 took	 place	 during	 the	 hyper	 land	 market	 that
followed	 land	 reform.	 Many	 of	 the	 participants	 in	 the	 Brasol	 purchase
were	relatives	of	Peter	and	Justina.	Peter	was	perhaps	a	wealthy	man	who
just	took	part	to	help	finance	the	deal.	In	1884,	sixteen	years	later,	some	of
Peter	and	Justina's	sons	purchased	 land	nearby	from	a	Russian	nobleman
named	Samojlenko.	The	price	by	that	time	was	triple	the	1868	Brasol	price.
Six	 families	 then	 settled	 on	 the	 Samojlenko	 land.	 	 They	 called	 their	 area
Schoenbrunn22.	

			

Here	is	the	concluding	story	of	Peter	J.	and	Justina	Dick,	our	great-great-
grandparents.	 It	was	19	years	after	 the	Brasol	purchase,	 and	2	years	after
Schoenbrunn,	that	one	of	Peter’s	daughters	wrote:	

“In	1887	Father	died	very	suddenly	(on	his	Halbstadt	farm)	on	Christmas
Eve.	We	had	 just	 eaten	 supper.	Several	guests	were	present.	The	men	had
gone	into	the	Grossestubbe	(living	room).	Father	had	said	we	should	gather
there	 to	 sing	 some	 Christmas	 songs.	 We	 women	 were	 still	 busy	 in	 the
kitchen.	 When	 we	 entered	 the	 room,	 Mother	 thought	 Father	 had	 fallen
asleep	in	his	chair,	but	had	quietly	passed	away	from	a	stroke.	He	had	never
been	sick”.	
	
Peter	 died	 at	 the	 young	 age	 of	 54.	From	 another	 diary	we	 learn	 that	 his
funeral	was	quite	large,	attended	by	hundreds	of	people	from	near	and	far.	

		

From	a	daughter-in-law’s	diary	nine	months	later:	
“Last	week	all	 our	 relatives	were	 in	Halbstadt	preparing	 for	and	holding
the	auction	sale	at	Mother’s	place.	The	equipment	and	 livestock	were	 sold
by	auction	on	Sept.	26-27.	Heinrich	Friesen,	Maria's	husband,	bought	 the
land.	The	machinery	he	wanted	he	bought	through	the	auction.	It	took	two
days	 to	 sell	 everything.	Prices	were	very	good.	Father's	 share	 in	 the	brick
factory	was	also	sold.	Heinrich	and	Maria	were	given	the	farm	yard,	barns
and	 residential	 buildings	 on	 the	 condition	 that	 they	 care	 for	 Mother
(Justina)	 there	 until	 her	 death.	The	money	 from	 the	 sale	 of	 the	 land,	 the
brick	factory	and	the	equipment	was	divided	equally	among	the	8	children.
We	all	got	a	substantial	amount”.	

		

From	 the	 above	 we	 conclude	 the	 assets	 of	 Peter's	 estate	 were	 all	 in
Halbstadt,	 since	 no	 mention	 was	 made	 of	 land	 in	 Schoenfeld.	 Justina
(Groening/Enns)	Dick,	a	widow	again	at	age	64,	moved	into	a	smaller	but
comfortable	 residence	 on	 the	 home	 farm.	Her	 youngest	 daughter,	Maria
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and	 husband	Heinrich	 Friesen,	moved	 into	 her	 larger	 residence.	 Justina's
home	 continued	 to	 be	 the	 family	 gathering	 place	 where	 she	 lived	 for
another	16	years.	

		

In	 1889,	 a	 year	 after	 the	 auction	 and	 the	 disbursement	 of	 Peter's	 assets,
Justina's	 son	 Herman	 Enns	 (1846	 –1920)	 was	 one	 of	 the	 Schoenbrunn
buyers.	 	 Her	 son	 Peter	 (1859	 –	 1938)	 however	 bought	 land	 north	 of
Schoenfeld	 (perhaps	due	west	of	Roppov	 -	 jd).	Only	daughters	 Justina(4)
and	 Maria(4)	 remained	 living	 nearby	 in	 Halbstadt.	 From	 all	 accounts
Justina	loved	to	travel	and	made	it	a	point	to	visit	her		children	at	least	once
a	year.	When	her	grandsons	later	attended	high	school	they	were	boarded	in
private	homes	in	Halbstadt,	but	made	it	a	point	to	visit	their	grandmother
on	 Saturday	 afternoons.	 It	 is	 likely	 our	 grandfather,	Abram(5)	Dick,	was
one	of	them.	

		

One	of	Justina’s	grandsons,	while	attending	high	school	in	Halbstadt,

wrote:	

“At	Christmas	time,	before	we	left	to	go	home	for	the	holidays,	we	had	to
stop	at	her	house	to	pick	up	a	big	box	of	presents	to	take	home.	Once	a	year,
usually	 in	 the	 summer,	 she	would	 come	 to	visit	us.	Her	visits	were	always
festive	events.	All	our	neighbours	would	come	to	see	her.	She	knew	so	many
people	in	Halbstadt,	and	always	had	so	much	to	tell	about	what	was	going
on	in	the	Molotschna	area.	They	all	had	relatives	back	there	and	she	could
tell	them	the	latest	news	and	gossip.	She	had	a	good	knowledge	about	Volost
affairs,	and	the	men	were	always	very	interested	in	that”.	

		

Justina’s	 life	 was	 marred	 with	 tragedy	 after	 Peter’s	 death.	 Thirteen	 days
after	 his	 funeral,	 her	 son	Gerhard's	 wife	 Susanna	 died.	 Gerhard	 was	 left
with	 two	 young	 children.	Nine	months	 later,	 daughter-in-law	Anna	 (nee
Driedger	 –	 our	 paternal	 great-grandmother)	 died.	 A	 year	 after	 that
daughter-in-law	Katharina	 died,	 leaving	 behind	 three	 little	 boys.	Months
later	 the	 bo	 father	 died	 as	well,	 leaving	 the	 three	 boys	 as	 orphans.	 	 Two
more	years	passed	when	son	Jakob	died	in	a	farm	accident,	leaving	behind
his	wife	and	2	children.	So	in	the	span	of	five	years	Justina	lost	her	husband,
two	sons	and	three	daughters-in-law.	Family	stories	indicate	she	seemed	to
be	resilient	in	spite	of	all	this	tragedy.	Her	family	described	her	as	a	spirited,
lively	 and	knowledgeable	 lady.	We	will	 encounter	 her	 children’s	 tragedies
again	when	we	visit	Schoenbrunn.	

Justina	 suffered	 a	 slight	 stroke	 early	 in	 1903	 but	 recovered	 fairly	well.	A
partial	paralysis	in	her	left	side	distorted	her	facial	features	a	bit	and	affected
her	speech.	She	walked	on	her	own	until	her	final	illness.	She	died	on	Oct.
24,	1903	at	the	age	of	80	with	many	family	members	at	her	bedside.

Back	to	Peter(3)	and	Justina	Dick	
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So	ends	the	story	of	Peter	and	Justina	who	played	such	a	significant	role
in	our	history.		From	here	we	will	follow	the	story	of	their	oldest	son,

Johann,	our	great-grandfather.	

		

In	1975,	one	of	 Justina's	grandsons	 from	Manitoba	made	a	 trip	 to	 the
Soviet	Union	and	visited	Halbstadt.		He	found	Peter	and	Justina’s	home
still	 standing,	 in	 decent	 repair,	 but	 converted	 into	 apartments.	 	Helen
Koop	Johnson	herself	writes:	

"In	1990	my	husband	and	 I	visited	 the	Soviet	Union.	 	At	 that	 time	 I
had	not	done	any	family	research	so	I	was	unaware	of	 the	significance
of	Halbstadt	in	our	family	story.		We	travelled	through	this	part	of	old
Molotschna	and	even	spent	an	hour	in	Halbstadt.		It	was	only	a	stop	on
our	 tour.	 	 If	 I	went	 back	 now	 it	would	 surely	 be	 a	more	meaningful
experience".

One	of	her	grandsons	wrote:	
"Grandmother	had	been	ill	for	a	few	weeks	and	we	were	told	she	was	dying.
Many	of	her	children	came	from	afar	 to	 say	good-bye.	She	was	weak	but	all
who	were	there	took	turns	to	go	into	her	room.		When	I	went	in	she	recognized
me	and	in	a	weak	voice	spoke	a	few	words	of	love	and	encouragement	to	me.		I
will	never	forget	that	moment.	She	died	a	few	hours	later.'	

Justina	was	buried	on	her	Halbstadt	farm	where	she	had	lived	all	her	life.		She
would	have	witnessed	many	changes	over	the	years,	from	rustic	pioneer	days
to	the	golden	era.	She	would	have	felt	the	tragedy	of	the	Crimean	War,	and	the
social	 strife	 over	 land	ownership,	 and	 she	would	have	watched	one-third	of
the	German	 colonists	 leave	 for	 	Manitoba	 and	 the	American	mid-west.	 She
would	 have	 seen	 business	 schools,	 hospitals,	 teacher	 and	 medical	 training
centers	go	up,	and	churches	built.	 	 	And	she	would	have	watched	grandsons
leave	for	European	universities.

This	picture	of	Peter	and	Justina’s	 family	was	 taken	 in	Halbstadt	 in	1884,	on	 the	occasion	of	Maria	and	Heinrich

Friesen’s	wedding	day.	All	of	their	children	are	present	on	this	picture.	 	Peter	died	3	years	later	and	within	5	years

another	 5	were	 gone.	 	 In	 the	 back	 row	 from	 the	 left	 are	Cornelius	 and	Katherine	 (in	 front)	 Enns,	Wilhelm	 and

Justina	(in	front)	Giesbrecht,	son	Peter	with	his	hand	on	his	mother’s	shoulder.		Parents	Justina	and	Peter	are	in	the

center.	Directly	behind	them	is	 the	bridal	couple	and	next	right	 is	Johann	Dick	 (our	great-grandfather),	Gerhard

and	Sarah	(in	front)	Peters,	the	store	owners	in	Brasol,	Herman	and	Elizabeth	(in	front)	Enns.		Front	row	right	are

Gerhard	and	Suzanna	Dick	and	front	left	are	Jacob	and	Suzanna	Enns.	
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References	made	to	"Schoenfeld"	in	this	story	are	going	to	be	confusing.		They	actually	refer	to	three	geographic
areas	within	one	another.	 	The	1912	map	on	Page	 24	outlines	 the	 land	purchased	 in	 1868	 and	1869	by	 the	 two
groups	 described	 on	 Page	 19.	 	 That	 represented	 about	 51,000	 acres.	 	 Roughly	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 that	 area	 they
established	a	village	also	known	as	Schoenfeld	(expanded	view	at	top	left	of	map).		It	was	located	at	the	confluence

of	 the	Terse	 and	 Soljonaja	Rivers.	 But	 Schoenfeld	was	 also	 a	municipality,	 an	 amalgamation	 of	 estates	 further
afield.	 	Marked	in	red	on	the	above	map	are	the	known	ones,	but	the	locations	of	many	remain	a	mystery.	 	The
total	land	area	representing	Schoenfeld	was	then	about	187,000	acres,	or	about	half	the	size	of	Molotschna.		

Schoenfeld	Region	Explained
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S c h o e n f e l d
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In	1888,	the	average	cultivated	acrage	(non-pasture)	on	a	Molotschna	farm
was	120	acres.	 	Likely	 in	Schoenfeld	 it	was	more.	 	 In	 the	N.	N.	Driedger
story,	 later	 in	 the	 book,	 he	 indicates	 that	 he	 and	 his	 step-brother	 Peter
worked	 250	 fallow	 acres	 in	 the	 summer.	 	 Fallowing	 meant	 allowing	 a
portion	of	one's	tilled	acrage	to	rest	for	a	year	to	accumulate	moisture	for
the	 next	 growing	 season.	 During	 the	 fallow	 year	 those	 fields	 were
cultivated	 several	 times	 to	 control	weeds.	 	Under	 a	 2:1	 rotation,	 the	 farm
could	have	had	500	 acres	under	 cultivation	 at	one	 time.	That	would	have
required	serious	horse	power.		We	know	that	on	the	Roppov	estateof	Jacob
Thiessen	there	were	over	50		draft	horses.
.

As	 grain	 production	 increased,	 a	 network	 of	 rail	 lines	 grew	 across	 the
region.	 	 One	 line	 ran	 south	 along	 the	 eastern	 boundry	 of	 Schoenfeld,
through	Gaychul	(today	Ternuvate)	down	to	the	seaport	of	Berdiansk.	 	If
you	zoom	 in	on	 the	 former	 town	of	Gaychul	 (47.82805,	36.12487)	 today,
you	can	see	extensive	grain	silos	along	the	tracks,	evidence	that	the	area	is
still	heavily	in	grain	production.		On	the	west	boundry	another	rail	line	ran
through	 the	 Russian	 town	 of	 Sofievka	 (today	 Vil’nyans’k	 47.9420,
35.42235)	 and	 on	 to	 the	 river	 port	 of	 Alexandrovsk	 (today	 Zaporozhye
47.8336,	35.1367).	 	From	there	grain	was	shipped	down	river	to	Black	Sea

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
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Grain	 facilities	 in	 Alexandrovsk	 were	 predominantly	 owned	 by
Mennonites.	 	 Schoenfeld	 farmers	 sold	 their	 grain	 at	 the	 farm	 gate	 (see
Agatha	 Nickel	 story)	 and	 then	 Russian	 teamsters	 assisted	 in	 moving

product	to	the	rail	yards.							

After	emancipation,	peasants	resisted	working	on	farms	for	fear	of	being
pulled	 into	 servitude	 again.	 In	 time	 they	 became	 more	 trusting	 and
eventually	 provided	 a	 ready	 labour	 pool.	 	 Often	 whole	 families	 were
employed	 and	housed	by	 a	 landowner.	Later	 in	 the	 story	we	 find	 that
Johann	 P.	 Dick,	 our	 great-grandfather,	 provided	 housing,	 food	 and	 a
separate	kitchen	for	his	workers.

Schoenfeld	was	 primarily	 an	 agricultural	 region.	 	 	 It	 had	 a	 number	 of
flour	 mills	 and	 industries	 related	 to	 agriculture.	 	 At	 the	 rail	 center	 of
Sofievka,	 Heinrich	 Neufeld	 (unknown)	 owned	 a	 farm	 machinery
manufacturing	 plant.	 	 He	 sold	 his	 products	 throughout	 Russia.	 There
was	 a	 large	 flour	 mill	 in	 Gaychul	 owned	 by	 Goossen	 and	 Suderman.
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Agriculture	during	Schoenfeld's	time

A	story	Opa		Driedger	liked	to	tell	went	like	this:	One	day	a	grain	buyer	arrived	at	our	place	to	negotiate	a	grain	deal.	Step-father	Cornies

came	to	an	agreement	with	the	man	and	then	left	to	attend	to	other	tasks.	Our	farm	hands	loaded	the	grain	onto	the	buyer’s	wagons.	As	the
buyer	 was	 preparing	 to	 leave,	 Step-father	 Cornies	 returned	 to	 reconcile	 what	 had	 been	 loaded	 onto	 the	 wagons.	 Some	 trickery	 was
discovered.	Step-father	Cornies	was	a	formidable	man,	with	an	aggressive	presence,	and	so	a	heated	confrontation	ensued.	As	Opa	told	this
story	he	always	ended	it	with	a	chuckle	and	the	comment:	“Deh	kuhn	oba	schriehe!”.		That	translates	into	the	exclamation	“Could	that	guy

(Cornies)	ever	yell”.		Unfortunately	the	comical	flavor	of	thatl	Low-German	remark	is	lost	in	translation.	Apparently	this	buyer	did	not	re-
visit	the	Cornies	gate.	
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This	mill	moved	flour	by	rail	to	the	sea	port	of	Berdiansk.					

Molotschna	and	Schoenfeld	had	high	quality	dairy	herds.		Choice	breeding
stock	was	imported	from	Europe.		The	breeds	included	Holstein,	Siemental
and	 Wilstermarsh.	 	 Alexandrovsk	 was	 the	 head	 office	 of	 the	 District
Agricultural	Council	where	they	conducted	an	aggressive	livestock	research
program.		It	employed	a	number	of	veterinarians	who	were	available	to	area
farms	 at	 no	 cost.	 To	 further	 strengthen	 the	 rural	 community,	 the	District
Agricultural	Council	initiated	the	installation	of	telephones	lines	for	quicker
access	to	medical	care.		In	1914	they	had	also	begun	positioning	doctors	and
related	medical	services	into	rural	areas,	but	the	war	ended	all	that.

Travellers	 from	 Leamington	 looking	 for	 their

Schoenfeld	roots.		They	found	only	an	unidentifided

cement	 foundation.	 	 Margaret	 (Nick)	 Driedger,

Ralph/Margaret	 Tiessen,	 John	 H.	 and	 Helen	 Dick,

Margaret	Braun,	Nellie	Tiessen	and	Aggie	Neufeld.

This	photo,	taken	north	of	the		Soljonaya	River

(Chonuk	Reihe)	by	Peter	Dick	of	Toronto,	is	the

likely	location	of	the	Wiesenfeld	estate	where	Mom

was	born.	
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Oberschultz	 were	 the	 telephone	 service	 into	 Schoenfeld	 and	 the
construction	of	 the	high	school.	Education	was	obviously	 important	 to
him	because	his	son	(our	grandfather)	went	to	study	business	in	Danzig.	

		

The	 year	 1885	 was	 eventful	 for	 Johann.	 At	 age	 28,	 he	 married	 Anna
Driedger	 and	 purchased	 his	 land	 in	 Schoenbrunn.	 	 Anna	 was	 the
daughter	of	Abram	J.	Driedger,	of	Driedgerhof(18),	one	of	the	king	pins
in	 Schoenfeld.	 	 According	 to	 stories	 in	 Helen	 Koop	 Johnson’s	 book,
Anna	was	a	lovely	but	delicate	girl.	 	Their	first	two	children	were	girls.
Both	 died,	 presumably	 as	 infants	 because	 no	 other	 information	 exists.
Four	years	into	their	marriage	they	were	expecting	another	child	and,	as
a	precaution,	 Johann	took	Anna	 to	 the	Muntau(29)	hospital.	 	There	on
July	6th,	1889	our	grandfather	Abram	was	born.		He	was	a	lusty,	healthy
boy.	Anna	wanted	to	name	him	Abram	after	her	father,	because	she	said
"He	has	a	mind	of	his	own,	like	my	father".	The	little	boy	was	strong	but
his	mother	struggled.		Two	months	after	giving	birth	Anna	died	at	home
in	 Schoenbrunn.	 	Her	mother,	Mrs.	Abram	Driedger,	 stepped	 forward
and	took	her	infant	grandson	home.	

Tragedy	in	Schoenbrunn	continued.	Ten	months	after	Anna’s	death,	her
sister	 Katherina	 died	 of	 tuberculosis.	 Katherina,	 and	 her	 husband
Cornelius	(Enns)	lived	next	door.	(Family	#3).	They	had	three	little	boys,
ages	10,	6	and	3.	The	oldest,	Cornelius	 (Jr.)	 remained	on	the	 farm	with
his	 father	while	 the	two	younger	ones,	Peter	and	Herman,	went	to	 live
with	Grandmother	Driedger.	She	was	now	looking	after	3	little	boys.	A
few	months	later	Cornelius	died	of	tuberculosis	as	well.	The	three	little
boys	were	now	orphans.	These	were	the	tragedies	that	affected	the	other
grandmother,	Justina,	who	had	just	lost	her	husband	Peter.	

		

After	his	 father’s	death,	 the	oldest	Enns	orphan	moved	 to	his	Driedger
grandparents	as	well.	That	made	four	for	Grandma.	But	he	was	restless
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Our	Great-Grandfather	Johnn	P.	Dick

In	1885,	17	years	after	the	Brasol	purchase,	land	was	acquired	for	84	ruble	per
desiatina	from	a	Russian	baron	named	Samojlenko.		Six	families	settled	on	this
land.	 They	 were	 our	 great-grandfather	 Johann(4)	 P	 Dick,	 his	 half-brothers
Jacob	 and	 Cornelius	 Enns,	 Johann	 Berg,	 Jacob	 Warkentin	 and	 Johann
Mathies.		They	called	their	land	Schoenbrunn22	(see	map	at	end	of	the	book).
It	was	 empty	 land	 except	 for	 an	 old	 sheep	 barn.	 	 They	 built	 their	 livestock
shelters	the	first	year.	The	second	year	they	built	their	homes	and	barns.		Most
of	the	construction	work	was	done	by	Russian/Ukrainian	crews.			

Their	 homes	 and	 farm	 buildings	 were	 said	 to	 cover	 5	 acre	 each.	 	 They
stretched	 one	 kilometer	 down	 the	 road.	 True	 to	 the	 directives	 of	 Johann
Cornies	they	planted	hundreds	of	trees.	 	They	built	a	school	across	the	road
from	the	Mathies	farm.		It	had	a	teacher	residence	and	a	large	enough	barn	for
a	horse,	buggy	and	sleigh.

Our	great-grandfather	was	born	 in	Halbstadt,	Molotschna.	 	He	was	the	first
born	 to	Justina	and	her	second	husband	Peter(3)	Dick.	He	would	have	been
about	 11-years	 old	when	 his	 father	 and	 others	made	 the	 big	 land	 deal	with
Lieutenant	 Brasol.	 He	 attended	 the	 Halbstadt	 high	 school.	 	 Stories	 tell	 of
Johann	 later	 in	 Sweden	 purchasing	 breeding	 stock	 as	 a	 representative	 of
Schoenfeld.	 Another	 family	 story	 mentions	 him	 visiting	 Vienna	 before	 he
married	Anna	Driedger.	
	
He	was	a	big	man,	well	over	200	lbs,	who	loved	to	laugh	and	sing.	He	was	the
gregarious	type,	not	one	to	sit	in	the	corner.	He	loved	his	horses	and	travelled
far	 to	 find	 the	best.	He	 took	pride	 in	having	handsome,	well-matched	 teams

for	his	carriages.		He	must	have	been	competent	as	an	Oberschultz	because	he

served	in	that	position	for	Schoenfeld	for	12	consecutive	years.			Opa	Driedger
knew	him	and	said	he	was	a	respected	administrator,	a	skilled	conciliator	and
had	 a	 warm,	 cheerful	 personality.	 His	 principal	 accomplishments	 as	 an
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Muntau	hospital	-	60	beds
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at	his	grandparents.	He	wanted	to	go	back	to	Schoenbrunn	and	live	with	his
Uncle	Johann,	who	was	alone	and	welcomed	young	Cornelius.	 	So	during
his	 first	 five	 years	 in	 Schoenbrunn	 our	 great-grandfather	 lost	 two	 infant
daughters,	his	bride	of	 just	 four	years,	his	 sister-in-law	Katherina	and	her
husband	Cornelius.	It	was	a	sad	time	for	everyone,	and	certainly	a	busy	one
for	Grandmother	Driedger.	The	younger	two	orphans	eventually	went	back
to	 Schoenbrunn	 to	 live	 with	 their	 Uncle	 Jacob	 and	 Aunt	 Suzanna	 Enns
(Family	 5).	 	 Grandma	Driedger	 continued	 to	 care	 for	 infant	 Abram,	 our
grandfather.	

		

Winter	passed	by,	and	one	day	toward	spring	Johann	came	to	visit	his	son.
It	 must	 have	 been	 a	 particularly	 bad	 day	 for	 Grandma	 Driedger.	 The

following	account	comes	from	one	of	her	daughters’	diaries:	

		

March	10,	1891:	“Today	Mother	yelled	at	poor	Johann:	‘Enough	is	enough,
Johann!	Get	out	and	find	yourself	a	wife,	and	make	sure	she	is	healthy	and
has	 some	 starch	 in	her	backbone.	 I	 am	getting	 too	old	 to	 chase	 after	 these
young	ones.'	 	 Johann	agreed	but	 said	he	 really	didn’t	know	where	 to	 find
one	with	starch	in	her	backbone,	and	Grandma	had	an	answer	for	that	too.
'Go	 to	Molotschna,	 there	are	 supposed	 to	be	a	 lot	of	old	maids	 looking	 for

suitors	with	a	farm	of	their	own.”	

		

Well,	Johann	must	have	taken	her	reproach	seriously	because	Helen	Koop

Johnson	found	this	note	in	another	diary:	

		

“June	 18,	 1891:	 Today	 Johann	 returned	 home	with	 a	 new	wife.	 I	 haven't

met	her	yet,	but	she	is	supposed	to	be	an	old	maid	from	Tiege.”	

Her	name	was	Margareta	Enns,	 and	 she	was	 almost	 26	 years	 old.	 Johann
was	34	years	old	when	they	met.		They	were	married	on	June	6,	1891.	

		

What	 do	 we	 know	 about	 Margaretha?	 We	 learn	 that	 she	 was	 born	 in
Ohrloff(34),	 the	 fourth	 daughter	 of	 Jacob	 and	 Anna	 Enns.	 Wheat
production	 had	 grown	 rapidly,	 but	 storage	 facilities	 lagged.	 Margareta's
father	Jacob,	and	some	partners,	decided	to	engage	in	that	role.	In	the	1860's
they	built	a	grain	warehouse	at	the	port	of	Berdiansk.	Their	enterprise	was
said	to	be	quite	profitable	but	in	January	of	1880	a	huge	fire	broke	out.	The
facility	burned	to	the	ground.	The	cause	of	the	fire	was	never	proven,	but
they	 feared	 it	 was	 arson,	 perhaps	 an	 early	 sign	 of	 a	 growing	 resentment
toward	foreigners.

Jacob	 Enns	 and	 his	 partners	 suffered	 a	 huge	 loss.	 Margaretha’s	 father
eventually	went	bankrupt.	Some	time	later	Jacob	died	suddenly	and	left	a
heavy	financial	burden	on	his	family.	Jacob's	son	took	over	the	farm	and
responsibility	 for	his	mother	 and	 the	 children.	When	Margareta	 turned
15	she	was	deemed	old	enough	to	 leave	home	and	go	to	work.	She	had
grown	up	in	a	good	home	and	so	must	have	known	a	bit	about	running	a
household.		She	found	work	as	a	maid.	Word	got	out	that	Johann	P.	Dick
was	 out	 looking	 for	 a	wife.	He	 found	Margaretha	 in	 Tiege(33)	 but	 no
details	about	their	courtship	are	known.	We	do	get	an	early	indication	of
her	character	though.		She	embraced	Johann’s	infant	son	immediately	and
insisted	on	adopting	young	Cornelius	Enns,	Johann's	orphaned	nephew.
Margaretha	indeed	had	a	strong	backbone,	as	we	will	see.	

		

Johann	and	Margaretha	prospered	on	the	Schoenbrunn	farm.	At	the	age
of	40,	he	was	elected	Oberschultz	of	Schoenfeld,	a	position	he	held	for	12
years.	The	Volost	was	large	which	meant	he	was	away	from	home	a	great
deal.	 	 	He	was	 a	member	 of	 the	 high	 school	 building	 committee.	 	The
school	they	built	was	modern.		It	had	central	heat,	thanks	to	a	boiler	in
the	basement.	Further	travels	took	him	to	Europe	in	search	of	breeding
stock.	At	home	he	was	a	 jolly	father	who	loved	to	sing,	 tell	 stories	and
rough-house	with	 the	kids.	According	 to	his	 daughter,	 Sarah	 it	 seemed
the	 children	 favored	 him	 over	 their	 mother,	 perhaps	 because	 in	 his
absence	disciplining	was	left	to	her.

Sea	Port	of	Berdiansk
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In	 the	back	 row	 (left	 to	 right)	 is	 daughter	Anna,	 then	Margaretha	 (mother),

Gerhard,	who	died	at	age	5,	Johann	(father),	Abram	(our	grandfather).	Sitting

on	 the	 steps	 (top	 to	 bottom)	 is	 Johann	 (John	 H.	 Dick's	 father),	 Margaret

(mother	 of	 Mrs.	 Jake	 Toews),	 Justina	 (mother	 of	 Herm	 Dick)	 and	 Sarah

(mother	 of	Helen	Koop	 Johnson)	with	 the	 doll.	 Sons	 Jacob	 (high	 chair)	 and

Peter	(behind	the	toy	horse).	After	this	picture	was	taken,	three	more	children

were	born:	Herman	-1906,	George	-1909	and	Helena	-1911.

Great-grandfather

and	Margareta

(his	second	wife)

and	family

Picture	taken	in

1904	on	back	step	of

their	home	in

Schoenbrunn
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Helen	 Koop	 Johnson's	 mother	 shared	 many	 memories	 in	 Tapestry	 of

Ancestral	 Footprints.	 She	 was	 11	 years	 younger	 than	 our	 Grandfather
Abram	but,	according	to	Helen,	her	mother	was	able	to	paint	a	good	picture
of	 that	Golden	 Era.	 	 She	 said	 there	was	 a	 kiln	 in	 Schoenbrunn	 for	 firing
brick.		Most	of	the	Schoenbrunn	buildings	were	rebuilt	with	fire-bricks	in	a
few	years,	but	on	their	farm	no	rebuilding	took	place	until	after	her	father
had	remarried.	The	buildings	on	Cornelius’s	farm	were	never	re-built.	Her
father	built	their	new	home	in	1900,	and	rebuilt	the	barns	and	an	implement
shed	a	few	years	later.	
		
Sarah	wrote:	
“I	was	 born	 on	October	 19,	 1900,	 the	 last	 child	 born	 in	 the	 house	 Father
built	 in	 1886.	 In	 the	 spring	 of	 1900	 he	 began	 our	 new	 house,	 hoping	 to
complete	it	before	the	baby	(me)	was	born.	The	old	house	had	become	very
crowded.	 	 He	 had	 many	 hired	 builders	 on	 the	 job,	 and	 the	 house	 was
finished	on	time.	Father	and	his	helpers	worked	hard	all	spring	and	summer.
They	began	after	seeding	and	finished	after	harvest.	It	was	late	fall	when	we
moved	 in,	 but	 our	 flowers	 were	 still	 blooming.	 	My	mother	 (Margaretha)
explained	 how	we	moved	 in.	On	 that	 day	 she	 had	 stayed	 back	 in	 the	 old
house	with	the	small	children.	In	the	morning	the	furniture	moved	over,	and
in	the	afternoon	the	dishes.		But	not	the	table	and	chairs.		Father	had	bought
a	new	and	bigger	table,	with	12	new	chairs,	for	the	new	house.	He	wouldn’t
let	us	move	in	until	everything	was	ready.		Just	before	Vesper	(light	dinner)
Father	came	in	and	said:	'Now	we’re	all	going	to	walk	over	together,	thank
the	Lord	for	all	our	blessing,	and	then	we	will	have	Vesper'.	He	carried	me
in	his	arms	and	Mother	held	my	little	brother	Peter’s	hand;	behind	us	came
my	two	sisters	Justina	and	Margaret,	each	carrying	flowers.	 	Next	came	my
sister	Anna,	with	a	basket	filled	with	baking,	and	brother	Johann	carring	the
Samovar	(Russian	tea	maker);	last	came	brothers	Abram	and	Cornelius	Enns
(Father’s	 adopted	 nephew).	 	 They	 were	 carrying	 the	 big	 Bible	 and	 the
Wandspruch	(framed	Bible	verse).	Then	across	the	yard	we	went.	 	With	the
Samovar	started,	and	the	Wandspruch	hung	on	the	wall,	we	sat	down	at	the
table.		Anna	had	set	the	table	earlier.		We	listened	as	Father	read	a	few	verses
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of	scripture,	asked	for	a	blessing	on	our	new	home	and	then	we	ate”	(Sarah).	
		
Family	 stories	have	 a	 legacy	of	 incalculable	 value,	 even	 such	 simple	ones.
Helen	 Johnson	 suggested	 to	 her	 mother	 that	 she	 couldn’t	 possibly	 have
known	all	those	details;	after	all,	she	was	only	a	week	old.		Her	mother	had
looked	at	her	puzzled,	and	said	 ‘No,	my	Mama	told	me	this	 story.’	 	Sarah
continued	that	she	had	always	enjoyed	school.		It	was	a	nice	building	with	a
lovely	 yard.	 She	 especially	 remembers	 when	 a	Mr.	 Koop	 lived	 there	 and
taught	school.		The	Koops	had	a	daughter,	who	became	her	best	friend,	and
an	older	brother	Jacob	who	was	attending	high	school	in	Halbstadt.	Little
did	 her	 mother	 realize	 that	 years	 later,	 when	 the	 Schoenfelders	 had
abandoned	their	homes	and	fled	to	Molotschna,	she	would	meet	this	Jacob
Koop,	and	they	would	marry.	
		
Sarah	 said	 that	 between	 the	 large	 hay	 barn	 and	 an	 implement	 shed	 there
were	 two	connecting	buildings.	One	was	 a	dairy	 room	 to	house	 the	milk
equipment,	 butter	 churns	 and	 cheese	 making	 equipment.	 It	 also	 had	 a
cooling	closet	for	storing	the	dairy	products.	The	other	building	had	living
quarters	 for	 the	dairy	maids	and	other	help	when	they	needed	them.	 	She
remembers	 that	 her	 father	 loved	horses	 and	would	 go	 to	 great	 lengths	 to
find	 the	 best	 oats	 and	 hay	 for	 them.	 	He	 even	 built	 a	 special	 dust-proof
building	for	his	buggies,	carriages	and	sleighs.	 	The	houses	andx	the	other
buildings	were	set	in	a	U-shape	with	a	circular	drive	in	the	middle.	 	Their
well	was	in	the	center,	surrounded	by	flower	beds.		Sarah	remembered	the
front	yard	as	very	attractive.		Work	horses	never	entered	the	front,	but	used
the	rear	entrances	to	the	barn.		There	was	a	white	picket	fence	in	the	front.
A	 driveway	 entered	 through	 brick	 corner	 posts	with	 	 double	metal	 gates
There	was	an	arched,	man-sized	gate	framing	a	walkway	to	the	main	house,
and	 another	 to	 the	 old	 house.	 	 A	 rose	 arbor	 stood	 in	 the	 garden	 and	 a
double	row	of	chestnut	trees	lined	the	driveway.		In	1908,	when	Sarah	was	8
years	old,	Grandmother	Enns	(Margareta's	mother)	came	from	Tiege	to	live
with	 them.	 	 At	 this	 time	 Sarah's	 father	 had	 added	 a	 large	 room	 for	 her
grandmother,	as	well	as	a	glassed-in	veranda	to	the	back.	
		
Schoenbrunn	 had	 a	 typical	 tree-lined	 street,	 with	 their	 trunks	 painted
white.		The	homes	were	a	sand	coloured	brick	with	roofs	of	red	tile.	Their
house	 sat	 perpendicular	 to	 the	 road,	 which	 was	 customary	 for	 the	 time.
Institutional	 buildings,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 	 were	 typically	 parallel	 to	 the
street;	one	of	Johann	Cornies’s	stringent	directives.	
		
Helen	said	her	mother	reminisced	wistfully	about	their	flower	gardens,	the
orchard	 and	 her	 beautiful,	 warm	 childhood	 home.	 Her	 description	 of
Schoenbrunn	 was	 so	 detailed	Helen	 could	 visualize	 walking	 through	 the
village	 herself,	 climbing	 trees	 and	 sitting	 in	 the	 arbor	 eating	 fresh	 fruit.
While	 her	 mother's	 memory	 may	 have	 been	 somewhat	 clouded,	 she
reflected	what	life	was	like	through	the	eyes	of	a	young	girl.

Memories	of	Schoenbrunn
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not	recognize	them,	saying:	“Come	see	these	two	strays	from	Africa”.	
		
Her	 older	 sisters,	 Justina	 and	 Margaret,	 had	 to	 wash	 the	 windows,
including	the	front	and	back	verandas.		The	walks	and	paths	were	swept.
The	 heavier	 work	 was	 done	 by	 farm	 hands.	 	 Sarah’s	 mother,	 and	 her
oldest	 sister	 Anna,	 spent	 Saturdays	 cooking	 and	 baking	 Platz	 and
Zwiebak	in	preparation	for	guests	who	might	drop	in	after	church.	
		
On	 Sunday	mornings,	 after	 chores	 and	 breakfast,	 they	 dressed	 up	 and
climbed	into	their	'two-seater'	covered	carriage.		It	was	a	full	load	when
the	 children	were	younger.	The	older	boys	 rode	 ahead	on	 their	horses,
hoping	to	be	at	church	early	enough	to	watch	the	girls	arriving	 in	their
carriages.	 	The	Schoenfeld	church	was	about	3-4	km	distant.	 	When	the
children	grew	up	her	father	had	two	carriages	hitched	up	on	Sunday.		He
was	 very	 strict	 about	 attending	 church;	 only	 illness,	 snowstorms,	 or
muddy	roads	were	an	excuse	 for	missing	Sunday	service.	 	After	church
they	would	frequently	visit	relatives	or	alternately,	guests	would	come	to
their	home.	The	work	week	was	always	busy;	Sunday	was	the	only	day
available	for	visiting.

Most	 of	 the	 trees	 in	 Schoenbrunn	 had	 been	 planted	 in	 1885,	 but	 her
father	 only	 planted	 his	 orchard	 after	 he	 remarried	 in	 1891.	 	He	 had	 a
vision	 for	 his	 eventual	 yard.	 	 The	 first	 house	 was	 built	 to	 one	 side,
because	he	 intended	 to	build	 the	better	one	 in	 the	 right	place,	when	he
could	afford	it.		Sarah	remembered	that	someone	had	always	lived	in	the
older	 home,	 usually	 the	 farm	 foreman	 or	 someone	 working	 for	 the
family.		When	they	fled	in	1919	the	old	home	was	still	standing.

One	of	Sarah’s	 favorite	 times	was	spring.	 	By	 late	March,	or	early	April,	 the
irises,	 daffodils,	 tulips	 and	 snow	 violets	 were	 in	 bloom.	 The	 flower	 beds
around	 the	 house	 needed	 to	 be	 cleaned,	 the	 orchard	 tidied	 up	 and	 the	 yard
raked.		The	paths	in	the	yard	were	smoothed	and	swept.		The	windows	on	the
house	were	washed	and	the	picket	fence	whitewashed.		Her	mother	was	just	as
particular	about	her	house	as	her	father	was	about	his	farm	buildings.	 	After
the	 long	winter,	 the	 floors	and	walls	of	 the	barn,	granaries,	and	outbuildings
were	swept	and	cleaned.	
		
Inside	 the	house	Sarah	 remembered	washing	down	 the	walls,	 ceilings,	 floors
and	 furniture.	 	Quilts	 and	 feather	 pillows	were	 aired	 on	 the	wash	 lines	 and
fences.	 	Winter	clothing	was	washed,	heavier	clothing	brushed,	 spot	cleaned,
aired,	moth-balled	and	packed	away.		The	cellar	was	cleaned	and	reorganized.
As	 far	 as	 she	 could	 remember,	 they	 seldom	 had	maids	 for	 the	 inside	work.
Her	mother	believed	in	keeping	her	daughters	busy,	but	they	did	have	one	or
two	maids	 to	do	 the	milking,	 gardening	 and	 cooking	 for	workers	 at	 harvest
time.	 	Often	 those	 cooking	 tasks	were	 up	 to	 the	wife	 and	 daughters	 of	 the
farm	foreman.	 	During	busy	 times	extra	help	came	 from	the	nearby	Russian
villages.	 	 They	 often	 stayed	 overnight	 and	 used	 the	 	 summer	 kitchen	 in	 the
other	building.	The	maids	helped	with	canning	and	drying	of	fruit	in	the	fall.
Apples,	 apricots,	 peaches,	 plums,	 cherries	 and	 pears	were	 pitted,	 sliced,	 and
placed	 on	 trays	 on	 trestle	 shelves	 in	 the	 front	 and	 back	 glassed-in	 porches.
When	dry,	they	were	packed	in	unbleached	linen	bags	and	stored	in	the	attic
for	winter	cooking	and	baking.	Jams	and	jellies	were	cooked,	put	 in	 jars	and
waxed	to	seal	 the	top.	 	Onions	were	braided	 into	 large	bunches	and	hung	in
the	attic.	Cucumbers	and	watermelons	were	pickled	 in	stone	crocks	and	oak
barrels.		Watermelon	centers	were	scooped	out,	boiled	into	a	sweet	syrup	for
baking	in	place	of	sugar.	
		
Crocks	and	barrels,	winter	apples,	cabbages,	potatoes	and	squash	were	stored
in	 a	 large	 fruit	 cellar	 beneath	 the	 house.	 	 Most	 of	 this	 heavy	 work	 was
performed	in	the	summer	kitchen,	a	separate	building	behind	the	house	near
the	orchard.		It	had	a	brick	oven,	which	they	used	in	the	summer	in	order	to
keep	the	main	house	cooler.		Russian	girls	often	helped	with	these	tasks.	Sarah
and	her	sisters	loved	working	with	them	because	of	their	many	folk	songs	and
stories.	
		
On	Saturdays	it	was	Sarah’s	job	to	shine	shoes	and	boots.		There	were	at	least
10	 people	 in	 the	 home	 at	 a	 given	 time.	 	 They	 didn’t	 have	 shoe	 polish	 then.
That	 came	 later.	They	used	chimney	 soot	mixed	with	grease.	 	 It	was	 a	dirty
job.		In	the	winter	she	did	the	shining	in	the	barn	and	on	the	back	step	in	the
summer.	 	 The	 boys'	 riding	 boots	 had	 to	 be	well	 greased	 to	 keep	 them	 soft.
Finally	 the	 shoes	 and	 boots	 were	 lined	 up	 for	 church	 in	 the	 morning.
Naturally,	 when	 she	 was	 finished	 she	 looked	 like	 a	 chimney-sweep.	 Her
brother	Peter	polished	and	greased	the	harnesses	and	got	just	as	dirty.	 	Their
father	would	tease	them,	when	they	returned	to	the	house,	pretending	he	did
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Johann	P.	Dick	–	funeral	Oct	1914	

Back	row	from	left	–	Johann	Berg	(exiled	to	Siberia

right	after	the	funeral),	Peter,	Margareta	(the

widow),	Justina,	Johann,	Margaret,	Abram	(our

grandfather),	Cornelius	(the	adopted	nephew)	

Front	row	from	left	–	Sarah,	Anna	(Johann	Berg’s

wife),	Helena,	George,	Herman,	and	Jacob	

In	 the	summer	of	1914,	Sarah`s	 father	became	 ill.	 	He	had	stomach	pain
and	suffered	a	great	deal.	Sarah	couldn’t	remember	him	spending	any	time
in	a	hospital,	but	she	did	remember	a	doctor	bringing	pills	to	their	home
to	keep	his	pain	down.		In	August	of	1914	World	War	I	broke	out.		Her
father	died	2	months	later	on	October	18.	 	He	was	57.	 	They	believed	it

was	stomach	cancer.			

		

At	the	time	of	his	death,	Abram,	our	grandfather,	was	already	married	and
no	longer	living	at	home.		Soon	after	the	war	began	he	and	his	oldest	half-
brother,	 Johann	 (father	 of	 John	H.	 and	Henry	Dixie	Dick)	were	 called
into	 medical	 service.	 	 That	 left	 Margareta	 alone	 on	 the	 farm	 with	 her
younger	 children.	 	 It	 was	 harvest	 time.	 	 They	 had	 always	 relied	 on
Russian	help	during	harvest,	but	these	men	too	had	been	drawn	into	the
war.			Life	became	hard..		x

This	picture	(below)	of	our	great-grandfather	and	Margareta,	was	taken	 in
their	orchard	about	1912.	 	On	that	day	 they	had	planned	 to	 take	a	 family
portrait,	 something	 always	 difficult	 to	 arrange.	 	 There	 were	 few
photographers	 then,	 and	 they	 came	 only	 by	 appointment.	 	 On	 this	 day,
when	the	photographer	arrived,	several	of	the	children	had	chicken	pox,	so
a	picture	of	just	the	parents	had	to	do.

Below	-	The	only	picture	we	have	of	the	whole	family.	It

was	taken	at	their	father's	funeral.		It	was	customary	in

those	 days	 to	 take	 family	 pictures	 at	 the	 time	 of	 a

funeral.	 In	 this	 picture,	 Anna	 and	 Johann	 Berg	 were

already	married.	Our	grandparents	were	married	as	well.

Only	he	is	on	the	picture.					Their	first	child	(Dad)	would

have	been	6	months	old	at	 the	 time,	 so	 it	 is	 likely	Oma

stayed	home	with	him	in	Roppov.	
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Katherina's	 	 husband	 died	 of	 tuberculosis	 too.	 	 So	 the	 Cornelius	 Enns
home	became	empty.		In	a	short	while	the	oldest	lad,	Cornelius	Jr.,	asked
to	live	with	his	Uncle	Johann,	who	was	also	recently	widowed.		The	two
youngest	boys	 stayed	 	with	Grandmother	Driedger	 (Driedgerhof).	 	The
farm	 their	 father	 had	 just	 started	was	 taken	 over	 by	 their	 Schoenbrunn
uncles,	 Johann	Dick	 and	 Jacob	Enns,	 and	 the	profits	placed	 into	 a	 trust
for	the	boys.	

		

Family	#4:	
On	the	fourth	farm	lived	Johann	and	Helena	Mathies.		Their	son,	Abram
Mathies,	would	 later	marry	Margaret,	 our	 grandfather's	 half	 sister	 from
the	 home	 farm.	 Her	 wedding,	 a	 double,	 took	 place	 on	 the	 home	 farm
during	the	height	of	anarchy.		Abram	and	Margaret	(Dick)	Mathies	were
the	paternal	grandparents	of	Margaret	(Jake)	Toews.	

Family	#5:
Here	lived	Jacob	and	Suzanna	Enns.	 	He	was	the	fourth	son	of	Justina’s
first	marriage.		He	died	as	result	of	an	accident	while	building	a	grainry	on
his	farm.		

		

Family	#6:
This	farmstead	was	the	furthest	southwest	along	the	Schoenbrunn	stream.
It	 was	 founded	 by	 Jacob	Warkentin,	 an	 uncle	 to	Opa	Driedger	 (Opa’s
mother	was	a	Warkentin).		Jacob	lost	his	wife	at	an	early	age	as	well.	The
blind	 Peter	 Warkentin	 we	 knew	 on	 Erie	 Street,	 Leamington,	 was	 a
grandson	of	this	Jacob	Warkentin	.		

Schoenbrunn	had	more	than	its	share	of	tragedy.		Founded	in	1885,	it	was
totally	 abandoned	 by	 1919.	 	 Heritage	 visitors,	 looking	 for	 evidence	 of
Schoenbrunn(22),	say	it	takes	a	4-wheel	drive	vehicle	to	navigate	that	road
today.	 	There	 isn't	 a	 trace	of	 a	building.	The	Schoenbrunn	 families	who
made	 it	 out	 of	 Russia	 mostly	 settled	 in	 Leamington	 and	 a	 few	 in
Manitoba.

Helen	Johnson,	in	Tapestry	of	Ancestral	Footprints,	wrote:	‘One	day	I	asked
my	 mother,	 Sarah,	 to	 take	 me	 on	 an	 imaginary	 visit	 to	 the	 homes	 in
Schoenbrunn.	 	 Surprisingly,	 she	 seemed	 to	 recall	 a	 great	 deal	 about	 each
family'.	

		

Family	#1:	
Here	lived	the	Bergs,	Johann	(Sr)	and	his	wife	Elizabeth.		Sarah		remembered
little	of	the	senior	Bergs,	except	that	he	died	before	the	bad	times	arrived	and
that	 Elizabeth	was	murdered	 in	 1918.	 	 Berg	 Sr.	 had	 built	 a	 state-of-the-art
roller	mill	in	1908,	but	died	shortly	after	its	completion.		Johann	(Jr),	and	his
younger	brothers,	 took	over	 the	mill.	 	 In	April	 of	 1914	 Johann	 Jr.	married
Anna,	Sarah’s	older	sister	and	our	Grandfather	Abram's	oldest	half-sister.				

Shortly	after	their	marriage	Berg	was	exiled	to	Siberia.	His	personal	story	can

be	found	on	Pages	120-21	later	in	the	book)	

		

	Family	#2:	
This	was	our	great-grandfather's	farm,	where	he	started	his	married	life	with
Anna	and	where	she	died	two	months	after	our	grandfather	was	born.		We'll

call	this	the	home	farm.		More	later.		

		

Family	#3:	
This	was	the	home	of	Cornelius	Enns,	half-brother	to	our	great-grandfather.
Cornelius	 fell	 in	 love	 with	 Katherina	 Driedger,	 sister	 to	 Abram's	 mother.
Cornelius	 and	Katherina's	 first	 two	boys	were	born	while	 they	were	 living
on	 the	Driedgerhof(18)	 estate.	Cornelius	 then	bought	 land	 in	 Schoenbrunn
beside	 Johann	 and	 Anna.	 Here	 a	 third	 son,	 Herman,	 was	 born	 to	 them.
However	Katharina	fell	 ill	with	tuberculosis	shortly	after.	 	Her	sister	Anna,
next	 door	 and	 pregnant	with	Abram,	 spent	much	 time	 caring	 for	 her,	 and
promised	 to	 look	 after	 Katherina’s	 children	 if	 anything	 went	 wrong.
However	 Anna	 was	 the	 first	 to	 die,	 and	 wasn't	 able	 keep	 her	 promise.
Shortly	 after	 Anna’s	 death,	 Katherina	 died	 as	 well.	 Then	 six	 months	 later,
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The	Six	Families	of	Schoenbrunn
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Stitching	together	a	story	after	100	years	is	difficult.	Tapestry	of	Ancestral
Footprints	has	been	a	great	resource,	but	now	I	encountered	memoirs	from
other	directions,	from	folks	who	knew	our	grandparents,	who	lived	in	the
same	community,	attended	the	same	church,	and	suffered	the	same	terror.
Understanding	and	including	their	different	perspectives,	and	then	aligning
them	chronologically,	turned	into	quite	a	challenge.

the	 hospital	 in	Muntau,	 a	 distance	 of	 about	 90	 km.	 Likely	 they	 boarded	 a
train	at	Sofievka	(47.943027,	35.431595).		In	Muntau	their	son	was	born.	After
an	undetermined	stay	 the	young	 family	 returned	 to	Schoenbrunn.	At	home
Anna	 struggled.	 	 When	 their	 baby	 was	 	 2	 months	 old,	 Anna	 died	 from
complications.		It	was	September,	harvest	time.		Grandmother	Driedger	took
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Our	Grandfather	Abram(5)	J.	Dick

Abram	J.	Dick	was	born	July	6,	1889.		His	parents
were	Johann	P.	and	Anna	 (Driedger)	Dick.	When
Abram	 came	 along	 his	 parents	 had	 already	 lost
two	infant	daughters.		Many	children	died	in	those
days,	 as	 did	 their	mothers.	 	Abram’s	Uncle	Peter
and	Aunt	carried	five	children,	all	under	the	age	of
five,	to	their	graves.		Obviously	Johann	and	Anna
would	 have	 been	 worried	 for	 their	 third	 child.
When	Anna	 was	 near	 full	 term	 they	 travelled	 to
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the	 infant	 son	 home	 to
Driedgerhof(18)	 (47.8377,	 38.0303).
A	 year	 later	 Johann	 married
Margareta	 and	 his	 son	 came	 home
again.	 	Abram	of	 course	would	not
have	 known	 his	 mother.	 	 We	 learn
that	 Margareta	 was	 a	 fine	 person
and	 caregiver.	 	 She	 did	 not	 deserve
the	tag	'old	maid	from	Molotschna'.
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She	 and	 Johann	 went	 on	 to	 have	 eleven	 children	 of	 their	 own.	 	 She	 even
travelled	 into	Siberia	 to	bring	her	oldest	daughter	 (Anna	Berg)	home.	Their
Schoenbrunn	 farm	 would	 have	 had	 all	 the	 ingredients	 for	 a	 real	 boyish
childhood.		There	would	have	been	regular	chores,	horses	to	ride	across	wide
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He	 attended	 elementary	 school	 in	 Schoenbrunn	 and	 boarded	 in
Halbstadt(30)	during	his	secondary	education.		He	was	very	likely	one	of
those	grandsons	who	spent	time	with	Grandmother	Justina	on	Saturdays.
He	was	academically	strong	since	we	know	he	attended	business	school	in
Danzig.

When	 he	 returned	 from	 Danzig	 he	 joined	 Johann	 Berg	 Jr.	 (his	 future
brother-in-law)	 in	 the	 flour	 mill.	 	 In	May	 of	 1913,	 at	 the	 age	 of	 24,	 he
married	Margareta	 Enns.	Margareta	 was	 the	 youngest	 daughter	 of	 Peter
and	Margaretha	Enns	of	Kawalicha,	an	area	of	large	farms/estates	a	few	km
west	 of	 Schoenfeld	 village,	 a	 region	 referred	 to	 as	 Kawalicha(23).	 A
professional	photographer	was	hired	for	their	wedding,	something	not	that
common.	They	established	their	home	in	Roppov(3),	on	the	Enns	estate.	

In	her	research	for	Tapestry	of	Ancestral	Footprints,	Helen	Johnson	spoke
with	an	elderly	lady	who	remembered	Abram	as	a	handsome	young	man,
and	how	grand	their	wedding	had	been.	That	was	 in	1913,	 in	the	Golden
Era.	A	number	of	other	guests	noted	how	beautiful	 the	garden	had	been,
with	electric	lanterns	adorning	the	trees.

Initially	Roppov	was	 just	 a	 name	 to	me.	 It	was	 one	 of	 those	 places	 that
couldn't	be	 found	on	 a	map.	 	 I	 had	no	 idea	where	 to	 look.	 	 I	 got	 a	 clue
from	 our	 quite	 distant	 cousin,	 Ron	 Tiessen	 (Pelee	 Island).	 	 Remember
Oma's	mother	was	a	Thiessen.		(T(h)iessen	spelling	appears	interchangably
in	memoirs)	 In	 their	archives	 there	 is	a	 short	note	 that	 the	home	of	 their
grandfather,	 Jacob	 Thiessen	 in	 Roppov,	 had	 been	 "east	 of	 Nicolayevka
(Brats’ke	today)	and	south	of	the	Fasts".		That	was	quite	general,	but	from
other	hints	I	concluded	it	must	have	been	around	47.886881,	36.195831,	or
about	20	km	east	of	Schoenbrunn.		
continued	on	Pg	40

open	spaces,	a	pond	and	a	stream
to	 play	 in	 and	 a	 host	 of
neighbourhood	 children.	 His
father	was	a	respected,	gregarious
man	 who	 loved	 his	 family	 and
took	his	Christian	faith	seriously.
If	 we	 follow	 Abram’s	 siblings
(later	in	the	book),	it	is	evident	a
sound	 spiritual	 and	 family
foundation	 existed	 in	 that	 home.
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Our	Grandfather's	Diploma	
Danzig	School	of	Commerce	-	Sept	2,	1911

The	 above	 pictures	 come	 to	 us	 via	 Elsie	 (Tiessen)	 Dick.

Their	 family	 notes	 say	 they	 were	 taken	 in	 the	 Roppov

area.	 	But	where	 in	Roppov?	 	We	know	there	were	 four

separate	 estates	within	 the	 2,150	 acre	Roppov	 purchase.

From	our	grandfather's	diary	notes	later	in	the	book,	we

know	the	four	homesteads		were	some	distance	apart.	

The	car	on	the	left,	the

Firma	Beckman,	is	the

one	 Opa	 Driedger

drove	 to	Roppov	 that

day.	 	 This	 picture	was

taken	 in	 front	 of	 the

Cornies	 home	 -

Wiesenhof(19).		Notice

the	 brick	 and	window
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detail.	 	 Opa's	 step-father,	 Johann	 Cornies,	 was	 a

prominent	man	 in	 Schoenfeld.	Gaychur	was	 likely	 the

closest	business	center	for	the	Schoenfelders	and	Cornies

was	 the	 lead	 director	 at	 the	 Gaychur	 bank.	 	 After

finishing	 Schoenfeld	 high	 school,	 Cornies	 secured	 our

grandfather	a	job	there.	The	young	man	sitting	behind

the	wheel	of	 the	 car	 is	Peter	Cornies,	 step-brother	and

best	friend	to	Opa.		They	were	the	same	age.		Peter	was

murdered	on	this	yard	some	years	later.

Abram	and	Johann

G.	Peters	during

their	studies	in

Danzig.		Peters,	a

cousin	to	Abram,

was	the	son	of

Gerhard	and	Sara

Peters,	owners	of

the	retail	store	in

the	Russian	village

of	Brasol	(today

Zalyvne).	
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and,	when	 they	arrived,	my	 father	had	gotten	his	 car	out	 too.	The	 two	of
them	compared	and	tried	them	out.		We	do	not	know	how	they	compared”	-
(end	of	Dad’s	note).	

The	distance	from	the	Cornies	Wiesenhof(19)	estate,	where	Opa	Driedger
grew	up,	to	Roppov	would	have	been	about	15	to	20	km,	the	way	the	crow
flies,	if	my	reckoning	is	close.	I	read	somewhere	that	our	grandfather's	car
was	 a	 Neckarsulm,	 manufactured	 in	 Germany	 by	 a	 firm	 that	 eventually
evolved	into	Audi.		The	Cornies	car,	that	Opa	Driedger	drove,	was	a	Firma
Beckman,	also	made	in	Germany.		Dad	had	a	fondness	for	cars	so	this	story
would	have	been	quite	important	to	him.	There	was	an	Opel	dealership	in
Halbstadt,	 owned	 by	 a	 Suderman.	 	 It	 is	 likely	 the	 Firma	 Beckman	 and
Neckarsulm	 were	 imported	 from	 Germany	 by	 the	 Peters	 business	 in
Zalivnoye(28	on	Pg	138).	

From	Helen	Johnston’s	book	comes	another	story	about	Abram,	as	told	by
Sarah.	

Helen	wrote:	
Abram	 drove	 into	 Schoenbrunn	 in	 the	 summer	 after	 his	 wedding	 with	 a
brand	 new,	 shiny	 automobile.	 	 It	 was	 an	 open	 touring	 car,	 dark	 red	 in
colour.	To	 have	 a	 car	 in	 those	 days	was	 quite	 out	 of	 the	 ordinary,	 and	 he
made	quite	an	impression.	 	Abram	was	apparently	in	good	spirits	that	day.
He	gave	all	the	children	in	Schoenbrunn	a	ride,	showing	off	by	driving	at	a
good	speed	into	the	various	yards.		Some	of	the	Schoenbrunn	fathers	shook
their	heads	and	muttered	–	‘We	will	be	lucky	if	one	gate	post	is	left	standing
in	 Schoenbrunn’.	 	 Of	 course	 nothing	 was	 damaged	 and	 the	 children
remembered	a	wonderful	time.		But	there	were	some	scowling	and	clucking
Mumkjes	(elderly	ladies)	in	town.		Later	in	the	day	some	of	the	older	people
requested	a	ride	as	well’.

My	understanding	 is	 that	Heinrich	Thiessen,	 our	 grandmother's	maternal
grandfather,	 purchased	 2,150	 acres	 in	 the	 1870’s	 for	 their	 four	 married
children.	 	The	area	was	called	Roppov.	 	Was	 there	a	village	nearby	named
Roppov,	hence	 the	name?	We	don't	 know.	 	A	puzzle	 lingered	 though	 -	 if
Roppov	belonged	to	the	Thiessens,	why	was	Roppov	called	an	Enns	estate?	

Here	is	a	best	guess.		One	of	the	four	Heinrich	Thiessen	children	who	had
moved	 to	Roppov	was	Gertrude,	married	 to	Abram	Unrau.	 	 Sometime	 in
the	1890's	 the	Unrau’s	 left	Roppov	and	relocated	 in	Ignatievo.	 	The	estate
would	 surely	 have	 remained	 in	 the	 family,	 although	we	 don’t	 know	who
lived	there	after	their	departure.		Oma	Dick’s	mother,	also	a	daughter	of	the
Heinrich	Thiessen,	had	married	Peter	Enns.		The	best	guess	is	that	when	the
Unrau's	 left	 Roppov,	 their	 part	 of	 the	 greater	 estate	 passed	 to	 Oma's
mother,	Mrs.	 Peter	 Enns.	 	 Since	 properties	 were	 always	 registered	 in	 the
man’s	 name,	 it	 became	 known	 as	 the	 Enns	 Roppov	 estate.	 That	 is	 a	 best
guess.	As	the	story	continues,	remember	that	 the	families	 in	Roppov	were
Oma's	relatives	-	aunts,	uncles	and	cousins..	

