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The Red Gate: Hope and a Future 

Dianne Dyckôs painting of this famous border crossing reminds us of this important moment for refugees 
fleeing Soviet repression.  Passing through the Red Gate into Latvia gave them their first taste of a freer     
future.  Inspired by a scene in the film, And When They Shall Ask, the artist is grateful for permission to 
paint this image. 
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Second Wave of Emigration: ñGod Be With You Till We Meet Againò 

Dianne Dyckôs painting of a boxcar refitted for the emigrants travelling to Latvia and to the ships that would 
take them to Canada.  Her subtitle is the English translation of a hymn they sang as they felt the pain of       
possibly never seeing their loved ones again (Gott sei mit euch). 

Dianne Dyck: Saskatchewan Artist 

Dianne grew up in Saskatoon and began her artistic training at the University of             

Saskatchewan. After spending many years in the Weyburn, Regina and Kelowna areas,   

Dianne now resides in Saskatoon with her husband of 56 years. 

As an artist, Dianne takes great delight in preserving her Mennonite roots. In 1874,        

Dianneôs great grandparents came from South Russia to Canada in the first wave of     

Mennonite immigrants. Her husband Bobôs parents emigrated from the Chortitza colony to 

Herbert, Saskatchewan in 1923.  

Dianneôs most recent series called, ñThe Mennonite Storyò has allowed her to capture 

Mennonite history on canvas for future generations. According to Dianne, "The historical 

significance of óThe Mennonite Storyô has a fascinating legacy. I am proud, as an artist, to 

have some small part in preserving this period in history for future generations."  

During her career as an artist, Dianne has participated in many art competitions, exhibitions and sales. She has 

paintings hanging in private collections across Canada and abroad. Visitors to the June 17 MCC Relief Sale at Forest 

Grove Church in Saskatoon were able to view paintings from this series. 
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Presidentôs Corner 

John Reddekopp 

Summer in Saskatchewan is 

the season when we often 

get together with family. A 

lot of that direct connection, 

of course, did not occur very 

frequently in the past few 

years due to the pandemic. I have nine siblings and 

we are spread out over three provinces. The last 

time we were all together was four years ago.  

     Then, this June, my sister who lives in southern 

Ontario, came to Saskatoon and, as I like to say, a 

 family reunion broke out. All the siblings, along 

with spouses, and several members of the ñyounger 

generationò would all be here for a weekend. 

Through group messaging, it became clear that 

there was a lot of interest in a proposal that I made 

about spending our Saturday, namely to do a Men-

nonite and Family History Tour.  

     Our first stop was at our MHSS Archives in the 

basement of Bethany Manor. Our guests were im-

pressed with the sheer volume and variety of mate-

rials that are kept under our care and the work that 

grows from that. Five of my siblings attended Swift 

Current Bible Institute. When SCBI closed, we 

were entrusted with all their records and material 

resources. All the confidential records are in our 

locked room although personal files of alumni 

could be accessed by them. I got the impression 

that none were interested in seeing that                

information.  

     On the other hand, the yearbooks and the Valley 

News collection both garnered a lot of interest.  

     From the archives, we went to Forest Grove 

Community Church where the MCC Sale and Fes-

tival was taking place. This was our lunch stop and 

the traditional Mennonite style foodsðwatermelon 

and rollkuchen, vereniki with farmer sausageðas 

well as Afghani and Ethiopian foods were big hits.  

     But it was not only about the food; it was about 

the socializing as well. Several of my family met 

people they had not seen in many years, and        

although I live here, I also met some that I had not 

seen in a long time. That is after all what happens 

at Mennonite events!                    

     After lunch, our group headed to Hague to tour 

the River Valley Museum. Everyone was impressed 

with how much you can see and experience there. 

The house/barn building drew special interest since 

our dadôs family owned one in Blumenheim.  Also, 

the Renfrew School building now preserved there 

housed the classroom in which he attended night 

classes to learn English.   

     It is one hundred years since the first Old Colo-

ny Mennonites emigrated to Mexico. The exhibit 

telling the story of this event was on display at this 

museum. My family did not have close relatives 

that were part of the migration, but we were       
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nevertheless impacted by the exhibit.  

     Both my paternal and maternal grandparents 

paid fines for keeping their children home and not 

sending them to public schools. From what I     

gather, school administrators were quite relieved 

when the group left. Paying these hefty fines was 

jeopardizing their very survival. They had already 

sold some of their livestock, and yet they were be-

ing told by the  ltester and ministers that if they 

were truly faithful to God, they would pay the 

fines, even go to jail rather than sending their    

children to school.  

     Our final stop was at the Kronsthal Cemetery 

which is located about six kilometres east of Osler. 

Both our parents and our motherôs parents are bur-

ied here. Dadôs parents and most of his siblings are 

buried in the Blumenheim Cemetery. That ended 

the tour part of our family reunion! 

     I wish all members of the Mennonite Historical 

Society of Saskatchewan a most wonderful         

summer! 

 

 

 

The Editorôs  
Perspective 

Ken Bechtel 
 
I have long found the stories 

of the 1920s migration of 

Mennonites from Russia to 

Canada fascinating, troubling 

and inspiring.  I heard some stories from my Swiss 

Mennonite home congregation in Ontario, hosts for 

some of the families.  My maternal grandparents, 

though Methodists, had heard through Mennonite 

friends about these refugees, and offered the annex 

of their large farm house. My mother and aunt of-

ten talked about the three little boys with their 

shaved heads, bug eyed at the sumptuous meal my 

grandmother prepared as a welcome.  Only later 

did the Reamans learn about their struggles in Rus-

sia, the starvation years and their catching rats to 

supplement their meager diet.  My mother and aunt 

continued their connection with the family as the 

Martens moved west and thrived. 

     It has been a rare privilege to hear yet more    

 stories and to share them in this special issue.  As 

each article comes in, our trusty copy editor George 

Epp is the second reader.  This affords George, 

himself a Russlªnder, a special overview. I        

welcome his reflection on the contents of this issue. 