Dad	had	few	memories	of	his	father,	and	none	of	Roppov.		He	would	have
been	 4	 years	 old	 when	 they	 had	 to	 leave.	 	 He	 remembered	 riding	 in	 a
covered	carriage,	pulled	by	four	fine	horses,	huddled	under	a	warm	blanket
in	 the	winter.	 	Understandably,	Dad	cherished	even	 the	 smallest	 stories	of
his	father.	 	He	had	made	a	note	about	his	father	which	Mom	later	showed
us.		I	have	edited		it	somewhat	for	clarity:	

It	 reads:	 “Since	we	were	 so	 young	when	 our	 father	 died	we	 do	 not	 know
much	 about	 him.	His	 friends	 and	 cousins	 have	 told	 us	 that	 he	was	 a	 fun-
loving	person,	and	that	there	was	often	much	joking	and	laughter	when	he
was	 around.	 	 N.N.	 Driedger	 (father-in-law)	 told	 me	 of	 a	 trip	 he	 and	 his
mother	had	made	by	car	to	visit	us	in	Roppov.		Cars	were	a	big	novelty	then
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Agatha	(Wiens)	Nickel	was	Mom’s	cousin	but	quite	a	bit	older.	Her	mother
Agatha	was	Oma's	(Driedger)	older	sister.		Agatha	Nickel	was	a	Schoenfeld
teenager	 in	 our	 grandfather's	 time.	 	Her	 father	was	Heinrich	B.	Wiens,	 a
prominent	 name	 in	 the	 Schoenfeld	 area	 and	 a	 name	 you	 will	 encounter
again	 and	 again	 as	 the	 story	 goes	 along.	 	 This	 is	 her	 description	 of
Schoenfeld.

The	name	Schoenfeld	means	beautiful	 field.	 	 It	 is	 fitting	because	 in	 spring
and	 early	 summer	 a	 profusion	 of	 wild	 flowers	 bloomed	 in	 the	 meadows
along	the	rivers.		Beyond	the	river	waved	boundless	fields	of	grain.		I	could
not	get	my	fill	of	that	sight.		
		
Schoenfeld	village	sat	in	a	bit	of	a	valley,	bounded	by	rivers	on	three	sides.
Standing	on	the	hill	overlooking	the	village,	I	could	see	the	red-tile	roofs	of
the	houses	and	barns,	lining	the	single,	straight	street.		Fifty	years	earlier	the
settlers	had	planted	many	 trees.	 	 It	was	a	beautiful	 sight.	 	 I	was	proud	of
Schoenfeld.		Our	home(16)	was	set	back	a	considerable	way	from	the	street.
It	 was	 large,	 with	 arched	 windows	 and	 a	 high	 veranda.	 We	 had	 eleven
rooms,	 a	 big	 kitchen,	 and	 a	 dining	 room	 large	 enough	 for	 a	 table	 for
eighteen.		It	was	at	the	west	end	of	Schoenfeld	village,	near	the	Terse	River
and,	 had	 it	 not	 been	 destroyed,	 I	 believe	 it	 would	 have	 stood	 for	 many
years.	

There	were	 flower	beds	 and	a	picket	 fence	along	 the	 street,	 and	our	 front
yard	had	a	rose	garden	among	silver	fir	trees.	 	Across	the	street	we	had	an
orchard	of	apple	and	plumb	trees,	and	beside	the	house,	another	orchard	of
cherries	and	pears.		My	father	had	a	tree	nursery	across	the	street	on	land	he
owned.	 	He	 started	 the	 trees	 from	 seed,	 grafted	 the	 ones	 he	wanted,	 and
created	a	small	forest.		We	loved	to	play	in	this	forest.		Our	dear	mother	had
made	a	trail	through	the	middle	of	it,	and	planted	irises	along	the	path.		

In	 those	days	we	didn’t	 have	 lawns,	 instead	we	had	 large	 gardens.	 	They
were	typically	at	least	two	acres.		The	path	through	the	garden	was	kept	free
of	 weeds	 by	 sweeping	 it	 regularly	 with	 a	 stiff	 broom.	 	 It	 was	 custom	 to
beautify	our	gardens	by	sprinkling	white	sand	on	the	paths.		The	tree	trunks
on	the	yard,	and	in	the	garden,	were	white-washed	every	spring.		Sidewalks,
from	the	front	and	back	doors	to	the	street,	were	paved	with	brick.		Along
the	 street,	 and	 in	 the	 front	 yard,	 there	were	Acadia	 trees	which	 flowered
beautifully	in	the	spring.	

Mother	was	quite	insistent	that	we	learn	to	work	at	an	early	age.		We	were
required	to	paint	the	tree	trunks	and	fences	regularly,	and	water	any	young
garden	 or	 flowering	 plants.	 	Usually	 one	 of	 the	 older	 servant	 girls	would
help	us,	because	hauling	water	up	from	the	cisterns	beneath	the	house	was
hard	work.		The	well	water	on	our	farm	was	not	good	and	was	only	used	for
the	 cattle.	 	 For	 drinking	 we	 used	 rain	 water	 collected	 in	 the	 two	 cisterns
under	the	house.	We	had	no	pressurized	water	systems	in	those	days.

My	grandparents,	on	my	father’s	 side,	 lived	about	3	miles	west	of	us	 in
Schoenbrunn	(Family	6).	 	Schoenbrunn	was	at	a	higher	elevation.	Their
well	 water	 was	 good,	 hence	 the	 name	 Schoenbrunn.	 	 I	 particularly
remember	the	delicious	cherries	and	apricots	on	their	farm.	 	Schoenfeld,
with	 its	 lower	 elevation,	 occasionally	 suffered	 from	 a	 late	 frost,	 while
Schoenbrunn,	 at	 its	 higher	 elevation,	 escaped	 the	 damage.	 	 My
Schoenbrunn	grandfather	had	rheumatism	in	his	legs,	and	needed	a	cane
to	hobble	around.	 	When	he	came	to	Schoenfeld	village	on	business,	he
often	stopped	at	our	farm	and	left	some	of	his	delicious	fruit.	
		

The	Roads	
My	maternal	 grandparents	were	 Jacob	Leonard	and	Agatha	Dick.	 	We
called	them	our	Wiesenfeld(21)	grandparents.	 	They	lived	about	2	miles
to	the	east,	through	the	village	of	Schoenfeld	and,	as	children,	we	could
easily	walk	there.		My	mother	was	the	oldest	of	8	children,	so	there	were
always	lots	of	cousins	to	visit	with.	 	I	remember	their	home	was	always
full	of	music.	
		
My	Wiesenfeld	grandfather	was	the	lead	pastor	of	the	Schoenfeld	church.
He	was	a	quiet	man,	kind	and	affectionate,	and	loved	by	everyone.		One
spring,	 when	 the	 ground	 was	 very	 wet,	 as	 he	 was	 returning	 from	 a
visitation,	his	driver	turned	off	 the	road	hoping	to	make	better	time	by
crossing	 a	wheat	 field.	 	 Because	 they	would	 be	 cutting	 up	 some	 of	 the
farmer’s	young	plants,	Grandfather	asked	him	why.	 	The	driver	replied
he	was	 eager	 to	get	home,	and	 it	was	dark,	 so	no	one	would	 see	 them.
Grandfather	 just	 held	 up	 his	 arm	 and	 pointed	 upward.	 	 The	 driver
turned	back	to	the	road.	
		
Our	 roads	 were	 earthen,	 and	 were	 maintained	 by	 the	 owner	 of	 the
property	through	which	they	ran.		Consequently	they	weren’t	in	uniform
condition.	 	Generally	people	did	 their	best	 to	keep	 their	 section	 in	good
repair,	 so	not	 to	be	 criticized	or	 laughed	at.	 	The	 landowners	were	also
responsible	 for	 maintaining	 bridges	 on	 roads	 that	 ran	 through	 their
property.		Schoenfeld	village	was	at	the	confluence	of	three	rivers,	and	in
the	spring	there	was	often	flooding.	When	that	happened,	 if	 the	bridges
weren’t	high	enough,	the	roads	became	impassible.		The	mud	on	the	road
could	be	so	bad	that	travel	was	impossible.		Occasionally	folks	would	get
stuck	and	need	help.	 	There	were	no	 tractors	 in	 those	days,	 so	 someone
had	 to	 come	with	 a	 team	of	horses.	 	When	 the	 roads	 got	very	bad,	we
would	 resort	 to	 two-wheeled	 carts,	 and	 take	 a	 pole	 along	 to	 knock	 the
mud	 from	 the	 spokes.	 	 When	 drier	 weather	 finally	 arrived,	 farmers
typically	groomed	the	roads	by	dragging	harrows	back	and	forth.	
		

My	Hospitable	Parents	
The	village	of	Schoenfeld	was	the	center	of	a	widely	populated	area,	and
my	parents	were	particularly	hospitable.	 	We	 lived	on	 the	main	road	at
the	western	end	of	town,	and	consequently	had	frequent	visitors.		When
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When	 something	 was	 needed,	 Mother	 rang	 a	 bell	 and	 a	 maid	 would
appear.	 	My	 parents	 had	 a	German	 lady	 full	 time	 to	 prepare	 our	meals.
Besides	that,	we	usually	had	2	or	3	Russian	girls	to	help	around	the	house
and	the	yard.		With	all	that	help	we	didn’t	need	to	work	as	hard	as	we	do
now	in	Canada.		
		
Our	help	in	the	kitchen	made	most	of	the	meals,	however	Mother	insisted
on	making	her	regular	baked	goods,	like	Zwiebak	and	bread.		She	was	the
manager	 so	 that	 the	 frequent	 visitors	 felt	 welcome,	 and	 the	 high	 school
boarders	were	taken	care	of.		The	German	helpers	we	had,	like	our	cook,
were	 Lutherans	 who	 came	 from	 a	 number	 of	 Lutheran	 villages	 several
miles	away.		They	were	generally	more	reliable	than	our	Russian	girls.			
		
The	 Russian	 families	 living	 in	 our	 neighborhoods	were	 large,	 and	 quite
poor,	because	many	of	the	men	were	alcoholics.		The	women	and	girls	were
quite	eager	to	work,	to	be	able	to	buy	food	and	clothing.		Once	a	mother
came	begging	us	to	take	her	3	daughters,	train	them	and	teach	them	how
to	keep	house.		We	did,	and	for	3	years	I	had	three	extra	sisters.		The	oldest
one	 was	 a	 great	 help	 with	 cooking,	 the	 second	 one	 helped	 mainly	 with
keeping	 the	house,	while	 the	youngest	helped	 care	 for	 the	 children.	 	The
older	two	were	paid,	but	the	youngest	one	became	one	of	us,	eating	with	us
and	even	travelling	with	us.	Needless	to	say,	we	were	not	overworked	in
our	 establishment.	 	 Later	 these	 girls	 would	 often	 return	 for	 a	 visit,	 and
their	mother	expressed	gratitude	for	what	they	had	learned.	
		
The	Russian	girls	were	very	superstitious.	 	They	were	full	of	scary	stories,
and	I	 think	 they	actually	believed	 them.	 	For	example,	 they	 said	 if	 their
priest	didn’t	make	a	cross	over	a	grave	with	his	spade,	the	gravesite	would
not	 be	 locked	 and	 the	 dead	 could	 rise	 and	 wander	 around	 during	 the
night.		They	were	very	afraid	of	the	dark.		Needless	to	say	they	frightened
us	with	such	stories.	
		
The	Russian	people	were	very	 fond	of	music.	 	The	girls	often	 sang	while
working	 and	 many	 could	 play	 a	 musical	 instrument.	 	 They	 also	 loved
colorful	 clothing,	 the	more	 special	 the	occasion	 the	brighter	 they	dressed.
Their	meals	were	very	simple.		They	had	borscht	almost	every	day,	which
they	ate	from	a	large	bowl	in	the	middle	of	the	table.		Each	slurped	from
this	central	bowl	with	a	 spoon,	accompanied	with	a	piece	of	bread	and	a
piece	of	meat,	which	generally	lay	on	the	bare	table	in	front	of	them.		We
children	were	fascinated	at	their	manners,	since	we	were	always	instructed
to	eat	properly.	
		

Harvest	Employees	
During	the	summer,	Father	often	went	out	early	in	the	morning	to	inspect
his	fields.		If	the	fields	were	nearby,	and	he	would	walk,	we	often	tagged
along.	 	 I	 remember	 the	 dew	 on	 the	 plants,	 the	 quiet	 air	 and	 the	 birds
singing.		We	would	often	sing	as	we	walked	along.		We	knew	many	songs
by	memory,	as	well	as	the	harmony.

friends	and	relatives	came	to	do	business	in	the	village,	they	often	stopped	at
our	 house	 for	 a	 visit.	 	 In	 fact,	 I	 remember	 them	 frequently	 staying	 for
dinner,	and	sometimes	even	for	night.		We	had	a	large	house	and	abundant
help.	
		
We	 were	 fortunate	 to	 always	 have	 more	 fruit	 and	 vegetables	 than	 we
needed.		We	took	baskets	full	to	the	caretakers	of	our	church	and	our	schools,
as	well	as	to	the	Russians	whom	Father	had	given	permission	to	fish	 in	the
river	nearby.		It	was	mutually	beneficial,	because	they	would	in	turn	offer	us
fish	to	take	home.	
		
During	the	summer	there	was	a	constant	stream	of	beggars	at	our	door.		We
always	 gave	 them	 something	 like	 flour,	 bacon	 or	 eggs.	 	 One	 man	 came
around	in	a	wagon	with	his	whole	family,	including	his	mother.	 	His	name
was	 Friedrich,	 and	 I	 think	 he	 must	 have	 been	 German.	 	 One	 time	 he
showed	 up	 at	 our	 door,	 just	 when	 his	 wife	 was	 ready	 to	 have	 a	 baby.
Mother	helped	her	through	the	birth.		One	particularly	old	man	came	with	a
small	boy,	riding	on	a	small	cart	pulled	by	a	little	horse.		In	the	cart	they	had
a	bag	for	food	for	themselves,	and	another	for	feed	for	the	horse.		Then	there
was	the	man	who	came	around	playing	a	barrel-organ.		He	had	a	parrot	on
a	chain,	which	spoke	a	few	words	while	a	monkey	performed	tricks.		When
their	performance	was	over,	he	held	out	his	hat	and	got	money	 in	 it.	 	The
barrel-organ	seemed	to	play	only	one	tune.		We	had	quite	a	variety.		

We	always	 found	a	 travelling	 salesman	very	 interesting.	 	 Salamo,	a	 Jewish
man,	 could	be	quite	 shameless.	 	He	 sold	 fruit	we	couldn’t	buy	at	our	 local
store,	like	lemons,	oranges	and	grapes.	He	drove	into	our	yard,	unhitched	his
horse,	took	it	to	our	stable	to	feed	it	and	then	came	into	our	kitchen	asking
for	a	meal.		He	expected	to	stay	overnight	too,	without	asking	for	permission
or	even	offering	to	pay.		Another	man	walked	from	place	to	place	carrying	a
huge	 bag	 of	 goods	 on	 his	 back,	 stooped	 over	 to	 the	 point	 where	 he	 was
looking	 at	 his	 feet.	 	 In	 his	 grey	 bundle	 were	 pieces	 of	 cloth,	 scarves,
handkerchiefs,	 beads	 and	 various	 kinds	 of	 jewelry.	 	 He	 was	 also	 given	 a
meal	and,	if	he	came	in	the	evening,	he	would	stay	the	night.

Tailors	would	come	around,	with	helpers,	and	stayed	for	weeks.		They	made
finely	 tailored	 suits	 for	men,	 fur	 coats	 for	Mother	and	winter	 coats	 for	 the
children.	 	 They	 didn’t	work	 very	 fast,	 because	 they	were	 given	 room	 and
board.	 	 Similarly,	 cobblers	 came	 around.	 	 Some	 of	 them	made	 very	 good
leather	 shoes	 and	 boots.	 	 Seamstresses	 came	 around	 to	 sew	 dresses	 for	 the
girls,	and	other	clothes	we	couldn’t	readily	buy	in	our	store.		But	if	Mother
wanted	 a	 particular	 dress	 for	 a	 special	 occasion,	 she	 went	 to	 her	 favorite
seamstress	in	the	village.	

Domestic	Employees	
We	had	a	family	of	eight,	and	for	a	number	of	years	we	also	cared	for	two
foster	 children,	 whose	 mother	 had	 died,	 and	 another	 whose	 father	 was
unable	to	work	because	of	an	illness.		Our	dining	room	was	large	enough	to
have	a	 table	 for	 eighteen.	 	Father	 sat	at	one	end	and	Mother	at	 the	other.
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During	the	winter	we	usually	had	ten	to	fourteen	workers.	 	From	spring	to
autumn	that	number	grew	to	forty.		At	harvest	time	a	contract	was	given	to
a	Russian	man,	whose	responsibility	it	was	to	provide	enough	workers.		His
job	was	to	manage	and	pay	the	workers,	while	his	wife	was	responsible	for
keeping	them	fed.	The	supervisor’s	family	lived	on	the	other	side	of	our	yard.
They	 had	 their	 own	 garden	 and	 could	 freely	 help	 themselves	 to	 anything
from	ours.		We	provided	all	the	flour	they	needed	as	well	as	meat	from	our
ample	supply.	The	workers	and	their	families	always	treated	us	nicely.	
		
After	the	grain	was	threshed,	it	was	bagged	and	stored	in	the	upper	floors	of
the	buildings.		While	this	was	going	on,	we	would	be	visited	by	grain	buyers,
usually	 Jewish	 men	 who	 arrived	 in	 beautiful	 chauffeur-driven	 carriages
drawn	by	splendid	horses.		These	men	wore	grey	duster	coats	to	keep	dust	off
their	 fine	 clothes.	 	The	grain	was	 inspected,	and	a	deal	was	made	with	 the
one	 who	 offered	 the	 best	 price.	 	 Men	 and	 wagons	 were	 then	 hired	 from
nearby	Russian	villages,	 to	 transport	 the	grain	 to	 the	 rail	 station,	 about	10
miles	 from	 our	 farm.	 	Often	 over	 a	 hundred	wagons	were	 required.	 	 The
grain	was	known	for	its	high	quality	and	was	sold	to	foreign	countries.

Heinrich	Dick	Estate	(location	unknown)

The	Johann	Dick	estate	

in	Rosenort	(unknown)

Father’s	 workshop	 had	 a	 forge.	 	 He	 hired	 a	 blacksmith,	 from	 winter
through	spring,	to	keep	his	ploughs	and	other	equipment	in	good	order
for	 the	 coming	 season.	 	The	blacksmith	was	a	 Jewish	man	with	a	 long
black	beard.		His	name	was	Yankel.		We	loved	to	watch	him	work.		He
liked	us	kids	and	would	sometimes	allow	us	to	work	the	bellows	of	the
forge,	where	we	marveled	at	how	hot	the	coals	glowed.		Father	did	not
allow	 him	 to	 work	 on	 Sunday,	 and	 of	 course	 Yankel	 didn’t	 work	 on
Saturday	which	was	his	Sabbath.	 	He	was	 fussy	about	his	 food.	 	 It	all
had	 to	be	kosher.	 	Mother	 instructed	our	 cook	 to	 avoid	anything	with
pork.		He	came	to	eat	in	our	dining	room	after	we	had	eaten.		He	liked
to	 sit	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 table	 where	 we	 often	 watched.	 	 I	 vividly
remember	my	 little	 sister,	with	 her	 long	 blond	 hair,	 sitting	 beside	 this
man	with	his	 long	black	beard,	totally	entranced	by	his	eating.	 	Before
he	put	any	piece	in	his	mouth	he	would	put	it	to	his	nose	and	smell	it.		If
he	suspected	anything	wrong,	he	would	leave	it	uneaten.		He	was	able	to
detect	anything	that	had	been	fried	in	lard	instead	of	butter....		
Agatha	Wiens	-	to	be	continued.......
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November
After	his	 father-in-law's	 funeral	and	after	 the	court	hearing,	 Johann	Berg
was	exiled	to	Siberia.	Anna,	his	wife	of	five	months,	was	in	poor	health	but
she	insisted	on	going	with	him.	They	traveled	under	guard.	They	got	as	far
as	 the	 town	 of	Davlekanov	 (latitude	 of	 Saskatoon)	where	Anna	was	 not
able	to	continue.	She	stayed	behind	in	that	town	with	a	cousin.		Berg	was
escorted	another	1,990	km	to	Alatayevo,	Siberia	(61.058285,	69.125977)

January	1915
Anna	Berg,	having	regained	some	strength	in	Davlekanov,	was	determined
to	join	her	husband.	One	of	Berg’s	brothers	travelled	from	Schoenfeld	to
Davlekanov	to	accompany	her	to	Alatayevo.		Berg's	personal	story	can	be
found	at	the	end	of	the	book.

May	1915
Our	grandfather,	age	25	and	married	two	years,	was	to	report	for	medical
service.	 	He	was	 asigned	 to	 transport	wounded	 and	 sick	 from	 the	 battle
front	 to	 interior	 hospitals.	 	 Margareta	 (Oma	 Dick)	 saved	 a	 few	 of	 her
husband's	diary	notes.	From	these	we	know	he	made	25	round	trips	in	the
summer	of	1915	from	the	war	front	in	Europe	to	hospitals	in	the	interior.

March	20,	1914

Dad	 was	 born	 in	 Roppov.

Formal	 portraits	 were	 not

that	 common	 in	 those	 days.

His	 parents	 must	 have	 been

very	happy.		

Chronological	Order	of	Events

April	26,	1914	

	Anna	and	Johann	Berg

(Schoenbrunn	Family	#1).

August,	1914	
A	 web	 of	 failed	 diplomacy	 between	 Britain,	 France,	 Austria,	 Russia	 and
Germany	led	to	Germany	declaring	war	on	Austria	and	Russia.	The	Russian
Tzar,	 Nicholas	 II,	 reacted	 by	 conscripting	 15,000,000	 peasant	 men.	 	 To
generate	 support	 for	 the	 war,	 he	 initiated	 withering	 anti-German
propaganda	and	talk	arose	of	liquidating	the	assets	of	"German"	colonists.

Oct.	10,	1914	
Johann	 Berg	 (Jr)	 is	 accused	 of	 speaking	 German	 to	 an	 employee.	 	 	 He
receives	summons	to	appear	in	court.

Oct.	18,	1914
Abram’s	 father	had	not	been	well.	He	died	Oct.	18th	on	his	Schoenbrunn
farm	at	age	57.		It	threw	the	home	farm	into	hard	times.	Margareta	was	left
on	the	farm	with	eight	children,	the	oldest	was	Johann,	age	21.	Abram	had
married	the	year	before	and	was	living	in	Roppov.		However,	it	appears	he
accepted	responsibility	for	the	family.

Summer	of	1915
His	 diary	 note	 July	 31,	 1915	 –

"work	was	hard	and	never-ending.
Many	of	 the	stricken	soldiers	were
ill	 as	 well	 as	 wounded.	 Sanitary
conditions	 overall	were	 very	 poor,
taking	 a	 toll	 on	 everyone".	There

were	 four	 organizations,	 privately
funded,	 working	 under	 the	 Red
Cross,	typically	managing	20	to	30
trains	each.		Some	units	were	made
up	 of	 coaches	 while	 others	 were
just	 box	 cars	 returning	 from
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delivering	 horses	 to	 the	 front.	 There	 could	 be	 as	 many	 as	 300

wounded,	 sick	 and	 dying	men	 on	 a	 train.	A	 unit	would	 carry	 a
doctor,	 several	 nurses	 and	 one	 orderly	 per	 car.	 	 Railways	 were
very	 clogged	due	 to	 the	war	 effort.	 It	 often	 took	5	 to	 6	days	 to
reach	 interior	 destinations,	 much	 of	 that	 time	 waiting	 on	 side
tracks	for	trains	heading	to	the	front.	

Abram's	 clerical	 skills	 	 must	 have	 been	 noticed	 because	 he	 was

transfered	 to	 an	 administrative	 office	 in	Moscow.	 	Here	 he	was
able	 to	 take	 periodic	 leaves	 to	 his	 home.	 Their	 second	 child,
Margaret	(Mrs.	Jacob	Janzen)	was	born	in	1915	in	Roppov.
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He	wrote	that	in

Moscow	he	was

among	different

people,	that	he

was	learning

things	that	would

help	him	later	in

life,	and	about

Russian

intelligence.		(no

explanation

given)
This	formal	picture	was	taken	in	Moscow	during	the

war.	 His	 brothers-in-law,	 Peter	 and	 Heinrich	 Enns,

were	 also	 serving	 the	 Red	 Cross.	 Heinrich’s	 wife,

Gertrude,	 had	 come	 to	 report	 on	 conditions	 back	 in

Schoenfeld.	There	were	few	able-bodied	men	available

and	 there	 was	 talk	 of	 confiscating	 property.	 Why	 a

formal	 picture	 was	 taken	 for	 this	 occasion	 is

unknown.
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used	brutal	force.	Out	of	this	violence	arose	a	socialist	movement	lead	by
Trotsky	and	Vladimir	Lenin.

May	1917	
The	 political	 upheaval	 further	 affected	 Russia's	 poor	 war	 effort.	 Her
military	was	poorly	trained,	made	up	of	ill-equipped	conscripts	and	led	by
ill-prepared	 elites.	Against	 the	German	 forces	 they	were	 slaughtered.	As
the	war	effort	collapsed,	soldiers	abandoned	their	units	in	complete	lack	of
order	 and	 discipline.	 	 Starved,	 cold	 and	 sick	 they	mutinied,	 often	 killing
their	 commanding	 officers.	 They	 boarded	 trains	 for	 home	 in	 great
celebraton	 and	drunkeness,	 declaring	 a	 new	 era	 had	begun.	Prisons	were
flung	open,	dangerous	criminals	joined	the	melee,	the	revolution	was	on.	

Abram	did	the	only	prudent	thing.	He	distanced	himself	from	Moscow	to
find	his	way	home	in	hope	of	a	normal	life	again.		Johann	Berg,	who	had
languished	in	Siberia	for	3	years,	escaped	and	made	his	way	home.	When
he	arrived	in	Schoenbrunn	he	found	life	on	a	prosperous	estate	had	become
very	dangerous.

Fall	of	1917	
No	 authority,	 if	 there	 had	 been	 any,	 could	 have	 quelled	 the	 seething
peasants.	 After	 centuries	 of	 brutal	 exploitation	 and	 poverty,	 their
plundering	 began.	 Abram	 came	 home	 looking	 forward	 to	 life	 with	 his
young	 family.	 In	 four	and	half	years	of	marriage	he	had	only	been	home
for	two.	He	arrived	at	the	Gaychur4	train	station	on	December	19,	1917.

He	wrote:	"I	telephoned	from	the	train	station	to	ask	for	conveyance.	My
family	and	Mother	(mother-in-law,	Mrs.	Peter	Enns)	were	not	home.	They
were	still	at	the	Thiessens	at	the	wedding.	Tired	and	exhausted	I	arrived	at
our	estate	and	my	family.	I	came	home	happy	and	unconcerned,	but	my	joy
was	 dampened	when	 I	 heard	 all	 the	 ‘Job’	 stories.	My	dreams	 of	 rest	 and
peaceful	 family	 life	 in	 our	 quiet	 home	 burst	 like	 a	 bubble.	 On	 the	 long
evenings	 I	 sat	 in	 a	 darkened	 room,	 expecting	 that	 at	 any	moment	 thugs
would	 come	 and	 demand	 entrance.	 But	God	 be	 praised,	 it	 was	 bearable
until	after	Christmas”.

Summer	1916	
Anna	Berg's	health	deteriorated	significantly	 in	Siberia.	Her	husband	was
very	concerned	about	her.	He	petitioned	authorities	 to	allow	him	 to	 take
her	 to	 the	 Siberian	 city	 of	 Kansk.	 Permission	was	 granted.	Here	 Anna’s
mother	 and	 one	 of	 Berg’s	 brothers	 met	 them	 to	 take	 Anna	 home.	 They
travelled	home	on	the	Trans-Siberian	Railway.		Johann	Berg	had	to	remain
in	exile.

January	22,	1917	
On	this	date	Annie	(Mrs.	David	Warkentin)	is	born	in	Roppov	to	Abram
and	Margareta.	 Abram	 continued	 his	 duties	 in	Moscow.	 From	 his	 diary
notes	 (a	 direct	 translation):	 “Here	 in	 Moscow	 I	 am	 together	 with	 more
educated	workers,	and	I	realize	how	little	I	know.	I	have	 learned	a	great
deal,	which	will	 benefit	me	 in	my	 later	 life.	 I	 also	 learned,	while	 dealing
with	Russian	Intelligence,	what	their	thoughts	and	intentions	are".

Some	time	during	1917
The	estate	of	Peter	Enns	was	finally	being	settled.	Oma	Dick's	father	had
died	in	1910,	seven	years	earlier.	Besides	the	Kawalicha	home	property	he
owned	 the	 Roppov	 estate,	 and	 at	 one	 time	 had	 owned	 	 property	 in
Davlekanov	 (near	Ufa).	 There	 is	 no	 explanation	why	 seven	 years	 should
pass	before	his	estate	came	to	be	settled.	Perhaps	it	was	conflict	within	the
family	 regarding	 the	 properties,	 and	 perhaps	 that	was	 the	 reason	 for	 the
meeting	in	Moscow.	In	those	days,	to	avoid	family	conflict	when	dividing
an	estate,	it	was	custom	to	draw	lots	on	the	properties.	That	did	not	always
alleviate	conflict.	Although	Mrs.	Peter	Enns	was	still	living,	the	properties
were	willed	to	the	surviving	children.	They	were	Oma,	her	sister	Aganetha
(Mrs.	Cornelius	Neufeld),	and	her	two		brothers,	Peter	and	Heinrich	Enns.

There	was	no	mention	of	property	in	Davlekanov.		According	to	the	will,
Kawalicha	and	Roppov	were	to	be	held	by	two	siblings	each.	Oma	had	a
brief,	 but	mysterious	note	 in	her	 things.	The	note	 said,	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the
drawing	 of	 lots,	 the	 Roppov	 estate	 fell	 jointly	 to	 her	 and	 her	 brother
Heinrich,	 and	 that	 the	 Kawalicha	 property	 fell	 jointly	 to	 Peter	 and	 her
sister	 Aganetha	 (Neufeld).	 Further,	 her	 note	 said	 brother	 Heinrich	 was
very	 unhappy	 with	 the	 outcome.	 There	 was	 no	 explanation	 except	 that
Cornelius	Neufeld	 traded	his	 right	 to	Kawalicha	with	Heinrich's	 right	 to
Roppov.	Why	 Oma	 kept	 this	 note	 all	 those	 years	 is	 lost	 to	 us,	 but	 the
incident	must	have	been	significant	to	her.	

March	1917
There	was	 great	 poverty	 in	 the	 cities	 and,	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	war,	 hunger
began	 to	 stalk	 the	 streets.	 Great	 violence	 erupted.	 In	 March	 the	 Tsar
abdicated	 his	 throne.	 A	 number	 of	 political	 factions	 then	 fought	 for
control.	 The	 whole	 Romanov	 family	 was	 arrested	 and	 executed.	 A
provisional	government	 temporarily	 filled	 the	vacuum,	but	 it	was	 seen	 as
the	old	elite	trying	to	stay	in	power.	Rioting	flared	in	the	larger	cities.		To
quell	the	unrest	the	provisional	government	brought	in	the	military.		They
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City	of	Alexandrovsk	-	1910

Chronological	Order	of	Events

......continued
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January	1918	
Heinrich	C.	Neufeld,	(first	cousin	to	Dad)	wrote:
“A	 wagon-load	 of	 Makhno	 men,	 and	 a	 few	 riders	 from	 a	 nearby	 Russian
village,	 rode	 into	 our	 yard	and	yelled	 at	Mother:	 “We’re	 riding	 over	 to	 shoot
your	neighbour	and	then	we're	coming	back	to	shoot	your	husband”	(Neufeld
was	not	home	at	the	time).	"The	leader	of	this	band	was	Stephan	Panschenko
who,	 as	 a	 boy,	 had	 tended	Father's	 pigs.	He	had	not	 kept	 the	 pigs	 out	 of	 the
orchard,	 as	 required,	 and	 Father	 had	 boxed	 his	 ears,	 an	 extremely	 light
punishment	 in	Russia.	Now	he	was	coming	 for	 revenge.	Mother	 sent	me	back
through	 the	 orchard,	 through	 the	 cemetery,	 and	 through	 the	 reeds	 along	 the
river,	 to	 see	 what	 would	 happen	 at	 the	 neighbour's.	 Mr.	 Mathies	 (I	 believe
Eleanor	Mathies'	grandfather	 -	Leamington	-	 jd)	was	 ill	 and	confined	 to	bed.
They	dragged	him	over	 the	yard,	behind	 the	 chicken	 coop	and	 shot	him.	The
Peter	 Heidebrecht’s	 lived	 a	 little	 further	 down	 the	 road	 to	 the	 west.	 They
dragged	 their	 3	 sons	 to	 a	 nearby	 village,	 stripped	 them	 of	 their	 clothes,	 beat
them	unconscious	 and	 threw	 them	 into	 prison.	After	 2	days	 they	were	beaten
again,	then	set	free	to	walk	home.”

January	25,	1918	
On	 this	 night	 in	 Hochfeld,	 armed	 thugs	 entered	 two	 Thiessen	 homes
demanding	money.	Hochfeld	was	about	10	km	to	the	southwest	of	Schoenfeld
village.	In	the	kitchen	they	lined	up	three	of	the	men	and	fired	shots	 into	the
cupboards	behind	them,	demanding	money.	Eighteen-year	old	Anna	Thiessen
threw	 herself	 in	 front	 of	 her	 father,	 and	 took	 a	 bullet	 that	 killed	 her.	 The
women	cowered	in	a	locked	bedroom,	while	Anna’s	brothers	were	bound	and
executed.	Abram	Thiessen,	 the	 elderly	 father,	 after	 offering	 all	 the	money	he
had,	was	shot	through	the	neck.	He	survived	a	fatal	end	only	by	playing	dead.
When	 it	 was	 all	 over	 five	 members	 of	 the	 Thiessen	 family	 were	 dead,	 one
wounded	and	the	women	beaten	and	abused.

From	our	Grandfather’s	diary	
"When	the	assaults	at	night	became	more	and	more	frequent,	our	Roppov	got	to
see	 its	 visitors	 too.	 We	 started	 spending	 the	 nights	 at	 the	 neighbours.	 On	 a
beautiful	Saturday	evening,	when	we	were	at	Thiessen’s,	our	manager	Huebert
notified	me	by	 telephone	 that	 an	 emissary	 had	 arrived	 to	 take	 control	 of	 our
estate.	He	demanded	to	see	the	landlord.	By	telephone	I	ordered	to	give	him	a
good	reception,	and	said	I	would	come	myself	on	Sunday.	On	Sunday,	my	wife
and	Mother	(in-law)	would	not	let	me	go.	I	got	back	to	our	estate	on	Monday	to
introduce	myself	 in	 respectful	 fashion	 to	 this	 high	 personality.	 The	 beginning
went	 unexpectedly	 well,	 although	 after	 a	 few	 days	 we	 clashed	 quite	 hard,
because	he	demanded	the	keys,	and	I	refused	to	hand	them	over.	Eventually	it
got	so	bad	that	we	realized	we	would	have	to	leave	our	dear	intimate	home.	We
left	one	morning	 in	our	coach	with	four	horses,	and	drove	to	Schoenfeld.	This
departure	will	remain	in	my	and	my	dear	Grethe’s	memory	for	a	long	time.	On
the	night	before	we	left,	I	stood	at	the	beds	of	our	dear	children,	and	could	not
stop	 the	 tears.	 I	 prayed	 ardently	 to	 the	 Lord	 that	He	would	 protect	 us	 from
hunger	and	frost	in	this	dark	future.	 	To	Him	be	praise	and	thanks,	until	now
He	has	not	allowed	 it	 to	happen.	 	What	comes	next	only	God	knows,	and	we
want	to	trust	Him.".

From	John	H.	Dick's	father:
"The	 Bolsheviks,	 upon	 seizing	 political	 control,	 had	 little	 effect	 on	 the
lawlessness	 ravaging	 such	 a	 large	 country.	 Gangs	 of	 thugs	 roved	 the
countryside,	 emboldened	 to	 destroy	 or	 take	 any	 property	 they	 chose.
These	 self-styled	 revolutionaries	 were	 devastating	 in	 their	 terrorizing.
This	continued	until	 the	spring	of	1918	when	advancing	German	forces,
entering	upon	the	invitation	of	the	Ukrainians,	brought	a	greater	sense	of
order	to	South	Russia"

In	 February	 1918,	 almost	 simultaneous	 to	 our	 grandparents	 departing
their	 home,	 the	 German	 army	 moved	 into	 Ukraine.	 The	 Ukrainian
people,	having	lived	under	Russian	domination	for	a	long	time,	saw	this
as	 an	 opportunity	 to	 gain	 independence.	 	 As	 enticement,	 they	 offered
Germany	access	to	Ukraine’s	natural	resources.		As	the	Germans	gained
their	 foothold,	 the	 ruthless	 thugs	 quietly	 melted	 into	 their	 villages.
Plundering	 all	 but	 stopped	 and	 a	 semblance	 of	 order	 returned.	 	 The
colonists	asked,	or	perhaps	the	Germans	suggested,	for	help	in	retrieving
the	 property	 they	 had	 lost.	 Feeling	 that	 support	 many	 men	 were
emboldened	 to	 ride	 into	 villages	 in	 demand	 of	 their	 goods.	 	 That
boldness	 caused	 significant	 resentment	 and	 generated	 severe	 violence
later.	

Spring	1918
Abram	and	his	young	 family	had	been	evicted	 from	their	home	during
the	coldest	month	of	the	year.	Since	the	Schoenfeld	high	school	had	been
locked	down,	 they	 found	 shelter	 in	one	of	 the	 teachers’	 residences(15).
That	spring,	to	counter	the	confiscation	of	their	farms,	the	Schoenfelders
created	 a	 committee	 to	 actively	 work	 against	 the	 seizure	 of	 their
properties.	 They	 felt	 surely	 sanity	 would	 return,	 in	 spite	 of	 all	 the
turmoil.	 In	 his	 memoirs,	 H.	 B.	 Wiens	 wrote	 that	 they	 appointed	 our
Grandfather	 Abram	 to	 lead	 this	 committee.	 It	 all	 	 turned	 out	 to	 be
pointless.

Writing	about	their

eviction
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unharmed,	 and	 we	 expressed	 our	 gratitude	 to	 God	 when	 they	 left.	 This
hospitality	worked	a	number	of	times,	and	Father’s	life	was	spared	too.

Later	 it	 got	 worse.	 One	 whole	 winter	 we	 slept	 fully	 clothed,	 so	 that	 we
might	 escape	 at	 a	 moment’s	 notice.	 We	 took	 turns	 sitting	 in	 the	 dark,
watching	and	waiting.	They	shot	people	for	no	reason	and	enjoyed	torturing
them.	When	they	came	 into	our	village,	 it	was	a	 terrible	 sight.	 	Their	hair
was	long	and	dirty,	and	flowed	in	the	wind	as	they	rode.	They	wore	pointed
caps,	with	a	red	star,	because	now	they	had	joined	the	Bolsheviks.	They	were
always	heavily	armed	with	rifles,	revolvers	and	sabers.	Makhno	often	rode
in	 a	 Droshky	 (a	 Mennonite-built	 carriage)	 completely	 surrounded	 by
pillows.

One	cold	January	day,	they	took	Father	away.	Anyone	taken	by	Makhno’s
men	was	usually	tortured	and	did	not	return.	We	wondered	if	we’d	ever	see
him	again.	I	waited	by	the	window	and	finally	I	saw	him	coming,	barefoot
and	hardly	able	to	walk.	His	body	was	covered	with	blood,	and	he	had	few
clothes	remaining.	I	snatched	a	blanket	from	the	bed,	ran	out	to	meet	him
and	wrapped	him	in	it.	We	wanted	him	to	go	to	bed,	but	he	shook	his	head,
fell	on	his	knees,	and	thanked	God	that	he	was	still	alive.	He	also	prayed	for
the	men	who	had	tortured	him	so.	He	never	later	showed	bitterness	toward
these	enemies.

Our	 last	year	 in	Schoenfeld	had	been	horrible,	but	 the	experience	softened
our	hearts,	and	we	felt	closer	to	God.	In	the	fall	of	1918,	we	packed	up	our
most	essential	things,	loaded	two	wagons,	hitched	two	cows	behind,	and	left
for	the	Molotschna.	The	rest	of	our	belongings	were	no	longer	important;	it
was	a	question	of	saving	our	lives.	There	were	eight	of	us.	One	of	our	foster
children	 had	 turned	 Communist,	 and	 the	 other	 had	 died.	 We	 arrived	 in
Molotschna	were	we	found	two	rooms	for	the	eight	of	us.	For	two	years	here
the	bandits	were	kept	away	 for	 the	most	 part.	God	answered	our	prayers.
We	lived	the	next	year	amidst	revolution;	first	the	Red	Army	and	then	the
White	 Army	 came	 through	 our	 village.	We	 often	 heard	 cannon	 fire	 from
morning	 till	night.	My	uncle	was	killed	by	a	bomb.	We	were	 so	exhausted
from	constant	fear	we	continually	thought	about	leaving	the	country,	if	only
we	could.
to	be	continued.......

Anarchy
Before	the	revolution,	under	the	rule	of	the	Czar,	many	people	were	sent	into
exile	 for	only	minor	offences	against	officialdom.	The	 family	was	allowed	 to
follow,	but	 the	 offender	 could	not	 come	back.	Prisons	 and	 exile	 camps	were
well-populated.	After	 the	Czar	was	killed,	 and	 the	 revolution	began,	 prison
doors	 were	 flung	 open,	 and	 the	 worst	 of	 the	 convicts	 formed	 bands	 and
devastated	the	land.

No	one	was	allowed	to	employ	workers,	and	so	farm	operations	ground	to	a
halt.	The	rule	of	law	was	gone.	Land,	livestock	and	equipment	were	seized	at
will	by	heavily	armed	thugs	who	would	shoot	anyone	who	resisted.

After	 Russia	 surrendered,	 the	 German	 army	 entered	 the	 Ukraine.	 The
Germans	ordered	all	stolen	property	to	be	returned,	and	they	accompanied	the
landowners	into	the	villages	to	retrieve	it.	My	father	however	was	not	among
these.	 He	 accepted	 what	 was	 voluntarily	 returned	 to	 him,	 but	 made	 no
demands,	 wanting	 to	 remain	 friends	 with	 our	 Russian	 neighbors.	 When
Germany	 was	 defeated	 in	 Europe,	 and	 the	 army	 pulled	 out,	 the	 situation
really	became	terrible.	Now	many	more	Russians	 joined	the	marauders.	The
robbing	and	killing	became	so	frightful	we	were	happy	just	to	be	alive.

My	 father,	Heinrich	B.	Wiens,	has	written	his	 own	 story,	 so	 I	won’t	 go	 into
further	 detail	 but	 I	 must	 give	 an	 example	 of	 how	Mother	 saved	 our	 lives
many	 times.	The	bandits	 tended	 to	 come	during	 the	night,	 pounding	on	 the
door	with	rifle	butts,	or	attempting	to	kick	the	door	down.	In	the	beginning
Mother	would	 go	 to	 the	 door	 alone,	 because	 the	man	 of	 the	 house	was	 too
often	shot.	They	came	in	asking	for	Father,	and	were	annoyed	when	Mother
told	them	he	was	still	sleeping	but	would	be	out	shortly.	Meanwhile,	she	asked
whether	 she	 could	 prepare	 a	meal	 for	 them.	 She	went	 to	 the	 cellar,	 always
accompanied	by	one	of	the	bandits,	and	brought	up	sausage,	bread	and	other
things	 they	 liked.	She	began	 to	prepare	 their	meal	all	 the	while	 talking	 in	a
calm	 and	 kind	 manner.	 They	 were	 almost	 always	 drunk	 when	 they	 came.
After	 they	 had	 eaten,	 and	 calmed	 down	 somewhat,	 Father	 would	 come	 in
saying:	 “Well,	 boys,	 how	 are	 you?	 Is	 there	 anything	 else	we	 can	 get	 you	 to
eat?”	Russians,	I	believe,	are	generally	 soft-hearted	and	this	 seemed	to	calm
them	down.	If	they	asked	for	anything	else,	it	was	gladly	offered	because	the
most	important	thing	was	to	remain	alive.	Through	it	all	we	five	sisters	were

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Agatha	(Wiens)	Nickel
.....continued
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From	Bad	to	Worse
In	 1918,	 as	 spring	 turned	 into	 summer,	 belief	 grew	 that	 life	 just	might
return	 to	normal	 again.	 	But	 then,	 on	 the	western	 front,	Germany	was
taking	 heavy	 losses	 and	 were	 facing	 the	 reality	 of	 defeat.	 	 It	 became
evident	 the	German	military	was	going	 to	pull	out	of	Ukraine.	Sensing
this,	the	anarchists	emerged	and	began	pulling	up	railway	lines	to	impede
their	retreat.		In	response	the	Germans	abandoned	an	enormous	amount
of	weaponry.	Now	no	one	could	grasp	the	enormity	of	the	danger	they
faced.

Summer	of	1918	
Abram	wrote:	 	“We	moved	 into	 the	 teacher’s	 residence	on	the	 school	yard.
We	 lived	 there	 from	 January	 to	 July	 14th.	 Thanks	 to	 the	 aid	 of	 our	 dear
relatives	it	was	bearable,	although	Mother	(Oma’s	mother)	suffered	greatly
under	the	pressure”.

Later	in	his	diary	he	wrote:	
"In	 the	 beginning	we	 had	 a	 cow,	 and	 she	 always	 had	more	 than	 enough.
Now	and	then	I	went	back	to	our	estate,	to	bring	back	cows	and	such,	but
my	efforts	were	useless.	The	emissary	said	he	did	not	have	the	authority	to
hand	over	even	the	smallest	item.	Even	so,	with	bribes	and	promises,	I	was
able	to	get	a	few	things.	We	lived	in	the	Schoenfeld	until	July	14th,	1918.

June	6,	1918	
Anna	 Berg,	 after	 enduring	 the	 deprivations	 of	 Siberia	 with	 her	 husband,
died	in	Schoenbrunn	from	tuberculosis.	The	Bergs	were	married	only	four
years,	and	most	of	that	time	he	spent	in	exile.	They	had	no	children.	Berg
eventually	 came	 to	 Canada,	 lived	 in	 Leamington,	 and	 found	 work	 in	 a
Windsor	auto	plant.	He	died	in	1974.	His	second	wife,	also	an	Anna,	spent
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her	 last	 years	 in	 the	 Leamington
Mennonite	Home.	She	died	in	1983.

When	the	German	military	arrived,	a	sense
of	 safety	 returned.	 	 Many	 families	 began
returning	to	their	farms,	to	clean	up	and	to
begin	 their	 seeding.	 Abram	 returned	 to
Roppov	 that	 spring	 as	 well	 to	 attend	 to
what	he	had	left	behind,	but	he	insisted	his
family	 should	 remain	 in	 the	 Schoenfeld
school.	Oma	 and	 the	 children	 returned	 to
the	 estate	 in	 July	 but	 they	 were	 very
uneasy.	 She	 was	 7	 months	 pregnant	 with
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their	 4th	 child.	His	diary	 indicates	 they	 initially	 spent	 their	 	 nights	 at	 the
neighbours,	the	Jacob	Thiessens.

Our	Grandfather	wrote:
“During	the	day	I	was	on	our	estate,	but	for	the	night	I	always	returned	to
our	 neighbours.	 The	months	 that	we	 stayed	 at	Roppov	were	 very	 restless.
There	 was	 an	 Austrian	 unit	 of	 the	 German	 military	 stationed	 in	 nearby
Pokrovskoy,	 but	 we	 had	 little	 respect	 for	 them.	 	 Their	 military	 authority
(discipline)	was	not	strict”.

Pokrovskoye	 (47.97734,	 36.227674)	 was	 about	 10	 km	 north	 of	 where
Roppov	is	beleived	to	have	been.		This	town	returns	later	in	our	story	in	a
very	 tragic	way.	The	Germans	had	 assigned	 their	most	 effective	 troops	 to
the	more	populated	Molotschna	area	and	left	an	Austro-Hungarian	unit	to
patrol	the	Schoenfeld	area.		Many	writers	felt	these	troops	not	only	lacked
discipline	but	were	in	fact	sympathetic	to	their	Russian	cousins.

John	H.	Dick's	father:
The	 promise	 of	 an	 end	 to	 the	 plundering
was	 most	 encouraging	 for	 the	 people
around	 Schoenfeld.	 The	 German	 military
had	strongly	encouraged	all	the	colonists	to
organize	 themselves	 and	 avenge	 the
wrongs	 they	had	 suffered.	To	what	degree
this	happened,	and	what	effect	 it	had	later
on,	 is	 speculation.	 Certainly	 the	 reception
colonists	gave	the	Germans	greatly	affected
what	took	place	months	later.

In	July,	Abram	and	his	family	returned	to	their	Roppov	home.	They	were
there	only	a	short	time	until	this		incident	took	place.

August	18,	1918		Abram	wrote:
Now	 I	 must	 touch	 on	 a	 sore	 spot,	 namely	 the	 gruesome	murder	 of	 our
neighbours.	 In	 order	 that	 those	 who	 read	 this	 will	 not	 think	 I	 am
superficial,	I	will	do	so.	On	the	18th	of	August,	which	was	a	Sunday,	we
were	 visiting	 at	 the	 Thiessen’s,	 the	 Balzer’s	 were	 there	 too,	 and	 the
Mathies’s	were	at	the	Fast’s.	There	was	much	talk	about	the	terrible	times,
but	we	did	not	expect	 that	 for	 some	 it	would	be	the	 last	 time.	We	talked
about	who	would	 stay	here	 for	 the	winter.	Old	Mrs.	Balzer	 said	we	 old
people	 can’t	 go	 anywhere	 and	 will	 probably	 have	 to	 stay	 home.	 We
remained	at	the	Thiessen’s	for	the	evening,	and	then	drove	home	by	light,
not	expecting	anything	bad.	

On	the	way	home	we	had	the	eerie	feeling	that	not	everything	was	right.
When	we	got	home	our	dogs	were	very	restless,	so	that	I	sent	the	manager
to	 check	 if	 everything	was	 in	 order.	He	 came	back	 and	 reported	 that	 he
had	 neither	 heard	 nor	 seen	 anything	 suspicious.	 Even	 though	 we	 were
fearful,	 we	 went	 to	 bed.	 Later	Mother	 said	 she	 had	 seen	 a	 man	 in	 the
orchard,	but,	in	order	not	to	cause	unnecessary	alarm,	she	had	kept	quiet.
Then,	about	mid-night,	 the	telephone	rang	quite	 insistently,	 four	 times.	I
threw	myself	into	the	necessary	clothes	and	ran	to	the	telephone.	Thiessen’s
“Wolodja”	 (Walter)	 spoke	 these	 words:	 'Is	 everything	 still	 quiet	 at	 your
place?'	 I	 answered,	 'No',	 because	 at	 that	moment	 our	 dogs	 raced	by	 the
window	as	though	they	had	grabbed	someone.	Wolodja	said,	'Then	be	on
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guard,	 because	 at	 the	 Balzer’s,	 everyone	 but	 the	 Mathies’s	 have	 been
murdered.'	Lightening	out	of	a	clear	sky	could	not	have	frightened	me	more
than	this	message.

My	wife	was	in	despair,	and	everyone	was	running	around	in	the	house	in
confusion,	 so	 that	 I	had	difficulty	 restoring	 some	kind	of	 calm.	One	 thing
seemed	 strange,	 all	 our	 help	 had	 disappeared.	 After	 the	 dogs	 had	 calmed
somewhat,	I	sent	the	manager	to	the	servant’s	quarters	to	get	help	in	case	of
an	emergency.	But	there	was	no	one	to	be	found.	When	I	asked	them	later
where	they	had	been,	they	said	they	had	been	afraid	and	had	hidden	in	the
straw.	 No	 one	 wanted	 to	 ride	 over	 to	 the	 neighbour	 lady	 (a	 Lutheran
family)	to	warn	her,	until	I	said	I	would	ride	over	myself,	and	then	someone
offered	 to	 go.	Two	of	Mrs.	Meier’s	 nephews	 came	over	 promptly	 from	 the
neighbouring	estate.	We	sat	through	the	night	with	loaded	guns,	and	waited
for	what	might	 still	 come.	But	God	be	 praised,	 everything	 stayed	quiet.	 I
must	mention	one	other	fact	that	might	have,	next	to	God’s	leading,	helped
keep	the	mob	from	visiting	us	that	night.	As	soon	as	we	were	notified	of	the
dreadful	 fact,	 I	 got	 in	 touch	with	 the	 Austrian	 commander	 by	 telephone,
and	spoke	quite	loud	in	the	Russian	language,	because	the	sergeant	couldn't,
or	 didn't	 want	 to,	 understand	 me".	 	 (This	 was	 last	 diary	 entry	 from
Roppov)	

August	25,	1918
On	this	date	Gerhard	Neufeld	and	Jacob	Warkentin	and	their	wives	were
found	murdered.	

August	1918	
Abram	 decided	 it	 was	 too	 dangerous.	 	 They	 left	 the	 Schoenfeld/Roppov
area	 entirely,	 to	 seek	 refuge	 in	 the	more	populated	 and	 safer	Molotschna.
There	 is	 an	Enns	 story	 (Oma's	 family)	written	 by	 Isaac	Unrau	where	 he
indicates	our	grandparents	travelled	with	their	Enns	relatives	as	far	south	as
Rudnerweide(39).	Did	they	travel	by	horse	and	buggy	or	did	they	board	a
train	at	Gaychur	Station?		We	can't	imagine	their	anxiety	about	travelling	at
all?

Our	grandparents	were	now	homeless	with	6	dependents	and	Oma	was	8
months	pregnant.		Their	dependents	were	Oma's	mother	(Mrs	Peter	Enns),
their	 three	 children	 and	 two	 of	 Abram's	 younger	 siblings,	 Helena	 and
Herman.	 From	 Unrau's	 writings	 we	 learn	 the	 families	 parted	 ways	 in
Rudnerweide.	 Peter,	 Oma’s	 oldest	 brother	 and	 family,	 turned	 east	 to
Gnadenfeld.		Heinrich,	with	his	family,	found	shelter	with	his	wife's	family
in	Rudnerweide.	Our	Grandparents	turned	west	toward		Blumenort(32).

September	8,	1918
Back	 in	 Schoenfeld	 two	 widows,	 Mrs.	 Jacob	 Goosen	 and	 Mrs.	 David
Loewen,	are	found	murdered	on	the	road.

September	9,	1918
Mrs.	Thomas	Wiens	and	her	son	were	found	murdered	about	4	km	west	of
Schoenbrunn.

September	13,	1918	
Even	 in	 this	 dangerous	 time,	 a	 double	 wedding	 took	 place	 on	 the
Schoenbrunn	home	farm.	Abram’s	oldest	half-brother,	Johann	was	wed	to
Maria	Wiens,	from	Steppino	(north	part	of	Kawalicha).	The	other	couple
was	 Abram's	 half-sister	 Justina,	 who	 married	 Wilhelm	 Dick,	 (Oma
Driedger’s	brother).	

September	15,	1918
A	 month	 after	 arriving	 in	 Blumenort,	 Abram	 and	 Margareta’s	 fourth
child,	Agnes	(Mrs.	Ernest	Neuman)	was	born.	The	trek	from	Roppov	to
Blumenort	a	month	earlier	must	have	been	filled	with	anxiety.

Back	in	Schoenfeld,	the	home	of	Rev.	Jacob	Leonard	Dick	(our	maternal
great-grandfather)	 had	 been	 terrorized	 and	 looted	 repeatedly.	 On	 one
occasion,	 when	 most	 personal	 and	 household	 items	 had	 already	 been
taken,	a	looter	grabbed	for	a	simple	hair	brush	hanging	on	the	wall.	Jacob
raised	his	hand	and	said:	“No,	no	more,	that	is	enough”.	When	the	bandit
raised	 his	 gun	 into	 Jacob’s	 face,	 his	 oldest	 son	 stepped	 forward	 saying
“Leave	 him	 alone,	 he	 is	 an	 old	 man”.	 That	 seemed	 to	 dissuade	 the
attacker,	but	Jacob	never	forgot	it.		He	referred	to	the	incident	again	and
again.	Later,	while	the	family	was	taking	refuge	in	Neukirch,	Molotschna
this	 same	 son	 was	 killed	 by	 a	 bomb	 dropped	 from	 an	 airplane.	 Jacob
lamented	why	he	couldn’t	have	been	the	one	to	lose	his	life.	The	son	was
Jacob	Dick	 (jr),	 grandfather	 to	Walter	 and	Harry	Dick	 of	 Cottam,	 and
great-grandfather	to	Michelle,	Greg,	Joel	and	David.

October	30,	1918
In	Kawalicha	Abram	G.	Schroeder	and	his	farm	manager	H.	Bergen	were
found	murdered.	Also	David	Schroeder,	returning	to	his	Kawalicha	estate
to	see	what	had	become	of	it,	was	apprehended	and	murdered.

Fall	1918
One	 Sunday	 morning	 in	 October,	 news	 came	 that	 a	 sizeable	 Makhno
force	was	 in	 a	 town	 east	 of	 Schoenfeld.	This	was	 likely	Gaychur	where
several	murders	on	 a	 train	had	been	 reported.	They	 feared	Makhno	was
preparing	 to	 advance	 on	 Schoenfeld	 village.	 That	 morning	 people	 were
assembling	 in	 the	 Schoenfeld	 Church.	 The	 following	 story	 is	 found	 in
Miracles	 of	 Grace	 and	 Judgment	 written	 by	 Gerhard	 P.	 Schroeder.
Schroeder	was	the	principal	of	the	Schoenfeld	high	school	at	the	time.

“One	Sunday	morning	in	October,	on	the	way	to	church,	I	was	surprised
to	see	the	streets	so	deserted.	There	was	neither	person	nor	vehicle	visible
anywhere.	My	apprehension	grew	as	I	entered	the	church.	We	did	not	have
organs	or	choirs	at	that	time.	Congregational	singing	was	led	by	a	group	of
song	leaders.	This	morning	one	sensed	an	air	of	apprehension	for	the	song
leaders	 kept	 leading	 the	 congregation	 in	 one	 song	 after	 another,	 while
neither	minister	 nor	 deacon	made	 an	 appearance.	 Everyone	waited	with
foreboding.	Finally	Pastor	Jacob	L.	Dick	(Mom’s	grandfather)	entered	the
sanctuary.	He	went	to	the	pulpit	and	quietly	announced	that	Makhno	was
indeed	gathering	a	sizable	force	about	eight	miles	to	the	east.	It	was	clear
to	everyone	what	this	meant	–	murder,	looting	and	rape.	Rev.	Dick	asked
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Peter	Dick,	of	Toronto,	stands	on	the	approximate	site	of	his	great-grandfather's	estate	along	Chonuk	Reihe.

His	great-grandfather	Isaac	was	a	brother	to	Jacob	L.	Dick.	The	Wiesenfeld(21)	estate	(47.815402,	35.968122),

Mom's	birthplace,	would	have	been	behind	Peter.		Schoenfeld(17)	village	(Barvinovka	today)	was	some	distance

to	the	west.

for	 advice	 on	what	 the	 community	 should	 do.	 I	 recall	 a	man,	 possibly	 in	 his
forties,	 getting	 up	 and	 suggesting	 that,	 since	 so	 many	 of	 us	 had	 rifles	 and
ammunition	 in	 their	homes,	 the	best	procedure	would	be	 to	go	home,	pick	up
their	weapons,	return	and	prepare	for	self-defense.	I	do	not	recall	whether	there
was	much	discussion	on	this	recommendation	but	the	pastor	asked	for	those	 in
favour	to	rise.	The	majority	of	the	men	did.	But	there	were	voices	of	opposition
as	well,	particularly	from	the	members	of	our	bible	study	and	prayer	group.	And
then	old	Mrs.	Warkentin	advised	that	we	should	stay	in	church	and	pray.	Her
advice	went	unheeded.	The	meeting	was	closed	without	any	attempt	to	hold	a
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The	Schoenfeld	church

service.	The	men	went	home	and	returned	with	their	arms.	But	what	effect
could	 such	 a	 small,	 unprepared	 group	 have	 against	 a	 large	 troop	 of
Makhnovtsy,	 armed	 to	 the	 teeth	 and	 ready	 to	 slaughter	 anyone	 who
resisted	 them?	 As	 luck	 would	 have	 it,	 Makhno	 did	 not	 advance	 on	 our
village”.	–	Gerhard	P.	Schroeder

Mom	 said	 her	 grandfather	 remained	 deeply	 troubled	 about	 that	 Sunday
morning.
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John	H.	Dick	said	his	father	had	lasting	memories	of	that	day	too.		

“My	 father	 recalled	 there	 was	 considerable	 disagreement	 that
morning	 about	 whether	mounting	 a	 defense	 was	 wise	 and	 how	 it
could	be	accomplished.	According	to	him	Gerhard	Toews	(author	of
the	 book	 “Schoenfeld”)	 had	 been	 cooperating	 closely	 with	 the
occupying	German	military	over	the	summer	and	was	now	strongly
advocating	 ambushing	 Makhno.	 My	 father	 and	 members	 of	 our
family	disagreed	vigorously,	believing	 that	 it	would	be	provocative
to	 confront	 such	 a	 large	 horde	 of	 bandits.	 But	 a	 consensus	 was
reached	 that	 an	 ambush	 should	 be	 attempted.	Those	 in	 agreement
returned	 to	 their	 homes	 to	 collect	 whatever	 guns	 they	 had.	 My
father	 recalled,	 as	 they	 later	 assembled	 in	 the	 village,	 there	 were
boasts	 from	 Gerhard	 Toews	 and	 Gerhard	 Rempel,	 as	 they	 rode
about	on	 their	black	horses	agitating	 that	 they	were	going	 to	 teach
Makhno	a	lesson.	In	the	afternoon	we	saw	a	group	of	Russians	drive
quietly	through	the	village	on	several	wagons.	On	one	of	the	wagons
was	 a	 bride	 in	 a	 wedding	 dress,	 complete	 with	 veil.	 It	 was	 later
discovered	 that	 this	 bride	 had	 actually	 been	 Batjko	 Pravda	 in
disguise	 checking	 our	 preparations.	 The	 Makhnovsty	 must	 have
received	 a	 warning.	 The	 Schoenfeld	 men	 remained	 in	 the	 village
overnight.	 They	 slept	 in	 the	 school	 and	 in	 Bernard	 Peter’s	 store,

keeping	watch	and	preparing	for	an	ambush	the	next	day"		(John	H.
Dick	continued	on	following	page)).

A	confrontation	did	follow,	but	not	in	the	village	of	Schoenfeld.	The
details	 are	 very	 scattered	 but	 it	 appears	 this	 hastily	 put	 together
group	 went	 after	 Makhno.	 They	 were	 ambushed	 themselves	 and

fled	when	Makhno's	machine	 guns	 opened	 up.	 They	were	 poorly
equipped	and	certainly	no	match	against	Makhno's	men.	 	The	120

men	may	 even	have	outnumbered	Makhno,	 but	with	 their	 lack	of
organization,	experience	and	inferior	weaponry,	they	were	no	match
for	those	ruthless	anarchists.

An	 altercation	 with	 the	 Makhnovites	 is	 described	 by	 Gerhard
Toews	in	the	book	Schoenfeld.		The	scuffle	may	have	lasted	several
days	or	perhaps	there	were	multiple	events.		

Gerhard	Toews	wrote:
“About	 120	 men	 gathered.	 They	 included	 Mennonites,	 Germans
from	Kankrin	(Lutheran	area	nearby)	and	15	Russian	landowners.	It
happened	spontaneously,	not	in	an	organized	manner.	The	supply	of
arms	 in	 this	 group	 was,	 at	 best,	 deficient.	 It	 consisted	 entirely	 of
small	 arms,	 whereas	 Makhno	 had	 machine	 guns.	 There	 was	 a
complete	 lack	of	 training	 in	 the	men	and	 insufficient	 time	 to	bring
this	 about.	 As	 they	 deliberated	 on	 how	 to	 proceed	 they	 failed	 to
create	 a	 unified	 command.	 There	 was	 however	 a	 praiseworthy
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The	Schoenfeld	high	school,	built	in	1908,	then	and

now.	 	 There	 were	 several	 residences	 for	 teachers

behind	the	school,	one	of	which	our	Grandparents,

Dad	and	his	sisters	occupied	for	6	months	in	1918.		

In	the	photo	above	is	David	Driedger	with	personal

guide	Victor	Penner.	The	elderly	lady	is	living	in	the

former	 school.	 	 	 She	 said	 people	 who	 lived	 here

before	buried	their	gold	under		tombstones.	Maybe

that's	 the	 reason	 the	 Johann	 and	 Jacob	 Enns

gravestones	were	upended.

Photographed	around	Schoenfeld	-	a

possible	remnent	of	the	past
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In	 the	weeks	and	months	 that	 followed	many	Schoenfelders	 left.

They	 knew	 what	 plundering,	 raping,	 killing	 and	 torture	 would
follow.		This	event	was	a	fundamental	turning	point	in	Schoenfeld.
John	H.	Dick	and	his	father	both	believed	the	attempted	ambush
brought	increased	tragedy	to	many	families.	This	incident	became
a	point	of	intense	bitterness	among	Schoenfelders,	a	bitterness	that
carried	on	in	Leamington	for	many,	many	years.

Gerhard	 Toews,	 the	 agitator	 on	 the	 black	 horse,	 became	 a	 very
controversial	 figure.	 	 John	H.	Dick's	 father	 felt	his	book	was	 an
the	 attempt	 to	 direct	 blame	 for	 the	 failed	 ambush	 on	 lack	 of
discipline	among	the	participants.	Toews	became	a	marked	man	by

Makhno.	He	managed	 to	 escape	 and	 came	 to	 Canada	 where	 he
settled	in	Winnipeg,	and	later	moved	to	St.	Catherines.

A	significant	number	of	Schoenfelders	settled	in	Leamington.	The
deep	 emotion	 spawned	 that	 October	 continued	 to	 manifest	 in

Leamington	for	many	years.	Many	felt	the	degree	of	atrocities	that
followed	were	 linked	 to	 this	 attempted	 ambush.	 John	H.	Dick's
father,	Abram's	oldest	half-brother,	had	visible	difficulty	greeting

Gerhard	Toews	when	he	visited	Leamington	in	the	mid-1970s.	It
would	 be	 valuable	 to	 know	 more	 about	 the	 incident	 and	 the

passionate	debate	in	the	church	that	Sunday	morning.	Indeed,	our
great-grandfather	 could	 have	 provided	 valuable	 insight,	 but	 the
full	 story	 is	 lost.	 Perhaps	 in	 time,	 maybe	 by	 way	 of	 a	 diary	 or

letter	found	in	someone’s	attic,	more	detail	will	surface.

Russian	 troop	 which,	 together	 with	 several	 German	 volunteers,
provided	invaluable	spying,	surveillance,	and	reconnaissance.	

An	attempt	to	form	a	fighting	force	was	mounted	when	spies	reported
that	Makhno	was	at	the	Gaychur	rail	station.	His	men	had	stopped	a
train	 and	 murdered	 several	 German	 and	 Russian	 officers.	 Then	 the
Makhnovites	 moved	 toward	 the	 German	 village	 of	 Rosenfeld	 (near
Roppov),	where	they	burned,	looted	and	murdered.	Their	next	target
appeared	 to	 be	 Schoenfeld.	 Apparently	 that	 observation	 was	 not
correct,	because	 they	 changed	direction.	Our	 loosely	organized	group
felt	we	 should	confront	 them.	A	 light	 skirmish	 took	place	on	 the	east
end	 of	 Brasol	 Reihe	 but	 our	 group,	 greatly	 outnumbered,	 went	 into
retreat.	 It	 then	 appeared	Makhno	was	moving	 toward	Kankrin	 and,
with	that	news,	the	men	from	the	Kankrin	villages	broke	away	to	take
defensive	action	there.		This	assembled	group	had	good	intentions	but
it	 lacked	 everything	 else.	 Finally	 a	 surprise	 raid	was	 planned	 to	 lure
Makhno’s	 troops	 away	 from	 their	wagon	barricade,	 cutting	 them	off
from	 their	 supplies.	 But	 dissension	 arose,	 as	 each	 group	 insisted	 on

defending	their	home	region	first.”	(end	from	Gerhard	Toews)	

Continuing	from	John	H.	Dick’s	father’s	memoirs:
"Those,	like	my	father,	who	were	unwilling	participants,	were	drafted
to	drive	wagons	for	the	group.	He	recalled	the	men	on	his	wagon	were
quick	 to	 scramble	 when	 the	 bullets	 from	 Makhno’s	 machine	 guns
began	flying.	They	turned	their	wagons	around	and	retreated	behind	a
rise”.	(end	John	H	Dick)

Bernard	Peters'store	(#13	on	the	Schoenfeld	village

map).		It	was	a	general	store,	selling	everything	from

farm	equipment,	motors,	dry	goods,	groceries	and

candy.	It	was	located	beside	the	public	school	and

across	the	road	from	the	Johann	Warkentin	farm.

Unknown	ruins		near	Schoenfeld
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as	a	hostage,	I	was	 taken	home	to	bring	back	our	remaining	guns.
At	 home,	 our	 loved	 ones	 greatly	 feared	 for	 our	 safety,	 and	 now
watched	 as	we	 approached	under	 guard.	After	 I	 had	 collected	 our
guns,	I	returned	them	under	guard	to	Makhno.	Makhno	thanked	us
for	the	weapons,	and	then	dismissed	us.	With	a	big	sigh	of	relief	we
returned	home."

“Two	weeks	 later,	November	8th,	marked	a	horrible	day.	Makhno
returned	with	a	 large	number	of	 followers.	They	entered	our	 store
(47.862931,	 35.892484).	 His	 comrades	 were	 at	 first	 polite	 and
unassuming	while	we	were	busy	serving	our	customers.	They	bought
and	paid	for	all	their	things	just	as	everyone	did.	But	suddenly	their
mood	changed.	Our	cashier	was	pushed	aside,	 the	 till	was	emptied
and	 the	 plundering	began.	The	merchandise	 they	 stole	was	 loaded
onto	wagons	waiting	outside.	They	entered	our	living	quarters	and
began	 taking	 things.	 They	 took	 six	 horses	 out	 of	 our	 stables.	 The
robbing	and	pillaging	went	on	for	two	hours	until	Makhno	gave	the
order	to	leave.	

They	 were	 gone	 only	 minutes	 when	 we	 discovered	 something
horrible.	 Across	 the	 road,	 at	 our	 neighbour’s,	 four	 corpses	 were
discovered	beside	 the	 straw	 stack.	One	was	my	brother	Hermann.
Two	were	Schroeder	brothers.	They	had	been	 tortured	 to	death	 in
the	 most	 brutal	 and	 inhumane	 way	 imaginable.	 A	 little	 further

away	 lay	 Vollosovitch,	 the	 secretary	 of	 the	 Salivnoye	 (Russian)
Volost.	 He	 had	 been	 hacked	 to	 death.	 The	 gang	 moved	 up	 the
Gorkaja	 River	 (Brasol	 Reihe)	 where	 they	 murdered	 Cornelius	 J.

Klassen,	Jacob	Mathies	and	my	father-in-law	David	Warkentin.”	–
end	Johann	Peters

The	Repercusions
The	band	that	so	mercilessly	tormented	Schoenfeld	that	fall	was	lead
by	 a	 man	 named	 Simeon	 Pravda.	 His	 home	 town	 was

Ljubimowk(27)	 just	 south	 of	 Schoenfeld	 village.	 Pravda	 was	 a
double	 amputee	 and	 a	 truly	 frightful	man.	At	 a	 coal	mine	 he	 had
fallen	beneath	 the	wheels	of	 a	 train	 and	 lost	both	 legs	 at	 the	knee.
He	became	a	regular	beggar	around	Schoenfeld,	riding	from	farm	to
farm	on	a	two-wheeled	cart.	He	became	a	Makhno	lieautenant	and
had	 surounded	 himself	 with	 a	 ruthless	 gang.	 His	 followers

addressed	 him	 as	 Batko,	 meaning	 little	 father.	 His	 last	 name	 was
Pravda,	 which	 in	 Russian	 means	 truth.	 So	 he	 was	 Little	 Father
Truth.	 He	 was	 a	 bitter	 man	 and	 very	 volatile.	 He	 arrived	 in
Schoenfeld	with	a	gang	of	viscious	thugs.

October	18,	1918

Heinrich	B.	Wiens	wrote:
“On	 this	 day	 a	 band	 of	 terrorists,	 under	 the	 leadership	 of	 Batko
Pravda,	 arrived	 on	 our	 yard(16)	 	 with	 five	 or	 six	 wagons	 full	 of
bandits,	with	terrible	shouting	and	guns	held	high.	I	was	down	the
street	and	they	summoned	me	to	come	home	and	lead	them	into	our
house.	Pravda	 sat	down	on	a	 chair	 and	I	had	 to	 stand	beside	him.
Then	he	placed	his	revolver	against	my	neck	and	shouted	"Now	I'm
going	to	shoot	you!”	Another	bandit	came	and	shouted	"Open	your
mouth!"	 and	 pushed	 the	barrel	 of	 his	 gun	 into	my	mouth.	A	 third
bandit,	uttering	dire	threats,	fired	into	the	floor	in	front	of	me.	They
demanded	money.	Of	 course	 I	 gave	 them	all	 I	had,	 and	 they	 took
everything	they	considered	worth	taking.	Then	they	left	Schoenfeld."
–	From	the	Heinrich	B.	Wiens	Story

What	 happened	 in	 the	 next	 few	 days	 is	 best	 described	 in	 the
memoirs	of	 Johann	Peters,	 the	young	man	 in	 the	picture	with	our
grandfather	while	attending	school	 in	Danzig.	 	His	family	lived	on
the	Blumenhof	estate	just	south	of	Brasol	(Zalivnoye(28))	where	the
family	operated	a	popular	general	store.

Peters	wrote:
"It	appeared	as	 though	Makhno	was	 intending	to	go	to	Brasol.	My
brother	Peter	and	I	decided	to	return	to	our	Blumenhof	estate	which
was	 close	 to	 the	village	 of	Brasol.	We	arrived	 in	 the	 late	 afternoon
and	 immediately	 went	 to	 the	 Russian	 Volost	 office.	 We	 found
Makhno’s	men	already	in	control	of	the	office.	We	were	immediately
arrested	 and	 taken	 to	 Friedensfeld	 (location?)	 where	 Makhno
himself	 was	 stationed.	 We	 had	 no	 hope	 of	 being	 released	 alive.
Makhno,	 the	 terrorist,	 thanked	 us	 for	 coming.	He	 shook	 our	 hand
and	 thanked	us	 for	 bringing	 him	 our	weapons.	 It	was	 bizarre.	He
then	enquired	about	any	arms	we	might	yet	have	at	home	and,	if	so,
would	we	surrender	these	too.	While	my	brother	Peter	was	held	back
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Gerhard	Peters	store,	(25)	on	larger	Schoenfeld	map,

not	to	be	confused	with	the	Bernard	Peters	store	in

Schoenfeld	village.		Photo	above	taken	in	1905.		Part

of	building	can	still	be	seen	standing	(picture	below)
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The	murdered	brothers	in	the	Johann	Peters	story	were	Gerhard	and

Peter	 Schroeder,	 both	 fathers	of	young	 families.	Gerhard	had	 a	 son
who	wrote	about	that	day.		Their	estate	lay	west	of	Schoenbrunn.

He	wrote:	
“It	 was	 the	 8th	 of	 November,	 1918.	 It	 was	 sunset.	 I	 was	 on	 my
grandfather	 Schroeder’s	 estate	 in	 Kawalicha	 (47.815979,	 35.810194)
where	the	day's	work	had	just	been	completed.	I	was	eight	years	old
at	the	time.		Uncle	Willy	and	I	were	still	outside	on	the	farmyard.	As
we	walked	across	the	yard	we	saw	a	rider	galloping	furiously	toward
us	and	we	recognized	him	as	Peter	Krebs	from	the	nearby	village	of
Brasol.	 Seeing	his	 exhausted	horse	and	 the	 troubled	 look	on	his	 face
we	were	expecting	nothing	good.	His	words	confirmed	my	worst	fears.
My	 father	 and	Uncle	 Peter	 had	 both	 been	 murdered	 on	 the	 Krebs
farm	 behind	 the	 straw	 stack.	 As	 an	 8-year	 old	 child	 I	 could	 not
understand	 the	 enormity	 of	what	 I	 had	 just	 heard.	 I	went	 into	 the
Sommerstube	(living	room)	and	tried	to	absorb	these	words.	Since	my
home	 was	 situated	 right	 next	 door	 to	 Grandfather's	 it	 wasn't	 long
before	 Mother	 arrived.	 Even	 though	 nothing	 had	 yet	 been	 said,
Grandfather's	 behavior	 and	 that	 of	 the	 others	 told	 her	 more	 than
words	could.	You	can	imagine	how	it	hit	Mother	to	hear	Grandfather
say	 –	 “Both	 dead!"	When	 the	 bodies	 were	 brought	 home	 I	 do	 not
wish	to	describe	the	scene.	It	will	remain	in	my	memory	as	long	as	I
live.”

My	 father	 and	Uncle	 Peter	 had	 been	 at	 the	 Peters'	 store	 in	 Brasol.
Rumor	 had	 it	 that	 bandits	 were	 coming.	 Father	 and	 Uncle
immediately	 left	 for	home.	However	before	 they	 reached	 the	bridge
(47.858141,35.8808)	they	were	spotted	by	Makhno’s	men.	Shots	were
fired,	 forcing	 them	 to	 stop.	 They	 were	 then	 robbed	 of	 their	 horses,
wagon,	clothing	and	everything	of	value.	Then	they	were	taken	to	the
Peter	Kreb's	farm,	where	they	died	behind	the	straw	stack.

My	mother	was	pregnant	at	 the	 time	and	 the	very	next	day	my
brother	Hans	was	born.	For	a	considerable	length	of	time	Mother
hovered	between	 life	 and	death.	One	 scene	was	 impressed	upon
my	 soul	 forever;	 how	 the	 coffin	 with	 my	 father's	 body	 was
brought	 to	 my	 mother's	 bedside	 for	 a	 final	 farewell.	 As	 clearly
now	as	 then	 I	 can	 see	 the	 terrible	 pain	 and	 anguish	 of	my	dear
mother.	Grandfather	was	 a	 greatly	 changed	man	 after	 that.	He
rarely	 played	 his	 violin	 again.	 	 About	 three	 weeks	 passed	 and
Mother	had	almost	recovered.	Then	one	night	we	heard	our	dogs
begin	to	bark	angrily.	We	heard	several	shots	and	then	everything
was	 quiet.	 There	 followed	 a	 loud	 banging	 on	 the	 door	 and
Grandfather	 hesitantly	 went	 to	 open	 it.	 About	 20	 bandits,
howling	loudly	and	shooting,	stormed	into	the	house.	Plundering
and	 robbing	 began.	 They	 loaded	 the	 stolen	 goods	 onto	 their
wagons.	 They	 demanded	 money	 and	 arms.	 Several	 times
Grandfather	 said	 "Take	 everything!"	Uncle	Willy	was	 forced	 to
hold	 a	 lantern	 for	 them	 to	 light	 their	 way.	 When	 they	 had
finished	 searching	 they	 sent	Grandmother,	Mother,	Aunt	Maria,
Aunt	 Sara	 and	 me	 into	 the	 bedroom	 next	 to	 the	 parlor.
Fortunately	my	younger	brothers	were	 staying	at	 their	maternal
grandmother.	 In	 the	 parlor	 we	 heard	 commands	 given.
Grandfather	kneeled	and	 I	heard	him	pray	out	 loud.	Two	 shots
were	fired,	the	light	went	out,	and	in	the	darkness	these	monsters
left	 the	house.	An	eerie	 silence	followed.	Finally	Aunt	Maria	ran
to	 our	 worker’s	 house	 to	 get	 some	 lamps.	 A	 horrible	 scene	 lay
before	us.	Both	of	them	had	been	shot	in	the	head	with	dum-dum
bullets.	The	most	terrible	of	all	horrors	is	man	in	his	madness”	
end	Gerhard	Schroeder’s	son.

Glimpses	of	the	Past

Locations	unknown
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This	 story	 is	 included	 in	Tapestry	 of	Ancestral	 Footprints.	Helen	 Johnson
received	it	from	Karl	Hess	Driedger	who	passed	away	in	Winnipeg	before
she	 could	 clarify	 parts	 of	 the	 story.	 	 The	 original	 writer	 may	 have	 been
related		to	the	three	Enns	boys,	Cornelius,	Peter	and	Herman,	who	grew	up
as	 orphans	 in	 Schoenbrunn.	 	While	 this	 can	 not	 be	 confirmed,	 the	 story
confirms	 for	us	 that	 indeed	 a	unit	 of	 the	Molotschna	 Selbstschutz	was	 in
Blumenfeld(9)	 intent	on	a	Schoenfeld	rescue.	This	story	 is	also	covered	 in
the	Sean	Patterson	thesis.

Karl	Hess	Driedger:	“We	had	been	robbed	several	times	in	the	early	months
of	1918.	Then	the	German	army	took	over	the	Ukraine	and	we	were	able	to
seed	 and	 harvest	 that	 summer.	 	 Then	 Germany	 was	 defeated	 and	 their
soldiers	went	home.			Again	we	were	at	the	mercy	of	the	robber	bands.	Near
our	village	of	Blumenfeld(9)	there	was	a	Russian	village	where	Makhno	had
a	 good	 number	 of	 followers.	 A	 group	 of	 them	 raided	 our	 homes	 on	New
Year’s	Eve	1918.	After	taking	money	and	food	they	left,	but	promised	they
would	be	back,	and	come	back	they	did.	On	Jan	18,	1919,	around	4:00	pm,
the	 same	 group	 drove	 into	 our	 yard.	 There	 were	 three	 in	 a	 carriage.	 	 A
machine	 gun	 was	 mounted	 in	 the	 back	 where	 a	 seat	 should	 have	 been.
There	were	three	on	horseback.	They	had	 just	been	 in	a	 skirmish	with	the
Selbstschutz,	to	the	south	of	us,	and	they	were	in	an	ugly	mood.	They	hadn’t
eaten	 all	 day,	 and	 loudly	 demanded	 food.	 Our	 cook	 quickly	 prepared	 a
meal,	which	they	ate	like	hungry	wolves	without	washing	their	hands,	and
constantly	yelled	for	more.	After	eating,	they	ordered	us	to	bring	two	of	our
best	 geldings	 from	 the	 stable,	 because	 two	 of	 them	 had	 lost	 their	 horses
earlier	that	day.	They	were	in	a	hurry	to	get	home	before	dark,	so	they	did
not	take	anything	else.	But	they	said	they	would	be	back	the	next	day	with
30	men,	and	that	they	would	rob	the	whole	village	and	burn	it	down.		Later
we	heard	machine	 gun	 fire	 that	 seemed	 to	 come	 from	 the	direction	 of	 the
Russian	village.

After	 supper	 we	were	 sitting	 in	 the	 living	 room	 discussing	what	 our	 next
move	should	be.	We	closed	all	the	shutters.	No	one	felt	like	going	to	bed.	At
11:00	pm	a	loud	knock	on	the	door	made	us	jump	in	horror.	Father	said	we
had	better	open	up,	or	 they	would	be	even	more	violent.	Five	armed	men
were	at	the	door,	but	to	our	relief	they	were	from	the	Selbstschutz.	They	told
us	 they	 were	 part	 of	 100	 men	 from	 Halbstadt(30),	 including	 German
colonists	from	the	Lutheran	village	of	Blumenthal.	In	the	last	few	days	they
had	 engaged	 the	 Makhno	 band,	 killing	 many,	 and	 had	 driven	 all	 the
residents	out	of	a	Russian	village	near	Blumenfeld.	 It	had	been	a	hornets’
nest	of	Makhnovites.	The	purpose	of	this	expedition	was	to	clear	the	way	so
that	 the	 Selbstschutz	 could	 bring	 all	 the	 Schoenfeld	 families	 to	 safety	 in

Molotschna.		When	we	told	them	of	our	earlier	visitors	that	day,	and
the	 threats	 they	 had	 made,	 they	 informed	 us	 that	 they	 had	 come
across	the	bunch	and	had	killed	them.	Now	they	said	we	had	better
get	 out	 quickly	 because,	 when	 other	 band	 members	 heard	 of	 it,
revenge	would	be	swift.		Messengers	were	sent	to	every	Blumenfeld
home.	We	were	to	pack	food	and	clothing	and	join	the	Selbstschutz
in	the	abandoned	Russian	village

where	 we	 were	 to	 be	 quartered	 for	 the	 night.	 The	 next	 day	 we
would	 leave	 for	 Molotschna	 with	 20	 Selbstschutz	 riders	 for
protection.	 The	 remaining	 80	 men	 would	 go	 north	 to	 other
Schoenfeld	villages	and	offer	to	escort	them	to	safety	too.	When	we
got	 to	 the	 Russian	 village	 the	 commander	 of	 the	 unit,	 an	 ex-
German	 officer,	 informed	 us	 his	 scouts	 had	 seen	 a	 large	 artillery
group	approaching	from	the	north	and	it	would	be	too	dangerous	to
wait	 until	 morning.	 	 We	 had	 to	 move	 quickly.	 No	 attempt	 was
made	to	get	the	families	from	the	other	Schoenfeld	villages.

We	spent	the	winter	with	relatives	in	Molotschna.		In	spring	most	of
us	returned	to	Blumenfeld.	We	learned	that	after	we	had	fled,	the
White	Army	and	a	 regiment	of	Cossacks	had	 taken	 control	of	 the
area,	 but	 before	 they	 could	 secure	 it	 the	 robbers	 had	 completely
looted	our	village.	However		they	were	driven	off	before	they	could
burn	 it	 down.	On	our	 return	we	 found	 that	 all	 the	windows	had
been	 removed	 and	 even	 the	 floors	 torn	 up.	 All	 furniture	 and
livestock	were	gone.	We	fixed	up	a	few	rooms	and	with	the	help	of
the	Army	we	were	able	to	get	most	of	our	livestock	back.	We	were
able	to	seed	and	harvest	our	crops	that	summer.

By	 late	 October	 the	 Red	 Army	 was	 forcing	 the	 White	 Army
southward.	 The	 terrorists	 and	 bandits	 were	 on	 the	 prowl	 again.
One	night,	early	in	November,	they	robbed	and	burned	down	the
home	 of	 the	mill	 owner	 in	 our	 village.	Luckily	 he	 and	 his	 family
were	not	home	but	 their	mill	 foreman	was	not	 so	 lucky.	The	next
day	 we	 found	 his	 body;	 he	 had	 been	 hacked	 to	 pieces.	 This	 was
enough	 of	 a	 warning,	 the	 whole	 village	 decided	 to	 move	 to
Molotschna	again.	They	 loaded	wagons	with	provisions,	 taking	as
much	 grain,	 feed,	 and	 livestock	 as	 they	 could.	 Father,	 however,
went	 to	 Shostakowka,	 near	 Samojlovka,	 to	 live	 with	 his	 brother.
Father	was	part	owner	of	a	 flour	mill	 there.	 	 It	was	 still	working.
That	area	was	more	peaceful	because	the	Red	Army	was	in	control.
I	was	sent	to	Ohrloff(34)	Central	School,	and	my	sister	Maria,	and
husband	Herman	Enns,	stayed	the	winter	with	Peter	and	his	family
in	Schoensee.	In	the	spring	of	1920,	Herman	and	his	family	went	to
Samojlovka	to	help	his	recently	widowed	mother	run	her	farm”.

End	of	Karl	Hess	Driedger	story.

The	Karl	Hess	Driedger	Story



57

course	 I	 never	 forgot	 for	 a	moment	my	 apprehension	 about	 trusting	 this
man”.	-	end	Gerhard	Schroeder

November	28,	1918
There	was	a	bandit	in	the	area	who	preferred	to	do	his	work	alone.	They
called	him	“The	Gulaipoler”.	On	this	day	he	arrived	 in	Schoenbrunn,	at
the	 home	 of	 Mrs.	 Johann	 Berg	 (Family	 1).	 He	 demanded	 entry.	 When
Mrs.	Berg	didn’t	open	the	door	quickly	enough,	he	shot	through	the	door
and	killed	the	elderly	lady.		She	was	the	mother	of	Johann	Berg,	who	spent
those	years	in	Siberia.

December	12.	1918
Eduard	 Hein	 and	 his	 wife	 were	 found	 murdered	 in	 Ekaterinoslav,	 the
provincial	 capital.	 They	 were	 the	 Lutheran	 family	 who	 had	 sent	 their
nephews	 to	 assist	 Abram	 on	 that	 terrible	 night.	 The	Heins	 had	 fled	 to
Ekaterinoslav	for	safety.	Also	killed	that	day	were	5	others:	Peter	Regehr,
John	Neustaedter	and	Jacob	Janzen,	his	son	and	his	son-in-law.

November	11,	1918
In	late	1918	Germany	fell	in	total	defeat	and	her	troops	were	called	home.	The
Makhnovites	 remerged,	 plundering,	murdering	 and	 raping	 freely.	Makhno	 is
believed	 to	 have	 had	 10,000	 men	 under	 his	 command,	 although	 many	 were
loosely	controlled	gangs	of	thugs..

November	28,	1918	
On	 this	 day	 Batjko	 Pravda	 and	 about	 150	 men	 rode	 into	 the	 village	 of
Schoenfeld.	This	was	going	to	be	their	base.	Pravda	moved	into	the	abandoned
home	 of	 Johann	 Warkentin(11),	 next	 door	 to	 the	 burned-out	 municipal
building.	 The	 Warkentin	 family	 had	 left	 earlier	 for	 safer	 quarters	 in
Molotschna.	 Johann	Warkentin	 was	 Opa	 Driedger's	 uncle	 and	 this	 was	 the
home	 where	 he	 had	 boarded	 during	 his	 high	 school	 years.	 Pravda	 wanted
someone	to	cook	for	his	men.	Mrs.	Klein,	and	two	daughters,	were	still	living
in	 a	 small	 cottage	 on	 the	 farm.	 They	 had	 been	 domestic	 employees	 of	 the
Warkentins.	Now	Pravda	was	forcing	them	into	his	service.	

Gerhard	Schroeder,	the	principal	of	the	Schoenfeld	high	school,	wrote:
‘They	 moved	 into	 the	 farm	 across	 the	 street	 from	 my	 in-laws,	 the	 Bernard
Peters(13).	The	Warkentin	home	was	a	nice	brick	dwelling.	Here	Batjko	Pravda
set	 up	 his	 headquarters	 and	 forced	Mrs.	 Klein	 and	 her	 daughters	 to	 provide
their	meals.	How	we	 trembled	 for	 their	 fate	 and	 prayed	 for	 their	 safety.	The
horses	 and	 tachankas	 (light	 spring	 wagons)	 they	 used	 were	 housed	 on	 the
nearby	 barns	 of	 Heinrich	 B.	 Wiens	 and	 Peter	 Enns.	 And	 so	 we	 had	 a	 new
government	in	town	with	which	I,	as	principal	of	the	high	school,	had	to	deal.	

One	 day	 I	went	 to	 visit	 our	 new	 ruler,	 Batjko	 Pravda.	 The	Warkentins	 had
been	 successful	 farmers.	 Everything	 in	 house	 and	 yard	 bore	 testimony	 to	 the
love	and	care	with	which	they	had	treated	their	property.	What	a	change	had
taken	place	in	the	space	of	a	very	short	period	of	time.	Thick	mud	covered	the
floors	 and	 there	 was	 dirt	 and	 filth	 everywhere.	 But	 I	 also	 beheld	 a	 strange
contrast.	 The	 samplers,	 with	 their	 Biblical	 mottos,	 were	 still	 hanging	 on	 the
wall,	and	the	small	organ	in	the	living	room	was	still	there	without	any	sign	of
abuse.	After	talking	a	while	I	was	asked	by	some	of	the	bandits	if	I	could	play
the	organ.	I	told	them	I	could	and	was	immediately	asked	to	play.	I	played	and
sang	 some	 folk	and	 spiritual	 songs,	 all	 the	while	praying	 that	 it	might	have	a
salutary	 effect	 on	 some	 of	 them.	 The	 purpose	 of	 my	 going	 to	 our	 new
government	leader	had	been	to	inquire	whether	we	could	reopen	our	school	and
resume	 instruction.	 The	 Batjko's	 reply:	 'By	 all	 means	 you	 should	 open	 the
school,	 and	we	will	 protect	 you'.	With	 that	 he	 issued	 orders	 to	 his	 underlings
that	no	one	was	to	molest	us,	and	that	students	from	outside	of	Schoenfeld	were
to	be	allowed	to	come	and	go	to	school	freely.	So	a	friendly	understanding	had
been	reached.	The	question	was	would	it	be	kept?	On	one	of	my	visits	Pravda
drew	his	 revolver	 from	his	 pocket	 and	 proudly	 announced:	 'With	 this	 pistol	 I
have	 already	 killed	 fifty-six	 people.	 The	 last	 victim	 was	 a	 doctor	 in
Alexandrowsk'.	Then	he	added:	'You	know,	I	will	never	be	taken	alive	by	my
enemies.	When	my	end	comes	I	will	simply	put	this	gun	to	my	head'	(which	he
did	in	1921	at	the	village	of	Turkenovka).	He	insisted	that	I	address	him	with
the	familiar	“ty”	(meaning	thou)	on	the	grounds	that	we	were	equals.	He	said,
‘You	are	a	 labourer,	a	 teacher,	not	a	capitalist.	We	consider	you	one	of	us.’	Of
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		North	of	the

Russian	village

Zalivnoye(28)	stood

a	large			Lutheran

church.		No	picture

of	it	is	available.

Perhaps	it	looked

like	this	church	in

Schoensee		

December	17,	1918
Jacob	 J.	 Enns	 and	 Paul	 Rogalski	 were	 murdered	 near	 their
Kawalicha(26)	 	 farm.	 To	 illustrate	 how	 unpredictable	 these

murderers	 were,	 consider	 the	 following.	 When	 Rev.	 Johann
Driedger	 traveled	 to	 conduct	 the	 funerals	 in	 Kawalicha,	 Pravda
provided	him	with	an	armed	escort,	 so	he	wouldn’t	be	 in	danger
from	another	gang.

December	31,	1918
It	 was	 New	 Year’s	 Eve	 and	 Batjko	 Pravda	 was	 celebrating.	 He
ordereded	his	men	to	go	to	the	Heinrich	B.	Wiens	home,	as	well	as
others,	 wake	 them	 and	 order	 them	 to	 attend	 his	 drunken	 New
Year’s	party.
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January	1919
Our	 grandparents,	 Dad	 and	 his	 sisters	 had	 been	 living	 as	 refugees	 in
Blumenort,	Molotschana	for	4	months.

January	11,	1919	
At	midnight	on	 this	night	 five	heavily	armed	men,	described	as	demonic,
rode	 into	 an	 estate	 in	 Rosenort	 and	 forced	 their	 way	 into	 the	 home.	 A
massacre	occurred	said	too	gruesome	to	describe.

January	12,	1919	
In	 Kankrin,	 a	 group	 of	 Lutheran	 villages	 north	 of	 Schoenfeld,	 a	 funeral
service	 was	 underway	 for	 four	 murdered	 men.	 The	 same	 gang	 returned
killing	10	more	men.	Two	additional	men	disappeared	and	were	never	seen
again.

January	21,	1919	
Something	strange	was	afoot.	One	hundred	or	more	of	Pravda’s	men,	with
their	 families,	 converged	 on	 Schoenfeld	 village	 and	 demanded	 to	 be	 fed.
Apparently	Pravda	had	heard	a	 large	‘Selbstschutz’	unit	from	Molotschna
was	moving	toward	Schoenfeld.	It	appeared	Pravda	was	seeking	shelter.	In
an	 unrelated	 story	 herein,	 Karl	 Hess	 Driedger	 mentions	 that	 indeed	 a
Molotschna	 Selbstschutz	 unit	 was	 moving	 north	 intent	 on	 escorting	 the
remaining	 Schoenfelders	 to	 safety.	 The	 unit	 never	 arrived.	 Makhno
intercepted	them	and	drove	the	survivors	back	to	Molotschna.

January	24,	1919	
A	gang	arrived	at	the	farm	of	Abram	Mathies.	Mr.	Mathies	was	ill	and	bed
ridden.	Since	he	couldn’t	walk,	the	bandits	dragged	him	out	of	the	house,
across	the	street	and	into	a	shed	where	they	shot	him.

On	 this	 same	 day,	 January	 24,	 a	 wedding	 took	 place	 in	 the	 Schoenfeld
church.	It	was	a	very	bazaar	day.	Anna	Klein,	one	of	 the	Klein	daughters
forced	 to	 cook	 for	 Pravda,	 was	 marrying	 David	 Mirau.	 David’s	 parents
were	 long-time	 caretakers	 of	 the	 Schoenfeld	 church,	 and	 so	 the	 young
couple	 chose	 it	 for	 their	 wedding..	 Batjko	 Pravda,	 in	 his	 twisted	 way,
decided	he	would	be	presenting	the	bride	and	that	he	would	be	driving	the
young	couple	to	the	church.	Imagine	the	anxiety.	Batjko	Pravda,	with	the
couple,	arrived	in	royal	fashion.	Strangely,	before	entering	the	sanctuary,	he
ordered	his	men	to	leave	their	weapons	outside.	Once	underway	the	service
was	 conducted	 by	 none	 other	 than	 our	 great-grandfather,	 Rev.	 Jacob	 L.
Dick.

In	 the	evening,	 a	 celebration	 took	place	 in	Pravda's	 (Warkentin)	barn.	At
the	event	a	young	man,	Gerhard	Derksen	was	arrested	as	well	as	the	elderly
Schoenfeld	Volost	secretary.	Both	were	taken	away	to	Pravda's	home	town
of	Ljubimowka(27)	(47.768292,	35.947094)	just	south	of	Schoenfeld.	They
killed	 young	 Derksen	 there	 and	 nearly	 beat	 the	 elderly	 man	 to	 death.
Heinrich	B.	Wiens	was	arrested	as	well,	and	beaten	for	allegedly	signing	an
unauthorized	document.	This	may	have	been	the	same	event	as	described
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in	his	daughter's	account.	

February	1919
Peter	 and	 Katherina	 Fast	 were	 of	 Oma's	 relatives	 in	 Roppov.	 	 Abram
mentioned	 them	 in	his	diary.	The	Fasts	had	been	 evicted	 as	well	 and	 the
following	 story	 finds	 them	 living	 in	 a	 high	 school	 residence	 where	 our
grandparents	 had	 stayed	 earlier.	 	 Gerhard	 Schroeder,	 the	 high	 school
principal,		wrote	the	following:

“It	 was	 on	 a	 Sunday	 afternoon,	 during	 the	 early	 part	 of	 February	 1919,
when	I	happened	 to	notice	 the	younger	members	of	 the	Fast	 family	drive
into	 the	 school	 yard.	 In	 the	 sleigh	were	 the	 two	Fast	 brothers,	 two	 sisters
and	 their	 cousin,	Waldemar	 (Volodje)	 Thiessen	 (the	 one	who	 telephoned
our	Grandfather	that	night).	While	they	were	unhitching	their	horses,	and
stabling	them,	I	remarked	to	my	wife	that	the	young	people	must	have	had
a	pleasant	 ride	and	visit,	 for	 they	all	 seemed	 to	be	 in	 such	good	 spirits.	 It
was	only	a	short	time	later	that	I	noticed	another	sleigh,	carrying	five	or	six
armed	men,	drive	 into	 the	 yard	by	 their	house.	These	men,	 armed	 to	 the
teeth	as	was	the	Makhnovtsy	fashion,	seemed	to	be	in	a	great	hurry.	With
deep	apprehension	I	beheld	them	entering	the	Fast	residence.	I	observed	a
good	deal	of	commotion	in	the	house,	and	about	half	an	hour	later,	several
of	the	bandits	drove	away.	The	remaining	Makhnovtsy	took	the	Fast	boys,
and	their	cousin	Waldemar,	on	foot	to	Pravda's	house.

The	preceding	week,	our	choir	had	rehearsed	a	Russian	song	all	of	us	liked
greatly.	The	two	Fast	boys,	and	their	cousin,	were	members	of	the	choir.	I
knew	all	three	of	them	well,	especially	Gerhard,	since	we	both	sang	tenor.	A
few	 days	 earlier	 I	 had	 been	 talking	 to	 Waldemar	 about	 our	 security	 in
Christ	Jesus.	It	seemed	to	me	that	Waldemar	was	as	yet	unable	to	grasp	the
whole	truth	of	this.	And	now	these	three	young	men	were	being	led	away	to
the	 headquarters	 of	 the	 Makhnovtsy.	 Few	 taken	 there	 under	 arrest	 left
alive.	Goethe	once	wrote:	'Where	men	sing,	there	you	may	rest	peacefully,
for	evil	people	have	no	songs'.	Unfortunately,	this	was	not	the	case	with	the
Makhnovtsy,	 for	 they	 sang	 lustily,	 and	 had	 no	 qualms	 about	 shooting
people,	 torturing	 them	 to	 death,	 or	 cutting	 them	 down	 with	 their	 sharp
sabers.
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been	terribly	maltreated.”	-	end	of	Gerhard	Schroeder's	story.

March	16,	1919	
Batjko	Pravda,	 and	 his	 entire	 band,	mysteriously	 leave	 Schoenfeld	 and
head	for	Pravda’s	home	town	of	Ljubimowka(27).

March	26,	1919
On	this	day	some	Russian	women	came	upon	the	body	of	Johann	Wiens
of	 Kawalicha.	 They	 found	 him	 lying	 dead	 by	 a	 brook.	 He	 had	 been
stabbed	at	least	60	times.	(I	believe	this	may	have	been	an	uncle	to	Helen
(John	H.)	Dick	-	jd).

March	31,	1919	
Back	 in	 Schoenfeld	 village,	 Heinrich	 B.	 Wiens	 was	 working	 near	 the
river	when	his	children	frantically	called	him	back	to	the	house.	Pravda
was	 back	 in	 town.	He	was	 standing	 over	Wiens’s	 foster	 son	who	was
crying	bitterly.	Pravda	was	demanding	that	the	boy	come	up	with	2,000
rubles	 immediately.	Wiens	 replied	 that	 the	 boy	 had	 no	money	 and	 so
Pravda	demanded	that	Wiens	come	up	with	it.	Wiens	asked	him	how	he
could	demand	such	a	thing,	since	Pravda	has	already	taken	all	they	had.
Pravda	laughed	and	departed.

May	1,	1919	
A	group	of	 thugs	arrived	at	 the	home	of	 Jacob	Isaac	Dick.	 	He	was	37
years	of	age	and	the	father	of	a	young	family.		His	father	was	Isaak	Dick,
brother	to	our	great-grandfather	Rev.	Jacob	Leonard	Dick.		Isaak	and	his
son	 operated	 a	 wind-powered	 flour	 mill	 just	 west	 of	Wiesenfeld.	 The
thugs	 seized	 young	 Jacob.	 	 Isaac	 tried	 to	 intercede,	 pleading	 that	 they
should	take	him	instead	for	the	sake	of	the	children.	“We’ll	get	you	later,
right	now	we	want	this	one”	they	sneered.	They	took	Jacob	to	a	nearby
graveyard	where	they	murdered	him.

_______________
We	 have	 the	 very	 tattered	 Tage	 Buch	 (daily	 record)	 of	 our	 Great-
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I	felt	 terrible	about	seeing	these	young	men	led	away	and	wished	there	was
some	way	of	interceding	for	them.	However	one	was	so	helpless	in	those	days.
I	 hastened	 to	 the	 Fast's	 house	 to	 find	 out	 what	 had	 happened.	 The	 entire
house	 was	 in	 an	 indescribable	 mess.	 What	 the	 bandits	 had	 not	 found
worthwhile	 taking,	 they	 had	 thrown	 on	 the	 floor.	 The	 contents	 of	 drawers
had	been	spilled	all	through	the	house,	and	then	they	had	dumped	jars	of	fruit
and	preserves	onto	the	clothing,	linens,	and	so	forth.	In	one	room	I	found	the
bed-ridden	Mr.	Fast	and	close	to	him,	 in	an	armchair,	 sat	Mrs.	Fast	weeping
bitterly.	My	wife	had	joined	me	by	then,	and	we	tried	to	comfort	them	with
prayer	and	song:	 'Jesus,	 lover	of	my	soul,	 let	me	 to	 thy	bosom	fly,	while	 the
nearer	waters	roll,	while	the	tempest	still	is	high'.

The	 next	 morning,	 on	 my	 way	 to	 school,	 I	 had	 to	 pass	 the	 Warkentin
residence.	As	Providence	would	have	 it,	at	 that	moment	I	observed	a	 sleigh
leaving	the	yard	carrying	several	bandit	guards	and	the	three	young	men.	It
was	 the	 last	 time	 I	 would	 see	 them.	 As	 they	 passed	 I	 noticed	 Waldemar
looking	toward	me	shaking	his	head	up	and	down.	He	could	not	speak,	but	I
felt	he	wanted	me	to	know	he	was	 in	agreement	with	what	I	 tried	to	make
clear	to	him	four	days	earlier,	namely	that	he	fully	believed	that	Christ	had
died	for	him,	and	thus	had	saved	him.

Two	days	 later,	on	Wednesday,	four	Makhnovtsy	returned	to	the	Fast	home.
They	arrested	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Fast,	their	twenty-year	old	daughter	and	eleven-
year	 old	 son.	 Then	 three	 days	 later,	Mr.	 Fast	 was	 returned	 and	 ordered	 to
gather	 a	 substantial	 sum	 of	 money	 if	 he	 wanted	 to	 see	 his	 two	 sons	 and
nephew	freed.	The	ill	and	despairing	father	felt	it	was	a	useless	effort,	for	he
did	 not	 believe	 the	 young	men	were	 still	 alive.	Nonetheless,	 his	 son-in-law
and	my	 colleague,	Mr.	Neufeld,	went	 from	house	 to	 house	 asking	 people	 to
loan	whatever	sum	they	could	spare.

On	Sunday	morning	the	bandits	returned,	and	hauled	the	father	away	again.
Days	passed	and	there	was	no	word	about	the	fate	of	any	of	the	Fast	family.
We	 tried	 to	 comfort	 the	 Neufelds,	 but	 words	 seemed	 to	 fail	 us.	 At	 Mrs.
Neufeld's	 request,	 I	 decided	 to	 go	 to	 the	Makhnovtsy	 headquarters	 to	 find
whether	 any	 of	 these	 people	 were	 still	 living.	 At	 the	 headquarters	 I	 found
Batjko	Pravda's	brother,	Gregory	whom	I	had	met	before.	After	greeting	me
he	inquired	whether	there	was	anything	he	could	do	for	me.	I	reminded	him
of	the	Fast	family,	and	a	nephew,	all	of	whom	had	been	arrested	by	men	from
Pokrovskoye	(47.98073,	36.232224,	a	Russian	town	north	of	Roppov).		I	said
that	 I,	 and	 other	 friends	 of	 the	 family,	 were	 anxious	 to	 find	 out	 what
happened	to	them.	He	promised	to	telephone	Pokrovskoye	to	find	out.	This	he
did.	I	listened	to	his	inquiry	and,	after	a	brief	pause,	heard	him	say:	'Oh,	you
have	killed	 them?	 I'm	very	 pleased.'	 	Then	he	 repeated	 these	words	 to	me:
'They	have	killed	them.'	The	last	phrase:	'I	am	very	pleased'	cut	deep	into	my
soul.	 We	 used	 this	 expression	 when	 making	 a	 new	 acquaintance,	 then	 in
Russian	said,:	'Otshen	priyatno'	(very	pleased).	So	this	is	how	they	felt	about
butchering	our	 loved	ones.	 I	 begged	him	 to	 find	out	whether	 all	 seven	had
been	killed.	He	obliged,	and	said	five	had	been	executed	with	no	indication	as
to	 which	 two	 had	 been	 spared.	 We	 found	 out	 a	 few	 days	 later,	 when	 the
daughter	 and	 the	 youngest	 son	 returned	 to	 our	 village.	 The	 daughter	 had
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grandfather.	 	 He	 had	 a	 very	 fine,	 but	 neat	 handwriting.	 	 By	 studying	 it
closely	we	can	draw	a	picture	of	life	in	Schoenfeld	at	the	time.	His	nephew
Jacob	had	been	murdered	on	May	1.	He	wrote	that	he	conducted	the	funeral
service	on	May	4th.	 	A	few	days	later	he	conducted	another	funeral	(name
not	 legible)	 and	 then	 attended	 an	 engagment	 event.	 	 On	 the	 29th,	 he
officiated	 at	 that	 double	 wedding	 in	 Schoenbrunn.	 	 The	 day	 before	 the
wedding	his	brother	Isaac	(Jacob's	father)	had	suddenly	died.		On	May	31,
two	days	after	that	the	double	wedding,	he	conducted	his	brother's		funeral.	

Mom	and	her	parents	 lived	just	to	the	east	of	the	above	Isaac	Dick.	 	Their
home	 had	 been	 violated	 numerous	 times	 and	 they	 had	 become	 quite
innovative	 in	 hiding	 things.	Oma	 had	 a	 gold	wedding	 band,	 purchased	 in
Moscow	in	1917,	that	she	kept	hidden	in	the	dirt	of	a	flower	pot.		She	wore
it	all	her	life	here	in	Canada,	then	handed	it	to	Mom	when	she	was	admitted
to	the	Leamington	hospital	in	1973.	She	died	in	the	hospital	on	February	22,
1973	at	the	age	of	76.		That	wedding	band	would	have	stories	to	tell.	(Mom
passed	the	ring	on	to	Ruth)

May	8,	1919
The	 same	 band	 that	 killed	 Jacob	 Isaac	Dick	 on	May	 1st	 arrived	 at	 Jacob	 J.
Heidebrecht’s,	on	Chonuk	Reihe.	They	murdered	Jacob	and	a	German	 lady
employed	 as	 their	 cook.	 Heidebrecht’s	 daughter	 escaped	 out	 the	 back
window.

May	29,	1919	
Amid	 all	 this	 violence,	 a	 double	 wedding	 took	 place	 on	 the	 home	 farm	 in
Schoenbrunn.	The	 first	 couple	was	Abram’s	 oldest	 half-brother	 Johann	 and
Maria	Wiens	(her	family	mentioned	March	26	above).	The	second	couple	was
Abram’s	 half-sister	Margaret	 and	 Abram	Mathies	 (Schoenbrunn	 Family	 4).
Today	 it	 is	difficult	 to	understand	how	a	wedding	could	 take	place	amid	all
that	 violence	 but	 according	 to	 John	H.	Dick,	whose	 father	was	 the	 groom,
Schoenbrunners	 had	 always	 had	 very	 good	 relationships	with	 their	Russian
neighbours.		Officiating	at	that	wedding	was	our	great-grandfather,	Rev	Jacob
Leonard	Dick.

Margaret	Dick,	one	of	the	brides,	wrote:
“In	the	next	months	we	often	had	to	hide	from	bandits.	We	were	robbed	many
times.	 In	 one	 raid,	 brother	 Johann	was	 beaten	 so	 badly	 he	 almost	 died.	 In
another	raid	 they	even	attacked	Mother	 (Abram’s	step-mother),	pushing	her
violently	and	shooting	into	the	wall	around	her.	It	was	awful”.	–	end	Margaret
(Dick)	Mathies

This	assault	took	place	in	the	morning	when	Margareta,	Johann's	widow,	was
home	 alone	 caring	 for	 her	 children.	 The	 men	 had	 been	 out	 in	 the	 field.
Bandits	forced	their	way	in	demanding	money.	She	told	them	they	had	been
robbed	 so	many	 times	 there	was	nothing	 left.	This	was	 the	"old	maid	 from
Molotschna	who	was	expected	to	have	some	backbone".

June	8,	1919	
In	 Schoenfeld	 canon	 fire	 could	 be	 heard	 in	 the	 distance.	 Makhno	 and	 a
group	of	men	rode	into	Schoenfeld	village	to	join	Pravda’s	gang.	The	Red
Army	was	 slowly	gaining	 control	 and	was	pursuing	 them.	Since	Makhno
and	his	ilk	were	no	longer	useful	to	them,	the	Reds	were	in	the	process	of
trying	to	eliminate	them.	Now	themselves	on	the	run,	Makhno	and	Pravda
sought	 safety	 in	 the	village.	They	hung	around	 for	2	days.	Then,	 in	what
can	 only	 be	 described	 as	 bizarre,	 they	 converged	 on	 Bernhard	 Peter’s
store(13),	demanded	a	cup	of	tea	and	left.

July	14,	1919
On	this	day	Oma	Dick’s	mother,	Margaretha	(Thiessen)	Enns,	died	in	the
Ohrloff(34)	hospital	near	Blumenort.	 	She	had	fled	to	Blumenort(32)	with
our	grandparents	and	their	children	a	year	earlier.		We	believe	she	had		lived
with	them	since	our	grandparent's	marriage	in	1913.

Approx.	site	of
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powered	mill.
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is	gone	
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where	Oma's	mother	died



61

Fox,	that	is,	if	the	dogs	haven’t	eaten	her	yet,	and	if	you	think	she	is	still
able	to	make	it	this	far.	If	she	is	still	sick,	the	black	mare	will	have	to	do,
otherwise	Huebert	 cannot	get	back.	 If	 she	 is	 sick,	 you	 can	have	her	 for
9,000	 (inflation	was	 rampant),	 but	 I	would	 rather	 the	black	one	 stayed
there.	What	about	the	calves	and	the	young	mare?	Did	you	get	them	yet?
If	you	haven’t,	maybe	you	should	as	soon	as	possible.		Then	I	also	want	to
ask	a	favour	of	you.	If	brother	Johann	did	not	get	the	first	family	right	in
the……….?,	then	send	me	a	certified	document	from	the	Volost	(Russian
municipal	office)	that	both	brothers	have	been	drafted,	and	the	next	one
is	not	yet	17	years	old,	then	you	can’t	believe	I	am	reluctantly	to	serve”
(Oma	 had	 some	 of	 these	 notes	 in	 pieces.	 They	 are	 unclear	 but	 it	 is
evident	our	grandfather	was	shouldering	responsibility	for	the	remaining
family.

July	29,	1919	
Two	weeks	after	Oma's	mother	passed	away,	Abram’s	step-mother	died	in	the
Tiege	hospital.	 	She	was	54.	She	had	not	recovered	 	after	 that	home	assault	 in
Schoenbrunn.		When	she	was	taken	to	the	Tiege	hospital,	daughter	Justina	had
accompanied	 her	 and	 then	 volunteered	 to	 remain	 with	 her.	 Abram,	 living
nearby	 in	 Blumenort(32),	 volunteered	 to	 take	 Justina	 and	 the	 coffin	 back	 to
Schoenbrunn.	That	would	have	been	a	dangerous	70	km	trip.	 	Margareta,	 the
so-called	 old	 maid	 from	 Tiege,	 was	 buried	 on	 the	 home	 farm	 beside	 her
husband	and	her	daughter	Anna	Berg.		After	the	funeral	service	in	Schoenbrunn
a	serious	discussion	ensued.	Remaining	on	the	farm	were	26-year	old	Johann,
his	wife	Maria	 and	 his	 younger	 siblings:	 Sarah	 19	 (Helen	 Johnson’s	mother),
Jacob	15,	Herman	13,	George	10	and	Helena	8,	as	well	as	one	elderly	person	-
Anna	 Enns,	 the	 children's	 grandmother,	 whom	 Johann	 had	 built	 the	 extra
bedroom	 for.	Grandmother	Enns	 insisted	 she	was	 staying	 in	 Schoenbrunn	 to
help	 care	 for	 the	 children	 but	 she	 was	 overruled.	 	 She	 would	 travel	 back	 to
Molotschna	with	Abram	as	he	returned	to	his	family	in	Blumenort.

September	1919	
Raids	and	violence	continued.	Life	in	Schoenfeld	was	over.	Most	Schoenfelders
had	 already	 left.	 	 A	 final	 service	 was	 planned	 in	 the	 Schoenfeld	 church	 for
Sunday,	 September	 9th.	 When	 the	 day	 came	 very	 few	 people	 were	 in
attendance.	 Rev.	 Jacob	L.	Dick	 based	 his	message	 on	Acts	 20:32,	 and	Rev.	 J.
Driedger	spoke	on	Psalm	37:5	–	Commit	your	way	to	the	Lord;	trust	 in	him,
and	he	will	act.

After	the	service,	Jacob	L.	Dick	family	left	Schoenfeld.	Mom	was	nine	months
old.	As	leader	of	the	congregation,	her	grandfather	felt	committed	to	be	among
the	 last	 to	 leave.	The	greater	Schoenfeld	area	was	virtually	abandoned,	 except
for	 Schoenbrunn	where	Abram’s	 brothers	 and	 sisters	were	 doggedly	 hanging
on.

September	1919	
It	 had	 been	 29	 years	 since	Abrams's	 father	 had	 found	Margareta	 (his	 second
wife,	in	Tiege.		Now	Abram	was	bringing	her	back	home.	She	would	have	been
near	 80-years	 old.	 Huebert,	 Abram's	 loyal	 farm	 manager,	 travelled	 from
Schoenbrunn	with	them.	For	a	capitalist	to	be	found	on	the	road	in	these	times
must	have	been	very	dangerous.	During	the	day	main	roads	were	to	be	avoided,
and	travelling	in	the	night	was	difficult.	The	last	note	we	have	from	Abram	was
dated	Sept.	22,	a	month	before	he	died.		He	was	the	oldest	in	the	family	and	we
see	he	carried	the	burden.

Upon	their	arrival	in	Blumenort	he	wrote:
"Liebe	Geschwister”	 (Dear	 family):	 Arrived	 here	 safely,	 but	 it	was	 very	 hard
going.	Am	sending	the	mare	back	to	you	with	Huebert.	If	possible	send	me	the
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Oma	had	saved	another	note	(above)	where	our	grandfather	had	written
to	 someone	 (family?)	 indicatng	 his	 (their?)	 bank	 accounts	 had	 been
siezed.

It	 reads:	 “......from	 Gulaipole	 to	 Alexandrovsk,	 and	 from	 there	 to
Berdiansk.	I	have	also	gone	several	times	to	Molotschansk(?).	Each	time
I	 was	 told	 the	 same:	 'We	 cannot	 give	 out	 the	 money	 until	 Gulaipole
orders	Alexandrovsk	to	deposit	it	in	cash	in	Berdiansk.	In	expectation	of
their	order	in	this	business,	I	remain	with	complete	respect.”

Below	his	 signature	we	 find	 the	 following:	“In	Tokmak	 they	 paid	 out
the	 money	 to	 Neufeld	 without	 hesitation.	 There	 perhaps	 the	 whole
matter	can	be	transferred.”

At	 the	 risk	 of	 reading	 too	 much	 into	 his	 part	 notes,	 it	 sounds	 like
Gulaipole	(Makhno)	had	control	of	the	banking	system.
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Over	 time	 the	colonists	 reached	a	high	 level	of	prosperity.	As	a	 result
there	 was	 much	 gratitude	 for	 what	 they	 had	 been	 given.	 Not
surprisingly	they	developed	a	high	degree	of	loyalty		to	Russia	and	her
ruling	elite.	 	They	were	certainly	industrious	people	but	much	of	their
amazing	 progress	 could	 be	 attributed	 to	 the	 free	 land	 and	 abundant
agricultural	 support	 they	 received	 from	 their	 host.	 	 They	 became	 an

elite	state	within	a	state.			

		

Their	 contact	 with	 the	 local	 peasantry	 was	 limited	 at	 first.	 When
serfdom	 was	 abolished	 in	 1861	 there	 was	 an	 expectation	 that	 the
peasant/serf	would	have	some	ownership	of	the	land	they	had	worked
on.	 	That	did	not	happen.	 	Instead	they	found	themselves	working	on
colonist	farms.		By	1904	practically	every	farm	employed	seasonal	and
full	time	workers.		That	was	in	addition	to	maids	and	other	household
help.	 	 It	 should	 be	 pointed	 out	 that	 large	 estates	 and	 landowners
employed	 "lower	 class"	 colonist	 folks	 too.	 	 So	 a	 servant	 economy
penetrated	the	very	heart	of	colonist	socio-economics.	