 

Farewell Russia, Hello Canada 

By George G. Epp 

As Anabaptists, we Russian Mennonites1 are not 

unfamiliar with the dynamics that have forced    

migrations upon us over the centuries. For us, 

theyôve been two-fold, primarily.  

     Firstly, holding to faith principles that are not 

mainstream to the cultures in which weôve lived 

has put us at odds with authority, subjected us to 

persecution and harassment and worse. Itôs driven 

us into reserves and colonies for the sake of surviv-

al and the net effect at times has been the develop-

ment of counter-cultures that worké until war or 

political upheaval reopens prejudices against a  

people who are different. So a major motivator of 

migration has been ideological, or as Dietrich H. 

Epp when asked what his dream of migrating to 

Canada in 1923 was, it was for a place where he 

could live in peace, earn his bread with work, and 

practice his faith openly.2 

     A second prime motivator has been the search 

for land on which to earn oneôs bread and shelter. 

We have historically been an agrarian population 

with an above-average birth rate. Agricultural    

enterprise requires land; with eight or ten children 

born on one farm, the establishment of new farms 

for a next generation has been a major undertaking. 

Finding new places that were willing to make land 

available to us while respecting our faith practices 

has not been easy.  

     The hands-on work of the Canadian Mennonite 

Board of Colonization in Canada and the simulta-

neous organizational work in Russia of the Associ-

ation of Citizens of Dutch Origin in obtaining    

permission to emigrate, and the means for it, has 

been documented elsewhere in this issue (See ñThe 

Moses of F¿rstenlandò). The culmination of their 

efforts in the eventual arrival of trainloads of Men-

nonite refugees in Canada remains the long and 

arduous final chapter in yet another migration of 
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necessity for one Anabaptist demographic. 

     Who were they that stepped off the trains in 

Rosthern in July and August of 1923, for instance, 

and what was to become of them? Those who saw 

from Canada the plight of their ñkinfolkò in Russia 

in the years leading up to, during and in the imme-

diate aftermath of the 1917 Russian Revolution had 

more than general philanthropy motivating them 

when they organized to receive them as immi-

grants. In the centuries of our persecution, migra-

tions, and repeated re-establishment in the Nether-

lands and Belgium, then in the river basin and the 

delta of the Vistula in Prussia, then to the steppes 

of Ukrainian Russia, familial bonds were forming, 

bonds characterized by common surnames, by   

language and cultural conventions and by the theol-

ogy enunciated by early, radical reformers: Conrad 

Grebel, Menno Simons among others. When David 

Toews in Rosthern and leaders in Europe like J.J. 

Thiessen and Johann Martens raised the alarm in 

support of the Mennonites of Southern Russia, their 

motivation was clear: our people, our faith siblings 

are in danger; we cannot stand idly by. (See ñDavid 

Toews: Great Leader, Great Accomplishment, 

Great Cost,ò for instance). 

     As youôll read in this edition, the mass migra-

tion of colony Mennonites out of Russia was a 

messy affair. The Second Martyrôs Synod referred 

to was only one of many attempts of leadership to 

clarify a future where colony citizenship, independ-

ence of thought and self-governance were simply 

being brutally, mercilessly dismantled. Among the 

leaders who had the most knowledgeable grasp of 

the options, the growing opinion was that the 

ñgolden yearsò of the Mennonite coloniesô         

advancement (ca. 1900-1915) in Southern Russia 

were irretrievable after the 1917 Communist    

Revolution.  

     The choice to emigrate, however, was down to 

families and individuals and the considerations  

going into the choice were various. The uncertain 

prospect for replicating colony faith and culture in 

another country was critical to many who decided 

that ñitôs better to stick with the devil you know 

than to throw in your lot with the one you donôt.ò 

For those among us who had prospered, who were 

 owners of estates and factories for instance, the  

impulse to hope for the best outcome was incentive 

to stayé until actual confiscation of land and  

property became a reality. 

     The variation in economic prospects, however, 

was only one of many factors making the migration 

question as thorny as mass migrations have always 

been. The large ñmother coloniesò of Chortitza and 

Molochna had been evolving; the politics of any 

society progresses with time, often to the left or 

right on the liberal/conservative spectrum. Civil 

authority vs. Church authority, for instance, played 

out in both colonies, precipitating the Mennonite 

Brethren reform movement. Chortitza experienced 

increasing conflict over what was seen as a too-

liberal approach to discipline in the church (an   

ecclesiastical vs. civic authority argument) and its 

hard-liners on this question tended toward newly-

established daughter colonies like Bergthal and 

F¿rstenland. Itôs a bit of a generalization, but note-

worthy that the 1870ôs migration to the East       

Reserve in Manitoba was populated largely by 

more conservative Mennonites from the Bergthal 

and F¿rstenland daughter colonies, this migration 

being an earlier attempt to re-establish a theologi-

cally conservative colony-style life in a new       

setting.  

     All the above to indicate that those who stepped 

off the trains, first in Rosthern and then in other 

locations, were a motley assembly. Their resettle-

ment would reflect it. Witness the experience of the 

Johann Martens family (ñThe Moses of F¿rsten-

landò) and the resettlement on top of resettlement 

as they sought to find a place and a situation of 

Christian harmony only to find that the divisions at 

source had migrated with them. Contrast that with 

the comparatively harmonious integration into the 

existing Rosenort Church, already well-established 

in the Rosthern area, of the more progressive 1920s 

immigrants like J.J. Thiessen, John G. Rempel and 

Dietrich H. Epp, all of whom quickly became note-

worthy influencers in the Mennonite Church of 

Canada and the USA. 

     The 1920s immigration of Mennonite refugees 

from the Communist Revolution in Russia is one of 

many stories filed rightly under the Mennonite 
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heading, but only with the caveat that itôs only one 

of many stories under that rubric. The farmer in the 

Saskatchewan Valleyðwho attends  the 

ñMennoniteò Church that his parents and grand-

parents also attended, and who assumes that 

vereneki and farmer sausage are basic ingredients 

of a celebratory dinnerðand the teacher in Addis 

Ababa who also knows herself to be ñMennonite,ò 

together remind us that the critical tie that binds us 

lies not in common culture, but in a common under-

standing of the person of Jesus of Nazareth, whose 

witness among us is the core truth and worthy of 

our discipleship. And yet, tell any descendent of the 

Kanadier or Russlªnder that you met ña Friesen 

ladyò on the plane and theyôre bound to respond, 

ñAh, a Mennonite.ò  

     For that branch that has managed to conserve the 

culture of separation (particularly the Mennonite 

colonies of Latin America) the future is tenuous; 

globalization and the technical revolution are bring-

ing changes to worldwide human commerce and 

interaction against which colonyðor even denomi-

nationalðboundaries form no sure bulwark.  

     The 1920s immigration being commemorated 

now can be seen as a study in forced transition, not 

only in location, language and political realities, but 

also in the endurance of faith tenets outside the 

shelter of colony solidarity. It was a time of scatter-

ing, of finding new footing in an alien environment 

where both personal liberties and community      

responsibility suddenly devolved on individuals 

who knew little of democracy and were forced to 

make individual, momentous choices on their own, 

with whatever help and advice they chose to access 

through The Canadian Mennonite Board of Coloni-

zation and its sub-committees.  

     Their stories are what this issue is about.   

________________ 

1Distinguishing among the groups of Mennonites leav-

ing Prussia and Russia for Canada at different times in 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries isnôt always easy 

and, possibly, seldom necessary. As a rule of thumb, 

Kanadier refers to the immigrants and their descendants 

who arrived in Manitoba in roughly the 1870s while the 

Russlªnder referred to their compatriots arriving in the 

1920s. The Kanadier designation is occasionally used to 

 refer also to other  Mennonites already settled in Canada 

before the 1920s influx.  
2ñEin stilles, ruhiges Leben, einen Ort, wo man frei 

seines Glaubens leben kann, wo manðwenn auch 

schwerðsein brot verdient, wo man Recht und 

Gerechtigkeit findet und sich als B¿rger f¿hlen kann.ñ 

In Berg, Abram, Dietrich Heinrich Epp, 1875-1955. 

Saskatoon: Heese House of Printing, 1973  

****** 

About our Copy Editor 

George G. Epp grew up in 
Eigenheim and spent many years 
teaching English.  He has served 
the church as MCC Europe 
Assistant Director, Chair of the   
RJC Board and is on the board of 
the Rosthern Museum and 
Mennonite Interpretative Centre.   

 

 

 

Gopher Soup 

     The Great Famine of 1921-1922 seriously        

impacted the Mennonite colonies in Russia.  John 

G. Rempel reported that in his village of Nieder 

Chortitza, ñResort, then, was to anything that could 

be gained through begging, occasional pilfering, and 

hunting for any kind of prey, dogs and cats, as long 

as any of them could be found in the village, and 

dead livestock.ò  Then there was an even more crea-

tive effort: 

     ñNow the extreme scarcity of food brought about 

a slight change in this situation as whole groups of 

people, mostly women and children, commenced to 

go after the gopher. Armed with buckets and an iron 

rod and a hook contraption, they would set out on 

gopher hunting expeditions. Experienced practition-

ers of this hunt asserted that whole gophers made 

much better soup than one made of cut-up pieces.  It 

was also averred that fried gophers made a very  

palatable dish but this method was used less often, 

since soup could more easily be stretched by adding 

more greens, vegetables if available, otherwise with 

any kind of vegetation picked up in the field or in 

the home garden.ò1 

_________________ 
1John G. Rempel, ñThe Time of Troubles: Laughter 
through Tearsò, MHSS File box 3.68, a translation of an 
article in Der Bote, October 22, 1924 
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Freedom is a Big Red Gate at Sebesh 

by J.J . Thiessen.  Translated by Herbert P. Enns 

Most readers will be familiar with J.J. Thiessen of 

Saskatoon as an urban church planter, pastor and 

conference leader. Less well known is his 1924 role 

organizing and escorting trainloads of emigrants 

to the Latvian border.  In July 1964, he submitted 

to Der Bote his reflection on those experiences, 

entitled ñVor vierzig Jahrenò (Forty Years Ago).1 

This translation by the late Herbert P. Enns was 

first published in a 1994 bulletin of the Mennonite 

Historical Society of Ontario. KJB 

 

 

 
J. J. and Katherine Thiessen, 
50th Wedding Anniversary. 
Source: Mennonite  
Archives of Ontario 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     It was in the month of May, 1924, when, in a 

letter from the chairman of the Association of Citi-

zens of Dutch origin,2 Rev. B.B. Janz, I was asked 

to take charge and oversee, during the summer   

vacation, the transportation of emigrants through 

Russia to the border station of Sebesh, in Latvia, 

duties to include protecting the emigrants from  

undue duress, and assuring authorities that no    

illegalities on the part of the emigres would be   

attempted. This latter safeguard was necessary for 

customs agents, but also for the emigrants, who did 

not possess individually prepared passports but had 

received permission to leave as a group. Following 

a thorough orientation process with regard to my 

duties, I agreed to accept the assignment. My     

acceptance papers are dated June 5, 1924. 

 

My First Assignment  

              The chairman of the association, Rev. B.B. 

Janz, had been successful in negotiating with the 

 Russian authorities the waiving of personal pass-

ports. The Association had prepared a list of names, 

and these had been reviewed and scrutinized by the 

police division of the O.G.P.U.3 According to these 

reviewed and accepted lists the visas were issued. 

Rev. Janz gave me a list with 1,250 names. which I 

was to take to Moscow to obtain the necessary per-

mission for departure. 