A	wave	of	political	unrest	 swept	 through	 the	 country	 in	1906.	 	There
were	 worker	 revolts	 in	 the	 cities,	 peasant	 uprisings	 and	 military
mutinies.	 	 A	 worker	 demonstration	 in	 St.	 Petersburg	 was	 brutally
crushed	by	Tsarist	troops.		Over	100	demonstrators	were	killed	in	what
became	 known	 as	 Bloody	 Sunday.	 	 Lawlessness	 and	 violence	 crept
forward	 from	 that	 point	 on.	 	 The	 Tsar	 however	 refused	 to	 make
concessions	 and	 that	 lead	 to	 the	 Romanov	 family’s	 fatal	 end	 in	 1917.
Unfortunely,	 through	the	eyes	of	 the	peasant,	 the	colonist	was	seen	as
part	of	the	Tsarist	regime.			

The	Mennonite	narrative	 is	 shy	about	discussing	prejudice	 against	 the
Ukrainians	 and	 Russians.	 	 Ultimately	 that	 would	 mean
acknowledgement	 of	 their	 role,	 however	 inadvertent,	 in	 the	 imperial
system,	a	system	that	engendered	bitterness	and	hostility.		It	would	also
cast	 light	 on	 the	 entanglement	 of	 Mennonite	 interests	 with	 the
colonizing	agenda	of	the	Russian	state.	The	peasantry	felt	they	had	been

cheated	out	of	the	land	destined	to	them	by	way	of	land	reform.	

		

Fast	forward	to	the	period	of	our	story,	the	Golden	Age.		The	colonists
had	grown	wealthy	 in	great	part	due	 to	 their	autonomy,	 free	 land	and
generous	agricultural	assistence.		The	estates,	around	the	Gulaipole	area
in	 particular,	 were	 large.	 	 Patterson	 points	 out	 that	 Schoenfeld,	 "the
home	 of	 the	 richest	 Mennonites	 in	 Imperial	 Russia",	 lay	 within
Krasnopol	Volost	along	with	Makhno's	town	of	Gulaipole.	He	goes	on
to	 say	 that	 Schoenfeld	 estate-owners	 commonly	 owned	 thousands	 of
dessiatines	 and,	 despite	 its	 small	 population,	 Schoenfeld	 held	 roughly
10%	of	 all	Mennonite	property	 in	 the	 empire.	By	 contrast,	Makhno’s
family	owned	just	over	4	dessiatines.

As	our	 story	 continues,	 a	broader	 context	of	what	 took	place	 is	 in	order.
The	 memoirs	 we	 have	 are	 very	 limited	 in	 perspective.	 I	 searched	 for
information	 by	 the	 larger	German	 colonist	 group	who	 had	 outnumbered
the	Mennonites	5	to	1.			Much	can	be	found	on	the	internet	but	how	do	you
discern,	in	that	emotion	packed	time,	what	is	unbias.		An	objective	point	of
view	 was	 needed.	 	 I	 found	 a	 masters	 thesis	 by	 Sean	 David	 Patterson
submitted	 to	 the	 Faculty	 of	 Graduate	 Studies	 of	 the	 University	 of
Manitoba.		Patterson	focused	on	the	conflict	between	Nestor	Makhno	and
the	Mennonite	 colonists	using	 the	historical	narratives	 in	 each	group.	 	As
always	 there	 are	 two	 sides	 to	 a	 story,	 and	each	 side	has	 its	omissions	 and
biases.	 	 Patterson	 examined	 the	 Mennonite	 account	 from	 two	 points	 of
view:	 those	 who	 supported	 their	 historic	 principal	 of	 non-violence	 and
those	who	 	 supported	 the	Selbstschutz	 to	defend	 their	 lives	and	property.
He	 then	 examined	 the	 personal	 writings	 of	 Nestor	 Makhno,	 of	 Victor
Belashis,	his	Chief	of	Staff	and	of	Makhno's	wife,	Galina	Kuzmenko..		He
also	studied	the	history	of	the	anarchist	movement	(definition	of	anarchist	-
a	person	who	rebels	against	any	authority	or	established	order)	through	the
writings	 of	 the	 intellectuals,	 Voline	 and	 Arshinov.	 	 The	 conclusion
Patterson	came	to	was	 that	 the	narratives	could	not	be	more	 incongruent.
We	begin	with	the	1804	setting	into	which	our	fitst	family	arrived.		This	is
what	Patterson	wrote		(paraphrased).

		

The	Makhnos	of	Memory:	

Mennonite	and	Makhnovist	Narratives	of	the	

Civil	War	in	Ukraine,	1917-1921	

By	Sean	David	Patterson	

			

In	 the	 18th	 century	 the	 Russians	 drove	 the	 Tartars	 out	 of	 the	 Black	 Sea
region.	 	 Tsarist	 Catherine	 gifted	 the	 new	 land	 to	 her	 favoured	 Russian
noblemen	 and	 forcefully	 indentured	 the	 area’s	 indigenous	people	 to	 serve
these	elite.	They	were	Cossacks	and	not	easily	enserfed.	 	She	abolished	all
Ukrainian	 political	 institutions	 and,	 to	 drive	 the	 final	 stake	 home,	 she
totally	 demolished	 the	 Cossack	 capital	 of	 Gulaipole.	 That	 was	 in	 1775,
three	years	before	the	Chortiza	Mennonites	arrived.		Gulaipole,	you	should
remember,	was	Makhno’s	birthplace.		He	was	of	Cossack	heritage.		

		

The	indigenous	people	were	now	forced	to	pay	dues	in	the	form	of	labour
to	 their	 assigned	Russian	 nobleman.	 That	was	 the	 setting	 into	which	 the
colonists	 arrived;	 the	 ethnic	 Germans,	 Bulgarians,	 Greeks,	 Serbians	 and
Prussian	Mennonites.	Catherine	granted	each	them	exclusive	tracts	of	land,
likely	 to	 minimize	 conflict	 among	 them.	 	 They	 formed	 homogenous
settlements	 and	 were	 able	 to	 preserve	 their	 traditional	 cultural	 patterns.
The	result	was	that	a	significant	degree	of	separation	developed	between	the
indiginous	people	and	the	colonists.

Mennonites	and	Makhnovists	
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The	 revolution	 that	 followed	 was	 based	 on	 social	 class;	 impoverished,
labouring	masses	 (the	 toilers)	versus	 the	wealthy	kulaks	 (bourgeois	 farmers)
and	pomeshchiks	(large	estate	owners).	It	was	not	a	matter	of	religion.		From
the	perspective	of	their	Ukrainian	neighbours	(the	Mennonite	narrative	makes
no	 distinction	 between	 Ukrainian	 and	 Russian	 -	 jd),	 they	 were	 providing
cheap	labour	for	the	purpose	of	increasing	colonist	profits.		

		

About	seven	kilometers	southwest	of	Gulaipole	lay	Silberfeld(8)	(Serebropol
today),	an	estate	area	founded	in	1839	by	a	Janzen	family.		The	property	grew
to	 20,000	 des.	 (54,000	 acres)	 before	 it	 was	 subdivided	 into	 five	 separate
properties.	 	Makhno	grew	up	 in	a	 single	parent,	 impoverished	home	not	 far
from	Silberfeld.	 	 In	 fact	he	worked	on	 this	 Janzen	estate	as	a	boy.	 	He	 later
described	his	experience	there	as	laced	with	injustices.		In	his	memoirs	he	did
not	distinguish	estate	owners	as	Mennonite,	only	as	“rich	German	colonists”.
They	were	merely	part	of	an	unjust	class	system	that	had	been	imposed	upon
a	labouring	peasantry.		

		

When	the	Bolsheviks	seized	control	after	the	war,	they	made	known	that	the
right	 to	 private	 property	 was	 over.	 	 The	 large	 landholdings	 were	 to	 be
liquidated	 and	distributed	 among	 the	population.	Makhno	by	 this	 time	had
established	 significant	 political	 stature	 among	 the	 peasantry	 around
Schoenfeld.		He	fought	against	all	factions	that	sought	to	impose	any	external
authority	over	southern	Ukraine.		He	was	seen	as	the	spokesman	for	the	poor.
He	embraced	the	Bolshevik	liquidation	and	redistribution	laws.		Contrary	to
many	stories,	he	did	not	come	out	of	prison	as	 an	madman.	Makhno	began
with	a	political	agenda.		Initially	at	least	he	treated	landowners	peacefully	and
with	 respect.	 	 That	 would	 be	 a	 matter	 of	 interpretation	 because	 he	 was
forceful	 in	 ordering	 the	 re-distribution	 of	 assets.	 	 Understandably	 any
successful	 landowner	would	 resist	 such	 an	 order,	 especially	 coming	 from	 a
“lower	class”.	 	 In	 the	 absence	of	 law	and	order	 emboldened	peasants	began
helping	themselves,	and	gangs	formed	simply	to		plunder	the	wealthy.

	

When	 the	 German	 military	 entered	 Ukraine	 early	 in	 1918,	 the	 wealthy
colonists	understandibly	welcomed	them	with	open	arms.	The	peasants	never
forgot	 that.	 While	 the	 German	 presence	 was	 a	 universal	 relief	 among	 the
colonists,	 the	 Mennonite	 community	 took	 differing	 positions.	 	 Families,
friends	 and	 churches	 fractured	 along	 two	 lines:	 (1)	 those	 who	 wished	 to
uphold	their	long	held,	non-violent	principals	and	(2)	those	who	were	ready
to	arm	themselves,	 join	 the	Germans	and	 take	 their	"stolen"	property	back.
The	former	group	attributed	much	of	the	subsequent	terror	on	the	actions	of
this	militant	group.	

In	 a	 society	with	 that	much	 disparity	 in	wealth,	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 law	 and
order,	 it	 should	 not	 surprise	 us	 that	 a	 high	 degree	 of	 violence	 erupted.	 It

wasn’t	 all	 due	 to	 the	 Makhnovists	 though.	 The	 countryside	 was	 full	 of
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malcontents	 intent	 on	 creating	 harm.	 	There	were	 thugs	with	 no	 agenda
other	 than	 to	 plunder	 and	 rape,	 peasants	 seeking	 revenge	 for	 past
grievances	and	gangs	of	war	deserters	looking	for	spoils.		If	that	were	not
enough,	there	was	the	civil	strife.		The	Ukrainian	nationalist	army,	lead	by
Symon	 Petliura,	 fought	 to	 establish	 a	 Ukraine	 independent	 of	 Russia.
There	were	 the	Reds	and	Whites,	battling	 for	political	control	of	Russia.
These	 forces	were	 full	of	 sick,	cold	and	hungry	men	who	 took	whatever
they	needed	 from	the	colonists.	 	 In	 summary,	Makhno	was	a	player,	but
not	the	only	one.		It	was	a	complicated	and	violent	time.		

The	Selbstschutz	(self-defense)	was	born	out	of	this	violence.		It	became	a
significant	 fighting	 force	 consisting	 of	 young	 Mennonite	 men,	 Russian
elites	 and	 other	 colonists.	 Together	 they	 formed	 twenty	 companies,
totaling	2,700	infantry	and	300	cavalry.		
	
The	key	points	from	Sean	Patterson's	work	pertinent	to	this	story	are:	(1)
the	terror	that	rained	down	on	the	colonists	had	many	sources	and,	while
many	writers	seem	to	attribute	all	to	Makhno,	likely	many	incidents	were
random	 acts,	 (2)	 Makhno’s	 initial	 agenda	 was	 political	 but	 he	 and	 his
adherents	 did	 turn	 into	 ruthless	murderers,	 (3)	 the	Makhnovist	 violence
was	directed	at	the	wealthy,	not	toward	Mennonites	or	any	religious	group
and	 (4)	 the	 degree	 of	 terror	 experienced	 by	 the	 Mennonites,	 many
believed,	escalated	to	the	extreme	in	reaction	to	the	Selbstschutz.
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building	and	shot	him.	He	was	fatally	wounded	and	died	instantly.
He	was	 just	 30-years	 old.	 Following	 are	 three	 accounts	 of	 those
days	in	Blumenort..			

From	Tapestry	of	Ancestral	Footprints:
Abram	and	his	family	arrived	in	the	Molotschna	in	August	of	1918,
shortly	 before	 the	 Germans	 pulled	 out.	 With	 their	 withdrawal,
Abram's	 dream	 of	 safety	 in	 the	 Molotschna	 turned	 into	 a
nightmare.	 Prior	 to	 leaving	 the	 Germans	 had	 helped	 organize	 a
Mennonite	Selbstschutz	unit	centered	around	Halbstadt(30).	They
even	 left	 small	 weapons	 and	 ammunition	 behind	 and	 a	 few
German	 officers	 chose	 to	 stay	 as	 well.	 	 After	 the	 German
withdrawal,	 the	 Whites	 and	 the	 Reds	 continued	 to	 battle	 for
control	 of	 the	 country.	 The	 residents	 and	 refugees	 around	 them
were	not	their	concern.	The	country	plunged	into	lawlessness	again.

In	the	fall	of	1919	the	civil	battle	was	raging	back	and	forth,	with
neither	 side	 gaining	 any	 control.	Bands	 of	 thieves	 freely	 harassed
the	 villages.	 In	 Blumenort	 one	 day,	 a	 number	 of	 bandits	 were
caught	and	supposedly	killed	by	White	Army	soldiers.	Some	of	the
bandits	 escaped	 and	 claimed	 the	 people	 of	Blumenort	 had	helped
the	Whites.	They	 swore	 revenge.	A	Selbstschutz	 contingent	heard
about	the	planned	revenge,	moved	in	and	assigned	look-out	duties
for	 that	 night.	 Nothing	 happened.	 When	 all	 was	 quiet	 in	 the
morning	the	Selbstschutz	men	went	back	to	their	homes.

Abram	 went	 out	 to	 feed	 the	 animals	 that	 morning.	 As	 he
approached	the	granary,	two	or	more	men	jumped	out	of	a	nearby
barn,	 shot	Abram	and	fled.	It	 is	believed	they	were	hiding	 in	 the
barn	 from	 the	 previous	 day,	 unable	 to	 escape	 during	 the	 night
because	of	the	posted	guards.	When	the	Selbstschutz	men	left	in	the
morning	the	bandits	decided	to	sneak	out	of	the	village.	When	they
saw	 Abram	 they	 were	 alarmed	 and	 shot	 him.	 By	 the	 time	 the
villagers	 could	 react	 the	 bandits	 were	 gone.	 Abram	 had	 been
fatally	 shot,	 and	 died	 immediately.	 The	 date	 of	 Abram's	murder
was	Oct.	28,	1919.	He	was	buried	in	a	temporary	grave	because	the
atmosphere	was	 so	very	 tense.	The	White	Army	was	being	 forced
out	 of	 the	 area,	with	 the	Red	Army	 in	 hot	 pursuit.	 In	 this	 chaos
some	 Makhnovites,	 and	 a	 number	 of	 renegade	 Red's,	 launched
another	robbing	and	wrecking	assault	on	the	villages.

Days	 later	 the	 families,	 with	 the	 help	 of	 neighbouring	 villagers,
buried	the	victims	of	the	horrible	slaughter,	including	Abram	Dick,
in	 a	 mass	 grave.	 The	 battles	 between	 the	 Reds	 and	 Whites
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The	civil	war	battles	peaked	in	the	fall	of	1919	and	Makhno's	forces
were	 at	 their	 height.	The	 front	moved	back	 and	 forth	on	 the	 land
that	had	been	settled	by	colonists	100	years	before.	What	happened
in	Blumenort	that	fall	comes	to	us	in	bits	and	pieces.	We	have	only
second	and	third	hand	stories.	Trying	to	find	a	connection	between
them	is	not	possible.	 In	all	 likelyihood	there	were	multiple	events,

perhaps	over	several	days.

The	 Blumenort/Tiege/Ohrloff	 region	 had	 developed	 into	 a
prominent	 medical	 and	 academic	 center.	 It	 was	 modern	 and
advanced	for	 its	time.	 	Desperate	families	from	isolated	estates	and
farms	had	streamed	in	for	protection.	Our	grandparents	were	living

with	 a	 Neufeld	 family,	 presumably	 relatives	 of	 Oma.	 	 They	 had
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Wind-powered	flour

mill	in	Blumenort

four	 small	 children:	 Dad	 (5),	 Aunts	 Margaret	 (4),	 Annie	 (3)	 and
Agnes	(1).	In	addition	they	had	Herman	(age	13)	and	Helena	(age	8),
Abram's	 youngest	 siblings.	 	 Eight-year	 old	Helene	was	 a	 difficult
child,	 and	 understandably	 so.	 	 Early	 in	 life	 her	 family	 had	 been

preoccupied	 with	 the	 violence	 around	 them.	 	 In	 retrospect,	 they
likely	paid	too	little	attention	to	her	when	she	needed	it	most.	Her
father	died	when	she	was	three.	 	Then	increasing	robbery,	violence
and	murder	surrounded	them.	Her	mother	was	beaten,	 sent	 to	 the

hospital	 and	 came	 home	 in	 a	 coffin.	 	 Now	 Helena	 was	 living	 in
Blumenort	 in	violent	conditions.	Her	complete	and	very	sad	story
can	be	found	later	in	the	book.	

October	28,	1919
That	October	morning	Abram	stepped	out	 to	 feed	 the	 animals	on

the	 farm	where	 they	were	 living.	 Two	men	 leaped	 from	 a	 nearby
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continued	 until	 June	 20,	 1920,	 when	 the	 Reds	 finally	 established
control,	forcing	the	Whites	further	south.

H.	Goerz:
On	 the	 evening	 of	 Nov.	 10,	 1919,	 we	 saw	 a	 red	 glow	 in	 the
direction	 of	Blumenort.	The	 next	 day	we	heard	 of	 the	 tragedy.	A
renegade	 bunch	 of	 anarchists	 had	 set	 fire	 to	 the	 village.	Half	 the
village	was	burned	down.	Why?	About	 two	weeks	ago	the	Whites
had	 killed	 some	 bandits	 in	 the	 village;	 some	 had	 escaped	 after
killing	 a	 young	 father.	Their	 friends	were	 persuaded	 to	 'clean	 out
that	 nest	 of	 traitors'.	 The	 villagers,	 warned	 that	 revenge	 was
coming,	 cowered	 in	 their	 homes	 for	 days;	 they	 did	 not	 expect	 a
whole	 armed	 unit.	On	Nov.	 10,	 during	 the	 day,	 the	 attack	 came.
Fifteen	men	 in	 the	 village	were	 rounded	 up.	One	 tried	 to	 escape,
was	 caught	 and	 hacked	 to	 pieces.	 The	 remaining	 14	were	 thrown
into	 a	 cellar,	 shots	 were	 fired	 and	 hand	 grenades	 thrown	 in.	 All
were	blown	to	pieces.	The	band	split	up,	one	group	went	to	Ohrloff
killing	 3	 men	 on	 the	 road	 and	 6	 more	 in	 the	 village,	 and	 many
women	and	girls	were	 raped.	Other	bandits	 turned	 south,	 toward
the	village	of	Altonau,	killing	11	men	and	wounding	many	more.
Then	 they	 turned	 north	 toward	 Halbstadt	 where	 a	 unit	 of	 the
Selbstschutz,	with	help	from	Russian	factory	workers,	turned	them
back.	 On	 their	 way	 back	 to	 join	 their	 friends	 the	 bandits	 again
stopped	 in	 Blumenort,	 killing	 6	more	men	 and	 setting	 fire	 to	 the
village.

Lost	Fatherland	by	John	B.	Toews:
In	early	July	1919,	the	entire	region	was	in	White	(Army)	hands,
but	 the	 lull	 in	 fighting	after	 the	 passage	 of	 the	 front	 lasted	only
three	months.	During	the	fall	of	1919	a	surprise	attack	by	about
6,000	 Makhno	 supporters	 penetrated	 Denikin’s	 (White	 Army)
defences	 in	 Kherson	 province,	 and	 overran	 Zagradovka	 and
Chortiza,	 reaching	 Molotschna	 by	 October.	 A	 period	 of
unprecedented	 terror	ensued.	The	 invaders	openly	declared	 their
intent	 to	 liquidate	 the	 colonists.	Displaying	a	black	banner,	 they
rode	 into	 village	 after	 village	 plundering,	 raping	 and	 killing.
Because	 of	 the	 cold,	 many	 of	 his	 men	 took	 forced	 quarters	 in
homes.	As	a	result	of	their	unsanitary	conditions,	a	severe	typhoid
epidemic	struck	the	Chortiza	settlement,	resulting	in	many	deaths
among	the	military,	as	well	as	the	civilian	population.

In	the	Molotschna	a	plan	for	counteraction	was	secretly	drawn	up
to	 terminate	 Makhno’s	 terror.	 The	 scattered	 adherents	 of	 the
disbanded	 ‘Selbstschutz’	were	 gathered	 together	 for	 the	 purpose
of	attacking	the	Makhno's	center	in	Ohrloff.	Several	units	of	the
Selbstscutz	 group	 reached	 the	 village	 of	 Blumenort	 during	 the
twilight	hours	of	Sunday	November	10.	The	arrival	of	the	armed
Selbstschutz	 men	 was	 almost	 unnoticed.	 They	 came	 across	 the
fields,	 and	 back	 roads,	 reaching	 the	 yard	 of	 one	 of	 the	 more
prosperous	farmers	in	the	village.	Convinced	the	presence	of	these
men	meant	 trouble,	 the	man	 implored	 them	 to	 leave.	 'What	 do
you	want	here?	This	will	only	bring	great	catastrophe.	Depart	at
once	 and	 leave	us	 alone.'	The	men	 refused,	 and	demanded	 that
their	horses	and	wagons	be	hidden	in	the	large	barn	on	location.
The	barn	doors	had	barely	been	closed	when	a	cry	for	help	came
from	 the	 village.	 'They	 are	 taking	 our	 brother!	Come	 and	 help
us!'	Several	of	Makhno’s	men	were	abducting	one	of	the	villagers.
The	 newly	 arrived	 partisans	 had	 not	 reckoned	 with	 this
emergency.	 Seizing	 their	 rifles	 they	 fired	 at	 the	 would-be
abductors.	Only	 two	 of	 the	mounted	 bandits	 escaped.	 After	 the
carnage,	 for	 some	 reason,	 the	 Selbstschutz	 unit	 left	 the	 village
immediately.	The	villagers	were	left	fearfully	awaiting	revenge
They	 were	 not	 slow	 in	 coming.	 An	 armed	 troop	 arrived	 in
Blumenort	early	the	next	morning,	to	punish	the	villagers	whom
they	considered	responsible	for	the	death	of	their	comrades.	Pleas
of	 innocence	 were	 ignored.	 A	 number	 of	 hostages	 were
incarcerated	 in	 the	 basement	 of	 the	 former	 village	 store.	 Near
noon	a	larger	regiment	bearing	black	banners	entered	Blumenort.
One	 of	 the	 younger	 village	 men	 attempted	 to	 explain	 the	 real
situation	to	the	regimental	commander.	Momentarily	he	appeared
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Helen	 Johnson	 said:

"Abram	 was	 my

mother's	oldest	brother

and	 she	 admired	 him

greatly.	 However,	 she

never	 knew	 him	 that

well,	because	while	she

was	growing	up	he	was

attending	 high	 school

in	 Halbstadt	 and

university	in	Danzig."	
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Oma	and	family,	with	her	brother	Peter's	family.

The	 three	 little	 girls	 in	 the	 front	 row	 are	 our

Aunt	Agnes,	Agatha	Enns	on	her	father	Peter's

lap,	 and	our	Aunt	Annie.	 	 Second	 row	 is	Oma,

Peter's	 wife	 Agatha,	 Peter	 and	 Margaret	 Enns,

who	 never	 married.	 Third	 row	 is	 our	 Aunt

Margaret	and	Dad.		Back	row	is	Henry,	George,

Peter	(stayed	in	Russia)	and	Agnes	Enns

Passport	picture

Annie,	Dad,	Oma,	Agnes	and	Margaret

The	mass	grave	in	Blumenort.		Oma	did	not

attend	the	service.		It	was	still	very	dangerous.

She	was	given	a	diagram	later	of	where	in	the

grave	her	husband	had	been	placed.

to	listen	to	the	applicant.	Then	a	Russian	woman,	accompanying	the
group,	shouted:	 'If	they	(the	Mennonites)	are	on	the	receiving	end,
they	feverishly	object,	but	our	people	don’t	matter;	they	can	be	shot
to	death.'	The	protest	was	electrifying.	A	rifle	shot	brought	down	the
fleeing	 petitioner.	 The	 killing	 began.	 Armed	 horsemen	 began
murdering	any	villagers	 they	 found.	The	 imprisoned	hostages	were
cut	 down	 with	 sabres,	 gunfire	 and	 hand	 grenades.	 By	 Monday
evening	a	score	of	bodies	awaited	burial.	The	villagers	began	to	dig
a	mass	grave,	but	they	could	not	hold	a	service,	for	by	Wednesday	a
new	horde	of	revenge-seekers	arrived	from	Melitopol,	having	passed
through	Altonau,	Ohrloff	and	Tiege,	 finally	arriving	 in	Blumenort
during	twilight.	Their	path	was	marked	with	violence	and	murder.
In	Blumenort	 several	more	villagers	 lost	 their	 lives,	 and	a	number
of	 farms	 were	 put	 to	 the	 torch.	 Finally,	 on	 November	 14th,	 the
situation	 stabilized	 sufficiently	 to	 allow	 for	 the	mass	 burial	 of	 the
victims.	

About	 a	 week	 after	 the	 Blumenort	 massacre,	 most	 of	 the	 men
(Makhnovites)	 who	 had	 participated	 were	 killed	 by	 a	 Cossack
regiment	in	the	area.	During	this	time	the	banditry	and	violence	in
the	Zagradovka	Volost	 assumed	particularly	 gruesome	proportions.
Attacks	 between	 November	 29th	 and	 December	 1st	 brought
destruction,	violence	and	death	to	six	villages.	Hardest	hit	were	the
villages	of	Tiege	and	Munsterberg.	Tiege	was	subjected	to	a	siege	of
fire,	 plunder,	 rape	 and	 murder	 that	 left	 eighteen	 dead	 and	 four

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA



67

December	18,	1919	
About	90	km	to	 the	north,	on	 the	Schoenbrunn	home	 farm,	our

remaining	 relatives	decided	 they'd	 finally	had	 enough.	They	had
received	a	warning	that	Makhno	was	intending	to	wipe	out	these
remaining	kulaks	in	the	next	few	days.	As	they	prepared	to	leave
neighbours	 gathered	 to	 bid	 them	 farewell,	 and	 they	 offered	 to
watch	 their	 farm	until	 they	 returned.	 John	H.	Dick's	 father	was

adamant	these	neighbours	were	in	deed	sincere.	Their	relationship
had	 been	 the	 factor	 in	 delaying	 their	 departure.	 Our	 relatives
departed	 Schoenbrunn	 during	 the	 night	 and	 made	 their	 way	 to
Alexanderkrone(38),	 a	 town	 very	 near	 Neukirch	 where	 Mom's
family	had	 found	accommodation.	 In	Alexanderkrone,	 sometime
later,	 those	 dear	 Schoenbrunn	 neighbours	 showed	 up	 bringing

sorely	 needed	 items	 from	 the	 farm.	 Once	 settled	 in
Alexanderkrone	 they	 took	 in	 young	 Herman	 and	 Helna	 and
relieved	Oma	of	her	responsibility.		

Molotschna	 had	 become	 very	 crowded.	 Villages	 were	 no	 longer
willing,	 or	 even	 able,	 to	 accommodate	 the	 desperate	 people
streaming	in.	They	themselves	were	clinging	to	life.	The	civil	war,

that	 wrenched	 the	 country	 from	 feudalism	 to	 communism,	 was
fought	 exclusively	 in	 South	Russia,	 on	 the	 fields	 and	 the	 soil	 of
our	 ancestors	 -	 the	 Whites	 (a	 remnant	 of	 Imperial	 Russia),	 the

Reds	 (the	 revolutionary	 Bolsheviks),	 the	 Ukrainian	 nationlist
army)	seeking	independence)	and	Makhno	whose	ambition	was	to
eliminate	 the	 privileged	 class.	Makhno	 had	 aligned	 himself	 with

any	force	that	suited	his	immediate	fancy,	until	no	one	had	any	use
for	him.

After	 the	 Blumenort	 massacre	 we	 have	 a	 mystery.	 There	 is	 no
account	 of	Oma	 and	her	 four	 children	 from	1919	 to	 1925.	 	Her
earlier	note:	“And	so	 it	went,	 from	place	 to	place,	until	I	and	the

children	 arrived	 in	 Canada	 in	October	 of	 1925”	 is	 all	 we	 have.
Who	sheltered	them	and	where?	We	know	they	arrived	in	Canada

with	her	brother	Peter.	She	said	on	occasion	that,	had	it	not	been
for	 Peter,	 she	 and	 her	 children	would	 have	 perished.	Oma	 lived
with	us	for	many	years	but	volunteered	little.	If	she	did,	we	were
not	listening.	That	is	a	painful	thought	for	me.

farms	completely	destroyed,	while	in	Munsterberg	a	massacre	claimed
over	 100	 lives.	 They	 showed	 no	 pity	 for	 the	 newborn	 infant	 or	 the
aged	grandfather.	Many	bodies	were	never	recovered	since	 the	entire
villages	were	reduced	to	ashes.	Only	the	arrival	of	a	Denikin	regiment
(White	 army)	 saved	 the	 Volost	 from	 further	 depredations...end	 Lost
Fatherland

Our	 grandmother	 experienced	 this	 terrible	 truama	 with	 her	 four

children.	Abram's	step-mother	 is	 to	have	said	about	Abram:	 'I	don't
think	Abram	should	marry	Margareta.	She	 is	 so	delicate	and	 spoiled.
If	anything	bad	happens,	she	will	never	cope.'	In	Tapestry	of	Ancestral
Footprints	Helen	 added:	 	 'Margareta	 had	 indeed	 been	 able	 to	 cope,
showing	 great	 will-power	 in	 starting	 a	 new	 life	 for	 her	 children	 in

Canada'.	 	Oma	 lived	with	us	 throughout	our	 childhood	years.	 	 She
never	 spoke	 about	her	 experiences	or	what	happened	back	 then.	 	 In
1959	she	wrote	this	short	note	and	put	it	away:	

“Monday,	the	28th	of	October.	It	was	the	gruesome	day	in	Blumenort,
Molotschna	when	15	men	had	to	give	up	their	 lives,	among	them	my
dear	Abram.	He	had	wounds	on	his	 chest	and	his	 face.	His	 last	 steps
were	 when	 he	 came	 from	 feeding	 the	 animals.	 He	 lay	 there	 dead
against	 the	barn	 in	blood	and	mud	until	evening.	No	one	could	 take
care	of	the	dead	until	men	came	from	another	village,	and	carried	him
into	the	storage	room	at	Mrs.	Gerhard	Neufeld’s,	where	we	had	living
quarters.	 He	 lay	 there	 from	 Monday	 until	 Friday	 the	 2nd	 of
November	when	all	15	men	were	buried	in	one	grave.	My	dear	Abram
was	 buried	without	 clothes	 (warm	 clothes),	 just	wrapped	 in	 a	 rough
sheet	 and	 without	 a	 coffin.	 The	 following	 morning	 Blumenort	 was
torched,	and	5	more	men	were	murdered.	So	then	started	my	hard	and
lonesome	 days.	 	 Monday	 night	 I	 went	 to	 Jacob	 Dick’s	 with	 my
children.	 John	 (our	Dad)	 was	 5	 years	 old,	Margaret	 4,	 Annie	 3	 and
Agnes	2	years	old.	Wednesday	night	we	fled	again	into	the	bush	during
a	big	 thunderstorm,	no	clothes,	 it	was	cold	 (November	-	meaning	no
overcoats).	 So	 it	 went,	 from	 place	 to	 place,	 until	 I	 and	 the	 children
arrived	here	in	Canada	in	October	of	1925.	It	is	now	already	40	years.
Who	knows	how	long	until	the	end	for	me	will	also	be	here.”

Margareta,	our	grandmother,	died	in	the	Leamington	Mennonite
Home	on	October	8th,	1980	at	the	age	of	91.

What	actually	took	place	in	Blumenort	that	fall	is	very	unclear	and	I
have	little	stomach	to	dwell	on	it.	It	will	remain	a	dark	period	in	our
history.
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transport	 their	 bags.	But	 they	 ran	 into	 a	 problem.	They	 had	 to	wait	 for	 a
train	 to	 take	 them	 south	 again	 and,	 because	 of	 the	 unrest,	 trains	 operated
sporatically.	Many	others	were	waiting	 in	 the	 train	 station,	and	 some	were
sick	with	typhoid.	To	avoid	infection	the	men	slept	outside.	But	 it	began	to
rain.	To	protect	their	bags,	they	bribed	a	rail	worker	to	put	their	bags	into	an
idle	freight	car,	which	they	hoped	would	be	coupled	to	a	southbound	train.
The	 rain	was	 cold,	 so	 they	were	 forced	back	 into	 the	 station.	They	waited
days	 and	 two	 of	 the	men	 eventually	 became	 feverish	with	 typhoid.	Much
later,	when	a	train	finally	arrived,	the	two	sick	companions	had	been	taken
to	a	hospital.	Wilhelm	never	saw	them	again.

Once	underway,	a	third	companion	became	very	ill,	and	was	forcibly	pushed
off	 the	 train.	He	was	 never	 seen	 again	 either.	Wilhelm	 and	 his	 remaining
companion	 reached	 a	 junction	where	 they	needed	 to	 transfer	 trains.	 	They
found	their	bags	too	difficult	to	handle,	but	they	had	no	more	valuables	to
bribe	anyone	 for	help.	 	 	They	 found	a	woman	 in	a	nearby	house	who	was
willing	to	store	six	bags	until	they	could	return	for	them.	They	felt	they	were
only	strong	enough	to	each	handle	two	bags.		Even	then	they	were	unable	to
climb	aboard	the	moving	train.	They	hit	upon	a	plan.	Hearing	that	another
train	was	due	during	the	night,	and	that	these	cars	might	be	added	to	it,	they
pulled	their	bags	onto	the	roof	of	one	box	car,	crouched	down	and	waited.	It
worked.	The	 train	hooked	on	and	 they	weren’t	detected.	But	 the	 ride	was
not	what	they	expected.	The	box	car	swayed	so	badly	it	was	all	they	could	do
to	avoid	being	thrown	off.

By	the	next	stop	they	decided	it	was	too	dangerous	to	continue.	They	spotted
a	box	 car	with	a	man	 sitting	at	 the	open	door.	He	 let	 them	put	 their	bags
inside.	He	had	a	small	stove	whereby	they	dried	their	clothes	and	prepared	a
warm	 gruel	 from	 their	 grain.	 They	 had	 been	 gone	 for	 nearly	 two	months
and	 had	 never	 changed	 cloths.	 They	 were	 covered	 with	 lice.	 When	 they
reached	 the	 station	 nearest	 their	 destination,	 the	man	 demanded	 a	 bag	 of
their	provisions	as	payment.	They	spent	the	next	night	with	a	Russian	farmer
near	the	station.	He	was	kind	enough	to	share	a	meagre	supper	with	them.
The	next	morning	 the	man	drove	 them	 the	25	miles	 to	Neukirch.	By	now
their	last	3	bags	were	only	three	quarters	full.	Three	lives	had	been	lost,	and
two	months	of	hardship	endured.	Their	families	were	happy	to	see	them,	but
those	of	the	three	who	didn’t	return	were	grief	stricken.	During	the	last	days
of	Wilhelm's	 journey	 he	 had	 become	 feverish	 too,	 and	 by	 the	 time	 he	 got
home	he	was	overcome	with	typhoid.	For	days	it	lingered,	but	he	did	recover.
The	grain	they	brought	was	ground	and	sparingly	rationed.	For	the	first	time
in	 two	months	 the	Neukirch	 families	were	able	 to	make	bread	and	gruel	-
end	Wilhelm	Dick	memoirs

Starvation

...continued	from	Agatha	(Wiens)	Nickel
"A	great	 famine	 came	 in	1922.	There	would	have	been	enough	 to	 eat	had
not	 the	 Bolsheviks	 taken	 the	 grain	 from	 us,	 and	 piled	 it	 at	 the	 railroad
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Molotschna
Helen	 	 Johnson	 browsed	 through	 books	 and	 newspaper	 articles	 at	 the
Winnipeg	Mennonite	Heritage	Center	to	find	what	conditions	were	like	in
Molotschna	at	that	time.	The	families	pouring	in	were	creating	significant
alarm	 among	 the	 locals.	 These	 rich	 kulaks	 from	 their	 estates	 were	 not
welcomed	 by	 everyone,	 yet	 there	 seemed	 to	 be	 an	 overall	 air	 of
responsibility.	A	council	of	mayors	requested	a	report	as	to	the	number	of
refugees	 in	 each	 village,	 and	 an	 estimate	 of	 how	 many	 more	 could	 be
accommodated.	 Reaction	 was	 negative,	 with	 many	 responses	 outright
hostile.	The	refugees	had	no	money	and	the	 locals	 themselves	were	short
of	 food.	 The	 flow	 continued.	 After	 heated	 debate,	 the	 council
overwhelmingly	voted	that	each	village	was	to	accept	a	quota	of	refugees,
and	that	each	would	be	held	responsible	for	meeting	their	obligation.	That
created	 some	 order	 and	 settled	 things	 down,	with	 some	 villages	 actually
accommodating	above	their	quota.	

A	terrible	 famine	and	cholera	epidemic	descended	 in	1921.	It	was	human
induced	 and	 affected	 everyone,	 Russian,	 Ukrainian,	 colonists	 of	 every
stripe,	 refugee	 and	 peasant.	 It	 was	 the	 result	 of	 civil	 war,	 of	 emaciated
troops	with	no	supportive	field	kitchens,	picking	the	villages	clean	of	food
and	livestock.	

Neukirch
When	our	mother’s	extended	family,	 the	Jacob	Leonard	Dicks,	arrived	 in
Neukirch	in	the	fall	of	1919,	Justina,	Abram’s	oldest	sister	and	her	husband
Wilhelm,	 were	 among	 them.	 	 They	 had	 left	 Schoenfeld	 late,	 arriving	 in
Neukirch	 shortly	 before	 the	 Blumenort	 massacre.	 Out	 of	 Tapestry	 of
Ancestral	 Footprints	 comes	 a	 personal	 story,	 a	 paraphrased	 part	 of
Wilhelm’s	memoirs,	about	what	those	times	were	like.		

Justina,	 her	 husband	Wilhelm	 and	 the	 extended	 family	 of	 Rev.	 Jacob	 L.
Dick,	arrived	in	Neukirch(37)	in	September	of	1919.		Neukirch	was	in	the
direct	path	of	the	clashing	Red	and	White	Armies.	The	battle	front	moved
back	and	forth	many	times,	artillery	shells	often	passing	directly	overhead.
(a	 spent	 bullet	was	 found	 in	 our	mother’s	 crib,	 having	 pierced	 the	 front
window	–	 jd).	Military	 personnel,	 hungry	 and	miserable	 from	both	 sides,
occupied	area	homes,	slept	 in	their	beds	and	took	what	livestock	and	food
the	residents	had	left.	

In	1920	malnutrition	had	set	in,	but	by	the	winter	of	1921	it	was	outright
starvation.	 In	 desperation,	 5	 young	 men	 decided	 to	 travel	 northeast	 to
Poltawa	 [about	200	miles]	where	 they	heard	 it	was	 still	possible	 to	barter
clothing	 or	 jewellery	 for	 food.	Wilhelm	was	 one	 of	 them.	They	 each	 left
with	a	duffle	bag	of	clothes,	and	a	few	valuables,	hoping	to	barter	for	seed
or	some	kind	of	food.	They	had	no	money	for	train	tickets	so	they	rode	to
Poltawa	on	freight	 trains.	In	Poltawa	they	were	 indeed	able	 to	barter	 for
food,	and	soon	had	a	few	bags	filled	with	potatoes,	rye	and	oats.	With	the
few	 valuables	 they	 had	 brought	 with	 them,	 they	 bartered	 for	 a	 cart	 to
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Refugees	in	Molotschna
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stations	to	be	guarded	by	armed	men.	There	it	lay,	in	rain	and	snow,	rotting
while	 people	 starved.	 It	 was	 a	 man-made	 famine.	 Households	 were
searched	and,	if	any	hidden	grain	was	found,	the	man	of	the	house	was	shot.
Our	 stomachs	 burned	with	 hunger.	We	 ate	 almost	 anything.	 If	we	 found
wheat	in	the	cracks	of	the	barn	floor,	we	swept	it	up	with	the	dust,	ground	it
in	a	coffee	mill,	soaked	it	in	water,	and	mixed	it	with	home-made	yeast	to
make	what	could	be	called	bread.	Tears	rolled	down	my	father’s	cheeks	as
he	doled	out	a	part	 slice	 for	each	of	us,	and	that	was	all	we	had	that	day.
Meanwhile	grain	was	rotting	at	the	railway	station.

How	we	waited	 for	help.	There	were	 rumors	 of	 aid	 from	America,	 but	 it
was	 so	 slow.	When	 it	 did	 come,	 it	 was	 too	 late	 for	many.	 But	Christmas
came	even	that	 terrible	year.	We	were	 living	 in	an	earthen	hut,	heated	by
one	 stove	 in	 which	 we	 burned	 weeds	 or	 anything	 we	 could	 find.	 On
Christmas	Eve,	my	 sister	 insisted	 that	we	put	out	our	plates	as	we	always
had,	 but	 we	 really	 didn’t	 expect	 anything.	 In	 the	 morning	 we	 found	 a
cookie,	and	a	few	sun	flower	seeds	in	our	plates.	Father	read	the	Christmas
story	and	we	sang	carols,	but	very	quietly	because	it	was	forbidden.	There
were	 soldiers	 everywhere.	 That	 was	 a	 different	 Christmas,	 but	 we	 were
alive.

In	the	spring	of	1922	some	food	aid	began	arriving	from	America,	Canada
and	Holland.	It	brought	 incredible	 joy.	It	wasn’t	much,	but	 it	allayed	the
pain	 in	our	stomachs.	That	year	we	were	able	 to	get	 some	seed	and	had	a
harvest.	I	remember	how	our	first	bread	was	so	delicious."

"After	the	famine,	during	our	last	year	in	Russia,	the	main	topic	was	always
Canada.	We	just	wanted	to	get	out	of	Russia.	When	would	we	have	enough
to	 eat,	 enough	 clothes	 and	 a	 warm	 house?	 We	 talked	 also	 about	 the
possibility	of	seeing	Schoenfeld	again,	as	if	it	could	ever	be	the	same.

January	19,	1922
In	 this	 famine	 period	 Jacob	 Leonard	 Dick,	 the	 long-time	 pastor	 of	 the
Schoenfeld	church,	died	at	the	age	of	70.	His	funeral	was	at	the	Neukirch
church.	 He	 had	 served	 Schoenfeld	 from	 1889	 until	 it	 was	 abandoned	 in
1919.

Spring	of	1922
Heinrich	 B.	Wiens	 left	 an	 extensive	memoir.	 	 On	 the	 first	 few	 pages	 he
illustrated,	 in	diagram	form,	 their	 large	estate.	 In	 June	of	1922	he	and	his
daughter	Margaret	went	 back	 to	 see	what	 their	 Schoenfeld	 home	 looked
like.	 	They	 travelled	on	 an	old	 cart	pulled	by	 a	 lame	horse,	 the	only	one
they	had	 left.	They	 found	 their	once	beautiful	 farm	completly	destroyed.
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The	buildings	were	broken	down	and	to	a	great	extent	hauled	away.	He
had	 built	 a	 new	 barn	 	 with	 a	 brick	 floor	 which	 was	 to	 serve	 as	 the
wedding	hall	for	his	five	daughters.	It	was	completely	destroyed.	 	Their
extensive	 garden	 and	 orchard	 were	 infested	 with	 weeds.	 	 When	 they
arrived	their	former	neighbours	received	them	kindly,	gave	them	a	small
amount	of	bread	and	flour	and	provided	them	with	a	porridge	meal.

Spring	of	1924
Henry	C.	Neufeld,	first	cousin	to	Dad	wrote:
"In	 the	 spring	 of	 1924,	 before	 we	 left	 for	 Canada,	 I	 walked	 from
Molotschna	 to	 Schoenfeld	 to	 see	my	 birthplace	 once	more.	 All	 alone,	 in
poor	clothing	so	as	not	to	be	recognized	as	a	German,	I	walked	the	full	85
Werst	(about	85	km)	on	foot.	It	took	me	days.	Without	provisions,	without
money	 -	 what	 I	 ate	 at	 that	 time	 I	 can	 no	 longer	 remember.	 Halfway
there,	in	the	small	Russian	village	of	Orekhov,	I	spent	the	night	in	a	small
Russian	shack.	The	people	were	very	good	to	me.	I	lay	down	on	a	wooden
bench	and	slept	until	morning.	Late	the	second	day	I	came	to	Rosenfeld,	a
one-time	German-Lutheran	 village.	What	 I	 saw	 of	 our	 home	 filled	me
with	 sadness.	All	 that	had	been	built	up	over	many	years	with	planning
and	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 work	 had	 been	 torn	 down	 in	 a	 very	 short	 time.
Nothing	is	sacred	to	the	Russian	if	he	can	steal	it	and	drag	it	away.		Most
of	our	buildings	had	been	new.	The	roof	tiles,	the	rafters,	the	bricks	from
the	walls,	 had	been	 carried	away.	No	 cattle,	 no	dogs,	no	 living	 creature
remained.	 The	 orchard	 lay	 devastated.	 My	 parents	 had	 a	 small	 woods
behind	the	old	orchard,	and	there	in	the	corner	they	had	laid	out	a	small
family	cemetery.	As	a	small	boy	I	had	often	gone	there	with	my	mother	to
care	for	the	graves.	She	told	me	one	day	that	the	cemetery	had	originally
been	on	another	 site	near	 the	river.	When	 in	 the	 spring	 the	river	rose,	 it
would	 flood	 the	 cemetery.	 Therefore,	 the	 caskets	 were	 dug	 up	 and	 the
cemetery	moved	to	higher	ground.	Only	five	graves	were	in	the	plot.	At
Grandfather's	grave,	the	church	had	set	up	a	monument,	because	he	had
been	 the	 minister	 of	 the	 Schoenfeld	 congregation.	 On	 one	 side	 of	 the
memorial	were	the	words:	‘From	the	cross	to	the	crown,	from	the	battle	to
victory,	from	suffering	to	glory.’	Over	the	memorial	stood	the	figure	of	an
angel.	As	 a	 boy	 I	 had	 often	 thought:	 ‘It	 is	 good	 that	 the	 angel	watches
over	 the	 dead’.	 Now	 the	monument	 lay	 on	 the	 ground.	 The	 church	 in
which	Grandfather	had	preached	was	in	ruins	and	the	congregation	had
fled	in	all	directions.	Only	two	pillars,	on	which	the	roof	had	rested,	still
stood.	How	good	that	they	could	not	harm	the	dead?		A	feeling	of	sadness
and	fear	came	over	me.	I	left	my	old	home	on	the	very	next	day.	I	had	the
opportunity	 to	 ride	 back	 to	 the	 Molotschna	 colony	 with	 German-
Lutheran	people.”
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wondered	 if	 a	 joint	 rescue	 couldn't	 be	 organized	 with	 their	 American
cousins.	 	 But	 they	 were	 stiffly	 rebuffed.	 	 No	 one	 could	 imagine	 how	 a
project	 to	 bring	 thousands	 of	 refugees	 into	Canada	 or	 the	U.S.	 could	 be
organized.		As	pleas	for	help	mounted,	a	few	men	met	in	Canada	to	explore
whether	 providing	 material	 aid,	 such	 as	 a	 Canadian	 version	 of	 MCC,
couldn't	be	undertaken.	 	Back	in	South	Russia,	the	refugees	were	running
out	of	food	and	they	had	no	homes	to	return	to.	Time	was	standing	still.	

The	Canadian	Order	in	Council	
At	 the	 time	 Canada	 had	 two	 Orders-in-Council	 in	 place	 regarding
immigration.	 	 One	 prohibited	 blacks	 from	 immigrating	 and	 another
prohibited	 Mennonites.	 	 Recall	 that	 during	 the	 1870’s	 about	 12,000
Mennonites	 had	 come	 to	Canada.	 	 Significant	 to	 their	 choice	 of	 country
had	 been	 Manitoba’s	 education	 laws	 which	 did	 not	 enforce	 	 public
education.	 	 That	 had	 been	 important	 to	 them,	 they	 were	 of	 course
conservative	people.	 	 In	 time	however	Manitoba	had	pressured	 them	 into
public	 education.	 	 They	 had	 stiffly	 resisted	 and	 on	 top	 of	 that	 had	 been
unsupportive	 of	 Canada’s	 role	 in	 WWI.	 	 These	 factors	 garnered	 strong
public	emotion	against	anything	Mennonite.	 	Reacting	 to	public	pressure,
Parliament	passed	the	Order-in-Council.

While	 hostility	 seethed	 in	 Russia,	 our	 relatives	 knew	 nothing	 of	 a	 battle
taking	place	in	Canada.	The	escape	of	21,000	Mennonites	to	Canada	in	the
1920’s	almost	didn’t	happen,	except	for	the	effort	of	three	giants.	They	were
(1)	 David	 Toews,	 the	 indefatigable	 driving	 force	 in	 Canada,	 (2)	 Colonel
Dennis,	a	representative	of	the	Canadian	Pacific	Railway	and	(3)	Benjamin
B.	Janz	in	Russia	who	stood	in	the	face	of	the	hostile	Bolsheviks	petitioning
for	his	people.

Exploratory	Mission	
In	December	of	1919	four	men,	all	educated	and	well-spoken,	crossed	the
Atlantic	from	Russia	to	explore	emigration	to	Canada,	the	U.S	or	Mexico.
The	 four	 men	 came	 hoping	 a	 full-blown	 rescue	 could	 somehow	 be
mounted.	 Foremost,	 they	 went	 to	 Western	 Canada	 with	 an	 appeal	 to
Mennonites	who	had	come	to	Manitoba	and	Saskatchewan	40	years	earlier.
But	 for	 all	 their	 effort	 they	 found	 little	 support	 for	 such	 a	 mass
immigration.	 	The	men	returned	 to	Russia	 to	deliver	 their	news	 to	a	very
discouraged	people.				

But	 there	was	action	of	a	different	kind.	 	 In	 the	United	States	 an	attempt
was	 being	 made	 to	 deliver	 material	 aid	 to	 South	 Russia.	 	 That	 was	 the
beginning	of	 the	MCC	(Mennonite	Central	Committee).	 In	Canada	 some
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The	Other	Side	of	the	Atlantic
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Colonel	S.	J.	Dennis	
The	 third	 giant	was	Col.	Dennis.	He	 had	 studied	 engineering	 at	 the	Royal	Military	College	 in	Kingston,	Ontario.
During	the	Riel	Rebellion	he	was	appointed	to	rank	of	Captain,	and	the	group	he	subsequently	led	became	known	as
the	Dennis	Scouts.	From	1885	to	1896	he	served	as	Chief	Engineer	and	Deputy	Commissioner	of	Public	Works	for	the
North	West	Territories.	In	1902	he	joined	the	Canadian	Pacific	Railway	where	he	was	appointed	Chief	Commissioner
of	CPR	Colonization	and	Development.	In	1918	he	went	to	Russia	as	Canadian	Trade	Commissioner	and	to	represent
the	Canadian	Red	Cross.

Several	times	he	was	summoned	to	Moscow	for	interrogation,	fully	understanding	his	persistent	badgering	put	him	and	his	family	in	danger.	However,	after
many	months	of	work,	in	1923	about	3,000	Mennonites	were	allowed	to	leave.	Then	in	1924	another	5,048	left.	He	persisted	until	1926	when	a	Communist
friend	informed	him	he	had	been	targeted	for	arrest	or	assassination.	Janz	somehow	slipped	out	of	Russia	with	his	family	and	settled	in	Coaldale,	Alberta.		He
became	an	immigrant	farmer.	He	then	joined	David	Toews	to	establish	the	Canadian	Mennonite	Board	of	Colonization.

Benjamin	B.	Janz	
The	second	giant	was	Benjamin	Janz.	He	grew	up	in	a	very	poor	family,	one	that	was	unable	to	afford	any	education	for	him
beyond	grade	school.	He	educated	himself	and	rose	to	prominence	through	organizational	and	leadership	skills.	Those	who
knew	 him	 described	 him	 as	 “a	 gentleman	 of	 great	 integrity	 and	 tenacity”.	With	 these	 attributes	 he	 found	 himself	 pushed
involuntarily	to	the	front	edge	of	the	refugee	crisis	in	Russia.

Approaching	authorities	 in	 such	a	volatile	period	was	dangerous.	There	 is	 a	 story	of	 three	American	men	who	 travelled	 to
Russia	to	seek	release	of	an	MCC	relief	vessel	that	had	been	languishing	in	the	Turkish	port	of	Constantinople	for	months.
The	Bolshevik	government	was	refusing	to	let	it	enter	Russian	waters.	The	men	not	only	encountered	resistance,	but	hostility
as	well.	Two	of	them	returned	home	and	one	was	never	heard	from	again.	Janz	took	up	the	task	and	carried	that	plea	on	for	18
months	until	final	resolution,	but	not	until	much	of	the	ship’s	cargo	had	been	pilfered	away.	Janz	was	known	as	a	clear	thinker.
He	was	quite	 convinced,	 early	on,	 that	 leaving	Russia	was	 the	only	option	 for	 the	homeless	 people.	He	 saw	 there	was	no
future	for	private	ownership	in	this	government,	let	alone	the	recovery	of	stolen	land.	So	his	argument	before	the	Bolsheviks
was	that	these	people	would	be	a	drain	on	the	country’s	resources.		The	solution	was		to	move	them	out	as	soon	as	possible.

David	Toews
David	Toews	was	born	near	 the	Volga	River	 in	Russia	 in	1870.	At	 age	14,	his	 family	moved	 to	Kansas	where	he
completed	his	education.		Soon	thereafter	he	moved	to	Saskatchewan	to	take	the	position	of	principal	at	Rosthern
College.	 	He	 eventually	 became	 it's	 president,	 a	 position	 he	 held	 until	 late	 in	 life.	He	 also	 became	 leader	 in	 the
General	Conference	of	Mennonites	(Canada/US	combined)	as	well	as	Chairman	of	the	Conference	of	Mennonites	in
Canada.

An	American	Mennonite	historian	later	said	of	him:	“One	is	deeply	moved	when	one	reads	the	account	of	how	one
man,	with	a	strong	faith	and	commanding	personality,	dared	to	assume	tremendous	responsibility	in	the	face	of	great
obstacles,	when	others	deserted	him	and	even	turned	against	him”.

The	 idea	 of	 bringing	 thousands	 of	 refugees	 to	Canada,	 plus	 finding	 placement	 for	 them,	 plus	 guaranteeing	 they
wouldn’t	 be	 a	 burden	on	 the	 country,	was	 unprecedented.	The	 logistics	 of	 such	 a	 project	were	 beyond	measure.
David	Toews	shared	these	fears,	but	deep	within	him	burned	the	unshakable	desire	to	try	the	impossible.	He	became
a	man	on	a	mission.

The	Three	Giants	Who	Made	It	Happen



72

In	the	fall	of	1921,	Mackenzie	King’s	Liberals	won	the	federal	election.	David
Toews	wasted	no	time	organizing	a	delegation	to	Ottawa.	They	met	with	the
new	Prime	Minister,	 including	his	Minister	of	 Immigration	 and	Minister	of
Agriculture.	As	 in	 the	previous	meeting,	 they	sought	 to	clear	up	prejudicial
attitudes	in	the	Canadian	public.	Among	other	issues,	they	pointed	out	that
during	 the	 war	 Canadian	 Mennonites	 had	 raised	 over	 $100,000	 for	 peace
related	 relief	 work.	 The	 new	 Liberal	 government	 responded	 favorably	 and
the	Order-in-Council	was	repealed.

Talk	 of	 an	 organized	 rescue	 mounted	 again,	 but	 it	 was	 still	 obvious	 their
American	cousins	were	not	interested.	The	Canadians	were	going	to	have	to
go	 it	alone.	After	a	 lot	of	 time	and	work	a	Canadian	organization	emerged.
They	called	 it	 the	Mennonite	Board	of	Colonization.	The	group	pushing	 it
was	 small	 but	 their	 hopes	 were	 big.	 As	 they	 saw	 it	 the	 MBC	 would	 (1)
represent	all	Mennonites	of	Canada,	 (2)	 they	would	assume	management	of
the	 refugees	 upon	 arrival	 and	 find	 placement	 for	 them	 to	 avoid	 being	 a
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burden	on	Canada	and	(3)	they	would	guarantee	the	cost	of	transportation
and	 medical	 costs.	 	 They	 anticipated	 the	 refugees	 would	 repay	 their
respective	 debt	 once	 they	 were	 established.	 But	 the	 unknowns	 were	 so
huge	no	one	was	prepared	 to	accept	 the	 leadership	position.	After	many
more	passionate	debates	David	Toews,	with	many	reservations	of	his	own,
stepped	 into	 that	 role,	 although	 he	 carried	 a	 number	 of	 leadership	 roles
already.	His	annual	salary	was	to	be	$1,400.

The	organizers	structured	the	MBC	as	a	corporation.	It	would	appeal	for
funds	from	private	investors,	cover	the	refugees'	expenses	and	then	repay
the	 lenders	when	 the	newcomers	established	 themselves.	Toews	 travelled
tirelessly	 across	Canada	promoting	 the	vision,	but	watched	 in	dismay	 at
the	lack	of	support.	However,	he	would	not	quit.	He	and	his	small	group
were	 determined	 to	 find	 a	 rescue	 plan	 the	 people	 of	 Canada	 would
support.

MacKenzie	King's	Liberal	Party	Elected

Sorting	Out	The	Mennonites	in	North	America

In	1921	Mennonites	in	Canada	could	be	indentified		in	two	groups.		The	first
to	arrive	were	the	Swiss	Mennonites	of	Waterloo	County	who	came	after	the
U.S.	 colonies	 seperated	 from	England.	 	 They	 are	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 British
Empire	Loyalists.	The	second	group	arrived	in	the	1870's	from	Russia	when
that	 country	 began	 to	 challenge	 the	 privileges	 inherent	 in	 the	 historic
Manifesto..

In	 the	 U.S.,	 the	 Swiss	 Mennonites	 who	 had	 migrated	 centuries	 ealier	 had
spread	from	the	New	England	states	into	the	mid-west.		Then	in	the	1870's	a
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large	number	of	the	conservative	group	from	Russia	settled	in	Kansas	and
Oklahoma	responding	to	a	land	invitation	by	the	Santa	Fe	Railway.	

The	most	conservative	moving	our	of	Russia	in	the	1870's	chose	to	settle
in	Manitoba,	even	with	its	harsher	winters.		What	attracted	them	was	the
province's	 concession	 to	 non-compulsory	 education.	 After	 WWI	 that
policy	changed.		Disgruntled	again,	many	moved	to	Mexico.

Politics	In	Canada

The	plight	of	the	people	in	Russia	would	have	been	forgotten	had	it	not	been	for	the	persistence	of	David	Toews.	He	was	driven,	and	refused	to	let	the	matter
drop.	Toews,	and	several	others,	travelled	to	Ottawa	to	present	their	case	regarding	the	Order-In-Council.	They	met	with	then	Prime	Minister	George	Foster,
and	impressed	upon	him	that	the	Mennonites	seeking	entry	into	Canada	were	economically	and	culturally	progressive,	and	not	adverse	to	public	education.	It
did	not	go	well.	Their	petition	was	rejected.

Rebuffed,	they	approached	the	leader	of	the	opposition,	William	Lyon	McKenzie	King.	The	Opposition	Leader	hailed	from	Waterloo	County,	where	he	had
gained	a	deep	respect	for	the	Swiss	Mennonites.	King	promised	that,	if	his	party	prevailed	in	the	next	election,	he	would	rescind	the	Order-in-Council.	But
that's	all	 they	got.	Their	next	approach	was	to	the	United	States,	 then	to	Mexico,	but	there	too	they	were	unable	to	stir	any	interest.	The	subject	was	at	a
standstill.
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Mennonite	 community	 went	 into	 complete	 shock.	 That	 was
completely	 impossible.	Strong	voices	 rose	up	counseling	against
signing	such	a	committment.	Adding	fuel	to	the	fire,	the	contract
named	 The	 Mennonite	 Church	 of	 Canada	 as	 the	 debtor,	 a
significant	 misunderstanding.	 There	 was	 no	 entity	 as	 the

Mennonite	 Church	 of	 Canada.	 Weeks	 and	 months	 of	 fierce
debate	raged.	The	project	appeared	to	be	dead	 in	the	water.	For
the	desperate	folks	waiting	on	the	other	side	of	the	world	it	was
bitter	news.