   I went to the shipping company, Ruskapa,          

announced my presence, and was introduced to the 

representative of the C.P.R., Mr. Nikita Th. 

Peschkow. He, in turn, introduced me to the director 

of the C.P.R. (overseas division), Mr. Ovens.    To-

gether with him we discussed in great detail and 

thoroughness the imminent departure of the group. 

     My next visit was to the Moscow Soviet. The 

chairman, whose name escapes me, received me with 

a long face and angry eyes. I introduced myself as 

the authorized representative of the Association and 

asked for the necessary visas. He listened to me,  

quietly but obviously highly irritated. After I had 

completed my case, he yelled at me: "You come 

from that man Janz. Three years I have not crossed 

myself, but if I could free myself of him, I would 

cross myself three times.ò4 Finally, he took the list 

with the names, examined it, and dismissed me with 

"Come back tomorrow!" When I got out onto the 

street I realized how highly charged the atmosphere 

had been in the comrade's office. 

 

Leaders of VBHH (Association of Citizens of Dutch Origin); 
left to right, Peter I. Dyck, Benjamin B. Janz, and Philipp D. 
Cornies. 
Source: Mennonite Library and Archives, Bethel College, 
North Newton, KS: #2005-0015 
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How Wonderfully God Helps  

     Next morning I accompanied Mr. Peschkow to 

the foreign department. Some passports for for-

eigners needed to be completed. In due time this 

was done, and we sought out a quiet place where 

we could talk undisturbed. We talked about the  

reasons why our people wanted to leave, and about 

the difficulties which the government officials 

placed in the way, preventing a smooth exit. He 

also made me aware, how in 1923 similar trains of 

emigrants had been detained, and the authorities 

had permitted personal encroachment on the lives 

of the departing. He was of the opinion that the  

Departure-Kommissariat ought to be informed of 

the occurrences in order to prevent them from   

happening again, and so those in charge might be 

prepared to shield unsuspecting and frightened  

emigres. I immediately set out to do just that. 

     I walked into the office of the Departure-

Kommissariat and presented the concerns to a 

woman whose responsibility it was to provide safe 

conduct for passengers. When she learned that it 

was Mennonites we represented, she listened     

intently, and repeated the name "Mennonites" over 

and over again, as if in deep thought. She gave the 

impression that she was trying to recall something 

out of her past, which had to do with Mennonites. 

Suddenly, she had it. She related to me how, during 

the time of the first world war, she had worked  

together with Mennonites in the Red Cross, and 

how a certain individual had left an indelible      

impression on her. I soon discovered that I was 

able to help her complete her recollection, that she 

was thinking of a man by the name of Boschman, 

who had been a teacher in Halbstadt.5 She also    

inquired about his brother, who, at the time when I 

had my conversation with her, had been killed by 

bandits; but this I did not reveal to her. She     

promised that her influence and instructions would 

result in the letter of protection I was asking for. It 

took hardly an hour, when she returned, with a 

copy of the telegram which was directed to the   

station masters from Moscow to Lichtenau, the  

latter being the departure point-through which the 

emigration train would pass. The telegram, in Rus-

sian, translates as follows: 

 "Ekaterinoslav; Charkov . Southrail, Kursk . 

Orjol . Moscow . White-Baltic Rail . 

Smoljensk . Moscow Ruskapa . Supplemen-

tary to telegram #22/70928 of May 28 in 

Lichtenau . ordering 50 railway cars to be at 

the disposal of 1,250 Menno-nites . Depar-

ture of the Eschalon on June 23 as a       

military train . over Fjodorowka . Charkov . 

Kursk . Orjol . Brjansk . Smoljensk . 

Polotz . Sebesh . Eschalon . must arrive in 

Sebesh June 28 . consistent with agreement 

and arrival of ship at Libau . Junction      

stations will provide, on time, necessary 

locomotives to avoid unnecessary delays.      

Departure and arrival of train, surrender 

from one  rail-line to the next, and arrival in 

Sebesh to be confirmed by telegram."6 

     With the telegram safely deposited in my brief-

case (examining the document today, it is almost 

unbelievable that all this took place forty years 

ago) I hurried back to the office of the Soviet, to 

see what progress had been made in readying the 

necessary departure permission of the emigrants. 

Here too, I discovered no hindrances. The comrade 

had kept his word and confirmed permission to 

leave. With a glad heart I made my journey home. 

 

Station Lichtenau  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of two memorial benches in front of the Lichtenau train 
station.  Paul Epp, son of one small boy who passed through 
there on his way to Canada, designed these to remember those 
who left voluntarily to come to Canada and those who left 
involuntarily on their way to the gulags.  A colour picture can 
be seen on the inside back cover. 
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Arriving home, I made my way to the station-

master at Lichtenau. Was I surprised when I       

discovered that the telegram, mentioned above, had 

already been received by him. He informed me that 

the train cars had been ordered and should arrive 

shortly. "Hurry, and get the emigrants to the       

station: the train must leave Lichtenau on June 23," 

he said, visibly excited. 

    Notices were now sent out into the villages    

notifying the people of the date of departure. The 

day of departure was a busy day, beginning soon 

after breakfast. Some people arrived on hay      

wagons on which they had loaded their packed  

belongings. Some came on foot and still others  

arrived on horseback. Some came to leave Russia, 

others came to bid farewell, and still others came 

out of curiosity. To say it was a colourful crowd, 

somewhat disorganized, which gathered at the 

Lichtenau station is, perhaps, an understatement. 

 

    The practicality of the people soon became      

evident. First, all the train cars (freight cars)       

received a thorough cleaning and were made com-

fortable for travel. Then, groups were formed and 

assigned to cars. the baggage was stowed and the 

emigres prepared to take leave of loved ones who 

would stay behind. And then the time for the final 

goodbye, farewell to your native soil, the villages, 

 your neighbourhood and from friends and relatives. 

Even the strong and the brave sobbed openly!    