What	 played	 out	 next	 was	 the	 most	 dramatic	 scene	 in	 all	 of

Canadian	 Mennonite	 history.	 David	 Toews,	 after	 considerable
delay	and	great	trepidation,	stepped	forward,	as	Chairman	of	the
MBC,	and	signed	the	contract.	In	so	doing	he	placed	his	faith	in
God	 that	 he	was	doing	 the	 right	 thing,	 and	 that	 his	Mennonite

brothers	and	sisters	would	put	their	support	behind	the	project.
Questions	loomed	large.		Was	Col.	Dennis	not	aware	of	the	legal
deficiency	 of	 the	 wording?	 What	 was	 CPR's	 legal	 counsel

thinking?	Where	was	their	due	diligence?	The	withering	criticism
that	followed	was	immense.	It	burdened	David	Toew	for	the	rest
of	his	life.

In	 April	 of	 1923	 a	 second	 contract	 was	 signed.	 Some	 travelers
that	year	had	sufficient	assets	to	pay	their	own	fare.	They	would

likely	have	been	families	not	so	violently	uprooted,	thus	able	to
retain	some	assets.	 In	1924	another	5,000	arrived,	Mom’s	 family
being	among	them.	During	all	this	time	the	CPR	contract	was	in

serious	breach;	 requests	 for	payment	mounted.	Remarkably,	 the
railroad	 continued	 to	 cover	 the	 refugee	 costs	 up	 front.	 Late	 in
1925	Dad’s	 family	 landed	 in	Coatsworth.	By	1926	 the	 flow	had
slowed	to	a	trickle.	By	1930	Russia’s	doors	had	slammed	shut.

Not	all	these	refugees	had	been	destitute.	About	40%	were	able
to	 fund	 their	 way,	 but	 the	 majority	 needed	 credit.	 When	 Col.

Dennis	 retired	 in	 1930,	 the	magnitude	 of	what	 had	 taken	 place
was	shocking.	The	CPR	had	extended	a	total	credit	of	$1,767,398.
Some	payments	 had	 been	made,	 but	 in	 1930	 the	 balance	 owing
hovered	stubbornly	at	$1,040,727.

Today	 we	 might	 admire	 David	 Toews	 and	 the	 Board	 of
Colonization	for	their	courage	and	determination,	but	there	was
no	admiration	at	that	time.	Criticism	focused	on	the	implications
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After	 the	war	Col.	Dennis	 returned	 to	Canada	 having	 learned	 a	 bit
about	 the	Mennonite	 folk	 there.	He	 had	 heard	 of	 their	 agricultural
skill	 and	 sense	 of	 honesty.	 	 The	 topic	 of	 a	 large-scale	 immigration
took	hold	with	him.	He	brought	the	question	to	the	CPR’s	attention,
and	he	made	particular	mention	of	their	scruples	against	bearing	arms.

David	 Toews	 first	 met	 Col.	 Dennis	 in	 1922.	 Strangely,	 the	 colonel
repeatedly	 referred	 to	 David	 Toews	 as	 “Bishop	 Toews”.	 Toews
objected	 to	 that	 title.	 It	was	 foreign	 to	 him.	 Strangely	 the	 objecton
went	unheeded.	 It	was	a	misunderstanding	 that	would	play	out	 in	a
strange	way.	 	An	explanation	 is	 in	order:	viewed	as	a	bishop,	Toews

would	 be	 regarded	 as	 having	 the	 highest	 position	 among	 the
Mennonite	Church	in	Canada,	and	as	such	would	have	the	authority
to	 speak	 and	 sign	 documents	 on	 their	 behalf.	 Apparently	 it	 was
incomprehensible	 to	 Col.	 Dennis	 that	 the	 Mennonites	 had	 no

hierarchal	structure	like	the	Catholic	and	Anglican	churches.		In	fact,
the	Mennonite	hierarchal	ladder	went	in	the	opposite	direction;	it	was
a	democracy	where	authority	moved	from	the	ground	up.	

Col.	 Dennis	 became	 the	 Canadian	 Pacific's	 contact	 and	 chief
negotiator	 for	 the	 project.	 His	 approach	 to	 this	 very	 significant

contract	before	him	was	as	a	“gentlemen’s	agreement	made	in	trust”.
Col.	 Dennis	 and	 his	 associates	 viewed	 the	 project	 as	 a	 worthy
humanitarian	cause,	but	also	a	good	business	venture.	They	were	very

interested	 in	 locating	 proficient	 farmers	 on	 the	Canadian	 prairie,	 to
grow	freight	revenue	for	the	railway	and	to	bring	economic	benefit	to
Canada.

What	transpired	would	be	incomprehensible	today.	The	CPR	agreed
to	 cover	 the	 cost	of	bringing	 thousands	of	 families	 to	Canada	 if	 the
Canadian	 Mennonite	 Board	 of	 Colonization	 (a	 non-profit	 without
any	 assets)	 guaranteed	 the	 credit.	 Remarkably,	 the	 contract	 Col.
Dennis	 recommended	 to	 the	 CPR	 board	 was	 supported	 by	 Sir
Augustus	Nanton,	a	major	CPR	shareholder.		He	was	the	president	of
Osler,	 Hammond	 and	 Nanton,	 a	 large	 law	 firm	 familiar	 with	 the
Swiss	Mennonites	of	Waterloo	County.

So	in	June	of	1922	Col.	Dennis	notified	Toews	that	the	first	contract
was	 ready	 to	 sign.	 It	would	 bring	 2,642	 immigrants	 to	Canada	 at	 a
cost	of	$400,000.	The	terms	of	the	contract	were	25%	paid	within	ten

days,	 another	 25%	 in	 three	 months	 and	 the	 remaining	 50%	 in	 six

months.	An	 interest	 rate	of	6%	would	apply.	Upon	hearing	 this	 the

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

The	Canadian	Pacific	Railway
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David	Toews	had	travelled	to	Kansas	and	Oklahoma	hoping	to	sell
the	 project	 as	 a	 funded	 corporation.	 In	 his	 opinion	 American
Mennonites	were	more	prosperous	than	their	Canadian	cousins.	In

his	 memoirs	 Toews	 admitted	 he	 had	 not	 looked	 forward	 to	 the
journey.	 A	 colleague,	 H.	 Ewert	 would	 have	 better	 related	 to	 an
American	audience,	but	Ewert	had	withdrawn	under	the	withering

criticism.

When	Toews	stepped	off	the	train	in	Elbing,	Kansas	on	a	Sunday

evening,	no	one	had	come	to	meet	him.	He	picked	up	his	suitcase
and	began	to	walk	toward	Newton.	A	man	came	along,	picked	him

up	and	took	him	to	the	farm	of	Bernhard	Regier,	a	family	he	had
known	as	a	young	man	growing	up	in	Newton.	Although	he	was
completely	unexpected,	the	Regiers	took	him	in	warmly	and

indicated	he	could	stay	as	long	as	needed.

The	 next	 day	 Regier	 drove	 him	 to	 Newton,	 then	 to	 Hesston,	 to
meet	 various	Mennonite	 leaders.	 Their	 response	was	mixed	 at	 the
very	best.	One	farmer	of	considerable	means	greeted	him	with	the
words:	 “What	 you	 are	 trying	 to	 do	 there	 in	Canada	 is	 completely
impossible.	You	are	chasing	a	dream”.	Another	said:	“We	should	be
sending	missionaries	to	them	in	Russia.	It	is	their	own	fault	they	are
having	a	hard	time”.

Dark	 clouds	 loomed	 as	 he	 considered	 the	 task	 before	 him.	 He
returned	 home	 very	 discouraged.	 Shortly	 thereafter	 he	 received	 a
letter	 from	 the	 Americans	 suggesting	 he	 steer	 the	 whole
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immigration	process	to	Mexico.	At	an	unrelated	General	Conference
of	Mennonites	meeting	 in	Freeman,	 South	Dakota	 some	 time	 later
Toews	encountered	the	same	great	skepticism	of	his	quest	in	the	air.

There	was	great	suspicion	about	the	contract,	fear	that	it	implicated
the	American	Mennonites,	a	point	certain	media	would	not	let	go	of.
At	 that	 South	 Dakota	 conference,	 Toews	 was	 called	 before	 a
committee	 to	 answer	 some	 questions.	 He	 felt	 he	 was	 under
interrogation.	His	memoirs	recounted	that	event:

C.E.	Krehbiel:	“Did	you	sign	the	contract?”

David	Toews:	“Yes”

Krehbiel:	“Upon	whose	recommendation	and	upon	whose

authority?”

Toews:	“Upon	the	direction	of	our	Board”

Krehbiel:	“Who	is	named	in	the	contract?”

Toews:	“The	Mennonite	Church	of	Canada”

Krehbiel:	“In	that	case	I	am	assured	that	our	churches	in	the	United
States	are	not	named.	Did	you	bring	the	contract	with	you?”

Toews:	“No”

Krehbiel:	“Why	not?”

Toews:	“I	saw	no	reason	to	bring	it.	There	was	no	assignment	on	this
conference	agenda	in	this	regard”

Krehbiel:	“Would	you	be	willing	to	send	for	the	contract”?

Toews:	“No”

Krehbiel:	“Why	not?”

Toews:	“It	wouldn’t	arrive	here	in	time,	and	besides	there	is	no
reason	it	should	be	presented	here”

Krehbiel:	“Did	you	bring	financial	statements	with	you?”

Toews:	“No”

Krehbiel:	“Why	not?”

Looking	to	the	U.S.	for	Help

of	the	contract,	and	the	credit	terms.	Accusations	rose	that	Toews
was	 benefiting	 financially	 on	 a	 personal	 level,	 an	 item	 he
forcefully	 and	 publically	 addressed.	 Under	 such	 withering

criticism	he	pressed	on,	determined	to	honour	the	trust	the	CPR
had	placed	in	him.

As	 the	 years	 passed	 payments	 were	 slow	 at	 best.	 Unforeseen
circumstances	 had	 risen	 up.	 Many	 families	 had	 lost	 their

breadwinner;	many	carried	debilitating	effects	of	famine	and	war,
and	 then	 the	 Great	 Depression	 arrived.	 As	 troubling	 as	 the
unexpected	costs	were,	equally	troubling	was	the	lack	of	support
David	Toews	was	receiving.		From	the	very	beginning	it	had	been
lukewarm,	certainly	far	short	of	what	he	had	hoped	for.	But	 the
most	devastating	blow	to	Toews	was	the	complete	lack	of	interest

by	the	Americans.
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behalf	of	the	struggling	immigrants.	As	time	wore	on,	the	Board

of	 Colonization	 had	 to	 resort	 to	 debt	 collection	 to	 bring	 in
outstanding	 accounts.	 It	 was	 very	 unpleasant	 work	 in	 which
Toews	 himself	made	many	 trips	 across	Canada.	N.N.	Driedger,
our	grandfather,	carried	the	burden	for	the	struggling	families	in
his	 church	 too.	 The	 Leamington	 congregation	mounted	 a	 fund

raising	 effort	 for	 these	 unfortunate.	 	 Mom	 remembers	 David
Toews	 visiting	 her	 father	 and	 staying	 in	 their	 little	 home	 in
Ruthven.			

When	 the	 immigrants	 trickled	 to	 a	 stop,	 the	 Board	 of
Colonization	refocused	to	begin	sending	material	aid	to	those	still

able	 to	 communicate	 out	 of	 Russia.	 In	 total	 they	 shipped
$211,218	 of	 material,	 mostly	 generated	 by	 the	 grateful,	 recent
arrivals	 to	Canada.	When	 the	 iron	 fist	 of	 Josef	 Stalin	 closed,	 all
communication	ceased;	an	ominous	silence	fell.

After	he	retired,	Col.	Dennis	travelled	from	his	retirement	home
in	Victoria,	BC	to	Coaldale/Lethbridge.		He	was	introducing	his

CPR	 successor.	 Dennis	 was	 warmly	 received	 and,	 at	 one
particular	moment,	a	group	of	girls	ceremoniously	laid	a	bouquet
of	 flowers	 at	his	 feet	with	 the	 inscription:	“You	 saved	our	 lives,

thank	you”.	Tears	appeared	in	Col.	Dennis’s	eyes.	In	his	memoirs
Toews	wrote:	“How	we	wished	that	this	gracious	gentleman	had
been	able	to	see	the	fulfillment	of	the	promise	we	had	made	years

ago	 (the	 debt	 obligation).	 But	 the	 adverse	 years	 of	 the	 1930s
mitigated	 against	 that	 realization.	 I	 have	 had	much	 to	 do	with
him	concerning	this	debt,	and	I	must	say	I	have	never	heard	him
utter	a	harsh	word.”

In	1937	a	thanksgiving	service	was	held	in	Coaldale	to	honor	and
to	thank	Col.	Dennis	and	the	CPR.	Then	president	of	CPR,	Sir
Edward	Beatty	was	in	attendance.

It	 wasn’t	 long	 after	 that	 thanksgiving	 service	 that	 news	 arrived
Col.	Dennis	 had	 died.	He	was	 82	 years	 of	 age.	 In	 his	memoirs
David	Toews	 later	wrote	"When	we	 needed	 a	 friend,	we	 found
that	friend	in	the	person	of	Colonel	J.	S.	Dennis."

In	 1924	 the	 number	 of	 immigrants	 arriving	 in	Canada	 amounted	 to
5,048.	 About	 1,000	 of	 those	 (including	Mom’s	 family)	 were	 hosted
temporarily	 by	 Swiss	 Mennonites	 in	 Ontario.	 The	 warm	 reception

they	 received,	 under	 the	 leadership	 of	 S.F.	 Coffman,	 was	 uplifting
(Coffman,	 owner	 of	 the	 Coffman	 Shoe	 Company	 in	 Waterloo,
presented	 every	 immigrant	 with	 a	 pair	 of	 new	 shoes	 upon	 arrival).
Toews,	 buoyed	by	 this	 spirit	 in	Ontario,	wondered	why	 the	 overall
effort	was	so	difficult.

As	 more	 and	 more	 refugees	 arrived,	 so	 did	 invoices	 for	 healthcare
provided	in	European	detainment	centers,	and	hospitals	in	Canada.	It
became	apparent	that	the	physical	and	mental	health	needs	within	the

refugees	was	significant.	As	the	new	arivals	stuggled	to	their	feet,	the
Great	Depression	 struck.	Honouring	 travel	 payments	 brought	 great
hardship	to	families.	Many	were	unable	to	pay	even	the	6%	interest.	It
was	a	heavy	weight	on	David	Toews	shoulders.

He	wrote	a	passionate	article	 in	the	press	that	everyone,	 immigrants,
relatives,	 friends	 and	 congregations,	 should	 help	 shoulder	 the	 debt,

pointing	out	how	gracious	the	CPR	had	been	in	trusting	our	people.
It	was	time,	he	wrote,	for	able	individuals	and	churches	to	step	in	on
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The	Burden	of	Debt

Toews:	“I	received	no	request	to	make	a	presentation	on	this	program.	I
am	rather	weary	of	all	this.	If	we	don’t	get	help	from	our	own	people	we
will	have	to	look	elsewhere”.

Krehbiel:	“Do	you	have	any	other	prospects?”

Toews:	“	“No,	but	I’ll	find	help	if	it	comes	to	that”.

Krehbiel:	“Did	you	not	promise	me	that	you	would	close	down	the
project	when	the	first	750	had	come?”

Toews:	“No,	how	could	I	do	that?	The	first	group	had	arrived	and	a
second	group	was	preparing	to	leave;	besides,	the	initial	contract	with
the	CPR	allowed	for	3,000”.

Heavy	criticism	of	 the	Canadian	effort	continued,	but	 the	above	event
seemed	to	satisfy	the	American	leadership	that	Toews	had	not	put	their
churches	at	risk.
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David	Toews	1870	-	1947	
Much	recognition	must	be	given	to	the	CPR’s	willingness	to	later	renegotiate
the	 large	outstanding	debt,	which	 in	 the	1930’s	 stood	at	 $1,767,398.	 Severe
circumstances	 had	 befallen	many	 families	 hindering	 their	 debt	 repayment.
The	 CPR	 made	 a	 huge	 concession.	 The	 railway	 agreed	 to	 cease	 further
interest	charges	if	the	entire	debt	was	repaid,	and	they	further	agreed	to	set
aside	 $180,000	 of	 accumulated	 interest	 for	 future	 refugee	 needs.	 It	 was	 a
very,	 very	 generous	 concession.	 It	 took	 many	 years	 but	 in	 November	 of
1946	 the	 final	 payment	 was	 made.	 As	 promised,	 the	 CPR	 had	 retained
$180,000	for	future	needs.	They	used	it	to	bring	703	Mennonite	refugees	out
of	Communist	East	Germany	after	WWII.

Under	the	weight	of	his	many	responsibilities,	David	Toews	suffered	private
tragedy	as	well.	A	fire	totally	destroyed	their	home	in	which	their	youngest
daughter	perished.	In	1941	his	wife	of	41	years	died	of	cancer.	Soon	after	her
death	David’s	health	began	to	fade	as	well,	particularly	his	ability	to	hear.	He
became	confined	to	his	home	where	his	daughters	provided	continuing	care.

His	 thoughts	 seemed	 distant;	 he	 turned	 inward	 and	 spoke	 very	 little.	His
dear	friend,	J.	J.	Thiessen,	devoted	many	hours	to	visit	him	in	his	last	years.
They	 talked	 about	 trips	 taken	 together,	 particular	 events,	 experiences	 and
about	their	work.	Thiessen	wrote:	I	asked	him	what	he	thought	about	during
his	quiet	hours	 and	he	 answered:	“That	 is	 a	question	 for	which	 there	 is	no
easy	 answer."	 Thiessen	 knew	 he	 was	 preoccupied	 with	 the	 past,	 and	 he
wanted	desperately	to	deliver	the	news	that	David	Toews	so	longed	for,	that
the	debt	to	the	CPR	had	been	completed.	When	the	day	finally	came,	when
Thiessen	could	deliver	such	news,	he	looked	straight	at	him	and	said	loudly
and	clearly:	"Brother	Toews,	it	has	happened.	You	have	not	been	disgraced
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with	your	guarantees.	This	important	chapter	of	our	history	has	come	to	a
satisfying	conclusion."

Thiessen	 noticed	 the	 stare	 continued	 and	 he	 wondered	 what	 Toews	 was
thinking.	He	later	wrote:	“His	gaze	was	fixed	on	me.	Doesn't	he	believe	me?
Was	 he	 still	 thinking	 of	 those	 sleepless	 nights	 and	 heartless	 criticism?	 He
continued	to	look	at	me	but	then	pearly	tears	ran	down	his	cheeks.	He	was
weeping	and	I	wept	too.	We	prayed	to	God.	His	demeanor	changed	and	his
face	became	mild	and	soft.	We	rejoiced.	God	be	praised!	Faith	is	the	victor.”

His	 health	 continued	 to	 decline	 under	 the	 loving	 care	 of	 his	 family	 and
friends.	 Der	 Bote,	 a	 church	 periodical,	 made	 an	 appeal	 to	 help	 cover	 his
mounting	nursing	care	and	hospital	bills.	David	Toews	died	on	February	25,
1947.	 A	 Saskatchewan	 newspaper	 reported	 it	 was	 the	 largest	 funeral	 ever
held	in	the	town	of	Rosthern.	About	one	thousand	people	attended	and	the
service	was	broadcast	over	radio.	J.	J.	Thiessen	recalled	in	his	message	that
David	Toews	had	carried	responsibilities	in	his	life	equal	to	that	of	five	men.
In	 attendance	was	H.C.	 Cresswell,	 Chief	 Commissioner	 of	 the	 Canadian
Pacific	Railway.

Personal	note:
To	 understand	 the	 scope	 of	 what	 transpired	 we	 need	 to	 convert	 it	 into
today’s	terms.	The	debt	obligation	to	the	CPR	was	secured	on	the	word	of
one	man	and	the	reputation	of	his	people.	Adjusted	for	inflation	that	would
be	equivalent	to	a	loan	of	$9,895,000	.	Can	we	imagine	something	like	that
happening	today?

David	Toews	-	The	Man
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Mom's	Story
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coat	which	had	some	handkerchiefs	in	the	pocket.	I	liked	them	very	much
and	my	 grandmother	 remarked:	 "The	 ladies	 in	America	must	 have	 very
small	 noses"	 because	 these	 hankies	 were	 so	 small.	 In	 Russia	 ladies'
handkerchiefs	were	the	same	size	as	the	men’s.

My	 grandfather	 died	 that	 winter	 of	 1922.	 He	 had	 said	 to	 his	 children,
"When	the	door	opens	(out	of	Russia)	and	you	are	able	to	get	out,	do	so."
You	have	heard	or	read	about	the	negotiations,	the	effort	and	stress	to	get	a
passport	to	leave	Russia.	Some	dedicated,	God-fearing	men,	especially	Mr.
Benjamin	Janz,	who	worked	 in	Moscow	on	our	behalf,	Mr.	David	Toews
here	in	Canada	with	the	C.P.R.,	made	it	happen.	Thanks	to	God	and	these
devoted	 men	 that	 a	 miracle	 happened,	 that	 we	 could	 leave	 Russia	 and
enter	Canada.

A	passport	picture	had	to	be	taken.	On	it	Katie	and	I	have	nice	hair.	After
the	picture	our	hair	was	clipped	short	to	avoid	getting	lice	on	the	journey.
We	 looked	 like	 little	 boys	 wearing	 dresses.	 Zwieback	 were	 baked	 and
roasted	for	the	trip.	What	couldn't	be	taken	along	was	either	sold	or	given
away.

Mom	 was	 articulate,	 thoughtful	 and	 gifted	 with	 an	 excellent
memory.	 She	 loved	 her	 family	 deeply,	 and	wished	 for	 us	 to	 learn

from	her	experiences.	We	are	very	grateful	for	the	life’s	story	she	left
us.	Not	everyone	 is	able	 to	express	 themselves	so	well.	As	a	result
their	stories	are	gone.	“To	have	a	new	beginning,	there	has	to	be	an
ending	 somewhere”.	We	don’t	 know	where	 this	 quote	 came	 from,
but	it	surely	reflects	her	life	story	and	the	essence	of	this	book.

Mom	-	In	Her	Own	Words

My	 parents	 were	 Ältester	 Nicholai	 N.
Driedger,	born	1893,	and	Tina	Dick,	born
1897,	 both	 in	 Schönfeld.	 By	 the	 time	 I
came	 into	 the	 world,	 on	 the
Wiesenfeld(21)	 estate,	 life	 in	 Schönfeld
had	 changed	 drastically.	 The	 stories	 of
our	 parents	 and	 grandparents	 in	 Russia
have	 been	 told	many	 times.	 After	 many
years	 of	 hard	 work,	 and	 strong	 faith	 in
God,	 they	 prospered	 and	 had	 become
quite	 well	 to	 do.	 They	 built	 beautiful
estates,	churches	and	their	own	schools.	In
general	 they	 were	 happy	 and	 life	 was
good.	 Then	 in	 1917	 the	 Russian
revolution	 came,	 the	 Czar	 was	 deposed

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAA

and	 the	Communist	 party	 grew	 all	 powerful.	A	 civil	war	 broke	 out,	 law
and	 order	was	 no	more,	 robbery	 and	murder	 followed.	 Especially	 feared
were	 the	 raids	 at	 night.	 I	 think	most	 of	 us	 have	 some	 relatives,	 or	 know
someone,	who	was	beaten,	 shot	or	 raped.	One	 such	night	my	parents	 ran
into	 the	woods	 to	hide	 leaving	me,	 a	baby	at	 the	 time,	with	 our	Russian
cook,	someone	they	trusted	to	look	after	me.	I	was	colicky	as	a	baby	and,	on
one	occasion	when	bandits	were	in	our	house,	one	of	them	gave	Mother	a
peppermint	drop	for	me.

In	September	of	1919	my	parents,	grandparents	and	relatives,	in	fact	all	the
Mennonites	remaining	in	Schoenfeld,	left.	They	loaded	as	much	as	possible
onto	their	wagons,	probably	tied	some	cows	on	behind	and	departed	their
home,	never	to	return.	Our	wagons	travelled	together	for	safety.

My	 grandfathers	 both	 died	 before	 we	 left	 Russia.	 Grandfather	Driedger
died	in	1906	and	Grandfather	Dick,	lead	pastor	of	our	Schönfeld	Church,
died	 in	 1922	 in	 Neukirch(37).	 I	 was	 nine	 months	 old	 when	 we	 left
Schönfeld	and	do	not	remember	the	trip.	I	do	however	remember	quite	a
bit	about	Neukirch	in	the	Molotschna	because	we	lived	there	for	five	years.
My	 grandfather	 had	 rented	 a	 house	which	we	 shared	with	 a	 number	 of
relatives.	 I	 remember	 the	 famine	 in	 1921	 and	 1922.	My	 sister	 Katie	was
born	in	1922,	and	my	parents	said	if	it	had	not	been	for	aid	from	America,
Katie	 and	 I	would	not	 have	 survived.	 I	 remember	 sitting	 in	my	 chair	 at
supper	wanting	 the	 egg	 I	 could	 see	on	 the	 table,	but	Grandmother	put	 it
away.	She	 said	 it	was	 for	Grandfather	who	was	quite	 ill.	 In	 those	days	 I
recall	getting	a	bun	and	some	cocoa	once	a	day.	That	was	the	beginning	of
the	MCC.	We	 also	 received	 some	 clothes.	 I	 especially	 remember	 a	 ladies'
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We	left	by	train,	in	box	cars,	from	the	Lichtenau	station	on	June	23,
1924.	Many	people	staying	behind	had	come	to	say	farewell.	Late	in
the	 afternoon	 the	 train	 pulled	 out.	 A	 choir	 had	 gathered	 at	 the
station	 and	 sang:	 "God	 Be	 With	 You	 Till	 We	 Meet	 Again".
Everyone	 was	 crying	 and	 waving	 their	 handkerchiefs	 until	 they
were	out	of	sight.	That	was	the	end	of	our	life	in	Russia.

We	 arrived	 in	 Quebec	 on	 the	 evening	 of	 July	 17.	 The	 lights	 of
Quebec	 City	 shone	 across	 the	 harbor	 to	 greet	 us.	 Early	 the	 next
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morning,	 after	 thanking	 the	 captain	 and	 crew,	we	 left	 the	CPR	 ship
Mennedosa	and	set	foot	on	our	new	land.	In	the	immigration	building
we	 were	 examined	 again,	 for	 the	 last	 time.	 At	 the	 foot	 of	 the	 stairs
stood	two	friendly	ladies	handing	out	evangelical	tracts	in	German	and
English.	My	father	received	the	Gospel	of	St.	Luke.	What	a	wonderful
greeting	 into	 our	 new	 country	 and	 a	 new	 beginning.	 People	were	 so
friendly.	The	train	that	took	us	to	our	destination	had	upholstered	seats
with	 little	 tables,	 and	 food	was	 brought	 almost	 immediately.	What	 a
change	 from	 the	 box	 cars	 we	 had	 left	 Russia	 in.	 The	 friendly
surroundings	 lifted	 our	 spirits,	 weary	 travelers	who	 had	 been	 on	 the
way	 for	a	month.	They	 started	reading	 the	 signs	and	billboards.	One
sign	we	saw	quite	often	read	"ice	cream".	We	wondered	about	the	rich,
important	man	who	had	his	name	on	so	many	signs.

After	a	few	days	the	lady	who	had	taken	our	picture	at	the	train
station	 came	 to	 the	Bauman’s.	 Since	 she	had	our	name,	 she	had
been	able	to	find	our	hosts.	She	brought	some	good	used	clothing
and	things	for	the	coming	baby.	She	visited	us	a	number	of	times
and	then	again	after	my	brother	Henry	was	born.	She	 saw	to	 it
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We	arrived	 in	Waterloo	 in	 the	afternoon
of	July	19,	1924.	The	train	pulled	onto	a
siding	 not	 far	 from	 the	 Erb	 Street
Mennonite	 Church.	 We	 had	 to	 walk	 a
short	 distance	 to	 the	 church.	 My	 father
went	 ahead	 with	 some	 of	 our	 heavier
things.	 Mother	 carried	 Katie	 and
Grandmother	 and	 I	 followed	 more
slowly.	A	friendly	lady,	an	angel	I	believe
in	human	form	sent	by	God,	greeted	us.
She	 spoke	 in	broken	German	and	asked
if	 she	 could	 take	 our	 picture.	 She	 took
our	 names	 down.	 Then	 she	 asked
Mother,	who	was	pregnant	at	the	time,	if
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she	had	anything	for	the	coming	baby.		Of	course	Mother	didn’t.	The
lady	left	us	then	and	we	continued	on	to	the	church.	A	large	crowd	had
gathered	there	to	greet	the	"Russi	Leid"	(Russian	people)	and	to	take
us	to	our	assigned	homes.	A	platform	had	been	set	up	in	the	parking	lot
from	 which	 a	 Mr.	 Ira	 Bauman	 officially	 welcomed	 the	 newcomers.
Someone	in	our	group	responded	and	thanked	the	hosts	for	receiving	us
so	warmly.	 The	Old	 (Swiss)	Mennonites	 did	 not	 know	what	 kind	 of
people	we	were	coming	out	of	Soviet	Russia.	They	were	pleased	to	hear
we	could	speak	German	and	that	we	believed	in	God.	We	were	served
coffee,	sandwiches	and	pastry.	After	that	a	Mr.	Henry	Bauman,	with	a
slip	of	paper	in	hand,	came	looking	for	us.	We	were	the	family	he	was
to	 take	 home.	 We	 arrived	 at	 the	 Bauman’s	 farm	 after	 dark.	 Mrs.
Bauman	welcomed	us	warmly.	The	rest	of	the	family,	one	girl	and	four
boys,	stared	at	us,	and	wondered	what	kind	of	people	would	be	living
with	them.	Mrs.	Bauman	had	readied	her	best	bedrooms	for	us.	Early
the	next	morning	it	was	off	to	work.	Mother	helped	with	the	milking
and	Dad's	 first	 job	was	 to	 help	 bring	 in	 hay.	Dad,	 not	 used	 to	 how
their	wagons	worked,	and	the	way	they	loaded	their	hay,	upset	the	first
load.	To	that	Mr.	Bauman	only	said,	"It's	alright,	you	will	learn".

Oma,	Mom,	Aunt	Katie

&	Uncle	Hank	leaving
for	Manitoba

that	 Mother	 had	 everything	 she
needed,	even	a	used	baby	buggy.	As
we	 got	 to	 know	 her	we	 learned	 her
story.	 Her	 name	 was	 Nellie	 Hagey.
She	 had	 not	married	 and	we	 found
out	 her	 fiancé'	 had	 died	 the	 night
before	 their	wedding.	Her	dress	had
been	 laid	 out	 and	 everything	 was
ready	 for	 the	wedding	which	 didn't
happen.	 Now	 she	 lived	 with	 her
blind	mother	and	had	not	been	able
to	 take	 a	 family	 in	 herself	 but
pledged	 to	 help	 someone	 else.	 I
believe	God	had	put	us	 in	her	path.
She	remembered	us	long	after	we	left
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the	Bauman’s.	May	God	reward	her	kindness.

Our	stay	at	the	Bauman’s	was	a	positive	one.	We	learned	to	love
and	respect	each	other.	We	lived	with	them	as	a	family	and	ate	all
our	meals	together.	They	had	only	recently	bought	this	farm,	had
a	large	mortgage	on	it	and	yet	they	willingly	and	graciously	gave
of	what	 they	had.	Would	we	do	 the	 same	 today?	We	were	with
the	 Bauman’s	 for	 six	months.	 In	 January	 of	 1925	we	moved	 to
Newton	 Siding,	 Manitoba	 where	 our	 five	 related	 families	 had
purchased	a	1,000	acre	dairy	farm.
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There	was	much	 to	 learn	 in	 our	 new	 country.	 There	were	many
happy	 times	 and	 also	 hardships.	 There	 was	 a	 new	 language	 to
learn.	I	 started	 school	here;	my	teacher	was	Miss	Law.	We	picked
up	the	new	language	quickly	but	for	our	parents	it	was	harder.	Our
teacher	 agreed	 to	 give	 our	 parents	English	 classes	 in	 the	 evening,
but	 only	 the	men	 and	 some	 of	 the	 older	 boys	went.	They	 had	 to
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read:	"The	Little	Red	Hen,	Jack	and	Jill	and	Ding	Dong	Dell,	the
Cat	is	in	the	Well".	The	evening	classes	did	not	last	long.	The	men
thought	it	was	too	ridiculous	to	read	such	stuff.

At	 one	 time,	 Mr.	 McCormick,	 whom	 we	 were	 sharecropping	 the
farm	for,	came	to	check	how	the	newcomers	were	doing.	My	Uncle
Abram	Dick	wanted	to	impress	Mr.	McCormick	with	the	English	he
had	 learned	 and	 said	 out	 of	 the	 blue:	 "The	 cat	 is	 in	 the	 well".	 I
don't	 know	what	Mr.	McCormick	 said	 or	 did.	On	 another	 funny
occasion	when	someone	was	unable	to	understand	the	conversation
said:	"I	can't	stand	you".	There	were	many	funny	stories	about	the
new	 language,	 but	 we	 soon	 learned.	 (Five	 families	 living	 in	 one

house	proved	to	be	 too	much.	 	The	second	year,	 they	divided	 the
chicken	 coop	 into	 3	 units;	 Mom's	 family	 moved	 into	 one,	 the
Wiens	family	into	another	and	the	chickens	kept	the	rest	-	jd)

Mr.	Pegg's	 church	 and	 later	 on	Parson’s	Road	 in	 the	Konrad's
living	room.	My	father	got	a	job	with	the	township	maintaining
the	island	roads.	For	that	he	used	a	team	of	horses	and	a	wagon
which	he	loaded	at	the	beach.	He	was	paid	$300	a	year.

In	the	fall	of	1930	we	moved	to	the	mainland.	During	the	first
winter	we	lived	in	a	house	not	far	from	the	Inman	School	where
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sister	 Kathe	 and	 I	 attended.	 Miss
Blair	 was	 our	 teacher.	 In	 spring	 of
1931	we	moved	 to	 a	 small	 farm	 on
Concession	 2	 about	 a	 mile	 west	 of
Ruthven.	 The	 house	 had	 no
electricity,	 no	 running	water	 and	no
telephone.	 Mom	 and	 Dad,	 five
children,	 and	Grandmother	 lived	 in
this	 two	 bedroom	 house.	 The
cooking	 stove	 and	 a	 small	 stove	 in
the	living	room	provided	heat	in	the
winter.

Kathe	and	I	went	to	school	in	Ruthven	and	I	graduated	from	there
in	the	spring	of	1931.	Brother	Henry	and	Jacob	also	began	school	in
Ruthven.	Mr.	Hunter	was	 the	 teacher	 in	our	 senior	 room	and	Miss
Malott	 in	 the	 junior	 room.	Mr.	Hunter	 said	 to	my	 father	 I	 should
continue	on	to	high	school	but	this	was	not	possible.	The	high	school
was	in	Kingsville	and	there	were	no	busses	at	that	time.	My	parents
didn’t	have	enough	money	to	buy	the	books	needed	 let	alone	drive
me	 to	 school.	During	my	 first	winter	after	 school	 (age	13)	 I	 started
work	at	the	Rock	City	tobacco	factory	on	Ivan	Street	in	Leamington.
The	 tobacco	 factories	were	 open	 only	 in	 the	winter	months.	 In	 the
summer	both	Kathe	and	I	worked	on	nearby	farms.	Dad	was	elected
Aeltester	 of	 our	 church,	 and	 was	 busy	 every	 evening	 preparing
sermons	and	other	church-related	work.	This	meant	that	we	children
needed	to	be	as	quiet	as	possible.

John	 and	 I	 were	 married	 in	 1940	 at	 the	 Oak	 Street	 Mennonite
Church.	After	our	wedding	our	first	home	was	the	farm	on	the	NW

The	house	on	Con.

2	near	Ruthven.
Today	the	whole
area	is	covered	by

greenhouses

Pelee	Island

From	right	Opa,

Mom,	Oma	holding

Jake,	Henry,	cousin

Katie	(Warkentin)

Dick,	Katie

In	late	fall	of	1927	our	family
moved	 to	 Pelee	 Island	 where
we	caught	one	of	the	last	boats
before	 the	 season	 closed.	 We
lived	 on	 Parson’s	 Road,	 at
Mrs.	 McGinnis'	 place,	 and
then	 moved	 to	 Reeve	 Noah
Garno's	 place	 where	 my
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youngest	 brother	 Ernie	 was	 born.	 I	 attended	 the	Middle	 Island
School	where	Mr.	Pegg	was	the	teacher.	Approximately	half	of	the
30	students	there	were	Mennonite.	We	held	our	church	services	in
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corner	of	Concession	7	and	Road	37,	 the	farm	where	Jake	and	Agatha
Neufeld	 later	 lived.	Our	daughter	Ruth	was	 born	here.	After	 our	 son
John	was	born	in	1943	we	moved	to	a	farm	on	Concession	8,	which	we
bought	 from	a	Mr.	Stoneman.	 John’s	mother	Margareta	 lived	with	us.
Later	we	 sold	 the	 farm	 to	 John	Rahm	who	 eventually	 sold	 it	 to	Peter
and	Marie	Epp.

After	we	 sold	 the	 farm	 on	 the	 8th	we	 began	 building	 a	 home	 on	 the
corner	 of	 Highway	 77	 and	 Concession	 6.	 While	 it	 was	 under
construction	 we	 lived	 in	 an	 old	 brick	 house	 near	 the	 lake	 on	 Seacliff
Drive.	(current	location	of	Staples	store	-	jd).	When	we	moved	into	our
new	home	in	1949	we	had	three	children,	Ruth,	John	and	Harry.

My	husband	John	went	into	the	produce	business	and	I	became	his	book
keeper.	We	built	a	produce	shed	on	our	property	with	 lumber	John	got
from	North	Bay.	 Farmers	 brought	 their	 fresh	 produce:	 field	 tomatoes,
cabbage,	 lettuce,	 celery,	melons,	 berries,	 	 etc.	 to	 be	 shipped	mainly	 by
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truck	to	destinations	around	Ontario	and	Quebec.	While	I	 took
care	of	receiving	the	produce,	and	the	daily	office	work,	our	son
John	helped	his	Dad	pick	up	produce	from	the	farms.	We	stayed
in	this	business	for	over	ten	years.	In	the	meantime	John	started
our	second	business.	That	was	receiving	wheat,	soybeans	and	corn
from	 farms	 and	 shipping	 the	 grain	 by	 rail	 car.	When	 it	was	 up
and	 operating,	 we	 gave	 up	 the	 produce	 business.	 After	 that	 I
worked	in	the	office	at	Wheatley	Elevators	until	my	retirement.

During	their	growing	up	years,	our	three	sons	helped	in	the
family	business	in	the	summer	months.	When	two	had	graduated
from	high	school,	and	the	third	had	studied	engineering	at	the
University	of	Windsor,	they	worked	full	time	in	the	business	and
eventually	took	it	over.

John	and	I	moved	into	a	townhouse	on	Pickwick	Drive	in	1990.
Here	we	celebrated	our	Golden	Wedding	Anniversary.	We	were
married	58	years	when	John	died	in	November	of	1998.	I	moved
into	the	Mennonite	Home's	retirement	residence	in	June	of	2008.
Today	 I	 have	 five	 children,	 13	 grandchildren	 and	 seven	 great
grandchildren.	God	has	brought	us	through	good	times	and	hard
times,	and	I	will	always	be	thankful	to	God	for	bringing	us	to	the
best	country	in	the	world.
Agatha	(Driedger)	Dick

Newton	Siding	school	spring

1925

Arriving	July	1924	Waterloo

Station	(Waterloo	Newpaper)

Newton	Siding

Mom,	Henry,	Katie

In	1963,	Mom,	Dad,	Ruth,	Bob	and	Janice	took	a	trip	to	the	west

coast.		On	the	way	back	they	stopped	at	Newton	Siding.		This

may	have	been	the	house	and	barn
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Dad's	Story
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interrupt	his	game	to	run	another	errand.		He	enjoyed	golfing	very	much,
but	he	was	always	ready	to	help	out.		After	his	accident,	when	he	was	no
longer	able	 to	drive	he	relied	on	someone	to	take	him	to	the	course,	 so
his	time	on	the	links	came	to	an	end.		I	remember	a	time	when	I	took	him
for	 a	 drive	 around	 the	 country.	Near	Coatsworth	he	 pointed	 to	 a	 field
where,	 as	 a	 12-year	 old,	 he	 had	 “blocked	 sugar	 beets”.	 	 I	 asked	 what
blocking	sugar	beets	meant,	and	he	answered:	“You	dug	them	out	with	a
fork”.	 	 I	 commented	 then	 that,	 as	 a	 12-year	 old,	 those	must	 have	 been
hard	years.		He	agreed,	but	deflected	the	point	saying	some	farm	families
had	 been	 very	 kind	 to	 them.	 	 The	 Stan	Mills	 family	 in	 particular	 had
given	him	permission	 to	 gather	 apples	 from	 their	 tree	 and	 eggs	 as	 they
needed	them.

Because	 he	 was	 the	 oldest,	 and	 had	 to	 be	 the	 man	 in	 the	 family,	 Dad
learned	to	work	at	an	early	age.		In	the	spring	after	they	arrived	his	uncle
Cornelius	Neufeld	made	a	sharecropping	arrangement	with	a	farm	owner
on	the	7th	Concession.		Mr.	Neufeld	then	asked	Oma	if	she	and	her	kids
would	 join	 them	 in	 the	work.	 	The	Neufelds	moved	 into	 the	house	on
that	farm,	and	for	Dad’s	family	they	dragged	a	small	shed		onto	the	yard
with	a	 team	of	horses.	 	The	 farm	house	 is	 still	 standing	but	 the	 shed	 is
gone.		It	is	across	the	road	from	John	and	Marion	Driedger’s	farm,	now
operated	by	their	son	Leonard.	Years	later	we	drove	by	that	farm	many
times	 on	 our	 way	 to	 work.	 	 We	 knew	 it	 as	 the	 Pete	 Neufeld	 farm
(Cornelius’s	son).	Dad	must	have	had	some	memories	 there	but	I	don't
remember	him	making	any	comments	about	it.	I	probably	wasn't	paying
attention	again.		

That	little	shed	was	Dad’s	home	for	likely	the	next	five	years.		They	grew
tobacco	 together	with	Neufelds.	 	They	must	have	done	 alright	 because
not	long	after	Oma	was	able	to	pay	off	her	travel	debt.	

		

Dad	was	12-years	old	when	they	moved	there.		He	learned	to	work	early,
and	grew	up	fast.		One	morning,	while	riding	to	a	job	on	the	marsh	near
Point	Pelee,	he	came	upon	a	man	who	had	run	his	car	out	of	gas.	 	The
stranger	 asked	 if	 he	 could	 borrow	 the	 bicycle	 to	 ride	 to	Wheatley	 for
some	gas.	Dad	agreed,	but	the	bike	wasn’t	going	to	go	without	him.		So,
with	Dad	on	 the	 cross	bar	 and	 the	man	on	 the	peddles,	 off	 they	went.
From	this	little	story	we	learn	a	couple	of	things;	first	that	Dad,	at	a	very
young	age,	was	working	independently,	and	second,	that	he	was	willing
to	inconvenience	himself	to	help	a	stranger.

In	1928,	at	 the	age	of	14,	he	persuaded	his	mother	 to	buy	a	used	car;	 it
would	get	him	to	work	better.		So	they	bought	a	used	Model	T	Ford	with
a	round	window	in	the	back.		Dad	was	short	for	his	age	so	he	mounted	a
block	of	wood	under	the	seat.	 	Apparently	a	mandatory	drivers’	 license
was	not	a	issue	then.		Dad	admitted	he	was	stopped	by	the	police	once	to
answer	some	questions.	The	ones	he	remembered	were	whether	he	was
married	and	whether	he	shaved	yet.

To	 have	 stories	 first	 hand	 is	 priceless.	 	Dad	was	 not	 a	writer,	 and	 he	 didn’t
share	 his	 memories	 spontaneously.	 	 He	 was	 unassuming	 and	 readily
underplayed	his	accomplishments.		So	we	fall	back	on	our	own	memories	and
things	others	have	told	us.

His	mother,	Oma	Dick,	said	many	travellers	were	seasick	on	their	voyage	to
Canada,	but	not	Dad.		He	seemed	to	enjoy	the	voyage,	in	fact	she	said	he	had
a	ball	with	other	boys	 running	 all	 over	 the	 ship.	 	Oft	 times	 she	didn’t	 even
know	where	 he	was.	 	 They	 arrived	 at	Quebec	City	 in	 the	 fall	 of	 1925	 and
travelled	 from	 there	 to	 Chatham	 by	 train.	 	 From	 Chatham	 they	 rode	 to
Wheatley	 in	 the	 back	 of	 a	 truck,	 arriving	 at	 an	 old	 farm	 house	 on	 the	 5th
Concession	of	Romney.	 	Oma’s	 sister’s	 family	 (the	Cornelius	Neufelds)	 and
several	other	 families	had	arrived	at	 this	 farm	a	year	earlier.	 	That	winter	31
people	were	crammed	into	the	old	house.

Dad's	Story

Measles	 swept	 through	 the	area	during	 the	winter.	Homes	 that	were	affected
had	to	be	quarantined.		Measles	could	damage	eyes	so	they	darkened	the	house
with	window	coverings.	Oma	said	all	the	kids	were	sick,	except	Dad.		He	spent
time	playing	outside.	 	For	entertainment	he	chased	chickens	around	the	yard
and	 skated	 on	 a	 frozen	 puddle	 with	 one	 skate	 while	 the	 sick	 kids	 peered
around	the	window	coverings.

Dad	said	he	went	to	a	Romney	Township	public	school,	but	we	believe	it	was
only	 for	 Grade	 Six.	He	 said	 his	 teacher	 was	Mrs.	 Jacobs,	 and	 that	 the	 kids
teased	him	by	 calling	him	“Ducky”.	This	may	be	 the	only	 formal	 education
Dad	got,	given	the	years	of	unrest,	violence	and	hunger.		He	was	self-taught.		I
remember	 him	 frequently	 reading	 in	 the	 evenings,	 particularly	 Popular

Mechanics,	the	Reader’s	Digest	and	his	Bible.	

What	follows	comes	out	of	my	memory,	along	with	a	sprinkling	from	others,
about	 Dad.	 	 In	 his	 retirement	 years	 he	 dedicated	 himself	 to	 our	 business,
helping	out	where	he	could,		running	thousands	of	errands.		He	spent	as	many
days	 as	 he	 could	 on	 the	 Talbot	 Trail	 Golf	 Course	 where	 we	 often	 had	 to

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA



84

Dad	admitted	they	didn’t	feel	the	deprivations	of	the	Depression	so	much.
He	 was	 always	 able	 to	 find	 work	 and	 couldn’t	 remember	 having	 much
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before	 that	 anyway.	 	 He	 was	 obviously	 an
industrious	lad.		At	age	15	he	had	a	job	on	a
MacDonald	farm	(2043	Road	5,	Leamington)
about	 a	 half	 mile	 west	 of	 the	 Albuna
Townline.	

The	Benn	farm
Someone	must	 have	noticed	 a	work	 ethic	 in
him	because	two	years	later,	at	age	17,	he	was
given	 responsibility	 for	 a	 25	 acre	 tobacco
farm	 right	 across	 the	 road.	 	 The	 farm	 was
owned	by	Charlie	Benn	from	Detroit.		It	was
a	good	farm	with	well-drained	sandy	soil	and
a	 pair	 of	 resident	 mules.	 	 They	 apparently
were	 the	 property	 of	 Mrs.	 Benn.	 	 In	 those
years	 tobacco	was	 the	 crop	 to	grow.	 	 It	was
labour-intensive,	 but	 a	 good	 crop	paid	well.
Tobacco	 related	 health	 risks	 were	 unknown
then,	 many	 people	 smoked,	 in	 fact	 about
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50%	of	men	regularly	lit	up.

We	believe	Dad	share-cropped	 the	Benn	 farm	from	1931	 to	1936,	or	 from
age	 17	 to	 22.	 	Before	 herbicide	weed	 control,	 row	 crops	 like	 tobacco	 and
tomatoes,	 needed	 regular	 cultivating	during	 the	 growing	 season.	 	A	walk-
behind	cultivator,	hitched	to	a	horse,	was	pulled	down	the	rows	to	uproot
the	unwanted	weeds.		The	Benn	farm	didn’t	have	horses,	it	had	mules.	For
Dad	 they	were	 a	 complete	 exasperation.	 	The	Heinz	 factory,	which	began
operations	in	Leamington	in	1909,	had	a	low-pitched	signal/horn,	that	blew
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The	Benn	farm.		Dad	liked	his	cars.

at	 8:00	 am,	 12	noon	 and	 at	 5:00	pm.	 	You	 could	hear	 it	 for	miles.	 	The
mules	seemed	to	sense	when	it	was	going	to	go	off.		For	them	it	was	the
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sound	 of	 quitting	 time.	 	 It
meant	 a	 drink	 of	 water,	 feed
and	a	 rest	 at	 the	barn,	 even	 if
they	were	in	the	middle	of	the
field.		When	the	Heinz	whistle
blew	 it	 took	 a	 great	 deal	 of
effort	 to	 reach	 the	 end	 of	 the
row.

Dad	 didn’t	 say	 much	 about
losing	 his	 temper	 at	 those
mules,	 but	 Mom	 filled	 us	 in
on	 some	 stories.	 	 One	 time
Dad	 was	 so	 furious	 he
punched	 a	 mule	 so	 hard	 on
the	nose	that	it	went	down	on
its	 knees.	 He	 stood	 horrified
thinking	 he	might	 have	 killed
Mrs.	 Benn’s	 mule.	 	 On
another	 occasion	 the	 mules
just	 stopped	 mid-field.
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Apparently	they	thought	it	was	too	hot	to	work.		Dad	was	suffering	from
the	heat	as	well,	but	the	work	had	to	be	done.		Apparently	no	amount	of
shouting	and	prodding	could	get	those	animals	moving	again.	Dad	soaked
a	burlap	bag	and	flailed	the	mules’	behinds,	but	to	his	further	exasperation
they	 seemed	 to	 enjoy	 it.	 	He	 reached	a	 limit	 and	convinced	Mr.	Benn	 to
trade	them	for	a	team	of	horses.		But	Mrs.	Benn	needed	to	agree	too,	which
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The	new	'36	Ford

she	did,	but	only	if	the	buyer	agreed
not	to	separate	the	pair.	 	Mom	must
have	 known	 Dad	 by	 that	 time
because	she	could	verify	he	then	got
a	beautiful	team	of	horses.

The	years	on	the	Benn	farm,	at	least
in	Mom’s	opinion,	were	the	happiest
years	of	Oma’s	life.		Her	family	was
safe	and	they	were	financially	secure
again.	 	 The	 years	 must	 have	 been
good	 because	 Dad	 bought	 his	 first
new	car,	a	1936	Ford.		He	must	have
been	excited	because,	we	are	told,	he
was	at	Ford's	in	Windsor	watching	it
come	down	the	assembly	line.
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Mount	Pleasant	(Brantford)
After	a	 few	years	on	 the	Benn	farm,	Dad	must	have	been	 looking	 for	his
own	land.		There	was	sandy	tobacco	land	available	near	Brantford,	Ontario
so	 talk	 arose	 among	young	men	 about	 farming	 in	Brantford.	Dad,	 in	 his
typical	enthusiastic	way,	was	ready	to	go.		He	bought	a	farm,	503	Pleasant
Ridge	 Road	 (43.087825,-80.336114)	 and	 moved.	 Everybody	 went,	 his
mother	and	sisters	Margaret,	Annie	and	Agnes.	He	began	building	tobacco
kilns	 which,	 in	 the	 1990's	 when	 Mom	 and	 Dad	 lasted	 visited	 Mount
Pleasant,	were	still	standing.		Mom	and	Dad	must	have	been	dating	casually
before	 the	 move	 because	 Mom	 remembered	 visiting	 the	 Brantford	 farm
with	her	parents.	Not	long	after	Dad's	sister	Margaret	married	Jake	Janzen
and	the	newly-weds	began	their	life	in	the	stone	house	as	well.		In	the	21st
century	 we	 would	 find	 this	 accommodation	 exceptional,	 but	 then	 we
haven't	experienced	hunger	and	homelessness	either.

A	few	years	went	by	and	 it	became	apparent	others	weren’t	moving	to
Brantford	 after	 all.	 	Missing	 their	 community	 and	 friends,	 he	 sold	 the
farm	 in	 1939	 and	 returned	 to	 Leamington.	 	 Uncle	 Jake	 and	 Aunt
Margaret	decided	to	stay.		Uncle	Jake	appraently	had	the	opportunity	to
acquire	 the	 Caledonia	 Tractor	 &	 Supply	 Co.,	 an	 Allis	 Chalmers
dealership.	 	 Dad	 and	 Uncle	 Jake	 must	 have	 had	 a	 crop	 sharing
arrangment	 because	Uncle	 Jake	 had	 listed	 a	 tobacco	 crop	 receivable	 as
part	of	his	assets	 to	secure	 the	deal.	 	The	documentation	 indicates	Dad
guaranteed	the	remaining	credit	needed	with	his	signature.

Oma's	gold	watch	was	given

to	her	by	her	mother.

It	was	manufactured	

in	Elgin,	Illinois

Brantford	farm	in	1930's.

Left	picture,	from	left	Aunt

Margaret,	Oma,	Aunt

Annie.		On	running	board

of	car	is	Uncle	Jake.		The

older	couple	in	the	middle	is

likely	Dad's	Uncle	Jacob

with	his	family	on	furlough

from	India

Brantford	farm	2014 Oma	in	her	garden	in

Brantford
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Mom	and	Dad's
Story
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Betty	Dick	(daughter-in-law	to	Justina	and	Wilhelm	Dick	earlier

in	 this	 story)	 wrote	 the	 following	 article	 in	 the	 North
Leamington	Mennonite	Church	newsletter.	

			

"It	was	said	that	John	Dick	and	Agatha	Driedger	were	made	for
each	 other.	 	 She	was	 a	 very	 pretty	 girl,	 and	 John	was	 a	 strong,
silent	type	who	drove	the	nicest	car	on	the	church	yard.		He	had	a
new	 1936	 Ford	 with	 yellow	 wheels.	 	 He	 had	 been	 at	 the	 Ford
plant	in	Windsor	to	watch	it	being	made.		They	married	on	June
15,	 1940	 and	 took	 a	 new	Willys	 car	 on	 their	 honeymoon.	 	 John
was	 said	 to	 be	 happy,	 always	 with	 a	 song	 on	 his	 lips,	 as	 he
prepared	his	Allis	equipment	to	do	custom	work	for	others,	beside
his	 own	 tobacco	 and	 grain	 crops.	 	 He	 rigged	 up	 an	 old	 Dodge
chassis	for	a	trailer	to	haul	his	equipment	from	farm	to	farm.	He
had	one	of	the	first	rubber-tired	wagons	in	the	area	which	he	used
to	haul	corn	to	Tilbury.		J	He	planted	hybrid	seed	corn	instead	of
the	 common	 “Little	 Bailey”	 variety.	 	 	He	 bought	 his	 first	 truck
load	of	soybeans	in	1949	and	began	his	business	trucking	beans	to
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Mom	and	Dad's	Story

Home	from

Niagara

honeymoon

7th	Concession
Returning	to	Leamington,	Dad	bought

a	50	acre	farm	(708	Regional	Road	37)
about	a	half	mlile	west	of	where	he	had
lived	 as	 a	 young	 boy	 years	 earlier.
Mom	 and	Dad	were	married	 on	 June
15th,	1940.	On	this	farm	the	house	was

in	 such	 terrible	 shape	Dad	 refused	 to
let	Mom	 see	 it	 until	 he	had	 cleaned	 it
up.	 Indeed	 it	 was.	 Mom	 said	 some

winter	 mornings,	 when	 she	 got	 up,
water	left	in	the	kitchen	over	night	had
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frozen.	 	 It	was	 a	new	beginning,	 and	 it	was	humble.	 	Ruth	 (1941)
and	John	(1943)	were	born	while	Mom	and	Dad	lived	on	the	7th	on
this	farm.

Dad	 was	 progressive.	 	 He	 bought	 an	 Allis	 Chalmers	 tractor	 and
equipment	 and	 took	 some	 critizism	 for	 it.	 	 Tractors	 were	 said	 to
compact	 the	 ground	 too	 much.	 That	 criticism	 subsided	 as	 he
received	more	and	more	requests	to	perform	custom	work.		He	had
jobs	 as	 far	 away	 as	 the	 marsh.	 Mom	 remembered	 bringing	 him

lunch,	and	the	occasional	can	of	gas	for	his	tractor.	Oma	continued
to	live	with	them.

First	wheat	crop	1940

Ruth	-"This	is	not	something	I	remember	but,	not

long	before	Mom	died,	she	told	me	this.	On	the	7th

Con.	farm		we	had	a	cow	or	two	and	she	recalled	how

Dad	would	carry	me	to	the	barn	with	him,	set	me	on	a

big	box	to	watch	him	milking.		I	like	that	story"

Toronto"

In	1943	Mom	and	Dad	 sold	 that	 farm	 to	 Jacob	C.	Neufeld	and
purchased	a	100	acre	farm	on	the	8th	Concession.		They	called	its

the	 Stoneman	 farm,	 after	 the	 previous	 owner.	 	 Ruth	 has	 fond
memories	 of	 the	 place.	 	While	 visiting	Mom	 in	 the	Mennonite
Home	they	would	often	reminisce	about	the	large	house	and	the

yard.

Ruth	-	"We	had	a	long

driveway.		I	remember

John	and	I	taking	turns

riding	our	tricycle	up	and

down	it,	but	always

aware	that	Mom	and	Dad

were	near"	
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memory	of	Dad	on	 this	 loader.	 I	was	watching	him	 lift	 an	over-
sized	 piece	 of	 concrete.	 	 The	 chunk	was	 so	 heavy	 that	 as	 he	 got
under	 it	with	 the	 bucket,	 and	 applied	 a	 lifting	 force,	 the	 steering

end	of	 the	 loader	 leveraged	up	 instead.	 	The	 concrete	 slipped	off
and	our	elevated	Dad	came	crashing	down	on	that	big	aircraft	tire,
and	bounced.	I	can	still	see	him	frantically	hanging	on.

Dad	hauled	armor	stone	to	the	east	beach	from	Amhurstberg.	For
the	job	he	bought	a	second	truck,	an	army	surplus	truck.		It	ended

up	one	day	at	the	bottom	of	one	of	the	big	ditches	on	the	marsh.
On	this	 job	Dad	met	John	Mathies	and	Jake	Schellenburg.	 	They
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Ruth	-	"A	very	early	memory	I	have	is	of	Mom	hoeing	alongside	Dad	in	a

field	behind	the	barn.	John	and	I	played	in	the		dirt	near	the	car	along	the

laneway.	 	 Mom	 always	 had	 snacks	 and	 drinking	 water	 in	 the	 car.	 	 I

remember	the	water	being	in	a	large	Mason	jar.		Somehow	we	got	it	open

one	day	and	made	mud	pies	on	the	dirt."		

_______________

Ruth	 -	 "There	 was	 a	 persistent	 mud	 puddle	 near	 the	 barn,	 which	 we

were	to	stay	out	of.		But	one	day	John	got	so	stuck	in	it	that	he	couldn’t

move	his	feet,	and	I	had	to	run	to	the	house	to	get	Mom."

_______________

John	-	"Dad	had	a	couple	of	 tractors	on	the	8th.	 	The	bigger	one	didn’t

have	a	muffler.	 	 I	clearly	remember,	when	it	 looked	like	he	was	going	to

start	it	up,	I	made	a	line	for	the	house."	