Perhaps not all realized the finality of their leaving, 

an almost holy resignation was on the faces of the 

people.  

     Suddenly the bell sounded, once, and then 

again. Everyone knew that only a few more 

minutes were left before the final parting. The 

throng of people became visibly restless. Now all 

those departing had to board their cars, and those 

remaining had to leave the train. Firm handshakes. 

Over there, a last embrace. Tears flowed. Yes, part-

ing hurts!  

     Three sounds from the bell, the train began to 

move out of the station. "Auf Wiedersehen!ò 

ñFollow us!" "Auf Wiedersehen in eternity!" one 

traveller called out. I looked out once more at the 

crowd remaining: Elder Abram Klassen, teacher 

Kornelius Wiens, teacher Peter Giesbrecht, teacher 

Philipp Cornies, the vice-chairman of the Associa-

tion, Heinrich Bartel, and the treasurer. Finally, I 

saw only a great mass of people with uncertain  

prospects in an uncertain future. 

     On the train all was silent, each one absorbed in 

his/her own thoughts. It was evening now.  

Someone began to sing: "Wer nur den lieben Gott 

lªsst walten!" (If thou but suffer God to guide 

thee). Soon everyone sang "Befiehl du deine 

Wege!" (Commit thou all thy griefs). More songs 

were sung. How wonderful that in times of joy and 

in times of sadness, one could sing the songs of the 

church, songs which suited the occasion, songs 

acquired by memorization and now sung with all 

the fervor of the individuals. Slowly the singing 

faded. They had sung themselves to sleep. I 

listened to the rhythmic clanging of the wheels and 

allowed my own thoughts to wander. 

 

Alexandrowsk.   

     The railway officials adhered to the instructions 

from Moscow, and the train travelled high speed, 

as if possessed, without stopping. We had not     

expected such precise compliance to official        

instructions. Arriving in Alexandrowsk, my friend, 

Diedrich Walde confronted me: "Man, can't you do 

anything with that engineer? He drives the train 

A crowd gathered at the Lichtenau train station upon the 
departure of many for Canada. A woman sits on a chair with 
her back to the camera. Young men stand near the open door. 
Ladder wagons can be seen in the background on the left.  
Probably July 13, 1924. Photo Credit MAID CA CMBS 
NP012-01-40 
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like a madman, and without stopping. Grandmother 

fell off the board-bench onto the chest, and broke 

the lid." (This sentence loses a lot of its humour in 

translation from the Plattdeutsch.) What could I say 

in reply? We had hoped to make good headway. I 

was glad when the conductor signalled "all 

aboard", and we hurriedly sought our places in our 

respective cars. Stops were made only at large   

cities, such as Sinjelnjikowo, Losowaja, Charkow, 

Kursk, Orjol, etc. The passengers tired of the    

continuing speed, without stops, and were glad 

whenever the train was shunted onto a less used 

siding, where cooking, roasting, eating, resting and 

washing could be attended to. 

 

A Miracle Before the Eyes of the World 

     I think it was in Orjol, when the train had barely 

stopped, that the station-master approached me and 

asked where we had come from and where we were 

going. "Actually. the question was superfluous, as 

he knew the answer. However, I quietly answered 

him: "The people are emigrants and are on their 

way to Canada." The man stood before me as 

though stunned. "Three years I have run my head 

against the wall of bureaucratic red tape in order to 

get a visa to leave this country, always without  

success. And here you come with 1,250 people, 

with permission to leaveé" He was not the only 

one who marvelled at the possibility of such a large 

group leaving the country. In the eyes of the world, 

it was a miracle of God's doing. 

 

The Trip via Smoljensk, to the Border  

     The trip through the glorious forests of west-

Russia was beautiful and at times even enchanting. 

Most of the travellers had never before seen such 

vast forests, and whenever the train would make an 

unexpected stop along the way, the passengers 

would leave the train, and quickly pick flowers and 

cut evergreen branches along the railway right-of-

way to decorate the boxcars. Naturally, such stops 

also afforded opportunity to do some visiting in 

other cars and to compare travel experiences. No 

doubt many remembered the saying - "Shared joys 

increase to double joys, and shared griefs decrease 

to half the grief." 

 The Sick Car  

     The long train also had a special car, staffed 

with a nurse, to provide needed service and aid for 

the sick. Only one child became seriously ill, and 

eventually died. The body was buried at Sebesh. 

Rev. Jacob Reimer, Rueckenau, spoke words of 

comfort at the graveside. Several children were 

born during the trip. This medical car proved to be 

very practical, and a wise arrangement. 

 

Who is holding you up?  

     Upon arrival at a station I would usually seek 

out the station-master to determine what length of 

time the train was scheduled to stop, and whether it 

was worthwhile for passengers to detrain. When, 

on one such occasion I sought out the station    

master, he asked: "Who is holding you up? It is  

annoying having to wait here at the station until 

midnight for a military train, and then discovering 

it is a train filled with women." 

 

Will there be War?  

     In Smoljensk I had to telegraph the Riga author-

ities of the arrival of the train, as well as the time of 

the impending departure for Riga. I drove into the 

city in a horse drawn carriage (taxi) to send the  

telegram, when suddenly the driver turned around 

and asked: "Will there be war?" I asked him what 

made him ask such a question and he answered, 

"The war commandant and his staff left yesterday 

for the border and today a military train equipped 

with mine-laying devices is coming through." I  

realized that our train of emigrants, registered as a 

military train, was creating uneasiness among the 

populace. 

 

At the Border  

     As we came closer to the border, the atmosphere 

became more tense. The question was asked over 

and over, ñIs everything in order?ò Suppose an  

illegal passenger should be discovered by the    

border authorities, someone who might try and slip 

through. Suppose these authorities discovered 

something in the papers which was not according 

to the agreements I had made in Moscow? How 

would I look in the eyes of the authorities, the    
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representative of the Association, and the Associa-

tion itself?  What bad image would I be creating for 

future groups wishing to leave? Much depended on 

the honesty and thoroughness of this initial trek in 

order to ensure the accommodation of emigrating 

groups in future. Most of us on the train experi-

enced increasing anxiety the closer the train came 

to the border.  