_______________
Trucking
We	 know	 Dad	 had	 an	 aptitude	 for	 farming	 but,	 after	 some	 wet,
disappointing	 years,	 he	 must	 have	 become	 discouraged.	 	 The

Stoneman	farm	was	heavier	ground	than	he	was	used	to	and	 it	was
not	tiled.		We	only	lived	there	for	5	years.	 	To	supplement	his	farm
income	Dad	bought	a	truck.		He	began	hauling	muck	soil	from	the

marsh	 to	 area	 seedling	 growers	 (tomato	 and	 tobacco).	 	 In	 the
beginning	he	shovelled	the	muck	on,	but	before	 long	he	was	off	 to
Toronto	to	look	for	a	 loader,	at	 least	one	he	could	afford.	He	came

home	empty-handed	but	had	his	mind	made	up	to	build	one.

Directly	 south	of	 the	Stoneman

farm,	 on	 the	 7th	 Concession,
Jack	 McMullin	 had	 a	 welding

shop.	 	 Dad	 and	 Jack	 had
cobbled	 together	 other	 ideas
and	now	they	planned	to	build	a
loader	 out	 of	 used	parts.	 	They
started	with	 a	 truck	 frame	with
its	rear	axle.		That	was	to	be	the
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drive	axle	at	the	front.		At	the	other	end,	which	was	to	be	the	back,
they	 installed	a	 large	aircraft	wheel	 for	 steering.	The	 lift	 arms	were

raised	 and	 lowered	 with	 a	 drum/cable	 mechanism.	 The	 machine
must	 have	 had	 2	 clutches,	 one	 for	 ground	 control	 and	 one	 for	 lift
control.	 	 It	 wasn’t	 pretty,	 but	 it	 worked.	 	Dad	mostly	worked	 by
himself,	 so	 moving	 two	 pieces	 of	 equipment	 from	 job	 to	 job	 was
difficult.	He	solved	that	problem	by	hitching	the	 loader	behind	the
truck	and	pulling	it	like	a	trailer.	 	 	He	also	hauled	gravel	and	armor
stone	 for	 the	 break	wall	 project	 on	 the	 east	 beach.	And	 he	 hauled

manure.	 	 That,	 he	 said,	 was	 the	 honey	 business.	 I	 have	 a	 lasting
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called	themselves	M&S	Cartage,
a	 business	 that	 eventually	 grew
into	 Maritime-Ontario,	 a	 long-

distance	 trucking	 company.
Mathies	was	of	the	Schoenbrunn
Mathies	 family.	 They	 became

good	 friends	 and	 seemed	 to	 be
full	 of	 practical	 jokes.	 Like	 the
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one	morning	Dad	got	into	his	truck	and	found	a	cheque	under	the
windshield	wiper.		It	was	for	$1	million,	signed	Josef	Stalin.

About	 1948	Dad	bought	 a	 semi-truck	 to	 haul	 fresh	 vegetables	 to
Toronto	and	late	tomatoes	to	Niagara.	Then	he	made	his	first	trip

to	Victory	Mills	with	a	load	of	soya	beans,	a	crop	being	introduced
in	Essex	County.	Trucking	must	have	looked	more	promising	than
farming	 because	 in	 1948	Mom	 and	Dad	 sold	 the	 Stoneman	 farm.

They	began	to	build	a	new	home	on	the	corner	of	the	6th	Con.	and
Hwy	77	with	 the	 intention	of	 adding	 a	produce	 shed.	 	While	 the

new	 home	was	 under	 construction	we	 lived	 in	 a	 real	 ramshackle
house	 on	 Seacliff	 Drive	 East,	 approximately	 across	 from	 today’s
Kinsman	ball	field.		Seacliff	Drive	was	just	a	rural,	gravel	road	then.

Construction	 on	 the	 UMEI	 began	 about	 the	 same	 time.	 Dad
volunteered	 to	 dig	 the	 basement	 in	 order	 to	 use	 the	 excavated

material	to	fill	in	their	corner	building	lot,	which	was	about	2	feet
below	grade.		For	the	job	he	used	a	Ford	Ferguson	tractor	with	a	3-
point	mounted	bucket	on	the	back.		To	climb	out	of	the	hole	with
each	load	he	built	a	ramp.		After	dumping	the	material,	he	reloaded

it	onto	his	truck	with	his	unique	loader.	In	1949	we	moved	into	our
new	house.	It	had	central	heat	and	an	indoor	bathroom	-	a	first	for
Mom.		It	was	another	new	beginning.		

Fruit	and	Vegetables
The	 immigrants	 arriving	 in	 Leamington	 after	 WWII	 provided	 a
new,	 ready	 and	 willing	 labour	 force.	 	 Vegetable	 farming	 grew
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rapidly.	 	Produce	moved	off	the	farms	to	local	packing	sheds,	then	on
to	Toronto	 and	Quebec	by	 truck	 and	 rail.	 Since	Dad	had	been	doing

long-hauls	 to	Toronto	he	must	have	 seen	 the	opportunity,	or	perhaps
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I	have	often	wondered	how,	or	why,	Dad	decided	to	begin	a	grain
business	 in	Wheatley.	 	Here	was	an	established,	Chatham-based

company,	 supposedly	well	 financed,	 already	 serving	 the	 public.
Dad	 started	 from	scratch	 right	beside	 them.	And	 scratch	would
be	an	over-statement.	The	only	plausible	answer	would	be	that	he
felt	 sufficient	 support	 and	 encouragement	 from	 the	 working
relationships	he	had	built	up.	Perhaps	he	felt	grower	confidence
in	Chatham	Co-op	was	lacking	as	well.

was	 encouraged,	 to	build	his	own
produce	shed.		Why	else	would	he
take	 on	 a	 venture	 when	 multiple
packing	 houses	 already	 existed	 in
Leamington?

To	 buy	 the	 lumber	 for	 the	 shed,
Mom	 and	 Dad	 drove	 the	 semi-
truck	 all	 the	 way	 to	 North	 Bay,

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAA

with	little	Harry	sitting	quietly	on	a	box	between	them.		The	trip	must

have	 taken	 forever,	 but	 Mom	 maintained	 her	 little	 boy	 was

exceptionally	good.			

		

My	 working	 career	 began	 in	 this	 produce	 shed.	 As	 a	 kid	 I	 helped

farmers	unload	their	baskets	and	crates	when	they	came	in.	 	I	stacked
them	 onto	 pallets,	 managed	 the	 floor	 space	 and	 helped	 load	 the

Toronto	and	Quebec	bound	trucks	later	in	the	day.	

In	 1959	 Dad	 bought	 a	 brand	 new,	 red	 GMC	 truck.	 	 I	 was	 the

designated	driver	to	pick	produce	up	at	local	farms.		I	had		just	received
my	driver’s	license.	It	was	a	dream	job	for	a	16-year	old.	 	I	remember
the	 smell	 of	 the	 new	 truck	 and	 double	 clutching	 	 through	 the	 gears,

with	my	elbow	appropriately	out	the	window.		It	was	so	cool.	We	kept
busy	 in	 the	 winter	 as	 well,	 filling	 the	 shed	 with	 baskets,	 crates	 and
fertilizer	for	the	new	season.

Grain
In	the	late	1940’s,	Victory	Soya	Mills	opened	an	oil	seed	crushing	plant

in	Toronto,	 as	did	Canadian	Vegetable	Oil	 in	Hamilton.	 	While	 these
plants	 were	 positioned	 to	 import	 U.S.	 soya	 beans	 by	 lake	 freighter,

there	was	 a	 simultaneous	 push	 to	 grow	 soya	 beans	 in	Ontario.	 	Dad
was	a	pioneer.		He	started	moving	truckload	lots	of	beans	to	Toronto.
That	was	before	Hwy	401.		It	was	very,	very	inefficient.

Many	 communities	 had	 feed	mills	 to	 prepare	 livestock	 feed	 in	 those
days,	but	they	were	not	designed	to	handle	bulk	grain.		Wheatley	had	a
mill	too,	just	north	of	town,	owned	by	Harold	McLellan	(owner	of	the

Walker’s	 Point	 cottage).	 About	 this	 time	 McLellan	 sold	 his	 mill	 to
Chatham	 Farmers	 Co-op	 who	 added	 a	 western-like	 structure	 for
handling	bulk	grain.

Mom	 and	 Dad's	 life	 experiences	 left	 them	 with	 a	 deep-seated
humility,	 and	 great	 empathy	 for	 the	 unfortunate.	 	 That	 was
clearly	visible.		Years	later,	when	I	had	carelessly	uttered	a	less-

than-complimentary	 remark	 about	 a	 less-than-proficient
customer,	Dad	admonished	me	with	this	disapproving	quip:	“If
you	can’t	honour	the	little	guy,	you	aren’t	worth	the	bigger	one”.

Their	 hard	 work	 and	 struggles	 didn’t	 go	 unnoticed.	 Nick
Rempel,	one	of	our	most	 loyal	and	appreciated	customers,	was
known	 to	 say	 in	 the	 coffee	 shops:	“I	 remember	 John	when	he
started	his	business.		He	just	had	one	shovel,	and	it	had	a	busted
handle”

That	 crude	 beginning	 with	 the	 portable	 augers	 spurred	 more
ideas.	 	 Why	 couldn’t	 grain	 be	 blown	 into	 a	 rail	 car?	 	 That's
where	the	blower	system	was	born.	Dad	came	up	with	a	heavy,
squirrel-cage	fan	which	he	coupled	to	a	used	truck	engine	(later
electric	motor)	which	created		a	blast	of	air	that	flowed	along	a
tunnel	under	a	steel	pit.	At	the	bottom	of	the	pit	was	a	drop	gate
to	 regulate	 the	 amount	 grain	 entering	 the	 blast	 stream.	 	 There
was	 a	 Y-shaped	 divider	 at	 the	 discharge	 end	 that	 directed	 the
grain	stream	toward	both	ends	of	the	rail	car.		So	the	problem	of

shoveling	grain	to	the	ends	was	solved.		He	loaded	a	lot	of	box
cars	that	way.	It	was	way	before	the	arrival	of		hopper	cars.

Dad	leased	some	land	along	the	tracks	from	the	C&O	Railway,
set	up	a	blower	unit,	a	platform	scale	and	small	office	west	of	the

Co-op.	That	was	in	addition	to	the	produce	shed	that	Mom	and
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It	all	began	with	a

single	auger,	and	a

lot	of	work
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simple.	It	had	no	cleaning	function.		Everything	dumped	into	the
pit	was	blown	into	the	rail	car	and	shipped	to	the	processor.	One
particular	year	 soya	bean	 fields	were	so	 infested	with	weeds	 that

determining	 foreign	material	 was	 fraught	 with	 error.	 In	 spite	 of
vigorous	 customer	 complaints	 to	 the	 contrary,	 discounting	 for
foreign	 material	 was	 seriously	 understated.	 The	 whole	 blower
concept	was	brought	to	its	knees.

I	 were	 to	 run.	 The	 response	 from	 the	 farm	 community	 was	 so
encouraging	that	he	took	on	a	business	partner,	Abe	Willms,		from

Niagara.	 	 They	 opened	 similar	 blower	 stations	 in	 Blytheswood,
Ruscom	 and	 Paquette	 Corners.	 	 Other	 companies	 asked	 Dad	 to
build	 similar	 units	 for	 them.	 	 In	 all,	 18	 blower	 systems	 were

installed	across	Southern	Ontario,	the	first	built	by	Elmer	Haikala
(Hike’s	Metal)	and	then	by	Pete	Langeman.

Janice	-	"Dad	was	the	"idea	guy"	and	Mom	the	calm,	steady	one	who

looked	after	the	details,	including	the	finances	and	the	book	keeping.		In

her	later	years,	I	remember	her	shaking	her	head	at	how	they	did	such

things	 without	 any	 real	 knowledge.	 	 She	 did	 it	 without	 a	 formal

education.	 	 I'm	not	even	sure	 if	she	ever	 took	a	book	keeping	course.

As	 I	 understand	 it,	 she	 single-handedly	 looked	 after	 the	 day-to-day

business	of	the	produce	shed,	once	Dad	had	the	elevator	business	on

the	go.		Later	she	tackled	learning	to	use	the	computer	at	the	elevator.

I	 think	 she	 got	 a	 lot	 of	 satisfaction	 from	her	 contribution	 to	 the	 family

business.		It	was	busy,	but	it	also	made	her	an	integral	part	of	what	was

going	on".

Things	 were	 going	 well.	 	 In	 fact,	 in	 1953	 sales	 were	 $703,946
($2,300,000	in	2014	dollars).	Then	disaster	struck.		Anyone	familiar

with	a	combine	understands	that	they	cannot	separate	weed	seeds
from	soya	bean	seeds	very	well.	The	unwanted	stuff	rides	along	to
the	weigh	scale.	 	You	only	want	to	buy	the	beans,	not	the	foreign
material.	 	 To	 calculate	 the	 net	 wieght	 you	 must	 determine	 the
percentage	 of	 foreign	matter.	 	 Each	 load	 had	 to	 be	 hand-probed

and	the	sample	run	over	a	regulation-sized	hand	screen	to	sift	out

the	weed	seed.	The	blower	system	was	fast,	very	efficient	but	too
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Today	 such	 miscalculations	 would	 be	 caught	 immediately	 and
corrected.	Things	moved	so	much	slower	then.		The	financial	blow

was	 huge	 and	 Mom	 and	 Dad	 almost	 went	 under.	 They	 kept
Wheatley	 but	 sold	 the	 Blytheswood	 unit	 to	 Peter	 Derksen,	 the

Ruscom	 station	 to	 an	 unknown	 and	 walked	 away	 from	 the
Paquette	location.		It	was	a	very	difficult	time.

Mom	and	Dad	struggled	on	 in	Wheatley.	 	Then	one	night,	 in	 the
autumn	of	1959,	Chatham	Farmers	Co-op	burned	to	 the	ground.
Only	the	feed	mill	was	salvageable.	The	Co-op	directors	mounted
an	aggressive	fund-raising	campaign	to	rebuild,	but	response	from
local	farmers	was	weak.	They	sold	the	feed	mill	remains	to	Grant
Bowman	 and	 Cec	 Lougheed,	 two	 respected	 Wheatley	 business

men,	and	quietly	left	town.	That	was	Dad’s	opportunity,	and	it	was
the	beginning	of	Dick’s	Grain	Ltd.	(eventually	Wheatley	Elevators
Ltd.).

Behind	all	 this	activity	was	Mom,	managing	the	books;	 the	quiet,

very	capable	but	too	little	noticed	rock,	keeping	everything	glued
together.	She	looked	after	 invoices	and	farm	payables,	 the	payroll
for	 seasonal	 helpers	 and	 reconciled	 the	 bank.	 	 For	 financial
reporting	 Mom	 and	 Dad	 eventually	 had	 a	 bookkeeper	 in
Leamington	who	undertook	the	formal	work	and	who	gave	Mom
accounting	tips.

An	end

in	1959

A	beginning

in	1960
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Bob	 -	 "Dad	 would	 spin	 off	 business	 ideas	 and	 Mom	 would	 hold	 it

together.	 	 I	 remember	 her	 telling	 me	 how	 Dad	 started	 the	 produce

business,	 by	 buying	 	 tomatoes	 from	 his	 friends	 and	 selling	 to	 the

brokers	 in	 Leamington.	 	 At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 first	 season	 the	 farmers

wanted	 to	 settle	 up.	 	 That	 wasn’t	 Dad’s	 strong	 suit,	 so	 Mom	 had	 to

reconcile	a	pile	of	notes	and	papers.		She	somehow	managed	with	only

a	grade	school	education.	Later	at	the	elevator	she	worked	in	a	dusty

little	 office,	 with	 no	 running	 water	 and	 only	 an	 out-house	 across	 the

tracks	behind	the	rail	station.		She	manually	converted	wet	bushels	to

dry	bushels,	calculated	drying	charges	based	on	moisture	charts,	and

storage	 charges	 based	 on	 days	 in	 storage,	 and	 that	 was	 for	 each

individual	 scale	 ticket.	 	 I	 remember	 her	 balancing	 the	 books	 every

month	 to	 the	 penny.	 	 She	 and	Dad	were	 scrupulously	 honest,	 and	 it

hurt	 her	 terribly	 if	 anyone	 brought	 that	 into	 question.	 	 When	 we

introduced	 our	 first	 computer	 system	 she	 took	 up	 that	 challenge	 as

well."

Stations	either

Blytheswood	or

Ruscom
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Boating	and	the	North
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When	we	were	kids,	 family-sized	pleasure	boats	were	 scarce,	 at	 least	here	on
the	 Great	 Lakes.	 The	 cottagers	 in	 Muskoka	 had	 their	 Greavettes	 and
Ditchburns,	but	boating	for	the	average	family	was	virtually	unheard	of.			John
Mathies,	Dad’s	 trucking	 friend,	 kept	 bringing	 up	 the	 topic	 of	Muskoka.	 	He
had	 served	 as	 an	 interpreter	 at	 a	 prison	 camp	 in	Gravenhurst	 during	WWII.
The	location	was	north	of	where	the	S.S.	Seguin	docks	today.	The	camp	housed
German	 officers	 transferred	 to	Canada	 from	England	 for	 safekeeping.	 	Here
Mathies	 fell	 in	 love	with	 the	 beauty	 of	 the	Muskoka	Lakes.	He	 bought	 a	 12
foot,	 plywood	 boat	 and	wanted	 to	 get	 it	 to	Muskoka	 somehow,	 but	 had	 no
trailer.	 Dad	 had	 a	 blue,	 rear-engine	 Volkswagen	 pickup	 at	 the	 time.	 Just	 the
ticket.	They	cooked	up	the	 idea	of	 loading	 the	boat	up	and	heading	north.	 	 I
doubt	Mom	was	thrilled	about	the	 idea	but	she	was	always	a	good	sport.	 	So
John	Mathies,	 with	wife	Helen,	 Richard	 and	 Erna	 Enns	 and	Mom	 and	Dad
headed	 north.	 They	 rented	 a	 cottage	 at	 Tidman’s,	 just	 south	 of	 Campbell’s
Landing,	high	on	a	 ridge.	 	Mathies	had	 found	a	pair	of	water	 skis	and	so	 the
challenge	went	 out.	Dad	 strapped	 them	 on,	 grabbed	 the	 ski	 rope	 and,	while
standing	on	 the	dock,	gave	 the	 signal	 and	away	he	went,	 first	 time.	The	boat
was	so	underpowered	someone	had	to	sit	on	the	bow	to	keep	it	down.	I	asked
Mom	if	they	had	any	paddles	or	life	preservers.		She	could	not	remember	any.
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They	too	fell	in	love	with	Muskoka.	That	was	the	tiny	seed	that	grew	into
the	Rocky	Haven	cottage	we've	enjoyed	for	so	many	years.

		

Dad	 came	 home	 unimpressed	 with	 the	 plywood	 hull.	 It	 leaked.	 He
commissioned	a	Tilbury	welding	 shop	 to	build	him	a	12-foot,	 steel	hull.
Fiber-glass	 hulls	 weren’t	 around	 yet.	 	 He	 painted	 the	 boat	 green	 and
yellow	and	mounted	a	used	25	hp	Johnson	on	it.		At	first	Dad	steered	the
boat	by	the	control	handle	on	the	motor,	similar	to	small	outboards	today.
Mathies	 had	 a	 steering	 wheel	 and	 that	 was	 really	 cool.	 But	 it	 had	 the
typical	rope/pulley	steering	setup	which	Dad	didn't	like	so	he	engineered
a	push/pull	cable	system	encased	in	a	metal	pipe	to	steer	his	craft.

		

At	home	we	spent	many	Sunday	afternoons	on	the	beaches	of	Lake	Erie.
Popular	places	were	Belle's	Point	(west	of	Seacliff	Park),	the	west	beach	of
Point	Pelee	or	the	east	beach,	depending	on	wind	direction.	After	church
we		grabbed	something	to	eat,	Dad	would	hook	up	the	boat,	Mom	packed
a	 picnic	 basket	 and	 off	 we’d	 go.	 There	 were	 always	 multiple	 families
joining	us.	Thinking	back,	for	us	kids	it	was	a	blast.	For	Mom,	probably

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Overlooking	the	lake	at

Tidman's.		From	left	Dad,

Mom,	Helen	Mathies,	Erna

and	Dick	Enns

Tidman's	cottage	and

theVolkswagen	pickup

Dad	up	a	tree.	

This	must	be	where

the	Muskoka	antics

started

Boating	and	the	North
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not	 so	much.	 	 She	may	 have	 preferred	 a	 quiet	 afternoon	 at	 home.	 She
prepared	lunch	for	us	after	church,	filled	the	picnic	basket,	gathered	up
our	swimming	stuff	and	then	hauled	it	all	out	for	us	at	the	beach.		Then
back	 home	 she	 got	 to	 clean	 everything	 up	 again,	 including	 the	 sandy
bathing	suits	and	 towels.	 	As	kids,	we	were	clueless,	not	aware	of	how
much	a	mother	does	for	her	family.

At	first	Dad	hauled	the	boat	back	and	forth	on	his	truck.		Then,	instead
of	buying	a	trailer,	he	thought	up	another	idea.		The	hull	was	steel	so	he
was	able	to	weld	a	2”	pipe	mid-ship	through	the	hull,	open	on	each	end.
Into	 the	 ends	 he	 welded	 square,	 steel	 bushings	 into	 which	 he	 slipped
square	Volkswagen	torsion	bars	and	then	mounted	wheels	and	fenders.

Curious	onlookers	would	gather	at	the	boat	ramp	scratching	their	heads
when	he	drove	the	car	away	without	a	trailer.	He	didn’t	say	much	about
his	 system	 but,	 if	 someone	 asked,	 he	 was	 quite	 happy	 to	 explain	 its
merits.	 	 That	 idea	morphed	 into	 another	 novel	 experiment,	 or	 perhaps
this	was	was	 the	plan	all	along.	 	 In	Popular	Mechanics	he	read	about	a
hydrofoil	 ferry,	 running	 at	 unheard	 of	 speeds,	 between	 the	 islands	 in
Hawaii.		Why	couldn’t	he	do	that?			He	wanted	to	install	hydrofoils	into
the	wheel	 fitments.	 	He	hoped	that	with	sufficient	speed	he	could	raise
the	hull	out	of	the	water.		It	was	a	verifiable	application	and	not	really	so
off-the-wall.	He	built	3	hydrofoil	plates,	one	for	each	wheel	fitment	and
one	where	the	hitch	mounted	at	the	front.		His	vision	was	to	lift	the	hull
out	of	the	water	enough	to	ride	on	4	points,	the	3	hydrofoils	and	the

Lake	Erie

	prop.		Sea	trials	proved	disappointing,	not	enough	horsepower.		Adding
more	 power,	 or	 upgrading	 to	 a	 lighter	 boat,	wasn’t	 in	 the	 budget.	 	 The
hydrofoil	plates	and	the	 idea	went	to	the	bone	yard.	Anyway,	 if	I	know
Dad	 I	 think	 he	 got	 great	 satisfaction	 out	 of	 trying	 the	 idea.That	 steel-
hulled	boat	introduced	our	family	to	cottage	country.	We	rented	a	Tidman
Cottage	several	times	and	then	moved	on	to	Harold	McLelland’s	cottage
on	Walker’s	Point.	Campbell’s	Landing	marina	continued	to	be	our	filling
station.	We	 got	 groceries	 there	 as	 well	 as	 at	 the	Hitching	 Post.	 	 Many
years	later,	when	we	already	had	a	fiberglass	boat	and	Dad	was	gassing	up
at	Campbell's	Landing,	a	guy	came	over	and	asked	him	 if	he	wasn’t	 the
man	with	wheels	 on	 his	 boat.	 	 There	was	 another	 time	when	 this	 boat
drew	attention.	On	a	trip	back	from	the	north	one	year,	the	police	pulled
Dad	over.	The	officer	informed	him	that	a	license	plate	was	needed	on	the
trailer.	 	Dad	 explained	 to	 him	 it	was	 a	 boat,	 not	 a	 trailer.	 The	 law	man
walked	 back,	 crouched	 down,	 scratched	 his	 head	 and	 then,	 quite
incredulous,	 came	 back	 saying:	 “Well,	 I’ll	 be	 da----d”.	 	 But	 he	 was
merciless,	 insisting	 that	 whatever	 Dad	 was	 dragging	 behind	 his	 car,	 it
needed	to	be	licensed.	So	that	unique,	steel	boat	of	Dad's	gained	another
degree	 of	 notoriety.	 	On	 the	Muskoka	 Lakes	 there	 plied	 a	 boat	 with	 a
highway	plate	fixed	to	its	transom.

Harry

"After	having	children	of	my	own,	and	the	anxiety	they	often	contribute,	I

can	only	imagine	how	much	time	Mom	and	Dad	spent	in	prayer	on	my

behalf.	 I	 suffered	a	paralyzing	seizure	at	age	8,	and	 later	many	bouts

and	 operations	 involving	 kidney	 issues.	 	 Mom	 would	 always	 ask,

especially	in	her	later	years,	how	are	you	feeling,	Harry.	Is	your	kidney

OK?	 Too	 often	 my	 reply	 was	 the	 same.	 That	 I	 was	 doing	 fine,	 not

realizing	how	important	that	answer	was	to	her,	and	how	she	must	have

agonised	over	me	at	the	time"
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Introduction	to	Muskoka	at	Tidman's	and	McLellans's

Our	Muskoka	Lot	

$120	down,	total	$1,200
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On	a	return	trip	from	the	west	coast	with	Ruth,	Janice	and	Mom	and	Dad,	Bob	wrote:

"August	30'64	-	This	morning	we	drove	until	we	got	 to	Bala.	 	A	 little	past	Bala	we
turned	 onto	 Walker	 Point	 Road	 and	 stopped	 at	 the	 Hitching	 Post.	 	 Someone	 was

staying	 at	McClellan's	 cottage	 so	we	 bought	 hamburg	 buns	 and	 Prem	 for	 ourselves
and	had	a	picnic	at	our	lot.		We	went	swimming.		Then	we	got	a	nice	place	for	night
at	the	Hilltop	Cabins	.

August	31	-	This	morning	Dad	went	to	talk	to	Walter	Pratt	about	our	lot.	 	When	he
returned	we	drove	 to	Gravenhurst	 to	 see	 a	 lawyer	 to	 finish	 paying	 for	 the	 lot.	 	We
cameback	to	our	lot	to	show	Walter	Pratt	how	we	wanted	things	done.		From	there	we
went	back	to	Gravenhurst	to	eat,	and	then	hit	the	road	for	home.		We	arrived	safely	at
about	6:45."
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As	 I	 complete	 this	project	 I	wonder	 about	 two	 things:	 is	 there	 a	 lesson	 to	be
learned	 from	 this	 story	 and	 what	 impression	 have	 I	 left	 of	 the	 Russian	 and
Ukrainian	 people.	 	 Writers	 of	 the	 Mennonite	 experience	 in	 Russia	 scarcely
mention	 these	 folks,	 except	 for	 their	 violent	 encounter	 later.	 	 We	 know	 our
story,	but	what	 is	 the	rest	of	 the	story?	 	Would	 it	not	only	be	fair	 to	hear	the

story	of	the	indigenous	people?	

		

Before	 the	Russian	 revolution	great	 economic	disparity	had	been	 the	norm	 in
that	 country	 for	 centuries.	 In	Western	 Europe	 and	America	 some	 leveling	 of
social	 disparity	 had	 taken	 place	 through	 civil	 wars	 or	 some	 lesser	 means	 of
violence.	Not	so	here.	Russia	was	still	an	ancient	feudal	system	where	peasants
made	up	85%	of	 the	population.	 	Many	of	 them	were	 serfs	 indentured	 to	 the
landowning	nobility.	An	indentured	serf	and	his	family	had	no	legal	rights	and
were	 totally	 dependent	 on	 the	 landholder	 for	 justice,	 shelter	 and	 subsistence.
The	 Tsarist	 elite	 seemingly	 felt	 no	 responsibility	 for	 their	 plight.	 	 It	 was	 not
their	problem.	 	The	85%	was	 a	 faceless	mass	of	humanity	viewed	as	 lazy,	 ill-
mannered	and	ignorant.	 	No	means	of	political	representation	was	available	to

them	and	thus	deep	bitterness	roiled	beneath	the	surface.	

		

There	 had	 been	 sporadic	 peasant	 unrest	 even	 before	 the	 first	 Mennonites
arrived.	 	 A	 tipping	 point	 was	 reached	 when	 the	 Tsarist	 Empire	 suffered	 a
humiliating	defeat	 in	the	Crimean	War.	 	National	humiliation	aside,	 it	was	the
conscripted	 peasant	 army	 that	 bore	 the	 terrible	 human	 cost.	 	 Peasant	 unrest
mounted	 to	 the	 degree	 that	 Tsar	Alexander	 II	 (1855-81)	 realized	 there	was	 a
need	 to	 appease	 these	 underlings.	 He	 stated	 to	 his	 nobles	 that	 ‘the	 existing
condition	 of	 owning	 souls	 cannot	 remain	 unchanged.	 It	 is	 better	 to	 destroy
serfdom	from	above	than	to	wait	until	that	time	when	it	begins	to	destroy	itself
from	below’.	 	He	dispatched	officials	to	draft	up	a	plan	to	abolish	serfdom.		It

took	five	years	before	the	result	was	presented	to	Tsar	Alexander.	

		

The	edict	Alexander	issued	was	360	pages	long.		Few	peasants	were	able	to	read
the	document	let	alone	understand	it.		It	soon	became	apparent	that	the	whole
movement	was	 a	betrayal.	The	benefactors	of	 the	 initiative	would	be	 the	 elite
landowners.	 	Should	such	an	outcome	have	been	a	surprise?	Probably	not,	for
those	who	wrote	the	document	got	to	make	the	rules.	The	edict	actually	began
favourably.	 	 The	 land	 barons	were	 to	 transfer	 some	 land	 to	 their	 indentured
servants.	Not	surprisingly	they	gave	away	their	poorest	and	for	that	they	were
compensated	 handsomely	 by	 their	 government.	 These	 huge	 estates	 had	 been
awarded	to	noblemen	families	for	loyal	service	to	Russia	after	the	territory	had
been	 driven	 free	 of	 the	 Ottoman.	 	 When	 the	 colonists	 arrived	 they	 were	 to
develop	 their	 own	 land	 grants	 and	 were	 restricted	 from	 acquiring	 land	 from
these	Russian	land	barons.	This	emancipation	edict	now	struck	down	that	law
and	the	owners	became	free	to	sell	their	property.		This	is	where	our	Lieutenant
Dimitri	Brasol	came	into	our	story.		The	land	barons	had	eager	buyers	waiting
at	the	door.

The	 bungled	 emancipation	 act	 lifted	 the	 serfs	 from	 bondage,	 but	 it	 did
little	 else.	 	 The	 amount	 of	 land	 the	 peasants	 received	 was	 generally
insufficient	 for	an	adequate	 living.	 	But	 that	wasn’t	 the	 thorn	 that	 really
grated	the	serfs.	What	really	stung	was	that	they	were	required	to	pay	for
the	land	they	were	given,	the	very	land	they	had	been	legally	bound	to	for
generations.	 	Serfs,	by	the	nature	of	their	status,	would	have	had	little	to
no	money,	thus	they	faced	a	100%	mortgage	if	they	wanted	to	stay	on	the
property.	 Disappointed	 and	 embittered	many	migrated	 to	 cities	 to	 find
work;	others	became	employees	of	the	new	owners.		In	all	likelihood	their
rate	of	pay	here	would	have	been	becoming	of	a	peasant,	not	very	much.
As	 the	 grain-based	 economy	 boomed	 in	 subsequent	 years	 the	 colonists
grew	wealthier	 thanks	to	their	huge	 land	base	and,	 in	the	opinion	of	 the
peasant,	thanks	to	their	cheap	labour.	Could	that	be	the	rest	of	the	story?	

		

In	 1917,	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 another	 devastaing	 war,	 the	 bitterness	 of	 the
impoverished	masses	 ignited	 into	 fire.	 Symbols	of	 Imperial	Russia	 came
under	 attack	 and	 no	 symbol	 of	wealth	 stood	 out	more	 in	 South	Russia
than	the	 large	 landholdings	north	of	 the	Black	Sea.	 	What	Catherine	 the
Great	set	in	motion	over	a	century	earlier	had	become	a	great	success.		As
benefactors	 of	 that	 program	 the	 Mennonites,	 and	 presumably	 most
colonists,	 were	 exceedingly	 grateful.	 They	 had	 every	 reason	 to	 be
staunchly	 loyal	 to	 the	 Tsar	 and	 Empire.	 However	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the

peasant	these	estate	owners	were	part	of	the	oppressive	regime.	

		

Oppressed	and	downtrodden	people	eventually	stand	up	in	the	face	of	the
injustice	they	feel.	Violence	most	often	results	because	those	in	control	do
not	give	in	easily.	Plutarch,	a	Greco-Roman	historian	observed	more	than
2000	years	ago	that	"An	imbalance	between	rich	and	poor	is	the	oldest	and
most	fatal	ailment	of	all	republics".	

		

As	we	move	 into	 the	21st	century	huge	disparities	 in	wealth,	health	and
lifestyle	are	evident,	nationally	and	internationally.	The	people	of	the	West
(North	 American	 and	 Western	 European	 nations)	 are	 the	 elite	 and
powerful	 of	 today.	We	 collectively	 consume	 a	 disproportionate	 share	 of
the	 world’s	 resources.	 We,	 some	 of	 us	 more	 than	 others,	 defend	 our
entitlement	 to	 these	 resources	 through	 international	 law	 and	 military
force.	 	It	 is	evident	this	 international	exchange	favours	the	elite.	Political
unrest	smoulders	in	socially	poor	but	resource	rich	countries	i.e.	the	oil-
rich	Middle	East.	It	has	grown	into	international	terrorism	and	is	lapping
at	 our	 shores.	 	 For	 too	 long	 the	 special	 interests	 of	 the	 elite	 have	 taken
advantage	of	weaker	nations,	meddling	in	their	sovereign	affairs,	propping
up	corrupt	leaders	and	enforcing	their	will	with	copious	military	force.		It
is	 a	 failed	 foreign	 policy	 that	 cannot	 be	 sustained.	 Does	 this	 sound
familiar?	Shouldn’t	there	be	debate	in	political	circles	as	to	the	root	cause
of	 this	 terrorism	 and	what	 the	 consequences	may	 be	 if	 left	 unresolved.
The	war	on	terror	is	a	failed	policy	that	has	only	deepened	the	resolve	of
the	insurgents.		History	repeats	itself.

Closing	Thought
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Family	Trees
Ancestors

Odd	Pictures

Sub-Stories
Maps
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Certificate	stating	Mom's	health	was

approved	for	entry	into	Canada
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Our	Father's	Paternal	Family

GENERATION	1

JACOB	DICK
(1756-		)
married

HELENA	(Friesen)

(?-1779)
children

Jacob
Johann
Abram
Claaz

GENERATION	2

JOHANN	J	DICK
(1802-		)

1st	Maria	(Tiessen)
	2nd	MARIA	(Loewen)

children

Maria	(m.	Cornies)
Peter	J	(m.	Justina)

Johann	(?)
Agatha	(m.	Gooszen)

Katherina	(?)

Anna	(m.	A.	Driedger)
Suzanna	(m.	Wiens)
Aganetha	(m.	J	Fast)

Helena	(?)
Sara	(?)

GENERATION	3

PETER	J	DICK
(1833-1887)

Justina	(Groening,	Enns)
children

Justina	Enns	(m.	Giesbrecht)
Herman	Enns	(m.	Braun)

Sara	Enns	(m.	Peters)
Jacob	Enns	(m.	Dick)

Cornelius	Enns	(m.	Driedger)
Johann	P	Dick	(Anna,	Margareta)

Peter	Dick	(m.	Reimer)
Gerhard	Dick	(m.	Wiens)

Maria	(m.	Friesen)

***************************************************************************************************************************

Our	Father's	Maternal	Family

GENERATION	1

HEINRICH	THIESSEN
(1755-1838)

married	
MARIA	(Woelk)

(?-1833)
had	13	children

GENERATION	2

HEINRICH	THIESSEN	
(1794-?)

married
MARGARET	(Siemens)

had	9	children

GENERATION	3

PETER	THIESSEN

(1826-1906)
married

HELENA	(Kaetler)
(1823-1900)

children

Margarenta

??

_______

_____
______

_________ _______ _______
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GENERATION	4

JOHANN	P	DICK
(1857-1914)

(1st)	ANNA	(Driedger)
(1864-1889)

(2nd)	Margareta	(Enns)
(1865-1919)

children

Abram	(m.	Margareta	Enns)
Anna	(m.	Berg)

Johann	(m.	Wiens)
Justina	(m.	Dick)

Margaret	(m.	Mathies)
Peter	(m.	Wiebe)
Sarah	(m.	Koop)

Jacob	(m.	Bearg)

Herman	(m.	DeFehr)
George	(m.	Goertzen)
Helena	(m.	Ehrlicher)

GENERATION	5

ABRAM	J	DICK
(1889-1919)

	MARGARETA	(Enns)
(1889-1980)

children

John	(m.	Agatha	Driedger)
Margaret	(m.	Janzen)
Annie	(m.	Warkentin)

Agnes	(m.	Neuman)

GENERATION	6

JOHN	A	DICK
(1914-1998)

Agatha	(Driedger)
(1918-2013)

children

Ruth	(m.	Pettapiece)

John	(m.	Hildebrand)
Harry	(m.	Driedger)

Robert	(m.	Koop)
Janice	(m.	Tiessen)

***********************

GENERATION	4

MARGARETA	THIESSEN
(?-1919)

PETER	ENNS
(1848-1910)

children

Peter	b.	1873	-
Aganetha	b.	1874	-

Helena	b.	1876	-	d.	1902
Heinrich	b.	1877	-

Johann	b.	1879	-	d	1912
Jacob	b.	1881	-	d.	1906

Margareta	b.	1889	-	d.	1980

		____
_____

_____

_______

______



102

GENERATION	1

LEONARD	DICK
(in	1839	moved	from

Prussia	to	Halbstadt)

ANNA	(Toews)
children	(#?)

LEONARD

GENERATION	2

LEONARD	DICK	

(1823-1858)

SARA		(Warkentin)
children	(#?)

JACOB	LEONARD

Isaac
Anna

SARA	2nd	marriage

Peter	Siemens

SARA	3rd	marriage

Johann	Fast

Our	Mother's	Maternal	Family

****************************************************************************************************************************************

Our	Mother's	Paternal	Family

GENERATION	1

DAVID	DRIEDGER
(1725-1795)

AGANETHA	(Klassen)
(1756-1804)
children	(#?)

JOHANN

GENERATION	2

JOHANN	DRIEDGER

(1791-1841)
MARIA	(Friesen)

(1797-1823)
children	(#?)

ABRAM

GENERATION	3

ABRAM	J	DRIEDGER

(1821-1899)
1st	KATHERINA	(Froese)

(1829-1865)
2nd	ANNA	(Dick/Barkman)

(1841-1913)
children		(?	1st	or	2nd)

Abram	(m.	Dick)
Johann	(-)

Katherina	(m.	Enns)
Nicholai	(m.	K	Warkentin)

Peter
*Anna	(m.	J	P	Dick,	our	g.g.

grandfather)

_____
______

_____

_____

		______

GENERATION	3

JACOB	LEONARD	DICK
(1852-1922)

AGATHA	(Loewen)
(1856-1935)

children

Agatha	(m.	Wiens)

Jacob	(m.	Driedger)
Maria	(m.	Driedger)

Johann	(d.	1888)
Sarah	(m.	Cornies)
Anna	(m.	Enns)

Abram	(m.	Driedger)
Wilhelm	(m.	Dick)

TINA	(m.	N	N	Driedger)

______
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**************************************

GENERATION	4

NICHOLAI	A.	DRIEDGER

(1861-1906)
KATHERINE	(Warkentin)

(1862-1945)
children

Jacob
Abram

Nicholai	(m.	T	Dick)

Mariechen	(m.	Dick)
_____________

KATHERINE	remarried
to	Johann	Cornies	1907

GENERATION	4	(also	5)

TINA	(Dick)
(1897-1973)

NICHOLAI	(N.N.)
(1893-1988)

children

AGATHA	(m.	J	Dick)
Katie	(m.	Warkentin)

Henry	(m.	Braun)

Jacob	(m.	Willms)
Ernest	(m.	Unger)

______ _______
_____

______

GENERATION	6

AGATHA	DRIEDGER
(1918-2013)

JOHN	(Dick)
(1914-1998)

children

Ruth	(m.	Pettapiece)

John	(m.	Hildebrand)
Harry	(m.	Driedger)
Robert	(m.	Koop)

Janice	(m.	Tiessen)

__________
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Our	Paternal	Ancestors

Anna	Enns,
Margareta's
mother,	who

travelled	back	to
Tiege	with	Abram

Sept'1919

Abram's	younger	half	brother,	Peter,	remained	in	Russia.		On	his	left
daughter	Nora,	then	his	wife	Paula.		Peter's	grandson	Peter	is	on	his

right.		Girl	on	right	is	unknown.		Picture	probably	taken	in	1960's.	

(right)	Jacob	Dick

and	family.
Escaped	over	the

Himalayas.
Visited	Dad	on
Brantford	farm.

(L)	Sister-in-law	Gertrude	(Henry)	Enns
(C)	Sister	Aganetha	(Cornelius)	Neufeld
(R)	Oma	-	Margareta	(Abram)	Dick

Oma	&	Aunt	Annie
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Jacob	and	Johann's	gravestones



106

What	do	we	know	about	this	picture?	We	believe	the	location	is	Roppov,	an
area	of	about	3.5	square	miles	with	4	homesteads	on	it.	One	was	the	home
of	 our	 grandparents,	 Abram	 and	 Margareta	 Dick.	 	 Which	 property	 the
picture	was	 taken	on	 is	 unknown.	We	believe	 it	was	 taken	 about1910.	 	 It
must	 have	 been	 a	 special	 occasion	 to	 have	 contracted	 a	 photographer	 to
come	 out,	 for	 these	well-dressed	 folks	 to	 pose	 in	 a	 boat	 and	 for	 another
group	 to	assemble	 across	 the	water.	 	The	buildings	 look	 substancial.	 	The
season	 appears	 to	 be	 spring	 because	 the	 water	 is	 high,	 indicated	 by	 the
partially	submerged	grass,	the	lightly	dressed	folks	and	the	bare	trees.	The
man	at	the	stern	is	unknown.		The	couple	in	front	of	him	are	David	Mathies

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

and	Helena	Balzer.	 	Oma	said	this	was	their	engagement	event.	David	and
Helena	were	 the	ones	 reported	 to	have	been	killed	when	Abram	 received
that	terrible	phone	call,	however	David	survived.		In	front	of	them	is	Oma
with	 the	 guitar.	 Beside	 her	 could	 possibly	 be	 Maria	 Mathies.	 David	 and
Helena	Mathies	were	from	Schoenbrunn,	Family	5.	In	front	of	Oma	is	her
brother	Heinrich,	next	is	unknown	and	the	man	at	the	bow	is	Oma's	oldest
brother	Peter.

Funeral	at	Thiessen's	in	Roppov.		From	left:	Henry	(Harry	and	Bill

Tiessen's	father	-	Blytheswood),	Helena,	Katherine	(the	mother),	John

(Elsie,	Art,	Vic,	and	Ron's	father	-	Blytheswood),	Jacob	(father	of	the

deceased),	Peter,	Jacob	Lohrenz	(the	widower)	and	Walter	(aka	Wolodja).

The	 funeral	 is	Anna	 (Thiessen)	Lohrenz.	 Jacob	Thiessen,	 the	 father	 in

the	 picture,	 was	 severely	 beaten	 later	 in	 the	 anarchy	 and	 died	 of	 his

wounds.	 	 The	 widower	 in	 the	 picture,	 Jacob	 Lohrenz,	 later	 married

Helena,	his	deceased	wife's	sister.			They	emigrated	to	Canada	and	lived

in	Leamington	for	a	while.			He	was	the	first	minister	of	the	Leamington

church.	Son	Peter	(in	the	picture)	and	his	family	has	to	remain	in	Russia

because	 their	 daughter	 had	 a	 physical	 handcap	 and	 would	 not	 have

passed	 the	 Canadian	 health	 requiement.	 Peter	 was	 later	 arrested	 and

sent	 to	 prison.	 	 He	 escaped,	 was	 recaptured	 and	 exiled	 to	 Siberia	 and

never	 heard	 from	 again.	 Son	Walter	 (Volodja)	was	 the	 one	who	made

the	 phone	 call	 to	 Abram	 that	 terrible	 night.	 	 He	 was	 murdered	 in

Pokrovskoye	with	his	cousins.

The	last	picture	of	Peter
Thiessen.	After	the	Soviet
Union's	collapse,	in	the

early	1990's,	Peter's	widow
and	their	two	girls	showed
up	in	Germany.		Walt	and

Elsie	Dick	travelled		to
Germany	to	meet	them.
They	have	since	stayed	in

touch.	

Somewhere	on
the	Roppov	estate

Our	Paternal	Ancestors	con't'd
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This	 is	 Schoenbrunn	Family	 #5,	 the	 Johann	Mathies	 family.	 The	 picture	 	was
taken	in	1907	when	Johann	had	remarried	to	Suzanna.		His	first	marriage	was	to
Helena	 Bearg.	 	 Only	 the	 little	 girl,	 Suzanna,	 in	 the	 front	 is	 of	 the	 second
marriage.

Standing	from	the	left	are	children	Liese,	David,	Abram,	Johann	and	little	Jacob.
Sitting	are	Helena	(husband	David	in	the	back	row),	father	Johann	Mathies	with
2nd	wife	Suzanna	,	and	Maria.

David	and	Helena	are	the	engaged	couple	in	the	Roppov	boat.	Our	Grandfather
Abram	would	 later	hear	by	 telephone	 that	 they	had	been	murdered,	 although
David	survived.		

The	young	 lad,	 standing	 third	 from	 the	 left,	 is	Abram	Mathies.	 	Twelve	years
later	he	married	Margaret	Dick	(double	wedding)	in	the	Schoenbrunn.			

John	and	Helen
(Schellenberg)	Mathies.
He	was	Dad's	trucking
buddy	and	the	one	who

introduced	us	to
Muskoka.

His	father	is	Johann
Mathies,	standing	second

from	the	right	in	the
family	picture
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The	combined	Driedger-	Cornies	Family

Center	Katherine	(age	51	-	Opa's	mother)	and	Johann	Cornies
(age	62).		From	left	are	David	and	Sara	(Oma	Driedger's	sister)
Cornies,	 next	 is	 ?	 and	 Maria	 (Cornies)	 Heidebrecht,	 Abram
Driedger	 (father	 to	 Cornie,	 Abe	 and	 John),	 Maria	 Driedger
(mother	 to	 Katie	 (Peter)	 Warketin),	 Nicholai	 (our
grandfather),	 Peter	 Cornies	 (murdered	 later),	 Johann	 and

Justina	 Cornies	 (settled	 in	 BC),	 Jacob	 and	 Maria	 Driedger
(Irene's	grandparents).

Nicholai	A	Driedger
1861-1906

Katherine	(Warkentin)
(1862-1945)

Opa	Driedger's	parents

Opa	Driedger's	parents	&	siblings
His	father	died	of	appendicidis	age	45.

His	mother	then	married	Johann	Cornies
(below)

from	left	-	Abram,	Jacob

In	chair	is	Mariechen
Opa	standing	in	front

(left)	Our

grandfather

with	his	sister

Mariechen

(right)	With

brother	Abram

in	Red	Cross

service

Our	Maternal	Ancestors
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Jacob	L.	Dick's
Tagebuch.	Dated	back

to	the	1880's

When	the	German/Austrian	army	occupied	Ukraine	in	1918,
they	purchased	grain	to	ship	back	home	to	Austria.		Our	great-

grandfather	Jacob	Leonard	Dick	(Wiesenfeld)		received	Austrian
krone	in	payment	for	his.		In	1973,	for	Christmas,	Opa	and	Oma

Driedger	passed	several	of	the	on	to	our	parents.	

Oma	Driedger's	parents
Rev.	Jacob	Leonard	Dick	(1852-1922)

and
Agatha	(Loewen)(1856-1935)

(left)	Oma	Driedger

(Dick)	with	two
cousins

(right)	Oma's	three
brothers	(l-r)

Wilhelm,	Jacob	&
Abram

Oma's	brother

Wilhelm	and

Justina.
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A	poem	written	by	Henry	C.	Neufeld	after
	visiting	his	Schoenfeld	home	for	the	last	time

	

For	the	last	time	after	a	long	while	
Destiny	returns	me	to	my	home.	

I	greet	the	beloved	place	from	afar	

But	no	one	returns	my	greeting.	

		

No	mouth	bids	me	a	friendly	welcome	

No	person	offers	me	his	hand	in	greeting	

My	home	has	been	taken	from	me	

I	am	a	stranger	in	this	land.	

		

Shattered	lies	the	burial	plot	

Devastated	is	the	beloved	place	

Where	man	has	run	the	race	

No	call	sounds,	no	word	is	heard.	

		

I	am	uneasy	and	seized	with	dread	

My	heart	is	filled	with	melancholy	

The	cold	walls	watch	me	

My	fist	clenches	in	rain	and	anguish.	

		

Now	I	turn	my	back	on	you	my	home	

My	fate	bids	me	to	go	on	

From	the	hill	I	will	glance	back	once	more	

Far	over	the	sea	I	will	journey	now..

An	unknown	heritage	traveller	visiting	the
Soljonaya	River	in	the	1990's	where

Schoenfeld	village	may	have	been	
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Johann	Bernard	Fast	played	a	 significant	 role	 in	 the	 founding	of	Schoenfeld.
He	was	probably	 the	biggest	mover	 and	 shaker.	 	 In	 the	historic	writings	his
name	 is	 synonymous	with	 the	name	Wiesenfeld.	 I	didn’t	understand	why.	 	 I
had	 four	 seemingly	 unrelated	 pieces	 of	 information	 that	 eventually	 helped
solve	the	riddle:
	
1.	Mom	said	her	birthplace	was	the	Wiesenfeld	estate	and	that	"Wiesenfeld"

was	owned	by	her	grandfather.	

2.But	her	grandfather	arrived	in	Schoenfeld	in	1889,	a	full	17	years	after	the
Chonuk	land	was	origianally	purchased.	
3.	Johann	Bernard	Fast	was	one	of	the	Brasol	investors,	yet	his	name	does	not

appear	on	any	map.	But	his	estate	was	called	Wiesenfeld.			

4.	Oma	Driedger’s	grandmother,	Agatha	was	widowed	twice.	Her	third

marriage	was	to	Johann	Bernard	Fast	(according	to	Opa	Driedger’s	notes).	

		

Perhaps	 the	 puzzle	 can	 be	 solved	 this	 way.	 	 Leonard(1)	 and	 Anna	 (Toews)
Dick	arrived	in	Halbstadt	from	Prussia	in	1839.	They	were	the	first	of	Mom’s
maternal	 family	 in	 Molotschna.	 	 They	 lived	 in	 Muensterberg	 (47.017365,
35.471764).	 A	 son,	 Leonard(2)	 was	 born	 to	 them	 and	 he	 married	 Sarah
Warkentin	in	1851.		Leonard(2)	and	Sarah	had	three	children,	the	oldest	being
Jacob(3).	He	was	Mom’s	grandfather.		Seven	years	into	the	marriage	his	father
died	of	 small	pox.	 	His	mother	Sarah,	 then	28	years	old,	was	 left	with	 three
children.	 	 She	 then	 married	 Peter	 Siemens	 and	 continued	 to	 live	 in
Muensterberg,	which	incidentally	is	just	3	km	south	of	Blumstein	(47.040767,
35.475197),	 home	 town	 of	 Johann	 Bernard	 Fast.	 They	 may	 have	 been
acquainted.

		

Peter	Siemens	was	one	of	 the	Chonuk	Reihe	group.	Siemens	 and	Sarah	 then
moved	 to	 Schoenfeld.	 Sarah's	 oldest,	 Jacob(3)	 however	 remained	 in
Muensterberg	with	his	grandparents.	

		

Peter	Siemens	and	Sarah	went	on	 to	have	 five	 children	of	 their	own,	but	we
know	nothing	about	them.		Siemens	died	shortly	after	moving	to	Schoenfeld.
Sarah,	a	widow	the	second	time,	was	40	years	old.		She	married	again,	this	time
to	 50-year	 old	 Johann	 B.	 Fast.	 So	 Mom’s	 great-grandmother	 Sarah	 (nee
Warkentin,	Dick,	Siemens)	became	Sarah	Fast.		Together	Sarah	and	Johann	B.
Fast	had	one	son.	He	died	at	the	age	of	12.

			

Back	in	Muensterberg,	Jacob(3)	grew	up	and	married	Agatha	Loewen	in	1875.
She	was	Oma	Driedger’s	mother.	After	the	wedding	Jacob	and	Agatha	moved
to	Blumstein	where	 in	 1881	 Jacob(3)	was	 ordained	 in	 the	Blumstein	 church.
While	 in	Blumstein	 they	had	5	children.	 they	were	Oma’s	older	 siblings.	 	 In
1889,	Jacob(3)	received	a	call	to		pastor	at	the	Schoenfeld	church.		He	accepted
and	moved	his	family	to	Schoenfeld.	 	Oma	(Driedger)	was	born	8	years	after
they	 moved.	 	 Our	 mother	 said	 she	 and	 her	 parents	 had	 lived	 in	 the
“Nebenhaus”	(meaning	next	door	to	the	main	house)	on	the	Wiesenfeld	estate.
But	Wiesenfeld	was	 the	 estate	of	 Johann	Bernard	Fast.	 	Perhaps	 it	happened
this	way.

Jacob(3)’s	mother,	after	marrying	Johann	B.	Fast,	would	have	moved	to
his	Wiesenfeld	estate	and	into	the	main	residence.		So	it	is	understandable
that,	when	Jacob(3)	and	Agatha	came	to	Schoenfeld	with	their	5	children,
they	were	provided	a	 residence	near	his	mother,	probably	a	Wiesenfeld
Nebenhaus.

	

In	 1890,	 only	 a	 year	 after	 Jacob(3)	 arrived	 in	 Schoenfeld,	 his	 mother
Sarah	died	at	the	age	of	60.	 	 	Her	widowed	husband,	Johann	B.	Fast,	 is
said	 to	have	moved	 to	be	with	 the	 children	of	his	 first	marriage,	 	most
likely	somewhere	else	on	the	greater	Wiesenfeld	property.		Jacob(3)	and
Agatha	 then	 moved	 into	 the	 main	 house	 where	 they	 lived	 until
Schoenfeld	was	 abandoned	 in	 1919.	 	Another	 4	 children	were	 born	 to
Jacob(3)	and	Agatha	here.	 	They	were	Anna,	Abram,	Wilhelm	and	Tina
(Oma).	 	 So	 when	 Tina,	 their	 youngest	 daughter,	 married	 she	 and	 her
husband	N.N.	Driedger	must	have	moved	into	the	Nebenhaus.

	

Mom	 had	 a	 document	 in	 her	 keepsake	 that	 showed	 Johann	 B.	 Fast
transferred	title	to	that	part	of	his	Wiesenfeld	estate	to	Jacob(3)	L.	Dick.
The	date	was	1893.	So	Mom’s	grandfather	did	own	a	piece	of	Wiesenfeld
and	that’s	why	Mom	referred	to	her	birthplace	as	Wiesenfeld.

	

The	transfer	document	in	her	keepsake	is	an	English	copy	professionally
made	here	in	Canada.		It	gives	a	detailed	description	of	the	property	and
shows	 Johann	 B.	 Fast	 as	 the	 vendor.	Why	 would	 someone	 go	 to	 that
length	to	create	an	English	copy?		There	must	have	been	a	hope	that	they
might	reclaim	their	Wiesenfeld	home	again.

	

The	 photograph	 below	 is	 found	 in	 the	 book	 Mennonite	 Estates	 in
Imperial	 Russia.	 Under	 the	 picture	 is	 the	 note	 “Fast	 family	 on	 the
Wiesenfeld	estate”.		On	the	1912	Schoenfeld	map	you	can	see	three	Fast
farmsteads	 east	 of	 Jacob(3)	 L.	Dick.	 	 They	were	 Johann,	Gerhard	 and
Cornelius	Fast.	It	is	likely	these	properties,	as	well	as	several	to	the	west
of	 Jacob(3,)	were	all	part	of	 the	original	 Johann	Fast	Wiesenfeld	estate.
(jd).

The	Wiesenfeld	Estate	Puzzle
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Rev.	 Nicolai	 N.	 Driedger	 was	 born	 on	 June	 7,	 1893	 in	 Schoenfeld,	 S.
Russia.	His	 parents	 were	Nicolai	 Abram	 and	Katharina	 (nee	Warkentin)
Driedger.	 	He	had	 two	older	brothers	 and	one	younger	 sister.	He	 started
school	 at	 the	 age	 of	 seven	 attending	 the	 elementary	 school	 not	 far	 from
their	home	(on	Brasol	Reihe	-	jd).		Both	the	German	and	Russian	languages
were	 taught	 in	 all	 grades.	 	 It	was	 customary	 at	 that	 time	 for	 the	boys	 to
attend	elementary	school	for	seven	years	and	the	girls	for	only	six.	
		
The	 early	 death	 of	 his	 father	 (at	 age	 45)	 brought	many	 changes	 into	 the
family.	His	mother	remarried	to	widower,	Johann	Peter	Cornies,	who	had
four	 children	 of	 his	 own;	 one	 daughter	 already	married,	 and	 three	 sons.
The	youngest	Cornies,	Peter,	was	the	same	age	as	Nicolai,	and	therefore	the
two	boys	were	often	called	twins.	Just	as	Nicolai’s	last	year	in	public	school
came	 to	 an	 end,	 the	 central	 school	 (high	 school)	 came	 into	 being	 in
Schoenfeld.	 	 Nicolai’s	 stepfather,	 Johann	 Cornies,	 was	 a	 progressive	 and
prominent	man	in	Schoenfeld.		He	had	been	on	the	area	school	board	from
the	 beginning	 and	 was	 also	 on	 the	 board	 of	 directors	 for	 the	 new	 high
school.	There	was	no	question	as	to	whether	Nicolai	and	Peter	would	go	to
the	 high	 school.	He	 registered	 them	without	 first	 asking	 them.	 Since	 the
high	 school	was	10	kilometers	 away	he	 arranged	 room	and	board	during
the	 week	 with	 Nico1ai’s	 Uncle	 Johann	 Warkentin.	 The	 boys	 would	 go
home	 for	 weekends.	 	 (The	 home	 where	 our	 grandfather	 boarded	 later
became	Pravda’s	headquarters	–	jd).	
		
During	Nicolai’s	 time	 only	 boys	 went	 to	 high	 school.	However	 in	 later
years	girls	attended	as	well.		In	some	parts	of	Molotschna	there	were	high
schools	 just	 for	girls.	 	 In	Schoenfeld	many	boys	boarded	near	 the	 school
with	other	families.	It	was	common	for	the	boys	to	gather	for	parties	and
one	common	activity	was	 to	 eat	"Halvah".	The	boys	would	draw	 lots	 to
see	who	would	be	buying	the	treat.	Here	Nicolai	and	Peter	got	into	a	bind.
Their	 father	 had	 not	 given	 them	 any	 spending	 money,	 but	 had	 said:
"Everything	 that	 is	necessary	you	 can	 charge	 to	my	account	at	 the	 store".
What	now?		At	first	they	hesitated,	but	finally	with	no	way	out	they	began
charging	 “Halvah”	 to	 their	 father’s	 account.	 	 When	 Cornies	 saw	 the
account	he	was	dismayed.	They	received	a	scolding	but	continued	charging
their	delicacy	to	his	account.		He	always	paid	the	bill	and	never	mentioned
it	again.	Nicolai	wrote:	"Father	must	have	thought	he	could	do	little	about
it	and	besides	school	would	eventually	come	to	an	end	for	his	boys".	
		
Nicolai	finished	high	school	and	passed	his	exams	with	honours.	He	wrote:
"Attendance	 to	 the	central	 school	has	been	of	great	 importance	 in	my	 life,
both	 morally	 and	 academically.	 Without	 it	 I	 would	 not	 have	 gotten	 the
position	 in	 the	 bank,	 nor	 been	 secretary	 for	 the	 office	 of	 the	 Red	 Cross

during	the	War,	and	perhaps	not	have	become	a	minister”.	
		