     The time of testing soon arrived. The train had 

barely stopped when the assistant to the inspector 

of police stood in front of me. His greeting was 

friendly. I was reporting the exact number of     

passengers and details of the trip itself when he 

suggested that we go to the staff quarters of the  

police. Here I again had to report in greater detail 

on registration, border passage, etc. I was asked 

whether there were personnel onboard the train 

who could assist in recording the names of the   

emigrants into the border book. I reported there 

were twenty-eight male teachers, nine female 

teachers, a number of post- secondary undergradu-

ates as well as a great number of high school   

graduates. Very quickly, sixteen secretaries were 

busily involved in registering every emigrant, a 

task that took all night. The inspector was greatly 

surprised when I came forward with additional   

sixteen secretaries in order to relieve the first set. 

He could hardly contain himself, and finally blurt-

ed out: "And you are leaving the country? Our land 

desperately needs people like you!" 

 

 Customs Check  

     Customs officials exist to see that no prohibited 

goods or articles enter or leave the country. Some 

of the officials were friendly and their work       

progressed smoothly while others were indifferent 

or hostile. Some dug among the belongings of the 

emigrants, raising fears as one would expect. It was 

under such a circumstance that Mr. J. reported to 

me that his camera and equipment had been confis-

cated. I begged the official to return the articles, 

because Mr. J. hoped to earn his living with it in 

Canada "I will leave," said the official to me, "and 

then you can return the camera to the man."  

     "No," I replied. "I will not return the equipment 

behind your back, but here, in your presence I will 

give to Mr. J. what you confiscated.ò I had Mr. J. 

brought into our car and he received his camera and 

attachments and left happily, and the checking  

continued without further incident. 

 

At the Red Gate7 

       Crossing the border from Russia into Latvia, 

the train had to pass through a gate, painted red, 

and decorated on top with a star. At this gate, bor-

der guards had treated the 1923 emigrants misera-

bly. Expecting a repeat performance on this trip, I 

asked the customs inspector to accompany the train 

to the border. He agreed. The train had to stop prior 

to passing through the gate, and had barely stopped 

when a big fat "official" began ordering all wooden 

planks, which had served as beds and benches, to 

be removed from the train. How surprised, and   

Sebesh (Siebiez or Sebezh) before 1918.  On the railway con-
necting Moscow with Riga, Latvia, Sebezh is the last Russian 
town before the Red Gate.   

The Red Gate at the entrance to Latvia.  Photo Credit MAID 

CA CMBS NP141-01-4 
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irritated, Iôm sure he was, when he saw his superior 

on board immediately ordering a stop to any further 

enthusiastic instructions his underling might have 

given. Asking the official to accompany us to the 

border turned out to have been a wise move. 

     With the last whistle on Russian soil, the train 

slowly passed through the gate onto Latvian soil. 

The emigrants wept and waved to me, some, no 

doubt, in jubilation over their first taste of freedom. 

Others, perhaps, felt sorry for my having to to    

returnðas it wereðinto the lion's den. I too was 

overcome with emotion and wept. When the offi-

cial noticed that I was crying, he said, "Well, well, 

even their leader weeps."  

     When I was able to reply, I said "Comrade, how 

can I remain without any sign of feeling and emo-

tion, when over one hundred of my former students 

have left this country?" To this the customs official 

replied: "Platschtje Towarisch!" (cry, comrade). 

     That summer, 1924, I accompanied three       

emigrant groups to the border. I accepted these  

assignments as a privilege and an opportunity for 

service to the brotherhood. Of the 2,526 persons 

who left Russia that summer, at least 90% were 

members of farm families, 113 persons had a high 

school education, fifty-one had a post high school 

education, sixty were teachers and two were      

university graduates. Additionally, there were  

businessmen, labourers, office workers, nurses, 

photographers, land surveyors, engineers, account-

ants, etc. in this group. 

     My involvement that summer brought me in 

contact with officials of the C.P.R. and other ship-

ping companies associated with the Ruskapa. It 

was also my privilege to make contacts with other 

foreigners on these trips, including Mr. and Mrs. 

Vincent Massey in Sebesh. We travelled together 

to Moscow, dined together and talked about many 

things. I was able to provide some enlightenment 

on conditions in Russia, but the encounter almost 

cost me my life. A waiter in the dining car recog-

nized me on my next trip and approached me. "Are 

you alive?" he asked 

     "Why not?" I asked.  

     He replied, "On your earlier trip, It was the   

intention of the G.P.U. police to have you removed 

 from the train before arriving in Moscow."  

     I surmised accordingly that it was not advisable 

to carry on lengthy discussions with foreigners.  

     Mr. Massey wrote to me later inviting me to 

come to Canada, and to teach in Mennonite schools 

where the English language was not accepted.8 Mr. 

Massey and I met again in Canada in 1932, in fact 

at Knox [United] Church in Saskatoon, where he 

and Mrs. Massey were reporting on a trip they had 

made to China. Later he became Canada's High 

Commissioner to London, followed by the appoint-

ment as Canada's Governor General a few years 

after that. 

     Since 1924 [when J.J. Thiessenôs article ap-

peared in Der Bote], 40 years have passed. In remi-

niscing on what has been, many of the events are 

vividly recalled, as though they just happened. 

Quite a number of those who came to Canada in 

1924 are no longer with us. Our emigration from 

Russia and immigration to Canada remains a     

miracle in the thoughts of many people. Have we 

recognized, have we appreciated our rescue from a 

land of slavery in this light? No doubt many an  

individual has written down experiences of the old 

homeland, as well as of the early pioneer years in 

our newly adopted homeland. It would be too bad 

if such accounts were to go unnoticed or be lost. 