Nicolai's	youth	was	spent	at	home	doing	whatever	work	needed	to	be	done
on	the	farm.	In	the	summer	it	was	his	and	Peter’s	job	to	keep	the	250	acres
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of	summer	fallow	black.		For	this	they	each	had	four	horses	and	a	cultivator.
There	was	 a	 lot	 of	music	 in	 their	 home.	They	had	 an	organ,	 cello,	 guitar,
accordion	and	a	violin.	Nicolai	played	the	cello	and	guitar	and	occasionally
the	 organ.	 Peter	 played	 the	 violin.	Only	 seldom	did	 they	miss	 church	 on
Sundays,	summer	or	winter.	Sunday	afternoons	were	usually	spent	visiting
cousins	and	friends.	
		
On	June	9,	1913,	Nicolai	was	baptized	in	the	Schoenfeld	church.	About	that
time	 the	 estate	 owners	 and	 businessmen	 of	 Schoenfeld	 opened	 a	 bank	 in
Gaychur.	 Nicolai’s	 stepfather	 got	 him	 the	 position	 of	 bookkeeper	 in	 the
savings	 accounts.	 In	 the	 fall	 of	 1913	 his	 father	 purchased	 an	 automobile
from	Beckman	of	Germany.	Cornies	was	the	lead	director	for	the	bank	and
so	the	car	was	often	used	to	go	to	work,	and	Nicolai	was	able	to	drive.	Peter
however	only	drove	it	on	weekends.	It	was	used	only	when	the	roads	were
good.	When	war	broke	out	his	father	sold	it	before	it	could	be	requisitioned
for	the	war.	
		
World	War	I	began	in	August	of	1914.		Russia	drafted	all	men	up	to	the	age
of	40.	Nicolai	had	just	turned	21	that	summer,	and	was	drafted	into	the	Red
Cross	service	in	the	fall	of	1914.	
		
Taken	from	Nicolai’s	book:		"At	the	beginning	of	war	a	form	of	alternative
service	was	offered	to	 the	Mennonites.	 	It	was	called	Sanitates	Service.	 	Its
consisted	of	 transporting	wounded	 from	 the	battle	 field	 to	hospitals	deeper
into	the	country.	We	went	as	far	as	Samara	on	the	Volga	River,	Riga	on	the
Baltic	Sea,	Petrograd	and	Kiev.	 	Upon	recruitment	our	group	was	taken	to
the	city	of	Ekaterinoslav,	the	capital	of	our	province.		At	first	they	stationed
us	 in	military	barracks.	 	About	 ten	 of	 us	 asked	 for	 permission	 to	 stay	 at	 a
hotel	until	 they	had	orders	to	push	us	further.	The	permission	was	granted.
Of	course	we	had	to	pay	for	the	hotel,	but	we	were	free	to	sight-see	the	city.
One	 day	we	 stood	 under	 the	 big	 railway	 bridge	 that	 crossed	 the	Dnieper
River,	 and	were	 examining	 it.	All	 of	 a	 sudden	 several	 policemen	appeared
with	 rifles,	 unceremoniously	 arrested	 us,	 and	 took	 us	 to	 the	 police	 station.
There	we	were	searched	and	interrogated.	Not	knowing	what	to	do	with	us
they	sent	us	to	the	military	commander.	He	warned	us,	and	then	released	us
back	to	our	hotel.	That	was	an	eventful	afternoon.	Why	the	uproar?	There
was	a	war	on	and	the	bridge	was	being	watched	for	sabotage,	something	we
had	not	realized".	
		
After	five	days	they	were	transferred	to	Moscow	by	train;	a	journey	of	two
nights	 and	 a	 day.	Nicolai	was	 assigned	 to	Red	Cross	 train	No.	 160.	 This
train	belonged	 to	 the	Nobility	Organization.	All	of	 the	cars	were	coaches
that	each	held	52	wounded	men.	Other	organizations	owned	such	trains	as
well.		Because	emphasis	was	on	medical	cleanliness,	these	trains	were	called
"Sanitary	trains".	 	One	"Sanitary	Officer”	was	assigned	to	each	car.	 	After
the	wounded	were	delivered	to	a	hospital	each	officer	was	required	to	scrub
his	coach	clean	on	the	way	back	to	the	front.	It	was	very	hard	work.	After
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Memories	of	my	father	-	N.	N.	Driedger
by	Agatha	(Driedger)	Dick
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one	year	Nicolai	had	became	very	run	down	and	was	given	a	month's	leave.	
		
Since	he	had	done	some	work	in	the	registry	office	when	he	was	first	drafted,	he
was	recommended	to	serve	in	the	Russian	Nobility	office	of	the	Red	Cross	in
Moscow.	He	was	not	required	to	return	to	the	trains.		In	his	spare	time	he	took
the	 opportunity	 to	 attend	 some	 lectures	 at	 the	 university.	 	 Nicolai	 wrote:
“Moscow	had	hundreds	of	churches	of	the	Orthodox	faith	but	as	far	as	I	know,
during	my	stay	in	Moscow,	there	was	only	one	Protestant	church.		It	was	called
the	 Peter-Paul	 Lutheran	 Church.	 Statistics	 said	 there	 were	 about	 20,000
Germans	(non-Mennonites)	living	in	Moscow.		They	were	Russian	citizens.	Now
and	 then	 I	 was	 free	 on	 Sundays	 and	 could	 attend	 a	 church.	 	 It	 was	 a	 good
experience	to	attend	church	during	the	war.	 	The	services	were	 in	 the	German
language	which	I	believe	 continued	 throughout	 the	war.	 	Many	officials,	 even
army	generals,	attended	this	church	–	evidently	they	were	all	of	German	origin.
I	 attended	 a	 large	 Russian	 cathedral	 once,	 very	 strange,	 no	 sermon,	 only
elaborate	liturgy.”	
		
In	March	1917	the	Czar	was	forced	to	abdicate.	Kerensky	became	the	leader	of
a	provisional	government	which	only	lasted	until	October.	Then	the	Bolshevik
party	 took	over	by	 force.	 	That’s	when	 law	and	order	went	out	of	control.	 It
ended	my	work	at	the	Red	Cross	office	in	Moscow.	
		
On	Feb.	15,	1918	Nicolai	married	Katharina	(Tina)	Dueck.		They	then	lived	on
the	Wiesenfeld	estate	with	Tina’s	parents.	She	was	the	pretty,	youngest	daughter
of	 Jacob	Leonard	Dueck,	 the	 leading	minister	of	 the	Schoenfeld	church,.	This
was	revolution	time.		There	was	murder,	rape,	and	plunder	by	Makhno	and	his
marauding	 bands.	 	 It	 became	 very	 unsafe	 to	 stay	 in	 Schoenfeld.	 	 Nicolai’s
stepbrother	Peter,	who	had	shared	so	much	of	Nicolai’s	youth,	was	murdered.
All	of	Schoenfeld	fled	to	the	Molotschna.	Nicolai	and	Tina	left	with	their	baby
daughter	 (Agatha),	 Tina's	 parents	 and	 other	 relatives.	 They	 found	 refuge	 in
Neukirch.	
		
In	Neukirch,	 during	 the	 famine	 in	 the	winter	 of	 1922,	Tina's	 father	 died.	He
had	 been	 a	 great	 source	 of	 strength	 to	 the	 family,	 and	 to	 Nicolai	 who	 had
learned	much	 from	him.	Many	people	 came	 to	his	 funeral.	Another	daughter
(Katie)	was	born	in	the	spring	of	1922.	Had	it	not	been	for	the	MCC	coming	to
their	rescue,	the	daughters	would	not	have	survived.	
		
In	 June	of	1924	 they,	and	many	of	 their	 relatives,	 emigrated	 to	Canada.	Some
families	went	 directly	 to	Manitoba,	 while	 others	 came	 to	Waterloo,	Ontario.
Nicolai	and	Tina,	along	with	their	two	daughters	and	Tina's	mother,	were	taken
in	by	the	Henry	Bauman	family	in	Waterloo.		They	had	a	large	dairy	farm,	and
it	was	haying	season.	Nicolai’s	first	job	was	to	bring	in	hay.	He	was	not	familiar
with	the	type	of	wagon	the	Baumans	used	and	upset	the	first	load.	It	got	better
as	time	went	on.		Their	first	son,	Henry,	was	born	here.	They	named	him	after
Mr.	Bauman.	 	They	 lived	and	ate	 in	the	same	house	with	the	Baumans	for	six
months.	Would	we	be	as	generous	as	the	Baumans	today?

In	January	1925	the	family	moved	to	Manitoba.	 	Two	large	dairy	farms
were	purchased	 together	by	 ten	 families	 (all	 related)	 at	Newton	Siding.
Farming	 in	Manitoba	 was	 not	 like	 farming	 in	 the	 Ukraine,	 and	 many
things	had	to	be	learned	the	hard	way.	
		
On	 Sundays	 the	 families	 joined	 together	 in	 a	 church	 service	 in	 the	 big
farm	house.	Sermons	were	read	from	books	brought	along	from	Russia;
every	 family	had	a	hymn	book	as	well.	 	 	On	one	Sunday	morning	Mr.
Heinrich	B.	Wiens	 (a	 long	time	deacon	 in	our	Leamington	church	-	 jd)
asked	 if	 everyone	 present	 was	 in	 agreement	 that	 Nicolai	 should	 start
preaching.	 That	was	 the	 beginning	 of	 his	many	 years	 of	 service	 to	 the
church.	Another	son	(Jacob)	was	born	to	them	in	Manitoba.	After	three
years	 of	 crop	 failures,	 and	 other	 difficulties,	 the	 venture	 of	 farming
together	came	to	an	end.	
		
Some	relatives	had	 settled	on	Pelee	 Island	 in	1925	and	were	doing	well
financially.	 They	 had	 paid	 their	 CPR	 travel	 debt	 the	 first	 year.	 	 Upon
their	 urging,	Nicolai	 and	Tina’s	 family	moved	 to	Pelee	 Island.	 	By	 this
time	 the	Great	Depression	 had	 begun	 and	 the	 price	 of	 tobacco,	which
had	been	so	good	until	then,	dropped	to	a	mere	3	cents	a	pound.	Nicolai
found	work	maintaining	the	roads	on	the	island.	In	spite	of	poverty	and
hardship	 they	 enjoyed	 the	 fellowship	 of	 the	 close-knit	 group	 on	 the
island.	 	 Nicolai	 continued	 to	 preach	 and	 was	 ordained	 as	 minister	 in
September	of	1929	by	Jacob	H.	 Janzen.	 	Their	 son	Ernest	was	born	on
Pelee	 Island.	The	 family	now	numbered	eight,	 including	Tina’s	mother.
Not	much	travel	debt	could	be	paid	off.	
		
In	November	1930	the	family	moved	to	the	mainland	and	took	on	a	farm
on	 shares.	 That	 winter	 and	 spring	 were	 very	 difficult.	 Nicolai	 had
borrowed	 $25	 from	his	 brother-in-law	 to	 get	 them	 through	 the	winter
and,	while	in	Leamington	buying	supplies,	his	wallet	was	lost.		That	was
devastating,	but	God	knows	and	 takes	care	of	His	 children.	 	Early	one
morning,	as	Tina	was	leaving	the	house,	she	couldn’t	push	the	door	open
and	Nicolai	 came	 to	 help.	 	 Someone	 had	 put	 a	 large	 box	 of	 groceries
against	 the	 door	 during	 the	 night.	 	 The	 children	 called	 it	 bread	 from
heaven.	 	There	were	other	 times	when	people	helped	 them	out	 as	well.
One	 time	 in	 the	 winter,	 when	 there	 was	 still	 a	 bit	 of	 flour	 left,	 Tina
wanted	 to	 bake	 bread	 but	 had	 no	 yeast,	 and	 no	money	 to	 buy	 any	 as
well.	 	Nicolai	walked	 to	 the	 grocery	 store	 in	Ruthven	 and	 asked	 if	 he
could	 buy	 a	 cake	 of	 yeast	 on	 credit	 (it	 cost	 5	 cents).	 	 The	 storekeeper
refused	saying	times	were	too	hard	to	give	anyone	credit.	 	It	was	about
this	time	that	the	door	on	their	mailbox	had	come	off,	and	sparrows	were
using	it	to	nest.	 	No	matter	how	many	times	the	nest	was	removed,	the
next	day	it	was	there	again,	until	the	door	was	put	back	on.		Nicolai	said
he	should	learn	a	lesson	from	the	sparrows,	never	give	up.	 	Later	in	the
spring	 they	 were	 able	 to	 get	 some	 chickens	 and	 were	 then	 able	 to
exchange	 eggs	 for	 groceries.	 	 	 When	 the	 children	 needed	 books	 for
school,	Tina	would	say:	“Go	see	if	the	chickens	have	laid	any	more	eggs”.
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If	two	or	three	eggs	were	not	enough	the	children	would	bring	another	one
in	the	morning	on	the	way	to	school.		Later	the	storekeeper	would	say:	“If

everyone	was	as	honest	as	you	we	wouldn’t	have	to	keep	books”.	 	This	was
the	man	who	had	earlier	refused	to	give	5	cents	worth	of	credit	for	a	cake	of
yeast.	
		
Nicolai	 and	Tina	wanted	 their	 children	 to	 learn	 the	 same	chorals	 they	had
learned	in	school	 in	Russia.	Thus	began	the	family	custom	that	a	choral	or
some	other	song	was	sung	every	day	after	supper.		In	that	way	the	children
knew	many	chorals	by	memory.		
		
In	 1932	 Nicolai	 was	 elected	 Elder	 of	 the	 Leamington	 church.	 	 He	 was
ordained	in	May	of	1933	at	the	age	of	39.	
		
From	 Rev.	 N.	 N.	 Driedger's	 book:	 "The	 Leamington	 United	 Mennonite
Church:	
In	the	fall	of	1933	there	was	a	Mennonite	General	Conference	 in	Bluffton,
Ohio.		Since	Bluffton	was	only	160	miles	away,	Leamington	for	the	first	time
got	 to	 send	delegates	 to	 this	 conference.	 	Wilhelm	Schellenberg	and	Nicolai
Driedger	went	as	delegates.		Accompanying	these	two	beginners	was	another
novice,	Rev.	Dietrich	H.	Koop	from	Vineland,	Ontario.		The	conference	was
very	unfamiliar	to	the	Ontario	men,	and	the	Americans	delegates	viewed	the
three	from	Ontario	delegates	with	curiosity.		To	add	to	their	discomfort,	they
were	asked	to	address	the	assembly	–	in	the	German	language	of	course.		
		
It	 was	 at	 this	 conference	 that	 Nicolai	 was	 able	 to	 thank	 the	 assembly
publically	for	sending	aid	to	Russian	during	the	famine.		He	told	them,	if	it
had	not	been	for	their	aid,	many	people	would	have	died,	including	his	own
two	daughters.	 	Many	people	 thanked	him	 for	 sharing	 this	with	 them.	 	 It
was	 the	 first	 time	 they	had	heard	 from	 someone	who	had	been	helped	by
M.C.C.	
		
While	Nicolai	enjoyed	his	time	at	the	conference	his	thoughts	were	often	at
home,	where	his	family	was	left	to	harvest	their	tomato	crop.		Tina’s	brother
agreed	to	deliver	the	tomatoes	to	the	factory	during	the	night,	since	he	had
to	be	back	at	work	himself	in	the	morning.		The	loads	went	in	by	horse	and
wagon.	 	The	only	 light	 they	had	was	a	coal-oil	 lantern,	one	at	 the	front	of
the	 wagon	 and	 one	 in	 the	 back.	 	 At	 that	 time	 the	 ministers	 received	 no
salaries,	although	their	travel	expenses	were	paid	by	the	church.	
		
Nicolai	writes	 in	his	book:	“The	 late	 twenties	and	early	 thirties,	 in	 spite	of
want	and	privation,	were	beautiful	years.		No	event	was	taken	for	granted;
neither	 purchase	 of	 a	 used	 car	 or	 a	 new	 item	 of	 clothing,	 or	 the	 first	 choir
practice,	nor	the	first	social	outing.”	
		
When	the	Depression	years	came	to	an	end,	life	became	easier.		In	the	spring
to	1938,	the	family	moved	to	a	small	farm	in	Leamington,	about	two	miles
down	the	2nd	Concession	from	the	church.		Now	there	was	a	better	house,
with	electricity,	running	water	and	a	telephone.		Can	you	imagine	a	leading
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minister	 without	 a	 telephone?	 	 One	 day	 at	 noon,	 while	 still	 living	 in
Ruthven	with	no	 telephone	 in	 the	house,	 a	young	man	on	a	bicycle,	hot
and	out	of	breath,	came	to	ask	Rev.	N.N.	Driedger	if	he	would	announce
his	 and	 his	 fiancée’s	 engagement	 the	 coming	 Sunday.	 	 The	 young	 amn
invited	him	 to	 the	 “Verlobung”	 (engagement	 event)	 on	 Saturday	 evening
too.		Because	he	worked	at	H.J.	Heinz,	and	had	to	be	back	to	work	by	one
o’clock,	he	was	in	a	hurry.		Such	was	life	without	a	telephone.	
		
Elders	 and	 ministers,	 who	 came	 from	 across	 Canada	 to	 visit	 the
Leamington	church,	or	for	other	occasions,	would	stay	at	N.	N.	Driedger's
place.	 It	was	 a	 privilege	 to	 get	 to	know	 these	men	 so	personally.	 	 In	 the
early	 thirties,	 there	were	 appointees	 assigned	 to	 collect	outstanding	CPR
travel	debt	from	church	members.	On	one	occasion,	when	Nicolai	wasn’t
home,	one	of	these	men	was	dropped	off	at	their	house	by	someone.	This
man	 was	 a	 no-nonsense,	 gruff-looking	man.	 	 Tina	 was	 particularly	 glad
their	 travel	 debt	 had	 been	 paid,	 but	 was	 still	 quite	 intimidated	 by	 his
presence.	She	asked	him	if	he	had	had	his	dinner.	No,	he	had	not,	so	Tina
warmed	up	the	potatoes	again,	and	made	a	cream	sauce	to	pour	over	them.
She	 served	 the	 cream	 sauce	 in	 a	 cream	pitcher,.	 	The	 girls,	washing	 their
dinner	 dishes	 in	 the	 corridor,	 were	 able	 to	 hear	 their	 mother	 trying	 to
make	polite	conversation	with	this	man,	but	getting	only	grunts	 in	reply.
When	 it	 came	 time	 for	 his	 coffee	 the	 man	 took	 the	 cream	 pitcher	 and
poured	 the	 sauce	 into	 his	 coffee.	 	 The	 girls	 heard	 their	mother	 exclaim:
“Oh,	Mr…….,	that	is	sauce!”	and	his	reply	was:	“huh?”		It	was	all	the	girls
could	take.		They	burst	through	the	screen	door	and	rolled	on	the	lawn	in
laughter.		When	Tina	came	out	to	dispose	of	the	man’s	coffee	(they	had	no
sink)	 and	 saw	her	daughters	 laughing	 so	hard,	 she	 too	doubled	over	 and
laughed	with	them.		When	she	had	composed	herself	she	went	inside	again
and	prepared	another	cup	of	coffee	for	the	man.	
		
When	times	got	better	the	church	was	able	to	give	N.N.	Driedger	a	salary.
Many,	many	kind	things	were	done	in	various	ways	by	the	church,	and	by
individuals,	to	show	love	and	appreciation	for	their	Elder.	
		
Rev.	N.N.	Driedger	served	as	Elder	and	leader	of	the	church	for	25	years,
first	 the	Town	Church	 and	 then	 the	North	Church.	 	 In	 January	of	 1958
J.C.	Neufeld	was	elected	Elder	 and	 took	over	 the	 leadership.	 	Rev.	N.N.
Driedger	 served	 nine	 more	 years	 in	 the	 Town	 Church	 assisting	 Rev.
Neufeld.	 	 In	 total	 he	 served	 the	 church	 for	 34	 years,	 performed	 279
marriages	 and	 702	 baptisms.	 	 He	 also	 personally	 printed	 the	 church
bulleting	for	12	years.	
		
He	preached	his	last	sermon	New	Year’s	Day	of	1972.		His	text	was:	Luke
2,	 21.	 	 For	 some	 years	 he	 still	 spoke	 words	 of	 comfort	 at	 the	 table	 at
funerals.	 	The	 last	 ones	were	 the	 funerals	 of	Mr.	Nick	Cornies	 and	Mrs.
Olga	Hamm.	
		
Tina	loved	flowers	and	kept	her	home	and	yard	beautiful.	 	She	was	like	a
flower	herself,	loving	and	unassuming.		She	stood	by	her	husband	in	good
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and	in	hard	times	with	loving	encouragement	and	advice.		She	did	not	seek	any
credit	 for	 herself	 but	 was	 happy	 when	 her	 husband	 received
acknowledgement.		
		
After	N.	N.	Driedger	 retired	he	 began	writing	his	 book	on	 the	Leamington
United	Mennonite	Church.	This	research	gave	him	much	enjoyment	and	took
up	much	of	 his	 time.	 	Because	of	 his	Parkinson’s	 disease,	which	 affected	his
writing,	he	continued	with	a	typewriter.		His	book	was	published	in	the	winter
of	 1973.	 	 Tina	 died	 on	 February	 22,	 1973,	 but	 not	 before	 she	 had	 seen	 the
finished	book	which	she	took	with	her	to	the	hospital.	
		
Now	life	became	very	quiet	for	Rev.	Driedger.		Many	friends	and	relatives	his
age	had	already	passed	away.		He	lived	alone	for	six	years	in	a	smaller	house,
on	his	son	Ernie’s	farm,	into	which	he	had	moved	with	Tina	only	five	months
before	 her	 death.	 	 On	 May	 7,	 1979	 he	 chose	 to	 move	 into	 the	 Mennonite
Home	where	he	got	the	best	of	care,	thanks	to	the	administration	and	staff.	
		
Rev.	N.N.	Driedger	died	on	August	24,	1988.		To	sum	up	his	life	would	be	a
verse	from	Psalm	73	which	he	often	used	in	his	sermons:	“Nevertheless	I	am
continually	with	thee;	thou	hast	held	me	by	my	right	hand.		Thou	shalt	guide
me	with	thy	counsel,	and	afterward	receive	me	in	glory”	–	Psalm	73,	23-24.	
		
Agatha	(Driedger)	Dick
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Our	paternal	grandfather,	Abram,	was	the	only	child	of	Johann	P.	Dick
and	 Anna	 Driedger.	 They	 had	 two	 daughters	 earlier	 but	 both	 died	 as
infants.	 	Tragedy	continued.	Anna	died	 two	months	after	Abram	arrived.
His	 father	 then	married	Margareta	Enns.	Remember	 “the	 old	maid	 from
Tiege”?	 	The	 following	 is	 a	bit	more	detail	 about	Abram's	half	 -brothers
and	half-sisters.

Anna	Dick	(1892-1918)	
Anna	 was	 the	 oldest	 daughter	 of	 Johann's	 second	 family	 	 She	 married
Johann	Berg	Jr.	Shortly	after	the	wedding	she	was	diagnosed	with	a	spinal
inflammation.	The	doctors	recommended	she	should	go	to	a	sulfur	health
spa	 in	 the	 Crimea.	 Her	 parents	 took	 her	 and	 stayed	 for	 a	 month.	 	 Her
husband	was	busy	running	the	newly	built	flour	mill	and	couldn’t	take	that
much	time	away.	
		
When	her	husband	was	sentenced	to	5	years	on	an	island	in	Siberia,	Anna
insisted	she	was	going	with	him.		
		
After	 one	 and	 a	 half	 years	 on	 the	 island	her	 health	 became	 so	bad	Anna
return	 home.	When	 the	 revolution	 began	 prisons	were	 opened	 and	Berg
made	 his	way	 home.	 	A	 year	 after	 his	 return	Anna	 died	 of	 tuberculosis.
They	had	no	children.		Her	husband	tells	their	story	on	Pages	120-21.
	

Johann	J	Dick	(1893-1986)	
He	was	John	H.	and	Henry	Dick’s	father.		He	was	the	oldest	in	the	family
except	 for	 Abram.	 	 His	 father	 died	 in	 1914	 and	 then	 the	 war	 started.
Johann(5)	 was	 immediately	 called	 into	 the	 Medical	 Corps.	 That	 left	 his
recently	widowed	mother	 to	run	 the	 large	 farm	with	her	16	year	old	son
Peter	and	the	younger	children.	 	When	Russia’s	war	effort	 later	collapsed
Johann	came	home	and	his	mother	was	very	happy	to	see	him.		However,
life	in	Schoenbrunn	had	changed.	Law	and	order	were	a	thing	of	the	past.	
		
In	May	 of	 1919,	 Johann	married	Maria	 (Wiens)	 in	 a	 double	 wedding	 in
Schoenbrunn.	 	 The	 other	 couple	 was	 his	 sister	 Margaret	 and	 Abram
Mathies.	 	 That	 was	 remarkable	 since	 more	 than	 50	 relatives	 and
neighbours,	 including	Mrs.	 Johann	Berg	Sr.	next	door,	had	been	killed	 in
the	previous	six	months.	

Johann	 and	Maria	 came	 to	Canada	 in	 1924	 and	 ran	 a	 successful	 farm	 in
Leamington.	 Their	 experiences	 drove	 them	 to	 great	 empathy	 for	 the
disadvantaged.	Throughout	their	lifes	they	sponsored	a	number	of	refugee
families	coming	to	Canada.		Their	sons	were	John,	Bill,	Henry	(aka	Dixie)
and	Peter	(in	Texas).

Justina	Dick	(1895-1964)	
As	 a	 child	 Justina	 suffered	 from	 rickets.	 She	was	 a	 unique	 person	 and	 a
bright	child.	When	her	sister	Anna	(Berg)	was	diagnosed	with	tuberculosis
the	doctor	advised	that	care-giving	should	be	restricted	to	one	person.	 	It
was	Justina	who	stepped	forward	and	postponed	her	own	wedding	for	two
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years.	After	Anna	 died,	 Justina	married	Wilhelm	Dick	 (Oma	Driedger’s
brother)	 in	 Sept.	 of	 1918.	 After	 her	 mother	 was	 brutally	 attacked	 she
travelled	to	the	Ohrloff	hospital	with	her	and	stayed	the	duration.	When
her	mother	died,	Justina	travelled	back	to	Schoenbrunn	with	Abram	and
the	coffin.	
		
In	the	last	days	of	September	1919,	Justina	and	Wilhelm	fled	to	Neukirch
and	 stayed	 among	 his	 family.	When	 starvation	 threatened	Wilhelm	 and
several	men	set	out	in	search	of	food.	In	1924	they	left	for	Canada.

They	were	among	the	families	who	jointly	took	over	the	Newton	Siding
farm.	 	 Three	 years	 later	 they	moved	 to	 Leamington.	 Justina	 had	 health
problems	of	her	own,	but	always	remained	cheerful.	She	hobbled	along	on
one	leg,	often	supported	by	a	chair,	making	supper	for	family	and	friends.
She	was	plagued	with	open	ulcers	on	her	leg	that	doctors	never	seemed	to
find	a	cure	 for.	 Justina	died	of	 cancer	 in	 Ju1y	of	1964.	 	Less	 than	a	year
later	 her	 husband	 Wilhelm	 died.	 	 Their	 children	 were:	 Annie	 (Neil
Konrad),	 Jacob,	William,	 Herman	 (Herm),	 Agatha	 (Harry	 Tiessen)	 and
John	W.	(Tom,	Larry).

Margaretha	Dick	(1897-1986)	
Margaretha	had	a	reputation	of	being	high	spirited.		Today	we’d	call	her	a
tomboy.	As	a	young	girl,	she	would	try	to	get	out	of	housework	and	ride
her	horse	for	all	it	was	worth.		Her	mother	did	not	approve.	Nice	girls	did
not	 do	 such	 things.	 Her	 father	 Johann	 didn’t	 seem	 to	 mind,	 and	 was
probably	delighted	in	her	high	spirits.	She	begged	her	parents	to	send	her
to	high	school	which,	at	the	time,	would	have	been	in	Halbstadt.	She	had
cousins	attending	there.	 	Her	father	agreed,	but	her	mother	was	dead	set
against	it,	saying:	"Margaretha	is	too	wild.	She	will	be	better	off	at	home
to	learn	housework".		Her	Mother	won	the	argument.	
		
Her	 father	died	when	she	was	17	years	old.	 	She	had	been	very	close	 to
him	and	Margaret	was	heartbroken.		She	later	said:	“Father	understood	me
and	 encouraged	 me	 to	 be	 myself".	 	 She	 married	 Abram	 Mathies	 of
Schoenbrunn,	 in	May	 of	 1919	 in	 the	 double	 wedding	 with	 her	 brother
Johann.	 	This	was	during	a	very	violent	time.	 	Many	of	their	possessions
had	been	 stolen,	but	 they	managed	 the	best	 they	could.	 	A	 few	relatives
came	from	a	distance,	but	most	felt	it	was	too	dangerous.	 	Their	Russian
neighbours	 were	 invited,	 and	 many	 brought	 food.	 	 Two	 months	 later
Margaret's	 mother	 died	 and	 her	 husband	 (Abram	 Mathies)	 was
conscripted	 into	 the	White	Army.	 	After	 the	war,	 in	December	 	of	1919,
they	fled	to	Alexanderkrone,	Molotschna.		In	1924	they	left	for	Canada.	

They	 lived	 in	 various	 places	 and	 finally	 bought	 a	 farm	near	Olinda.	 	 In
1956	their	25	year	old	son,	Harry	was	found	dead	in	his	truck	at	a	truck
stop	 in	Minnesota.	He	had	stopped	 to	rest	during	a	 snowstorm	and	was
overcome	by	carbon	monoxide.	Another	son,	Bill,	died	of	cancer	in	1972.
Her	 husband	Abram	 died	 in	 1974.	Margaret	 spent	 her	 last	 years	 in	 the
Leamington	Mennonite	Home	where	her	impish	humor	continued	to	the
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delight	of	 care	 givers.	 She	died	 in	May	of	 1986.	Their	 children	were	Helena,
Margaret	 (Mrs.	 Jacob	 Toews),	Annie	 (Krause	 Fisheries),	William,	Harry	 and
Arthur.

Peter	J.	Dick	(1898-1988)	
Peter	 was	 a	 happy	 kind	 of	 guy.	 In	 1924,	 when	 his	 family	 was	 leaving	 for
Canada,	he	 chose	 to	 stay.	He	was	getting	married	 and	her	parents	were	very
much	against	leaving.	His	siblings'	last	memory	of	him	was	at	his	wedding	in
June	of	 1924.	He	married	Paula	Wiebe,	 a	 pretty	 girl	 and	 a	nurse.	His	 family
wondered	 if	 another	 reason	 for	 not	 applying	 to	 emigrate	 was	 because	 of	 a
lingering	 shrapnel	 wound	 he	 had	 that	 wouldn't	 heal.	 He	 would	 have	 been
rejected.

When	 Peter	 finished	 high	 school	 in	 Schoenfeld	 he	 wanted	 to	 study
horticulture,	but	 the	war	didn't	 allow.	He	was	called	 into	 the	Medical	Corps
and	later	into	the	White	Army.

Most	of	what	is	known	of	Peter	comes	from	letters	he	wrote	out	of	Russia	in
the	1960-1970's.	We	learned	he	worked	as	a	farm	manager	near	Halbstadt,	then
accepted	 the	 position	 of	 administrator	 in	 the	Ohrloff	 hospital.	 	 His	 time	 in
Ohrloff	 went	 smoothly,	 although	 he	 would	 have	 preferred	 to	 work	 in	 the
orchards	and	gardens	on	the	hospital	grounds.		Later	he	moved	to	Crimea	but
his	letters	never	revealed	why.

In	1941	Peter	and	Paula	were	given	a	few	hours	notice	to	pack	their	bags	and	to
report	 to	 the	nearest	 train	 station.	They	were	 told	 their	 lives	were	 in	danger
because	of	the	German	invasion.	They	needed	to	go	to	a	“safer”	place	further
east.	Some	time	during	the	journey,	while	their	rail	cars	were	unhooked	waiting
for	a	change	of	locomotives,	Peter	became	aware	that	many	other	rail	cars	had
people	 in	 them.	 In	 fact,	 as	 he	 walked	 by	 some	 of	 these	 cars	 he	 recognized
people	 from	Tiege.	 	However,	 in	 his	 letters	 Peter	was	 always	 emphatic	 how
fortunate	 they	 were	 to	 be	 taken	 to	 safety.	 	 In	 reality,	 it	 was	 part	 of	 a
deportation	to	Siberia	of	anyone	suspected	of	having	German	roots.	
		
Their	train	took	them	to	Perm,	Siberia	where	they	were	given	the	privilege	of
working	 in	 the	Workers	Army.	 	His	 letters	 always	 sounded	 as	 if	 this	 was	 a
privilege.	 	 Perhaps	 it	 was,	 at	 least	 they	 weren’t	 sent	 to	 a	 prison	 camp.	 	 All
correspondence	was	 heavily	 censored,	which	 explained	 the	 strange	 language.
His	letters	were	always	vague.		He	never	mentioned	food	shortages,	but	always
stated	 it	was	 necessary	 to	make	 sacrifices	 to	 ensure	 the	 brave	 soldiers	 could
defend	the	Motherland.			

	Most	of	the	women	were	picked	up	early	in	the	morning	to	work	in	the	bush
or	 in	 a	mine.	Her	 father	had	worked	 in	 the	bush	 as	well	 but,	 because	of	 his
earlier	leg	wound,	he	was	given	a	job	in	the	office.	After	the	war	(WWII)	Peter
and	Paula	were	reunited,	but	they	were	not	given	travel	documents.

You	 couldn't	 move	 from	 one	 jurisdiction	 to	 another	 without	 them.
Peter	 then	worked	on	 a	 collective	 farm	where	 he	was	 the	 bookkeeper.
He	was	 required	 to	make	 year-end	 financial	 reports	 for	 the	 collective,
but	 the	 city	 to	which	he	was	 to	 report	 to,	had	no	winter	 roads.	 	They
travelled	 over	 a	 frozen	 river	 in	 a	 sleigh.	 	 At	 one	 point	 the	 sleigh	 had
fallen	 through,	 but	 he	 managed	 to	 save	 his	 satchel,	 and	 was	 able	 to
present	 his	 report	 intact.	 	 He	 was	 hailed	 a	 hero,	 as	 a	 worker,	 and
rewarded	 by	 being	 assigned	 to	 a	 house	 in	 Krasnokamsk	 (56.848972,
49.18945)	where	 life	was	easier.	 	That,	at	 least,	was	 the	story	 that	came
through	the	censored	mail.	
		
Nora	 confided	 to	 Helen	 Johnson	 that	 her	 father	 had	 actually	 been
dismissed	from	the	collective	because	of	ill-health,	and	needed	to	find	his
own	work.		In	spite	of	much	pleading	they	were	assigned	to	a	shack	and
life	 became	 much	 harder.	 Peter	 never	 did	 get	 steady	 work	 after	 that.
Paula	 said	 that	 if	 it	 had	not	been	 for	 their	 garden,	 and	 their	 cow,	 they
would	have	had	a	very	hard	time.		Nora	said	her	parents	were	eventually
entitled	to	a	meager	pension	and,	for	health	reasons,	given	permission	to
move	 further	 south.	 	However,	 they	were	not	allowed	 to	 return	 to	 the
Ukraine.	
		
Nora	finished	medical	training	and	did	her	internship	in	a	hospital	in	the
Arctic.	 	 She	 met	 Oleg	 Kautchukowski	 there,	 who	 was	 working	 at	 a
reindeer	 collective.	 	After	her	 internship,	 they	 returned	 to	Perm	where
they	 were	 offered	 good	 positions	 near	 a	 large	 hydro-electric
development.	
		
Helen	Koop	Johnson	wrote	the	following	from	her	correspondence	with
Peter:	"Uncle	Peter	 fascinated	me.	I	decided	to	write	 to	him	personally.
After	 a	 few	 getting	 acquainted	 letters	 I	 started	 asking	 questions	 of	 a
political	nature.	At	 first	he	was	 reluctant	 to	 answer,	but	 then	his	 letters
became	 full	 of	 what	 was	 wrong	 with	 our	 system.	 	 He	 labeled	 us	 a
capitalistic	 dictatorship,	 which	 kept	 poor	 people	 in	 abject	 servitude.
Gradually	 his	 letters	 began	 including	 glowing	 accounts	 of	 the	 equality
and	 justice	of	 the	 communist	 system.	 I	had	no	problem	 seeing	 the	good
side	of	a	pure	communist	philosophy,	nor	did	I	have	difficulty	seeing	the
evils	 of	 capitalism,	 but	 when	 I	 expressed	 doubts	 that	 Bolshevik
Communism	was	ideal	communism	he	would	have	none	of	it.	In	a	way	I
had	to	agree	with	him.	In	my	study	of	Russian	Mennonite	history,	I	often
got	the	feeling	that	the	Mennonites	were	totally	absorbed	in	their	rights
and	privileges,	and	 in	accumulating	more	wealth	and	property.	He	was
very	critical	of	the	way	the	Mennonites	had	lived	in	Russia,	and	how	they
had	 treated	 their	non-Mennonite	neighbours.	 	 It	was	 confusing	and	yet
fascinating.	 	 I	 wondered	 how	 much	 of	 his	 words	 were	 the	 result	 of
brainwashing	or	bluster	to	deflect	that	he	was	once	a	capitalist?
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In	 one	 letter	 Peter	 wrote	 about	 a	 visit	 to	Molotschna	 and	 Schoenfeld	 in
1975.	He	had	found	several	of	Paula’s	relatives	living	in	the	Molotschna.	In
Halbstadt,	 he	 had	walked	past	 his	 grandparent's	 (Peter	 and	 Justina	Dick)
house.	Schoenfeld,	he	said,	was	changed	beyond	recognition.	Schoenbrunn
was	 no	more.	 All	 the	 fields	were	 cultivated	 and	 now	 part	 of	 a	 collective
farm;	 just	 the	 pond	 and	 some	 brush	 around	 it	 were	 left.	 All	 their
gravestones	were	 gone	 from	 the	 cemetery.	He	 had	 scooped	 up	 some	 soil
from	where	he	thought	his	parent's	burial	plot	had	been.	Later	he	scattered
a	handful	of	the	dirt	on	his	wife's	grave	(Paula	died	in	1975)	and	asked	that
the	rest	of	the	soil	be	put	on	his	grave.		At	that	point	I	wondered	about	the
sincerity	 of	 his	 earlier	 comments.	 	 He	 had	 nostalgic	 memories	 of	 his
childhood	home.	
		
Letters	 from	 Uncle	 Peter	 abruptly	 stopped	 in	 1983.	 In	 his	 last	 letter	 he
explained	that	he	wanted	no	further	contact	with	his	Canadian	relatives;	the
reason,	Canada	had	allowed	the	USA	to	test	their	cruise	missiles	over	our
territory.	 There	 was	 no	 contact	 until	 the	 spring	 of	 1990	 when	 a	 letter
arrived	from	Nora	notifying	us	that	her	father	had	died.	
		
In	 1990,	when	we	 had	 our	 Johann	 P.	Dick	 reunion	 on	 the	 John	H.	Dick
farm,	 I	 questioned	Nora	 about	 her	 father's	 political	 and	 religious	 beliefs.
She	 said	 he	 was	 very	 enthusiastic	 about	 communism,	 had	 always	 been
critical	 of	 the	 former	 Tsarism,	 was	 very	 sarcastic	 of	 so-called	 democracies
and	their	foreign	policies,	and	would	not	tolerate	any	criticism	of	his	Russia.
As	 to	 religion,	 Nora	 said	 he	 had	 rejected	 the	 Christian	 Church	 and
considered	the	Bible	a	fairy	tale.	Nora		wondered	if	he	had	quietly	accepted
intimidation	 from	officials,	 always	 avoiding	 saying	anything	 that	 could	be
construed	as	critical	of	their	system,	to	not	jeopardize	his	family.	Nora	said	it
was	odd,	that	in	spite	of	his	criticism	of	the	days	of	the	Tsars,	whenever	he
had	 visitors	 from	 his	 youthful	 days,	 their	 animated	 conversations	 were
always	 about	 the	 'good	 old	 days'.	After	 the	 visitors	 left,	 her	 father	would
talk	 for	 days	 about	 his	 childhood,	 but	 he	 would	 always	 end	 with	 the
statement	with	how	much	better	 things	were	now	for	all	people;	especially
the	Russian	peasants,	whom	the	Mennonites	had	never	been	concerned	with.
It	was	confusing	and	yet	fascinating.		."

Sarah	Dick	(Koop)	(1900-1993)	
Sarah	was	Helen	Johnson’s	mother	and	the	one	providing	a	lot	of	the	first
hand	 stories.	 	When	Sarah	was	quite	young,	her	grandmother	 from	Tiege
came	to	live	with	them.		As	Sarah	got	older,	she	became	her	grandmother's
favored	 caregiver.	 	 Sarah	 would	 travel	 with	 her	 to	 visit	 relatives	 in
Molotschna	and	beyond.		Sarah	remembered	a	train	trip	they	had	taken	to
New	 York.	 	 No,	 not	 that	 New	 York.	 	 In	 1888	 there	 was	 a	 large	 land
purchase	 (about	 45,000	 acres)	 by	 Mennonites	 from	 a	 Russian	 aristocrat
family	by	the	name	of	Ignatievo.			Its	location	was	about	150	km	northeast
of	Schoenfeld.	 	 	A	condition	of	 the	 sale	was	 that,	whoever	occupied	 their
principal	 residence,	 must	 name	 it	 New	 York.	 	 Grandmother	 Enns	 had	 a
daughter	 living	 there,	 although	 it	 is	 not	 clear	 whether	 these	 relatives
actually	 lived	 in	 the	 former	 Ignatievo	manor,	 or	 if	 the	 relatives	 had	 built
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their	own	mansion.		Sarah	recalled:	“I	was	sure	royalty	lived	here.		I	could
not	close	my	mouth	for	days.	It	was	like	a	castle,	three	stories	high.	 	The
dining	room	had	a	grand	table,	with	12	chairs	around	it,	there	were	walk-
in	 closets,	 and	 cedar-lined	 rooms	 for	 fur	 coats.	 	 Servants	 were	 every
where”.	 	 Grandmother	 Enns	 did	 not	 reserve	 her	 disapproval	 of	 such
opulent	living.	
		
Sarah	 remembered	 the	 incident	 in	 Schoenbrunn	 when	 bandits	 entered
their	 home.	Her	mother	 had	 been	 home	 alone	with	 the	 small	 children.
Sarah	 and	her	 sister	Margaret	 had	 hidden	 in	 the	 field	 behind	 the	 house
when	they	heard	them	ride	in.		They	heard	gunshots	and,	after	the	bandits
left,	the	girls	ran	to	find	their	mother	badly	assaulted.		
		
When	 Sarah’s	 family	 fled	 in	 December	 of	 1919,	 they	 found
accommodations	in	Alexanderkrone.	From	there	she	found	work	in	Tiege
(about	15	km	to	west)	at	the	Institute	for	the	Hearing	Impaired.		Here	she
met	and	married	Jacob	Koop,	son	of	the	institute’s	administrator.	
		
They	 left	 Russia	 on	 June	 24th,	 1924	 on	 the	 train	 out	 of	 Lichtenau,
eventually	 arriving	 in	Kitchener.	 	They	moved	 to	Manitoba	where	 they
struggled	between	jobs	and	paying	off	their	travel	debt.		Sarah’s	husband
Jacob	 died	 in	 1958	 with	 meager	 savings	 for	 Sarah.	 	 She	 worked
independently	 for	 4	 years,	 then	 remarried	 to	 Johann	 Hildebrand,	 an
established	 farmer.	 Life	 became	 easier	 after	 that	 and	 they	 were	 able	 to
enjoy	 travel.	 Hildebrand	 died	 7	 years	 later.	 Sarah	 was	 a	 widow	 again,
however	 this	 time	 her	 late	 husband	 left	 her	 with	 sufficient	 assets.	 	 She
moved	to	Winnipeg	where	she	joined	the	First	Mennonite	Church.	Sarah
was	the	oldest	of	the	children	to	attend	the	Leamington	“Dick	Reunion”.
She	died	in	Winnipeg	in	1993	
		

Gerhard	J.	Dick	(1902-1907)
Gerhard	did	not	come	into	this	world	as	a	robust	child.	 	He	died	at	the
age	 of	 5	 from	 scarlet	 fever.	 The	 family	 remembered	 him	 as	 having	 an
angelic	disposition	and	a	beautiful	singing	voice.

Jacob	J.	Dick	(1904-1980)	
Family	diaries	indicate	Jacob	was	a	challenging	child.	According	to	Sarah,
in	Tapestry	of	Ancestral	Footprints,	he	was	a	tough	little	guy.	Spankings
were	not	usually	administered	in	their	household.	Most	often	the	children
were	 assigned	 an	 unpleasant	 chore.	 Only	 in	 very	 serious	 breaches	 of
conduct	would	 her	 father	 use	 the	 strap,	 and	 Jacob	was	 usually	 the	 one
who	got	it.	Sarah	said	Jacob	was	not	really	bad,	he	was	just	full	of	pranks
that	were		too	often	ill-considered.	
		
Jacob’s	 father	 died	 in	 1914	 when	 he	 was	 10	 years	 old,	 and	 his	 mother
when	he	was	15.	He	was	at	an	awkward	age	when	things	in	Schoenbrunn
turned	 ugly.	 	 He	 was	 rebellious	 as	 a	 teen-ager	 and,	 for	 a	 time,	 kept
company	with	the	wrong	crowd.		His	siblings	worried	about	him	a	great
deal.	When	 they	 fled	 in	 1919	 Jacob	was	 just	 15.	 	 In	Alexanderkrone	he
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refused	 to	 be	 under	 the	 supervision	 of	 older	 brothers	 and	 sisters.	 He
maintained	he	could	look	after	himself,	and	he	did.	Sarah	said	they	often	didn’t
know	where	he	was,	but	heard	of	foolish	things	he	had	done.	
		
Jacob	 wrote	 a	 short	 autobiographical	 book	 in	 1940	 entitled:	 "From	 Exile	 in
Russia	 into	 Mission	 Work	 in	 India".	 	 He	 explained	 that,	 after	 two	 narrow
brushes	with	death	in	1923,	he	decided	to	change	his	ways	.	His	knowledge	of
the	Bible	was	 limited	so	he	 joined	the	 'Tent	Mission',	a	group	of	 lay	 teachers
and	self-taught	Bible	preachers.	
		
When	 his	 siblings	 left	 for	 Canada	 in	 1924,	 he	 decided	 to	 stay	 and	 continue
working	 with	 the	 Mission.	 In	 1925	 he	 married	 Anna	 Berg,	 and	 they	 both
became	 involved	 in	 evangelistic	 work,	 but	 the	Anti-Christian	 policies	 of	 the
Soviets	caught	up	with	him.		They	arrested	him	in	1930	and	sentenced	him	to
forced	 labour	 on	 a	 hydro	 project	 on	 the	 Dnieper	 River.	 He	 heard	 rumours
that,	 once	 the	 project	 was	 done,	 the	 prisoners	 would	 be	 sent	 to	 a	 Siberian
concentration	camp.	 	One	day,	 in	 the	 fall	of	1931,	 Jacob	was	given	a	 ten	day
leave	of	absence.		He	didn’t	return.	Instead,	he	and	his	family	fled	4,500	miles
eastward	by	train	to	Alma	Ata,	Turkestan	(43.239200,	76.886444).	At	the	time
they	had	two	children,	5	year	old	Helga	and	1	year	old	Jacob.		His	plan	was	to
make	 it	 into	China,	and	then	work	his	way	to	 the	Americas.	 In	Alma	Ata	he
knew	 there	 would	 be	 reports	 of	 him	 missing	 and	 decided	 to	 move	 on.	 He
purchased	 a	 wagon	 and	 horse	 and	 continued	 on,	 but	 they	 got	 caught	 in	 a
November	 blizzard.	 	 They	 decided	 they	 would	 stay	 in	 a	 small	 town	 until
spring,	 if	 he	 could	 find	 a	 job.	As	he	went	 around	 asking	 for	work,	 a	 sudden
wave	 of	 fear	 swept	 over	 him.	 They	 left	 town	 immediately	 and,	 after	 6	 days
reached	 Djarkent	 (44.134913,	 80.057373),	 a	 city	 about	 20	 miles	 from	 the
Chinese	border.	Here	Jacob	found	work	and	was	able	to	save	up	some	money.
But	here	in	Djarkent	1-year	old	Jacob	became	ill	with	pneumonia	and	died.	
		
There	were	many	refugees	in	Djarkent,	all	with	the	same	plan,	to	get	out	of	the
Soviet	Union	 and	 into	China.	 	 In	April	 of	 1932,	 late	 at	 night,	 a	 group	 of	 48
people,	including	5	babies	and	several	small	children,	set	out	with	18	horses	and
one	 donkey,	 for	 the	 Chinese	 border.	 	 The	 countryside	 was	 desert-like,	 with
sandy	hills.	They	travelled	at	night	and	hid	by	day.	Russian	border	guards	on
horseback	were	patrolling	the	area.	It	was	hard	to	keep	the	hungry	and	thirsty
children	quiet.	 	 It	 took	four	nights	 to	reach	the	river	 that	marked	the	border.
They	camped	on	 the	bank	and	spent	an	extra	day	resting.	The	next	day	 their
hiding	place	was	discovered	by	3	riders.	It	turned	out	they	were	smugglers,	and
they	 too	were	 avoiding	Russian	 guards.	With	 compensation,	 these	 smugglers
agreed	to	help	them	cross	the	river	into	China.	
		
They	moved	as	quickly	as	possible	away	from	the	border	because	the	Chinese
patrolled	their	area	as	well.	They	could	be	arrested	and	sent	back	to	Russia.	The
countryside	was	dry	and	rocky.		Their	poorly	fed	horses	were	so	weak	much	of
their	travel	was	on	foot.	They	reached	the	city	of	Kuldja,	about	60	miles	from
the	border.	To	the	north	and	east	 lay	the	Gobi	desert,	 to	 the	west	 lay	Russia;
the	 only	way	 forward	was	 south,	 and	 that	was	 across	 the	 rugged	Tian-Shain
Mountains.	Then	 illness,	 lack	of	 travel	documents	and	money	forced	them	to
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stay	in	Kuldja	over	the	summer	of	1932.	
		
In	the	fall	they	were	ready	to	go	again,	but	hesitant.	Some	families	were
struggling	with	illness,	others	were	afraid	of	hostile	rebel	activity	in	the
area.		Jacob	was	ready,	no	matter	what;	God	would	look	after	them.	So,
with	two	other	families	willing	to	face	the	dangers,	they	set	out	on	foot
with	provisions	on	 the	back	of	 three	donkeys.	They	headed	 south	 for
Kashgar,	 a	 city	 about	 500	 miles	 on	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 Tian-Shain
Mountains.	 Their	 greatest	 danger	 was	 crossing	 a	 glacier.	 	 Once	 that
difficult	stretch	was	behind	them,	they	traded	their	donkeys	for	a	horse
and	wagon	to	get	them	to	Kashgar.	
		
Kashgar	had	a	British	consulate	and	a	Swedish	Mission.	They	spent	the
winter	of	1932-3	here,	working	and	recuperating.		A	civil	war	in	the	area
was	encroaching	on	Kashgar.	It	became	dangerous	and	Jacob	decided	to
leave.	 	However	the	two	families	who	had	travelled	with	them	decided
to	stay.	The	British	consolate	 issued	Jacob	a	permit	 to	enter	India,	and
the	Swedish	Mission	gave	him	 some	money.	On	March	18,	 1933,	 they
left	Kashgar	on	horseback	for	India,	a	distance	of	more	than	600	miles.
The	Himalayas	 lay	 in	between,	but	 Jacob	was	determined	 to	reach	 the
safety	of	British	territory.	On	the	Pamir	Plateau	they	met	an	English	big
game	 hunter	 by	 the	 name	 of	 Lord	 Allsworth.	 For	 three	 weeks	 they
travelled	with	him,	as	his	guest.	He	offered	them	protection	and	help	as
they	crossed	the	Mintekka	Pass,	15,000	feet	above	sea	level.	

They	reached	the	border	of	India	but	they	still	had	to	travel	through	the
Hindukush,	the	highest	pass	in	the	world.		The	pass	was	often	only	2	or
3	feet	wide,	with	steep	cliffs	on	one	side	and	deep	gorges	on	the	other.
Would	 they	 have	 managed	 this	 passage	 without	 the	 help	 of	 Lord
Allsworth	and	his	experienced	guides?	 	Most	 likely	not.	 	After	passing
through	the	Hindukush	they	arrived	in	the	 isolated	Indian	province	of
Hunsa.	The	ruler	of	this	small	kingdom	treated	them	kindly.		When	they
finally	 reached	Gilgit,	 the	 first	 British	 military	 outpost	 in	 India,	 they
encountered	 a	 delay.	 	 They	 needed	 a	 visa	 to	 enter	 India	 legally.	There
was	a	British	Mission	at	Srinagar,	on	the	other	side	of	the	Himalayas.		If
they	could	get	these	missionaries	to	invite	them	in,	they	might	obtain	a
visa.	
		
Lord	 Allsworth	 departed	 at	 that	 point	 to	 continue	 his	 hunting
expedition.	Allsworth	was	very	concerned	about	them,	especially	about
little	Helga,	and	Jacob’s	wife,	who	by	this	 time	was	very	pregnant.	He
left	 them	 with	 mules	 and	 necessary	 maps.	 They	 set	 out	 to	 cross	 the
Himalayas.	 It	was	 late	 June.	Some	of	 the	passes	were	still	under	snow,
but	they	were	not	as	steep	as	those	they	had	traversed	earlier.		In	13	days
they	 were	 on	 lower	 and	 more	 level	 ground,	 and	 the	 climate	 was
noticeably	 milder.	When	 they	 reached	 Srinagar	 it	 was	 mid-July.	 Here
they	 contacted	 a	Mennonite	Mission	 in	 southern	 India	who	 sent	 them
enough	money	to	travel	on.		On	July	31,	1933	their	daughter	Helen	was
born.



120

Their	 trek	 from	 Ukraine,	 across	 Siberia	 and	 into	 China,	 then	 across	 the
world's	 highest	mountain	 range	 into	 India,	 a	 distance	 of	more	 than	 8,000
miles,	 had	 taken	 almost	 two	 years.	Now	 in	 India,	 they	made	 several	 visa
applications	to	countries	who	might	accept	 them.	Two	opportunities	came
up.	 	The	first	was	Brazil,	 the	other	was	Canada	where	there	were	relatives
who	 might	 fund	 their	 fare.	 	 Then	 the	 mission	 station	 came	 up	 with	 a
proposal.	 	 They	would	 sponsor	 Jacob	 and	 his	 family	 if	 he	was	willing	 to
stay,	 to	 study	 the	 Telegu	 language,	 and	 serve	 	 as	 missionaries.	 Jacob	 and
Anna	 decided	 to	 stay.	 He	 was	 convinced	 God	 had	 brought	 them	 to	 this
place	for	a	purpose,	he	had	no	other	choice.	
		
They	served	 in	 that	mission	 field	 for	 twenty	 two	years.	 	During	 that	 time
they	 were	 able	 to	 acquire	 Canadian	 citizenship	 papers	 and	 were	 able	 to
travel	 widely.	 	 Jacob's	 life	 continued	 to	 be	 full	 of	 adventure	 and	 risk.
During	WW	II,	 sailing	 from	San	Francisco	back	 to	Bombay,	 they	dodged
submarines.	 	 They	 missed	 the	 ship	 they	 were	 booked	 to	 sail	 on.	 It	 was
torpedoed	 and	 sunk	with	 all	 souls	 lost.	On	 another	 trip	 back	 to	 India	 in
1951,	 they	 travelled	 on	 a	 cargo	 ship	 that	 picked	 up	 cargo	 along	 the	way.
Upon	 leaving	 they	 were	 required	 to	 sign	 a	 document	 that	 they	 were
travelling	at	their	own	risk.	 	They	were	told	the	ship	would	be	picking	up
cargo	on	the	way.		The	cargo		turned	out	to	be	explosives	for	a	Persian	Gulf
country.	This	voyage,	while	quite	tense,	was	rather	sad	too	because	they	had
left	their	daughters	Helen	and	Margaret	in	America	for	their	education.	
		
They	returned	to	North	America	in	1956	to	settle	in	Clearbrook,	BC.	Here
Jacob	 served	 as	 chaplain	 for	 the	 City	 Central	 Mission	 in	 downtown
Vancouver	 for	 15	 years.	 	 Anna	 died	 in	 1976.	 	He	 remarried	 in	 1978	 and,
together	with	 two	 grandsons,	 embarked	 on	 a	world-wide	 trip.	 They	 first
went	 to	 England,	 then	 travelled	 through	 Europe,	 across	 Turkey	 and	 into
Iran	where	they	visited	his	geologist	nephew.	In	Iran	their	grandsons	left	for
home	 while	 Jacob	 and	 his	 wife	 continued	 on	 to	 India.	 	 But	 not	 before
making	 a	 dangerous	 detour	 to	 Pyatigorsk,	 in	 the	 Caucus	 region	 of	 the
Soviet	Union,	 to	visit	his	brother	Peter.	 	They	were	only	able	 to	see	Peter
for	half	a	day.	In	1980	Jacob	planned	to	lead	a	heritage	tour	group	to	Russia,
but	he	died	the	day	before	their	scheduled	departure.	
		
Helen	 Johnson	 closed	off	 the	 story	of	her	Uncle	 Jacob	with	 these	words:
"He	was	always	an	adventurer	at	heart,	and	when	he	talked	about	his	close
shaves	he	often	remarked	that	he	must	have	had	a	guardian	angel.	I	have
the	feeling	as	I	write	these	words,	that	if	Uncle	Jacob	could	write	us	a	letter
today,	he	would	probably	say	that	his	'guardian	angel'	had	become	tired	of
him	and	had	been	assigned	by	God	to	look	after	someone	else.	 	He	had	an
interesting	 life,	 not	 always	 pleasant,	 often	 tragic,	 but	 it	 seemed	 as	 though
nothing	could	repress	his	spirit	and	zest	for	living.	The	few	times	I	met	him
he	was	always	cheerful,	always	raring	to	experience	something	new."	
		
Before	finishing	the	story	of	Uncle	Jacob,	I	(Helen	Johnson)	need	to	tell	one
more	story.	My	mother	(Sarah)	told	me	something	about	her	brother	when
he	was	about	nine	years	old.	He	had	joined	her	in	the	orchard	just	after	his
father	had	given	him	a	good	spanking	for	serious	misbehavior.	He	said	his
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father	had	been	very	upset	with	him,	and	had	delivered	a	serious	lecture.
Jacob	had	not	been	as	troubled	by	the	spanking	as	by	the	lecture.	He	told
her	with	a	sigh:	"If	I’m	as	bad	as	Father	says	I	am,	God	will	have	to	find
an	 angel	 to	 save	 me	 from	 all	 my	 'dummheiten'	 [foolishness),	 because	 I
won't	be	able	to	keep	out	of	trouble	on	my	own."	
	
Jacob	 J.	 and	 Anna	 Dick’s	 children	 were	 Helga,	 Jacob,	 Helen	 Eleanor,
Margaret	Grace,	Harold	John,	Paul	David,	William	Robert	and	Elizabeth
May.

Hermann	J.		Dick	(1906-1992)	
Hermann	lost	his	father	at	the	age	of	8,	and	his	mother	at	the	age	13.	His
childhood	 was	 pleasant,	 but	 his	 	 adolescent	 years	 were	 during	 the
anarchy,	banditry,	and	starvation.		He	immigrated	to	Canada	when	he	was
18.	He	worked	 on	 a	 farm	 for	 a	while	 but	was	 determined	 to	 do	 better.
He	 married	 Anna	 DeFehr	 in	 1943,	 moved	 east	 and	 found	 work	 at
Kaufmann	 Rubber	 Co.	 in	 Kitchener,	 later	 at	 H.J.Heinz	 in	 Leamington
and	 then	 at	 General	 Motors	 in	 St.	 Catherines.	 He	 always	 found	 good
paying	jobs	because	he	was	skilled	at	electrical	work.	In	1955	he	went	into
business	with	his	brother-in-law	 in	Winnipeg,	 sold	his	 shares	 somewhat
later	 and	 moved	 to	 California.	 There	 he	 worked	 for	 Westinghouse,
invested	in	real	estate	and	built	a	 furniture	retail	business	 in	Santa	Cruz,
California.	
		
Hermann	 was	 active	 in	 the	 Mennonite	 Church	 where	 ever	 he	 lived,
serving	 on	 building	 committees,	 church	 boards,	 as	 Sunday	 School
superintendant	and	as	a	 fund	raiser.	When	he	retired,	he	became	 interim
chaplain	in	a	local	prison,	and	enjoyed	the	challenge	very	much.		He	died
at	the	age	of	86	in	1992.	
		

Gerhard	J.	Dick	(1909-1991)	
George	 as	 they	 called	 him,	 was	 the	 youngest	 son	 of	 the	 Johann	 and
Margareta	Dick.	He	fled	to	Alexanderkrone	with	his	siblings	and	attended
elementary	 school	 in	 that	 village.	He	was	Dad’s	 uncle,	 although	 only	 5
years	older.	One	of	his	jobs	in	Alexanderkrone	was	to	look	after	the	few
horses	 they	 had	 left.	 	 He	 would	 herd	 them	 along	 the	 Juschanlee	 River
which	flowed	just	north	of	the	village.		When	soldiers	came	along	he	hid
them	 in	 gullies	 and	 bushes	 along	 the	 river.	 George	 loved	 horses,	 loved
stories	about	cowboys	on	the	American	prairies	and	dreamt	of	becoming
a	cowboy.	
		
When	George	 left	Russia,	 at	 the	 age	 of	 15,	 he	was	 detained	 for	medical
reasons	 for	 4	 months	 in	 Southampton,	 England.	 He	 joined	 his	 sisters
Sarah	and	Justina	later	that	year	in	Winnipeg.		There	were	no	cowboys	in
Manitoba	so,	on	an	 impulse,	he	hopped	a	 freight	 train	and	headed	west.
He	didn’t	find	the	cowboy	job	there	either,	so	he	headed	east	to	Ontario.
	
In	 1936,	 he	 married	 Louise	 Goertzen	 in	 Leamington.	 For	 years	 they
operated	a	gas	station	in	Leamington	(next	to	Gabriel’s	Furniture	today),
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then	 sold	 it	 and	 bought	 a	 motel	 in	 St.	 Catherines	 near	 the	 Welland	 Canal
locks.	 (I	 	 remember	 the	place	well	 because,	 as	 a	 teenager	my	parents	 let	me
take	the	car,	with	a	bunch	of	other	teens,	to	a	church	choir	festival	in	Niagara.
We	stayed	at	their	Welland	motel,	upon	Dad’s	suggestion.	I	wish	I	had	known
this	story	at	the	time	–	jd).		George	and	Louise	retired	in	the	1970's,	travelled	a
lot	 and	 spent	 winters	 is	 Florida.	 	 They	 were	 an	 active	 couple	 in	 the	 St.
Catherines	 community.	He	 suffered	 a	 stroke	 in	 the	 mid-1980’s	 and	 died	 in
November	of	1991.

Helena	Dick	(1911	–	1966)	
Helena’s	story	is	a	very	sad	one.	She	was	only	three	when	her	father	died	in
1914.	 After	 that	 her	 widowed	 mother	 was	 absorbed	 in	 keeping	 the	 farm
operating	while	 the	men	were	away	during	 the	war.	Then	came	 the	years	of
anarchy.	 	Sarah	remembered	hearing	Helena	tell	her	mother	that	no	one	had
time	 for	her.	 	 It	 is	obvious	 	her	 childhood	was	 traumatic.	The	 atrocities	 she
witness	around	her,	and	in	her	home,	would	have	affected	her	deeply.	She	was
only	8	years	old	when	her	mother	was	brutally	assaulted,	taken	to	the	hospital
and	returned	in	a	coffin.		After	her	mother’s	funeral	her	older	siblings	decided
it	would	be	safer	for	her	if	she	travelled	back	to	Blumenort	with	Abram.	Three
months	later	her	then	guardian-brother	Abram	was	murdered.	The	following
days	 she	 would	 have	 witnessed	 Blumenort	 razed	 and	many	more	murders.
Later	 in	 life	her	older	 siblings	 regretted	horribly	 that	 they	had	paid	 so	 little
attention	to	Helena.
		
After	 Abram	 died,	 her	 sister	 Justina,	 living	 in	 Neukirch,	 took	 custody	 of
Helena.	 Then	 Helena	 experienced	 the	 extreme	 hunger	 of	 1921-22.	 In
Neukirch	 there	 was	 a	 Fast	 couple	 who	 had	 no	 children	 and	 seemed	 to	 be
faring	 better.	 	 They	 offered	 to	 share	 their	 food	with	Helena	 and	 give	 her	 a
home.	The	Fasts	wanted		to	adopt	her.	 	Justina	was	reluctant	but	agreed.	 	So
Helena	was	uprooted	yet	again	and	spent	 the	next	 two	years	 living	with	 the
Fasts.	
		
In	 1924,	 Helena’s	 siblings	 were	 preparing	 to	 leave	 for	 Canada.	 The	 Fasts
however	 were	 intent	 on	 staying.	 	 Helena	 was	 13	 years	 old.	 A	 family
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conference	was	held	and	the	decision	was	made	to	leave	Helena	with	the
Fasts.	 This	 was	 a	 big	 mistake.	 After	 her	 family	 was	 gone	 Helena	 felt
abandoned.	 	 She	became	 rebellious	 and	 the	Fasts	weren't	 able	 to	 cope.
They	 didn't	 want	 her	 anymore.	 Meanwhile	 Oma	 Dick	 and	 her	 four
children	received	clearance	to	emigrate	the	following	year.	 	Helena	was
familiar	 with	 Oma	 and	 her	 family,	 having	 lived	 with	 them	 before	 in
Blumenort,	so	arrangements	were	made	for	Helena	to	travel	with	Dad's
family	 to	Canada.	 (Oma	 travelled	with	her	older	brother,	Peter	Enns	 -
jd).	 Once	 in	 Canada,	 Helena	 continued	 west	 to	 rejoin	 Justina	 and
Wilhelm	in	Newton	Siding.	But	Helena	had	become	a	restless	teen-ager.
It	 was	 an	 awkward	 time	 for	 her.	 In	 1928	 the	 Newton	 Siding	 families
decided	they	were	going	to	move	to	Leamington.	Helena	refused	to	go.
Determined	to	make	her	own	decisions,	she	moved	to	Winnipeg	where
she	worked	as	a	maid	in	various	homes.	
		
In	1930	she	married	Christian	Ehrlicher,	who	had	a	steady	job	and	gave
Helena	 needed	 security.	 Helen	 Johnson	 lived	 in	 Winnipeg	 and	 could
remember	 her	 parents	 visiting	 them	 occasionally.	 	 They	 were	 relieved
that	Helena	was	happy	and	that	Chris	Ehrlicher	was	a	really	nice	fellow.
A	 daughter	was	 born	 to	 them	 in	 1932.	 Soon	 afterwards	 though	Chris
was	severely	injured	at	work	and	able	only	to	work	as	a	night	watchman.
The	job	paid	very	little	and	Helena	needed	to	find	work	to	support	her
family.	Money	problems	followed	and	Chris’s	health	deteriorated.	With
growing	insecurity,	marital	tension	grew.		Helena	suffered	an	emotional
breakdown	in	1944	and	spent	time	in	a	mental	hospital.	Their	12	year	old
daughter	 continued	 to	 live	 with	 her	 father	 whose	 health	 continued	 to
deteriorate.	 	 Chris	 died	 in	 1948.	When	Helena	 was	 released	 from	 the
hospital	she	moved	to	Leamington	to	find	her	relatives.		Eventually	she
moved	 on	 to	 St.	 Catherines,	 where	 she	 worked	 at	 various	 jobs.	 	 She
continued	to	struggle	with	mental	health	and	she	spent	her	last	years	in
Bethesda	Mennonite	Home.	She	died	in	1966	at	the	age	of	54.
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Return	to	Schoenbrunn
Johann	Mathies	Story

Johann	 Mathies	 (father	 of	 John	 Mathies	 who	 introduced	 the	 Muskoka
Lakes	 to	 Mom	 and	 Dad)	 tells	 this	 story.	 He	 was	 the	 same	 age	 as	 our
Grandfather.	In	his	memoirs,	which	I	found	on	the	Erik	Krause	Genealogy
website,	 he	 recalls	 several	 trips	 back	 to	 Schoenbrunn	 in	 search	 of	 food.
Below	 is	 a	 small	 part	 of	 his	 experience.	 I	 have	 edited	 it	 significantly	 for
clarity	-	jd.

*****************************
In	 1917	 the	 revolution	 changed	 everything.	 	We	 had	 to	 flee	 to	 the	more
populated	Molotschna.		We	moved	a	lot,	trying	to	find	accommodation.		In
1921	we	were	living	in	Alexanderkrone(38)	where	my	parents	came	from.
We	now	had	 two	 children.	 	We	were	 hungey,	we	 had	 no	money	 and	 no
food.		No	seed	available	and	no	horses	to	till	the	ground.	In	search	of	grain
I	walked	to	Schoenbrunn	three	times	(about	50	miles	-	jd).	The	first	time	I
went	 with	 my	 brother.	 	 We	 went	 to	 the	 Volost	 office	 to	 ask	 for	 our
property	back.		They	said	we	no	longer	had	a	right	to	the	property.	

		

The	second	time	I	went	with	Jacob	Dick	(Dad's	uncle	who	escaped	Russia
over	the	Himalayas	-	jd).		We	arrived	in	Schoenbrunn.		It	looked	very	bad.
The	windows	were	 broken	 and	 there	were	 squirrels	 under	 the	 floor.	We
slept	 there	 anyway.	 	Got	up	 early	 in	 the	morning	 and	went	our	 separate
ways.	 	 Jacob	 went	 east	 toward	 the	 Russian	 village	 of	 Nowonilolajew(?)
near	 Roppov.	 I	 went	 westward	 through	 Kawalicha	 to	 Nowotroisk(?)
where	I	hoped	some	Russian	friends	might	give	me	some	grain.		The	third

time	I	went	alone.	

		

There	were	people	living	everywhere,	including	on	our	yard.	I	stayed	with
an	elderly	German	couple	there	overnight	who	had	been	put	there	by	the
Volost.	 	 They	 knew	 who	 I	 was	 but	 I	 trusted	 them.	 I	 always	 carried	 a
blanket	 so	 I	 	 slept	 outside.	 	When	 I	 got	 up	 the	 next	 morning,	 the	 wife
advised	me	it	would	be	better	to	come	inside.	Her	husband	had	gone	to	the
mill.	 There	were	more	 people	 living	 on	 this	 yard,	 among	 them	 a	 young
Russian	man	named	Waziel.		He	had	worked	in	the	mill	for	the	Bergs.		He
approached	me	advising	that	it	would	be	wise	to	leave.
		
There	was	 an	 older	man	working	 on	 our	 land	who	 needed	 help	 loading
grain	sheaves.		I	helped	him	load	and	he	gave	me	about	twenty	pounds	of
wheat.		

Everything	had	been	smashed,	and	many	had	been	murdered.		I	had	grown
up	here.	 	Westward	was	 the	beautiful	Kawalicha	 and	eastward	across	 the
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Terse	 River	 lay	 Schoenfield	 village.	 	 By	 this	 river	 our	 cattle	 had	 grazed.
The	road	through	Schoenbrunn	was	a	government	road.	It	was	quite	wide,
about	 30	 feet.	A	 stream	 ran	 through	 Schoenbrunn.	We	 had	 a	 pond	with
fish.	 	Each	home	had	 an	 extensive	garden	where	we	 as	youth	 spent	 time
visiting,	playing	instruments	and	singing.		I	remembered	how	Helena	and
Anna	Thiessen	could	play	the	guitar	and	how	beautifully	they	could	sing.
The	 bird	 world	 in	 Ukraine	 was	 lovely.	 There	 were	 storks,	 cuckoos,
meadowlarks,	nightingale,	swallows	and	egrets,	especially	along	the	rivers.	

		

The	road	out	of	Schoenbrunn	went	north	through	the	small	Russian	village
of	Litowka,	over	 the	Terse	River	bridge	and	 then	 to	 the	village	of	Brasol
(Soljonaya).	 	 The	 Gerhard	 Peters	 had	 a	 large	 store	 here.	 	 Between
Cornelius	 Neufeld	 and	 Jacob	 Rogalski,	 on	 Brasol	 Reihe,	 lived	 my
grandparents,	 the	David	Mathies’s.	 	After	 visiting	 there,	we	would	 drive
through	 Schoenfeld	 village	 to	 Bernard	 Peters’	 store	 and	 machine	 shop.

Then	it	was	back	over	the	Terse	River	bridge	and	home	for	dinner.		

		

How	often	had	I	 travelled	 this	 road	and	now	 it	was	nothing	but	murder
and	death	 everywhere.	Our	Schoenbrunn	 lay	 in	 ruins.	 I	 said	goodbye	 to
the	man.		The	sun	had	already	gone	down.	It	was	dark	and	quiet.		Only	the
crickets	were	"cricketting".	I	thought	of	my	wife	and	children	and	how	far

I	was	from	home,	alone	on	this	open	field.	

		

As	I	left	Schoenbrunn	I	noticed	two	men	standing	on	the	road	looking	as
though	they	wanted	to	tell	us	something.		The	men	pointed	out	that	there
was	 a	 large	 group	 of	 people	 gathered	 on	 the	 road	 ahead.	 There	 lay	 five
corpses,	 all	 tied	 together.	They	had	been	 shot	perhaps	 two	weeks	ago.	 	 I
drove	past	the	grim	sight	(he	mentioned	on	one	trip	he	had	a	cart	pulled	by
an	 old	 cow.	 	To	 take	 home	 any	 amount	 of	wheat	 he	would	 have	 had	 to

require	a	cart).	

		

How	 lucky	 I	 felt	 to	 be	 with	 my	 wife	 and	 children	 again.	 In
Alexanderkrone	 we	 had	 a	 few	 good	 things.	 	 I	 remember	 how	 I	 made
myself	 a	blade	 to	cut	grass.	 	 I	 swung	 it	 like	a	 reaper	and	was	able	 to	cut
enough	grass	 and	weeds	 for	us	 to	 stay	warm	 the	next	winter.	 	We	had	 a
little	bit	of	good	grain.	Not	everyone	had	this	and	they	starved	as	a	result.
Whenever	we	gathered	 talk	always	about	having	bread.	 I	had	been	many
places,	always	eating	my	fill,	never	thinking	we	might	visit	times	like	these.
Our	dear	God	taught	us	to	pray:	"Give	us	this	day	our	daily	bread".
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Johann	Berg	Sr.	was	one	of	 the	original	 six	 Schoenbrunn	 settlers.	 	The	Bergs

had	three	sons.	Berg	Sr	built	a	state-of-the-art	flour	mill	around	1908,	but	died
shortly	thereafter.	The	oldest	son,	Johann	Jr,	carried	on	this	operation	as	well	as
the	farm.		He	had	never	been	in	conflict	with	the	law	and	would	have	laughed	if
anyone	had	predicted	he	would	one	day	become	a	criminal.	But	that's	exactly
what	 happened.	 The	 following	 are	 his	 words	 written	 in	 his	 later	 years
(condensed)	

"The	year	1914	was	a	year	of	unexpected	events	for	me.	I	was	married	in	April
1914.	 My	 wife	 Anna	 (nee	 Dick)	 was	 suffering	 from	 an	 inflammation	 of	 the
marrow	in	her	spinal	column,	so	she	and	her	parents	went	to	the	south	coast	of
Crimea	to	seek	relief	from	her	suffering.	My	father	had	died	in	1910	and	I,	as
the	 eldest	 son,	 was	 in	 charge	 of	 the	 farm	 and	 mill.	 One	 brother	 was	 in	 the
forestry	 service,	 and	 my	 youngest	 brother	 was	 attending	 business	 school	 in
Halbstadt.	 Shortly	 after	 the	 outbreak	 of	 the	 war,	 a	 government	 edict	 was
announced	that	no	German	was	to	be	spoken	in	public	places.

speak	to	the	governor.

After	a	 lot	of	harassment	by	the	officials,	I	was	finally	permitted	to	see
the	 governor.	 He	 ignored	 me	 until	 he	 had	 interviewed	 all	 the	 other
petitioners,	even	those	who	came	later.	He	was	preparing	to	leave	when
he	suddenly	asked	what	I	wanted.	I	presented	my	case.	He	interrupted
me,	and	inquired	if	I	was	the	one	for	whom	the	marshal	had	interceded.

I	replied,	yes	I	was.	

		

"What	then	do	you	expect	from	me?"	

		

I	said:	"I	ask	that	you	review	my	case	and	prevent	me	from	being

exiled."	

		

He	answered:	"Why	don't	you	petition	your	Kaiser?"	

		

"What	Kaiser?"	I	innocently	replied	

		

"Well,	your	Wilhelm!"	he	retorted.	

		

Thereupon	I	angrily	remarked:	"In	what	devil's	name	is	he	my	Kaiser?

Please	pardon	that	remark."	

		

"Well,	I	see	that	you	speak	Russian	fluently.	But	as	a	German	you
probably	wanted	to	show	that	you	didn't	have	to	obey	my	orders	and

edicts.”	

He	said	much	more	in	this	manner	and	rude	tone	of	voice.	Then	he	told
me	to	apply	to	the	chancellery	officials	the	next	day,	and	they	would	give
me	the	final	decision	in	this	matter.		The	next	morning	I	was	notified	by
the	 official	 that	 I	 was	 to	 go	 home	 and	 await	 further	 orders	 from	 the
police.	So	I	went	home.	Not	long	thereafter,	the	miller	and	I	were	again
ordered	to	appear	before	the	police.	The	miller	was	immediately	arrested
and	I	was	to	go	to	the	office	of	 the	police.	He	showed	me	a	reprimand
which	he	had	received	from	Ekaterinoslav,	which	read	as	follows:	"Why
is	Berg	not	under	arrest?	Why	 is	he	walking	around	a	 free	man?"	The
police	 permitted	 us	 to	 return	 home,	 under	 police	 escort.	 	 We	 then
proceeded	 to	 the	 district	 capital	 of	 Alexandrovsk,	 where	 we	 were
incarcerated.	I	had	to	pay	for	the	journey,	including	the	policeman’s	fare;
otherwise	we	would	have	had	to	walk	the	50	versts.	

		

I	 had	 never	 even	 seen	 a	 prison	 from	 the	 outside,	 not	 to	 mention	 the
inside,	and	now	I	was	an	inmate.	On	the	third	day	I	was	brought	from
my	cell	 into	a	barred	visitor's	room.	There,	standing	before	me,	behind
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On	October	 10th	 I	 received	 a	 summons	 to	 appear	 before	 the	 local	 police.	 	 I
went	accompanied	by	our	miller.	I	was	totally	unaware	of	any	infraction	of	the
law,	 so	 I	 asked	 our	miller	 if	 he	had	had	 any	unpleasantness	with	 any	 of	 our
milling	customers.	He	 said	about	 two	weeks	ago	 some	Russian	customers	had
not	 been	willing	 to	 take	 their	 turn,	 had	wanted	 to	 jump	 the	 queue	 and	 so	 a
verbal	exchange	ensued.		My	miller	said	that	I	had	then	come	in	and	suggested,
in	German,	 that	he	 go	 to	have	his	dinner.	He	had	answered	me	 in	German.
The	 Russians	 once	 again	 tried	 to	 jump	 the	 queue,	 but	 our	miller	 would	 not
allow	it.	They	threatened	to	report	that	we	had	spoken	German.	We	arrived	at
the	office	of	the	police,	and	the	miller	was	interviewed	first.	He	repeated	what
he	had	told	me.	The	official	questioned	him	about	whether	he	had	talked	about
the	war,	or	any	matter	concerning	the	military.	The	officer	 soon	realized	that
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the	miller	was	ignorant	of	such	matters.	The	official	wrote	a	report	that	said,	in
his	opinion,	this	whole	matter	was	a	case	of	slander.	My	miller	and	I	both	signed
the	report,	and	I	thought	the	matter	was	settled.	At	the	beginning	of	November
we	 were	 once	 again	 summoned	 to	 appear	 before	 a	 certain	 police	 official.	 He
explained	that	we	were	going	to	have	to	pay	a	100	ruble	fine,	or	go	to	jail	for	14
days.	 I	paid	 the	official	 200	 rubles.	He	 said	he	 regretted	 that	 things	happened
this	way.	He	also	said	he	would	not	be	able	to	give	us	a	receipt	for	the	200	rubles
because	it	had	to	be	made	at	the	office	of	the	governor.	I	did	receive	a	receipt,
but	after	numerous	 requests.	God	knows,	my	 fate	may	have	 taken	a	different
turn	if	I	had	not	insisted	on	that	receipt.

Toward	the	end	of	November	we	were	both	summoned	by	telephone	to	appear
before	 the	 police	 in	Novo-Nikolayevka.	We	were	 informed	 that	we	 had	 been
sentenced	 to	 exile	 in	 Siberia	 just	 like	 the	worst	 criminals	 and	 lawbreakers.	 	 I
protested.	The	man	advised	me	to	get	in	touch	with	Mirgorodsky,	a	marshal	of
the	nobility,	 to	 petition	his	 decision,	but	not	 to	mention	his	 name.	 I	 contacted
Mirgorodsky	in	Ekaterinoslav,	the	regional	capital.	He	graciously	assured	me	of
his	assistance,	despite	the	fact	that	I	had	bothered	him	with	my	petition	at	such	a
late	hour.	The	next	day	I	met	him	in	the	police	headquarters		where	I	asked	to
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Johann	Berg	in	Exile
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the	 barred	 opening,	 was	 my	 mother,	 my	 wife,	 a	 brother-in-law	 and	 my
youngest	brother.	What	a	reunion!	We	couldn't	talk	very	much.	Around	us
were	other	visitors	talking	loudly	to	prisoners.	I	did	learn,	though,	that	the
marshal	had	promised	to	further	intercede	for	me.	The	10	minutes	allowed

for	visitors	was	soon	over	and	I	had	to	return	to	my	cell.	

		

Four	days	later,	I	was	informed	that	I	would	be	allowed,	to	return	home	for
four	days,	but	then	I	would	be	sent	to	Siberia,	accompanied	by	a	policeman.
The	days	of	grace	passed	very	quickly.	My	wife	had	come	to	Alexandrovsk
to	meet	me.	This	was	the	only	favour	the	marshal	had	for	me.	I	was	to	go	by
train	 to	 Tomsk,	 accompanied	 by	 a	 policeman,	 at	 my	 expense.	 I	 paid	 the
travel	expenses	for	my	police	escort,	but	when	we	were	ready	to	depart	for
Siberia	I	had	to	again	buy	tickets	for	my	police	escort.	The	money	had	been

used	for	some	other	purpose.	

		

My	wife	Anna	accompanied	me	as	far	as	the	town	of	Davlekanovo.	She	was
in	 such	pain	 she	 couldn’t	go	on.	 	From	Davlekanovo,	 the	policeman	and	I
travelled	on	to	our	destination.		In	Tomsk	I	was	put	into	prison	and	he	left.
A	 dangerous	 criminal	 was	 put	 into	 the	 cell	 with	 me.	 Fortunately	 my
transportation	 to	go	on	was	ready,	and	I	was	glad	 to	 leave	his	 company.	I
was	assigned	to	the	 island	of	Alatayevo,	500	versts	 (km)	further	north.	We
were	a	group	of	28	exiles	being	taken	from	Tomsk	to	Alatayevo.	I	will	never
forget	 that	 trip	 in	 those	 primitive	 sleighs	 and	 the	 terrible	 cold.	 Among	 us
exiles	were	women	with	small	children.	Everyone	suffered	from	the	intense
cold.	I	had	brought	a	fur	coat	suitable	for	winters	in	the	south,	but	it	wasn't
of	much	help	here	against	the	Siberian	cold.	Upon	arriving	on	the	island,	I
was	 billeted	 with	 a	 local	 resident	 who	 answered	 to	 the	 name	 Jermak
Timofeyevitch,	 a	 real	 Siberian	 sounding	 name,	 don't	 you	 think?	 Jermak
looked	 at	 me	 with	 suspicion	 and	 considered	 me	 a	 dangerous	 political
offender.	No	 amount	 of	 explanation	 could	 convince	 him	 otherwise.	 I	 was
fortunate	that	his	wife	at	least	gave	me	a	warm	meal.	Before	retiring	for	the
night,	Jermak	came	to	me,	pointed	to	the	axe	hanging	on	his	belt,	and	said,
"This	room	has	two	exits.	My	son	guards	one	and	I	guard	the	other.	We	are

both	well	armed	and,	if	you	try	to	flee,	we	will	hack	you	to	pieces."	

		

After	an	eight	day	trip	under	dreadful	conditions,	I	entertained	no	thoughts
of	escape	whatsoever.	The	next	day	Jermak	brought	me	back	to	the	police,
claiming	 that	 I	was	 too	 dangerous.	 For	 that	 he	 received	 a	 verbal	 dressing

down	and,	in	turn,	a	genuinely	dangerous	prisoner.	

		

The	 government	 initially	 paid	us	 six	 rubles	 and	 30	kopeks	 expense	money
per	 month.	 Later	 this	 was	 increased	 by	 one	 ruble.	 The	 local	 residents
received	one	ruble	per	person	every	month	from	the	government.	We	didn't
have	 to	 work,	 but	 were	 constantly	 under	 police	 surveillance.	 Quite
frequently	we	 saw	 transports	 of	 exiled	 people	 heading	 even	 farther	 north.
On	 our	 island	 there	were	 about	 150	 exiled	 persons	 of	whom	 at	 least	 half

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

really	deserved	the	designation	criminal.	The	local	residents	worked	mostly

as	fishermen.	

		

In	January	1915	my	wife	arrived	voluntarily	to	join	me	in	exile.	She	came
accompanied	by	my	brother.	All	my	efforts	to	secure	my	freedom	from	exile
by	 legal	 means	 were	 in	 vain.	 Months	 passed	 and	 my	 wife's	 illness	 grew
worse,	 so	 I	 requested	 permission	 to	 take	 her	 to	 Tomsk.	 Permission	 was
granted,	as	well	as	a	10	day	stay	in	Tomsk	for	me.	However,	I	did	not	want
to	 go	 back	 to	 the	 island	 and,	 with	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 petitioning,	 I	 was
successful	in	being	transferred	to	the	city	of	Kaink.	My	brother	and	mother-
in-law	came	 to	Kainsk	and	 took	my	Anna	back	home.	 I	was	 fortunate	 to
obtain	 employment	 as	 a	 secretary	 for	 a	 tax	 inspector.	 I	 held	 this	 job	 for
about	four	months.	Then	I	was	ordered	to	be	mobilized	to	go	to	the	front.	I
protested,	 	 was	 put	 under	 arrest,	 and	 sent	 to	 Tyumen	 as	 a	 prisoner	 with

other	prisoners.	

		

Those	 were	 my	 experiences	 in	 exile.	 At	 times	 things	 were	 very	 bad,
sometimes	somewhat	better.	I	was	often	harassed	by	our	guards	or	superiors,
and	 sometimes	 I	 received	 accommodating	 treatment,	 but	 there	 was	 no
escape	for	me.	It	was	not	until	the	end	of	April,	1917,	after	the	first	wave	of
revolution	had	passed	over	Russia,	that	I	was	finally	freed	from	exile.	I	was
allowed	to	go	home.	Two	and	a	half	of	the	best	years	of	my	life	were	lost,	a
victim	 of	 hate	 and	 persecution,	 by	 irresponsible	 police	 in	 corrupt	 Russian
circles	of	power.
	
It	was	 a	 hard	 lesson	 that	 I	 learned	 in	 the	 school	 of	 life.	 I	 kept	 it	 for	my
entire	life.	I	am	eternally	grateful	to	my	Heavenly	Father	for	his	protection
during	this	difficult	time.	I	survived	all	these	experiences	unscathed.	Many
others	suffered	death.	 	Some	lost	their	sanity.	I	was	spared	such	a	fate	and
arrived	back	home	on	the	2nd	of	May,	1917."
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In	 1803-04,	when	 the	 second	wave	of	 colonists	 settled	 in	Molotschna,	 they

marveled	at	the	vast	open	land	they	were	being	granted.			In	our	Grandfather

Abram’s	 time	 the	 Mennonites	 of	 Russia	 owned	 about	 3,000,000	 acres.
Originally	most	of	it	was	dedicated	to	grassland	for	livestock.		By	the	end	of
the	 19th	 century,	 a	 significant	 portion	 was	 cultivated	 cropland.	 Hard	 red
winter	 wheat	 was	 the	 dominant	 crop	 and	 Turkey	 Red	 was	 the	 dominant
variety.	 	The	wheat	coming	out	of	South	Russia	was	considered	 the	highest
quality	 available.	 	 The	 huge	 swing	 into	 wheat	 production	 created	 a	 strong
demand	 for	 farm	 and	 mill	 equipment	 and	 thus	 a	 machine	 manufacturing
industry	was	born.

Farming	in	Schoenfeld

Are	those
islands	of	green
in	an	otherwise

empty	steppe
the	location	of
former	estates?

The	growth	in	grain	production	demanded	not	only	bigger	equipment,
but	more	draft	power	as	well.		Several	multi-horse	teams	working	a	field
was	 a	 common	sight.	A	Schoenfeld	 farm	could	have	50	or	more	work
horses.	 There	 was	 experimentation	 with	 tilling	 equipment,	 alternating
fall/spring	plowing,	mixed	crop	rotation	and	summer	fallowing.	 	Their
machinery	was	made	 in	 local	 factories,	 since	 domestic	 equipment	was
otherwise	 not	 available.	 	Among	 them	were	 plows,	bukkers,	harrows,
drills,	 lobogreykas	 (mowers),	 threshing	 machines,	 etc.	 	 The	 original
bukker	was	a	3	or	4	share	plow.		Later	they	incorporated	a	seed	box	on
top	to	drop	seed	directly	into	the	furrows.		This	version	was	referred	to
as	a	seed	bukker).

Bukker

During	 the	 first	 decade	 of	 the	 20th
century	 American	 equipment	 from
McCormick	 and	 Massey	 began
appearing	 on	Mennonite	 farms.	 	 In	 fact
Bernhard	 Peters	 was	 a	 McCormick
dealer	 in	 Schoenfeld.	 	 Threshing
machines	 were	 designed	 and
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manufactured	 in	 Mennonite	 factories.	 	 Many	 thousands	 of	 seasonal
workers	 from	 surrounding	Russia	 communities	 found	 employment	 on
farms	and	their	industries.

Global	 wool	 markets	 in	 the	 1840’s	 came	 under	 severe	 competition	 and
sheep	herds	in	South	Russia	diminished,	but	in	place	there	grew	a	strong
demand	for	dairy	cows.		They	bred	a	cow	of	Dutch	origin	with	a	German
Red	 and	 called	 it	 the	Menno	Dutch	 line.	 	There	was	 strong	demand	 for
this	cow	in	the	Turkish	market.

The	 increased	 soil	 tillage	 generated	 a	 need	 for	 greater	 draft	 power.	 	The
horse	they	had	used	for	decades	was	the	colonist	horse.		In	the	second	half
of	 the	 19th	 century	Belgian	 and	Dutch	 sires	were	 imported	 and	 crossed
with	local	stock.		Carriage	and	riding	horses	were	improved	mainly	from
Russian	 stock.	 	Most	breeding	was	done	on	Mennonite	 estates	 and	 then
sold	into	the	wider	market.
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While	 the	Mennonites	 were	 a	 minority	 among	 colonists	 they	 controlled
more	 land,	 wealth	 and	 economic	 production	 than	 all	 the	 other	 colonists
combined.		When	the	ports	on	the	Black	Sea	and	the	Sea	of	Azov	opened
the	Ukraine	became	 the	granary	of	Europe.	 	The	London	grain	exchange
acknowledged	 their	wheat	 quality.	 	According	 to	 the	 grain	 expert	H.	D.
Seymour,	the	ports	of	Berdiansk	and	Mariupol	shipped	the	highest	quality
wheat	 in	 the	 world.	 	 It	 was	 a	 hard,	 red	 winter	 wheat	 known	 locally	 as
Krimka,	 we	 often	 hear	 it	 referred	 to	 as	 Hard	 Turkey	 Red.	 	 It	 was	 rust
resistant,	winter	hardy	and	especially	suited	for	baking.

Bernard	Warkentin

In	1872,	about	the	time	Russia	began	reviewing	the	colonist’s	privileges	as
per	the	Manifesto,	a	wealthy	25-year	old	Bernhard	Warkentin	left	Russia
to	explore	opportunities	in	Kansas	and	Oklahoma.		With	him	were	Philip
Wiebe,	Jacob	Bahr	and	Peter	Dick,	all	young	men	with	well-to-do	parents.
They	 travelled	widely	 from	Texas	 to	South	Dakota	 seeking	opportunity.
When	 their	 activities	became	known,	 and	 that	 a	 considerable	number	of
Mennonites	were	 interested	 in	coming	to	America,	 the	Sante	Fe	Railway

took	notice,	seized	the	opportunity	and	a	great	migration	began.			

Warkentin	stayed	and	three	years	later	married
a	girl	in	Halstead,	Kansas.		He	built	a	grist	mill
with	his	father-in-law	and	and	eventually	rose
within	 the	 U.S.	 Department	 of	 Agriculture.
He	was	influencial	in	greatly	improving	wheat
production	 in	 the	 U.S.	 The	 key	 to	 their
success	 was	 the	 import	 of	 15,000	 bushels	 of
Turkey	Red	as	seed	foundation.

In	1886	he	established	the	Newton	Milling
and	Elevator	Company.	In	1900	he	founded

the	Blackwell	(Oklahoma)	Milling	and	Elevator	Company.	The	milling
industry	he	started	sold	flour	throughout	the	United	States	and	Europe.

He	 organized	 the	 Halstead	 State	 Bank	 and	 the	 Kansas	 State	 Bank	 of
Newton,	of	which	he	was	director	and	president.	He	held	numerous	other
public	offices	and	was	active	in	the	founding	of	Bethel	College,	the	Bethel
Deaconess	Hospital,	and	the	Mennonite	Mutual	Fire	Insurance	Company
at	Newton.	 	His	significance	goes	far	beyond	introducing	Mennonites	to
America.	 	He	was	 a	 pioneer,	 helping	 to	 establish	 numerous	 institutions
and	businesses,	and	making	Kansas	a	"bread	basket."	He	died	 in	1908	at
the	 age	 of	 61,	 a	 result	 of	 an	 accidental	 shooting	 in	 Beirut,	 Lebenon.
(Global	Anabaptist	Mennonite	Encyclopedia	On-Line)
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In	1971	grain	prices	 took	off.	 	A	bull	market	 (strong	up	 trend)	developed	 like
we’d	never	seen	before.		Strong	upward	moves	are	normally	triggered	by	adverse
growing	conditions	or	an	 increase	 in	consumption	somewhere.	 	Prices	 in	1971
were	moving	 up	 steadily,	 posting	 new	 highs	 for	 no	 apparent	 reason.	 	Market
watchers	are	always	quick	to	jump	on	new	trends	to	gauge	their	strength,	but	in
1971	 grain	 prices	 in	 general	 showed	 strength	 that	 seemingly	 came	 out	 of
nowhere.		Had	a	large,	unknown	player	in	the	market?		It	turned	out	there	had
and	it	was	the	Russians.		
		
Since	the	1917	revolution	the	Soviet	Union	had	been	a	secretive,	closed	society.
Relations	were	cold	with	the	West.		The	Kremlin	controlled	all	communications
in	 and	out	of	 the	 country.	 	 Images	 taken	 from	 satellite	were	not	 available	yet.
For	a	number	of	years,	unknown	to	the	free	world,	the	one	time	bread	basket	of
Europe	 had	 experienced	 crop	 failures.	 	 That,	 coupled	 with	 its	 misdirected
agricultural	 policy,	 meant	 Russia	 was	 out	 of	 grain.	 	 Their	 philosophy	 of
stripping	the	free	market	and	individual	incentive	out	of	their	citizens	hands	was
a	complete	failure.		To	let	that	news	slip	out	that	they	couldn't	feed	their	people
would	be	disastrous.

What	 happened	next	 is	 quite	 amusing	 given	 that	 they	 had	 violently	wrenched
the	bread	basket	out	of	productive	hands.	 	 In	 1971	 a	 group	of	Russian	 agents
landed	 in	New	York,	 checked	 into	 a	 five-star	 hotel	 and	made	 a	 phone	 call	 to
each	 of	 five	 global	 grain	 trading	 companies.	 	 They	were	Cargill,	 Continental,
Dreyfuss,	 Cook	 and	 Bunge,	 the	 five	 biggest	 in	 he	 world.	 	 They	 asked	 for	 a
representative	 from	 each	 company	 to	 	meet	with	 them	 at	 a	 prescribed	 time	 at
their	New	York	hotel.	 	 It	was	 all	 very	 secretive.	 	The	Russians	 informed	 each
company	 of	 the	 amount	 of	 wheat	 they	 intended	 to	 buy,	 and	 they	 had	 an
exclusive	deal.		It	made	the	grain	companies	gulp.		As	each	individual	rep	left	the
hotel	their	head	was	spinning	at	the	size	of	the	contract	in	their	briefcase.	How
was	their	company	going	 to	accumulate	 that	much	grain	without	apookinf	 the
markets?		What	they	didn’t	know	was	that	four	other	reps	left	the	hotel	with	a
similar	deal;	it	was	cumulative.		Ticker	tapes	began	to	chatter	that	a	bull	market
was	on.

The	grain	company	trading	desks	hummed	trying	to	buy	whatever	they	could,
wherever	 they	 could.	 	As	 they	 vacuumed	 up	wheat	 to	 cover	 their	 obligations
domestic	 users,	 such	 as	 flour	 and	 feed	 mills,	 were	 forced	 to	 bid	 higher	 and
higher	to	keep	their	supply	lines	full.		It	snowballed.		Other	grains	like	corn	and
oats,	 even	 soybeans,	were	bid	up	 to	 cover	 shortages.	 	Here	 is	 an	 indication	of

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

what	took	place.		Historically,	soya	beans	prices	had	ranged	from	$3.30
to	$5.00/bu.	That	year	the	price	of	a	bushel	of	soya	beans	rose	to	$12.90/
bu.	 	 Absolutely	 astounding!	 It	 was	 upsetting	 the	 whole	 industry	 and
running	 consumer	 prices	 higher.	 	 The	 Russians	 were	 buying	 the

equivalent	of	1/4	of	U.S.	annual	wheat	production.	

		

In	a	book	"Amber	Waves	of	Grain"	James	Trager,	editor	of	Milling	and
Baking	News,	wrote	what	he	personally	experienced:

		

“Very	late	one	night,	some	weeks	prior	to	the	Russians	arriving	in	New
York,	 my	 phone	 rang.	 	 I	 answered,	 and	 heard	 a	 mysterious,	 disguised
voice.		The	caller	said:	“There	is	something	you	should	know.		Be	aware!
The	Russian	are	 going	 to	buy	 (???)	 tonnes	 of	wheat”.	 	Then	 the	phone
went	dead.		I	thought	it	was	a	crank	call,	the	numbers	were	so	ridiculous.
I	put	it	out	of	my	mind.		But	over	the	next	weeks,	that	same	mysterious
voice	 called	 again	 and	 again,	 always	 late	 at	 night,	 always	 the	 same
message,	 but	 no	 details.	 	 I	 tried	 to	 ignore	 the	 calls	 until	 I	 noticed	 the
strange	market	behavior.		It	struck	me.		Who	was	that	caller?		What	did
he	want?		What	could	have	been	his	motive?		Why	did	he	want	to	leak

the	news?		I	never	found	the	answer	to	any	of	those	questions.”	

		

In	the	end	the	Russians	were	able	to	scoop	up	the	quantity	of	wheat	and
corn	they	needed.		It	may	have	been	lost	in	their	central	control	minds,
but	the	run	up	in	prices	they	had	triggered	gave	greater	incentive	to	the
American	farmer	to	produce	more.

There	 is	 a	 interesting	 connection	 to	our	 story	here.	 	Remember	 in	 the
1870s,	when	 a	political	 change	 (Russification)	drove	 a	 large	number	of
colonists	to	Kansas,	Oklahoma	and	Manitoba?		The	result	was	that	the
emigrants,	 including	Bernard	Warkentin,	brought	Turkey	Red	wheat	to
the	 American	 mid-west.	 Back	 in	 Russia	 our	 forefathers,	 the	 wheat
growers,	 the	 millers	 and	 manufacturers,	 went	 on	 to	 create	 what	 was
referred	to	as	the	“bread	basket	of	Europe”.		Then	the	revolution	came.
Individual	 incentives	were	destroyed	and	grain	production	was	pushed
off	the	proverbial	cliff.	 	Within	50	years	Russia	went	from	breadbasket
to	basket	case.		Ironically	when	they	came	sneaking	into	New	York	they
actually	geared	up	the	free	world	to	yet	greater	production

"Amber	Waves	of	Grain"
A	Wheatley	Elevator	memory
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Alexandrovsk	
Alexandrovsk	 (Zaporozhye	 today)	was	50	km	west	of	Schoenfeld	on	 the
east	 bank	 of	 the	Dnieper	River.	 	 It	was	 the	 center	 for	 flour	milling	 and
grain	 trading.	 	 A	 network	 of	 rail	 lines	 converged	 on	Alexandrovsk,	 and
streams	of	barges	moved	grain	down	river	to	Black	Sea	ports.		

		

Alexandrovsk	had	many	flour	mills;	the	largest	of	these	were	owned	by	H.
Niebuhr,	Gerhard	Krahn,	Wilhelm	 Janzen	 and	 Janzen/Klassen.	 	A	 grain
trading	and	shipping	company	was	Krahn	&	Krueger,	and	J.	Petkau	owned
large	storage	facilities.	 	These	were	the	movers	and	shakers	who	built	the
harbour	 facilities	 and	 the	 rail	 yards.	 	 They	were	 prominent	men	 on	 city
council	 and	 in	 civic	 affairs,	 they	 founded	 technical	 schools	 and	 were
involved	in	philanthropic	work.		

Schoenwiese	
Schoenwiese	 was	 a	 manufacturing
and	 industrial	 area	 just	 south	 of
Alexandrovsk.	 	 The	 rail	 lines	 that
brought	 grain	 into	 Alexandrovsk
also	 brought	 coal	 and	 iron	 ore	 to
Schoenwiese.	 	 The	 manufacturing
companies	 there	 were	 Lepp	 &
Wallman,	Hildebrand	&	Pries	 and
A.J.	 Koop.	 	 They	 were
manufactures	 of	 farm	 machinery

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAA

and	milling	equipment.	 	The	Communists	confiscated	these	 industries,	put
the	owners	out	on	the	street	and	handed	control	to	the	factory	workers.		As
the	 Cold	 War	 intensified	 the	 factories	 were	 converted	 to	 production	 of
armaments.		It	was	a	top	secret	area	sealed	off	from	the	world	and,	to	make
sure	no	one	 suspected	 anything,	Moscow	 renamed	 them	“Tractor	Factory
#2	and	Tractor	Factory	#3”.

Industry	and	Commerce

Juschanlee	River.	At	one	time
there	were	three	flour	mills

located	at	this	crossing

Schoenwiese	area	today
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Ekaterinoslav	

Further	 upstream	was	Ekaterinoslav	 (Dnepropetrovsk	 today)	 ,	 the	 provincial
capital.	The	Communists	renamed	these	and	many	other	cities	to	eliminate	any
reference	to	the	Tsars	and	imperial	Russia.		In	1900	Ekaterinoslav	had	17	flour
mills,	 the	 largest	 of	which	were	 owned	by	Heinrich	Thiessen,	 Johann	Toews

and	the	Heese	Brothers.	

		

The	Thiessen	milling	dynasty	began	here	 and	 remained	 in	 the	 family	 for	 110
years.	 	 They	 built	 a	 first-of-its-kind	 steam	 powered	mill	 in	 Ekaterinoslav	 in
1861,	and	in	1895	built	the	largest	and	most	modern	mill	in	Russia	bringing	in
equipment	from	France	and	the	U.S.	 	The	Thiessen	brand	was	 internationally
recognized,	winning	global	awards,	including	a	gold	medal	in	Paris	in	1910.

In	 these	 urban	 centers	 Mennonites	 integrated	 more	 with	 their	 Russian
neighbours,	distinguished	themselves	as	professionals,	lawyers	and	judges.		The
grand	mansion	in	Ekaterinoslav	was	built	by	the	Toews	family	and	remains	in
sound	 condition	 today,	much	 of	 it	 used	 for	 embassy	 offices	 and	 apartments.
Johann	 J.	 Toews	 created	 his	 wealth	 in	 the	 flour	 mill	 business.	 	 His	 son
pioneered	 soap	 production	 using	 only	 plant	 material,	 similar	 to	 today’s
Palmolive.			

(left)	J.	Toews	office
building.

Embassy	suites

today
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Once	 the	Molotschna	 land	grant	was	completely	 taken	up	 it	didn't	 take
long	 for	 the	 more	 aggressive	 and	 independently-minded	 farmers	 to
establish	property	at	a	distance	from	the	traditional	village.		Much	of	this
land	was	aquired	from	Russian	nobility.	Such	an	independent	landholding
was	 called	 a	Khutor,	 a	Russian	word	meaning	 “landed”	or	 having	 land.
Since	we	don’t	have	such	a	term	in	the	English	language,	translators	used
the	word	“estate,	 assigning	no	 size	 to	 the	qualification.	There	were	well
over	 1,000	 Mennonite	 (Khutors)	 estates	 in	 south	 Russia.	 	 They
represented	about	one-third	of	all	the	land	owned	by	Mennonites.

even	surpassed	some	Russian	nobility.		 	Their	success	unwittingly	added	to
the	 social	 and	 economic	 pressures	 that	 later	 boiled	 over	 into	 political
conflict.

Estates	such	as	those	in	Schoenfeld	would	have	employed	a	number	of	staff.
The	farm	foreman	in	most	cases	would	have	been	a	Mennonite	or	Lutheran
German.	 There	would	 have	 been	 a	 coachman,	 a	 gardener,	 a	 blacksmith	 as
well	 as	 stable	 boys	 and	 herdsmen.	 	 The	 wife	 of	 the	 estate	 owner	 would
supervise	a	cook,	a	nursemaid	and	other	domestics,	usually	Russian	women.
It	 was	 quite	 common	 to	 provide	 a	 summer	 kitchen	 for	 seasonal	 help	 and
permanent	 housing	 for	 key	 employee	 families.	Typically,	 as	 in	 Schoenfeld,
such	an	estate	began	with	 the	purchase	of	a	 large	 tract	of	 land	by	a	 family
patriarch	for	his	extended	family.		This	was	the	case	for	the	families	moving
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Estates	in	our	Grandfather's	Time
The	following	information	comes	from	“Building	On	The	Past”

by	Rudy	Friesen.

In	1812,	Johann	Cornies	rented	crown	land	along	the	Juschanlee	River	for
sheep	 grazing.	 	 He	 established	 an	 experimental	 farm	 here	 and,	 for
recognition	 of	 his	 service,	 Russia	 granted	 Cornies	 this	 land.	 	 Thus	 the
Juschanlee	Cornies	estate	came	into	being.	 	By	1841	Cornies	owned	over
5,000	 dessiatines	 (13,500	 acres).	 	 Another	 example	 of	 a	 large	Mennonite
estate	was	Wilhelm	Martens	who	owned	100,000	dessiatines	when	he	died.
The	 landholdings	 established	 between	 1830	 to	 1850	 were	 the	 first
generation	 of	 estate	 owners.	 	 In	 1868,	when	 serfdom	was	 abolished	 and
landownership	was	reorganized,	a	 second	generation	of	estates	came	 into
being.	 It	was	 in	 this	 period	 that	 Schoenfeld	was	 founded.	 	 Similar	 estate
regions	 were	 founded	 in	 the	 Crimea,	 Bachmut,	 Memrik,	 Mariupol,	 and
Kharkov,	and	as	far	away	as	Ufa	beyond	the	Ural	Mountains.	

Other	estates	were	established	by	industrialists,	flour	millers	and	educated
elite.	 Dynasties	 were	 created	 and	 preserved	 through	 strategic	 marriages
which	 created	 family	 dynasties.	 	 This	 Mennonite	 elite	 class	 rivaled	 and
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to	Schoenfeld.		As	their	children	married		the	origianal	land	was	subdivided
into	smaller	estates.

Abram	 Bergman	 home,

now	 a	museum.	 	A	 plaque
at	 the	door	says	 this	home
is	an	example	of	Ukrainian

achitechure

While	life	on	the	large	estates	was	comfortable,	they	generally	shunned	the
decadent	lifestyles	and	excesses	of	the	Russian	aristocracy.		Prior	to	World
War	 I	many	 had	 electricity,	 telephones	 and	 bathrooms	with	 hot	 and	 cold
running	 water.	 	 Some	 even	 had	 central	 heat.	 	 The	 owners	 often	 took
leadership	 roles	 in	 their	 communities,	 serving	 on	 boards	 of	 schools,
hospitals,	 banks,	 orphanages,	 and	 made	 generous	 contributions	 to	 their
operation.	 	The	estate	owners	were,	as	a	group,	socially	more	comfortable
in	Russian	circles	than	many	of	the	rest	of	Mennonite	society.	 	They	were
often	involved	in	local	and	regional	government	and	were	in	great	demand
for	jury	duty.		At	one	time	there	were	five	Mennonite	estate	owners	serving
on	 the	Melitopol	district	 council	 and	 two,	Hermann	Bergmann	 and	Peter
Schroeder,	served	in	the	national	parliament.

Education	 was	 a	 high	 priority.	Many	 of	 the	 larger	 estates	 had	 their	 own
schools	 and	 hired	 private	 teachers.	 Children	 often	 had	 German-speaking
governesses	 who	 instructed	 them	 in	 piano,	 handicrafts	 and	 social	 graces.
Because	 of	 their	 remoteness	 from	 larger	 communities	 some	 larger	 estate
communities	 held	 their	 church	 services	 in	 their	 schools	 while	 retaining	 a
formal	membership	in	a	nearby	congregation.

Funeral	at	an	estate	near	Gulaipole

But	the	days	of	privilege	and	influence	came	to	an	end.	During	the	years
of	 anarchy	 these	 estates	 were	 most	 vulnerable.	 Some	 had	 already
experienced	violence	 and	murder	 as	 early	 as	1905	during	 the	 first	 civil
unrest.		In	1917	they	became	the	first	victims.		Their	property	was	taken
over	and	they	were	thrown	out,	many	violently	so.		As	news	of	ruthless
murders	 spread	 among	 their	 peers,	 many	 voluntarily	 left	 their
properties.

Abram	A.	 Bergman	 arrived	 in	Molotschna	 in	 1862	 from	Prussia.	 	He
must	have	come	with	some	degree	of	wealth.		By	1917	his	family	owned
three	estates	totaling	41,000	acres.		Rudy	Friesen’s	Building	on	the	Past
includes	 a	 number	 of	 pictures	 of	 the	Bergman	 estates.	 	One	manor	 is
described	 as	 overlooking	 the	 Voronaya	 River	 with	 formal	 gardens
around	 the	 home	 .	 	 Today	 one	 of	 the	 Bergman	 manors	 has	 been
beautifully	restored.	It	serves	as	a	regional	(Ukrainian)	museum	with	a
plaque	on	the	building	stating	it	is	an	example	of	Ukrainian	architecture.

Former	Jacob	Dick	home
Photo	1997
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There	were	a	number	of	significant	estates	in	the	Melitopol	area.		If	you	were	to
visit	that	area	today	it	would	be	very	difficult	to	determine	where	they	had	been,
so	complete	has	been	the	dismantling	of	capitalism.	At	best,	a	few	unidentified,
dilapidated	buildings	can	be	found.		Friesen’s	book	identifies	some	of	these	ruins
with	an	accompanying	picture	of	what	they	once	were.

Southwest	of	Molotschna	was	an	area	called	Steinbach	where	a	number	of	large
estates	 once	 stood.	 	The	 pond	 in	 the	 picture	 below	 is	 the	 only	 landmark	 that
identifies	their	location.
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According	to	Rudy	Friesen	("Building	on	the	Past"),

Heinrichs	liked	railroading	enough	to		hire	an	architect
to	build	several	buildings	to	resemble	railroad	depots.
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In	our	Grandfather’s	time	it	had	been	about	150	years	since	Tsarist	Catherine
invited	 European	 colonists	 to	 develop	 South	 Russia's	 agriculture.	 	 By	 all
measurement	 she	 had	 succeeded.	 	 In	 the	 latter	 half	 of	 the	 19th	 century
transportation	facilities	were	straining	to	move	grain	to	market.		Russia	built	a
rail	 network	 to	 bring	 coal	 and	 minerals	 into	 the	 region	 and	 agricultural
products	 out.	 Rail	 lines	 criss-crossed	 the	 once	 empty	 steppe.	 	 There	 was
extensive	 use	 of	 rail	 travel.	 Our	 ancestors	 were	 part	 of	 this	 success	 story.
Mennonite	business	men,	perhaps	impatient,	built	and	financed	their	own	rail
line	through	Molotschna	connecting	several	national	 trunk	lines.	 	They	called
their	 private	 line	 the	 Tokmak	 Railway.	 To	 increase	 shipping	 capacity	 the
harbour	at	Alexandrovsk	was	deepened.		City	records	show	that	in	1900	some
512	ships,	105	ferry	and	20	river	rafts	departed	from	Alexandrovsk	to	the	Black
Sea.	 	 Alexandrovsk	 was	 the	 center	 for	 grain	 trading	 and	 shipping	 with
international	attention.	

Transportation	in	our	Grandfather's	Time

Train	station	at	Ekaterinoslav

Dnieper	River



135

Then	 the	 revolution	 came.	 	 From	 1924	 to	 1927,	 some	 23,000	 Mennonites
(about	 1/4)	 left	 Russia.	 These	were	 the	 homeless,	many	 from	 the	 outlying
estates.	 	 It	 was	 an	 emotional	 parting.	 Some	 friends	 and	 loved	 ones	 were
unable	to	meet	Canada's	health	restrictions	and	had	to	stay	behind.		Others
could	not	bear	to	part	with	loved	ones,	and	some	chose	not	to	leave.	With	the
few	personal	items	they	had	left	they	boarded	crude	box	cars,	waved	a	teary
farewell	and	left	everything	they	had	ever	known	behind.

The	 Lichtenau(36)	 station	 as	 it	 looks	 today,	 	 a	 grim	 reminder	 of	 a
difficult	 past.	 Philanthropists	 from	 North	 America	 have	 begun	 to
turn	 the	 station	 into	 a	memorial.	 	At	 the	 date	 of	 this	 picture	 they
had	placed	 two	 concrete	benches	 in	 front,	 one	 symbolizing	 families
who	 left	 for	 freedom	 and	 the	 other	 bench	 to	 remember	 those	who
vanished	in	the	Gulags	of	Siberia

View	of	the	railway	today	in	Lichtenau

looking	to	the	north,	the	direction	in	which

our	relatives	departed	
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By	 1914,	 society	 had	 evolved	 to	 a	 level	 of	 sophistication	 that	 rivaled
anything	in	Europe	and	North	America.		Mennonite	industry	manufactured
6%	of	all	the	agricultural	machinery	in	the	Russian	Empire	and	controlled
over	50%	of	the	flour	milling	capacity.		They	farmed	over	3	million	acres	of
land,	yet	represented	only	3%	of	South	Russia’s	population.

There	 was	 strong	 emphasis	 on	 education.	 They	 had	 over	 40	 regional	 high	 schools,	 a
number	 of	 business	 schools	 and	 teacher	 training	 centers.	 	 They	 built	modern	 hospitals,
mental	 health	 centers,	 homes	 for	 the	 aged	 and	 schools	 for	 the	 hearing	 impaired.	 	 They
were	 able	 to	 attract	 world-class	 doctors.	 	 Their	 young	 people	 attended	 universities	 in
Europe	and	the	Balkans.		Our	grandfather	studied	business	at	the	university	in	Danzig.	In
Halbstadt,	Raduga	Press	was	one	of	the	largest	publishers	in	Russia.		Literature	flourished.
Travel	abroad	was	not	uncommon.

Community,	Social	and	Culture

Ohrloff	hospital

Hospital	in	Chortiza

Prominent	physicians
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School	for	the	hearing	impaired	near	Blumenort.
It	was	later	used	by	the	Communist	Party.		Notice

the	bust	of	Lenin	near	the	front	entrance.

Gnadenthal	high	school

then	and	now
School	building	in

Orekhov	today

Schoensee

church	today

Chortiza	girls	high
school

then	and	now
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Staff	of	Raduga	Printing	(Halbstadt),	
one	of	the	largest	print	firms	in	Russia.	

Schoenfeld	public	school.	Oma	Driedger	sitting	on
teacher's	left.	Teacher	is	grandfather	to	John	Braun,

Bill	Toews

Alexandrabad	 was	 a	 private	 sanitorium	 build	 on	 an	 island	 in	 the
Dnieper	River.	 	Today	we’d	 call	 it	 a	 spa.	 	Four	doctors	 staffed	 the
place.		It	focused	on	health,	recreation	and	diet.	It	had	a	special	bath
area,	steam	rooms,	a	massage	area	and	an	x-ray	department.		In	1910
Jacob	Niebuhr,	the	industrialist,	bought	the	facility	and	increased	its
program.

When	WWI	broke	Alexanrabad	was	confiscated	and	converted	into
a	military	hospital.		During	the	ensuing	Civil	War	it	was	abandoned.
Later	Stalin	ordered	a	hydroelectric	dam	to	be	built	downstream	on
the	 Dneiper	 River.	 	 	 The	 resulting	 reservoir	 buried	 the	 town	 of
Einlage,	Alexandrabad	and	the	entire	island.
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17		Schoenfeld	village	 47.814552,	35.926881

18		Driedgerhof (Driedger) 47.833324,	36.041851

19	Wiesenhof	(Cornies) 47.833440,	36.058159

20		Muensterdorf	(Warkentin) 47.844962,	35.977135

21		Wiesenfeld (Jacob	L	Dick) 47.833440,	36.058159

22		Schoenbrunn	(Johann	P	Dick) 47.819318,	35.889141

25

Immediate	Schoenfeld	District

23		Peter	Enns	(graves)	 47.800443,	35.831265

24		Roppov	(Abram	Dick) 47.884809,	36.218491

25		Blumenhof	(G.	Peters)	 47.859562,	35.893839

26		Kawalicha

27		Lyubitskoye	(Pravda)	 47.766547,	36.949603

28		Zalivnoye	(aka	Brazol) 47.866230,	36.891110	



10		Schoenfeld	Church 47.814149,	35.930057

11		Johann	Warkentin	 47.814696,	35.927825

12		Volost	office	 47.81485,		35.92772

13		B	Peters	General	Store	 47.813644,	35.927589

14		Schoenfeld	High	School	 47.813299,	35.923791

15		Teachers'	Residences	(3) 47.813020,		35.923900

16		Heinrich	B.	Wiens	 47.814163,	35.923469

Schoenfeld	Village	1914
Same	Area	(left)	Today	



Salivnoye	bridge	 47.858440,	35.881691

Sofievka	 47.945327,	35.438805

Peters	Salivnoye	store	 47.858785,	35.901260

J	Schroeder 	47.825257,	35.821781

Gerh	Schroeder	 47.815979,	35.810194

Johann	J.	Enns		 47.802951	,35.803328

Paul	Rogalski		 47.791852,	35.833840

Present	collective	buildings	 47.789257,	35.839312

Sommerfeld	Neufeld	 47.843810,	35.924263

Kleinhof	Mathies	 47.842888,	35.938339

Friesenhof	Friesen	 47.841851,	35.950785

2	Toews	farms	 47.843291,	35.962114

Gorkaja	River	 47.846805,	35.969238

Muensterdorf	school	 47.845423,	35.988464

Tante	Liese	 47.834477,	36.033955

The	old	Driedger	place	 47.833324,	36.041851

David	Cornies	 47.834938,	36.051121

Wiesenheim	Heidebrecht	 47.818227,	36.039963

Brickyard		 47.813039,	36.022797

School 47.820071,	36.003399

Gerh	Fast	 47.821223,	35.996876

Corn	Fast	 47.818111,	35.989323

Johannesfeld	Fast	 47.817881,	35.982456

Isaac	Dick	 47.817074,	35.960999

Schoenfeld	cemetary	 47.811843,	35.930196

Guychul	Station	 47.829190,	36.124849

Nikolayevka	 47.899542	,36.158066

Group	of	estates	 47.868459,	36.240807

Pokrovskoye	 47.981304,	36.221409

Gulaipole	 47.650819,	36.253853

Orechov	 47.571662,	35.771141

Other	Co-ordinates
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