     I send greetings to all immigrants who have 

come to Canada, especially remembering those 

who came in 1924, who, no doubt, will celebrate 

the anniversary of their coming to Canada with 

thanksgiving. 

____________________ 
1J.J.Thiessen died in 1977 and his translator, Herbert P. 

Ens in 1999. Mennonite Historical Society of Saskatch-

ewan acknowledges Mennonite Historical Society of 

Ontario as the source for this article.  We have edited it 

slightly for this issue for length, style and grammar. 
2More accurately, ñVerband der B¿rger hollªndischer 

Herkunft (Association of Citizens of Dutch Extraction) -

GAMEO 
3OGPU: Joint State Political Directorate. Effectively the 

intelligence and security service, state police, of the 

newly forming Soviet bureaucracy.  
4Obviously a civil servant adhering to official atheism 

imposed by the regime. 
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5Halbstadt: prominent centre in Molochna Colony, now 

known as Molochansk and at this writing, under       

Russian occupation. 
6Ennsô translation is inconsistent in how it punctuates 

stops in a telegram. We have rendered the stops as 

space, period, space (word . word) in the interest of   

consistency.   
7Though Enns translates this as ñDoor,ò we have altered 

it to ñGateò, the more common terminology referring to 

the Soviet/Latvian border crossing through which trains 

entering Latvia would pass.  
8In a January 16, 1968 article in Der Bote, Thiessen re-

counts more of this conversation with the Masseys. The 

Masseys expressed surprise that these were Mennonites, 

as they knew about the conservative Mennonites     

leaving Canada over their objections to compulsory 

public education.  Thiessen hastened to explain that 

these Mennonites were very much in favour of higher         

education.  

 

 
 

The Troubles in Russia 

By Ken Bechtel (with contributions from readers 

and friends) 

     Readers will be familiar with some of the trou-

bles that preceded the exodus of over 20,000 Men-

nonites from South Russia, now Ukraine.  When 

immigrant Henry Funk was asked why they left 

Russia, he spoke for many with his summary ï 

ñBecause of war, revolution, bandits, robbers,     

 typhus, anarchy, starvation, communism.  There 

was also no future as these last years have shown.ò1 

      While each of his words can evoke powerful 

images and stories, we will share some of the sto-

ries our readers and friends have offered about their 

familyôs experiences with the violence and anar-

chy, the typhus epidemic, the famine and starva-

tion, and the intensifying communist repression. 

 

Violence and Anarchy 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Many Russlaender families have stories about 

the violence and anarchy that followed in the wake 

of the 1917 Revolution.  Some Saskatchewan    

families have connections to the Eichenfeld       

massacre, the October 1919 murder of some 75 

Mennonites in that small village, a total of 136 in 

the surrounding area.  While that may be the best 

known vicious event, 827 individuals in insurgent 

occupied colonies were killed between November 8 

and December 18, 1919, two-thirds of all the Men-

nonites murdered during the war.3 The Makhno 

militants ñstole great quantities of horses, wagons, 

produce, clothes, and whatever they could carry 

with them. Local bandits united with this army to 

take their share in the loot of furniture, agricultural 

machinery, etc. What they could not take away they 

simply destroyed.ò4 

     Some villages organized self defense groups, 

but as John G. Rempel noted in his article on 

GAMEO, ñThe Self-Defense Corps 

Timeline 

1917, November The Bolsheviks seized power 

during Russiaôs ñOctober Revolutionò 

1918-1921 Nestor Makhno and his anarchist army 

active against Mennonite colonies 

October 1919  Eichenfeld massacre 

November & December 1919 827 Mennonites 

murdered in insurgent occupied colonies 

January 1920 through August 1921 Red Ar-

my engaged and ultimately defeated Ma-

khnovists, Makhno fled. 

1919-1920 Winter Typhus epidemic in Mennonite 

colonies 

1921-1922 The Great Famine ravaged Russia 

The Eichenfeld massacre 
was just one among many 
mass murders during this 
period of anarchy.2 
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(Selbstschutz),  which had been organized and 

drilled by German occupation army officers before 

the withdrawal of the German troops, was           

ineffectual in a military sense and only provoked 

worse reprisals.ò5 

     When the first World War broke out in 1914, 

like many other Mennonite young men, teacher 

Rempel had been mobilized as a nurseôs aid on a 

hospital train, tending the wounded and sick as 

they were rushed from the front lines to Moscow.6 

At the time of the 1917 Revolution, John G. 

Rempel was still with the Hospital Trains but sta-

tioned in Moscow. 

     Years later, he recalled clearly an evening      

discussion about the supposedly ñBloodless Revo-

lution.ò   The office chief, Boris Nicholaevich 

Saltykov, normally a man of few words, rose from 

his seat and standing in front of his desk and point-

ed one hand to his knees.  ñGentlemen (he did not 

use the term ócomradesô) ï allow me to say that 

some day we shall wade in blood up to here.ò7  

Mennonites would soon learn how true that was. 

     As immigrant Henry Funk recalled, ñDuring the 

Revolution and big upheaval, the Makhno bandits 

took Dadôs older brother Anton, 69, with two other 

prominent men to the aforementioned old mill and 

shot them like dogs on the street.ò8 

     As the Sawatzky family memoir notes, ñin 1917 

the Revolution began.  Many prisoners were freed; 

bandits roved the countryside, robbing, plundering, 

raping and murdering.  Mom and her sister would 

run down the creek and hide when bandits came. 

     ñUncle Henry (Funk) relates an incident. One 

day when he was in school, the teacher noticed a 

large gang of horseback riders making their way 

into town.  The classes were quickly dismissed, and 

they were told to hurry home.  When Uncle Henry 

arrived at home, there was no one there.  So he 

made his way to an older ladyôs house; this was the 

place where his sisters usually ran when in hiding. 

     ñStanding on top of the hill, he could see the 

bandits searching on one side of the hay piles, 

while his sisters were in hiding on the other side.  

He called it a miracle that they were not discovered 

and that they were spared.  Thank God they were 

never caught; not all were as fortunate. Mom did 

 not like to recall those days of horroréò 

     Johan G. Rempel was elected as chair of the  

local village council or ñsoviet.ò  This placed him 

at the centre of some of the troubles. His ability to 

remain ñcool headed and persuasiveò9served him 

well as he navigated quelling vendettas between 

former landowners and workers and the almost  

daily visits by roving soldiers and party officials 

demanding to be fed.  Some Makhnovists showed 

up at his fatherôs house, demanding huge sums of 

money. They started lashing his fatherôs face with 

their lead laden whips to the point that Gerhardôs 

face was bloodied with strips of flesh hanging from 

his cheeks and chin.  When Johan tried to inter-

vene, they turned their fury on him, until he as 

chair of the ñsovietò threatened to have them       

arrested. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

          On another occasion, Makhnovists showed 

up, threatening dire consequences if he did not turn 

over a particular citizen.  But first, they wanted to 

be fed.  Johan arranged for their dinner at a village 

hostôs, left a note for his assistant that he that he 

had been summoned to the district office and 

would be gone for several days. He then headed off 

in a different direction by a circuitous route to  

safety in a cousinôs house. 

     Makhnovists showed up at the Rempels         

demanding Johan, his name being first on their hit 

list for the village.  When Johan returned home 

three days later, he stayed only long enough to    

recount his own harrowing tale. 

 

 

Johann ñJohnò Gerhard 

Rempel 1890-1963,  

picture from 1910. 
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Typhus 

     During the winter of 1919-1920, typhus struck 

many Mennonite villages.  This was part of a wider 

epidemic that caused 2ï3 million deaths in Russia 

between 1918 and 1922. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Typhus, not to be confused with similarly 

named typhoid and paratyphoid, is a frequently  

fatal fever spread by body lice. The Makhnovist 

hordes preferred to lodge in Mennonite dwellings, 

homes that had already been robbed of most of 

their extra linens and clothes. The extra sanitation 

required for louse control was thus impossible.  

Frequent accounts note the colonistsô vain attempts 

to eradicate these pests during or after these visits. 

     In the Chortitza colony alone, about 95% of 

people were infected, and more than 10% died.  

Historian Peter Letkemann estimates that over 

1400 Mennonites throughout the colonies died 

from this disease.  Several Saskatchewan connect-

ed families have stories to share about their        

experiences during this epidemic.   

     In the thousand person Nieder-Chortitza colony, 

the Rempels were among those infected.  Johan 

(John) needed to arrange for his fatherôs and    

brotherôs funerals while tending to the other seven 

family members who were sicker than he was.   

     Johan had trained and served as a medical or-

derly on the hospital trains filled with soldiers suf-

fering from cholera, typhus and severe diarrhoea.            

 His experience gave him skills for a unique Samar-

itan role in the village.  From late December 1919 

through March 1920, he organized house calls by 

dividing the village in two.  He would visit one side 

of the street in the morning, another in the after-

noon.  Then the next day he would do the other half 

of the village.  He knew the importance of hygiene 

and how to minister to the physical and spiritual 

needs of his patients.  He would fetch water or em-

bers for a fire, suction some fluid from the lungs, 

administer camphor for pain, and share bits of vil-

lage information.10 

      The Sawatzky family book notes ñThe Machno 

bandits coming into their homes were spreading the 

dreaded epidemic of (typhus).  The victims would 

come down with a very high fever such that caused 

them to lose most of their hair.  Their tongues and 

gums were so heavily coated that patients were in 

danger of suffocation.  Very limited medication 

was available.  Momôs friend Maria Rempel was 

the first to die from (typhus) in December 1919.  

Up to twelve corpses a day were prepared for     

burial.  In Osterwick alone, 160 people lost their 

lives as a result of it. They could not build coffins 

fast enough and there were hardly enough healthy 

people to dig graves.  There were so many ill, it 

was impossible to have funerals for everyone.  

Therefore they had one general funeral service in 

the spring of May 7, 1920 in memory of all who 

had died during the epidemicé 

     Five members of the Sawatzky family died from 

Typhus. ñMom and her sister too suffered from it, 

but on their wedding day, their hair which they had 

lost due to the high fever was just long enough to 

part when combing.  No need for long expensive 

hair appointments on their wedding morning.ò11 

 

Famine 

     Drought, civil war and government policies all 

contributed to the famine that killed millions of 

Russians in the early 1920s.  Normally farmers 

were able to store enough grain to tide them over 

the periodic dry years.  The armies of the Makhno-

vists, Reds and Whites had emptied these store-

houses so that there were few reserves for planting 

and survival. The various armies and the            

A Russian anti-typhus poster from the First World War, show-
ing a louse shaking hands with the grim reaper. Typhus is a 
disease that is spread by body lice infected with the typhus 
bacteria. The disease causes flu-like symptoms and kills per-
haps 10% of untreated patients. 
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government likewise confiscated livestock and  

other food sources.  The Communist policy and 

campaign of grain requisitioning further depleted 

any remaining supplies, and led to the deaths of 

many country-dwelling people.  Historian Peter 

Letkemann calculates that over 1600 Mennonites 

died from malnutrition during this period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      As the Sawatzky family book notes,  

ñIn the spring of 1920, the farmers could no longer 

seed all the flat fertile fieldsé Their horses and 

wagons had been stolen, seed wheat was scarce and 

then lack of rain resulted in crop failures.  Many of 

the fields were left unseeded, thus encouraging a 

lot of wild animals making themselves at home in 

the desolate weed infested fields.   

     ñA real hunger tragedy set in, when they prayed 

for daily bread it was very much in earnest.  They 

were very thankful for whatever they could find in 

order to survive the famine.  They would make a 

little go a long way.  They lived frugally and were 

thankfulé  

     ñIf it had not been for the American Mennonite 

Relief Organization, the forerunners of MCC, 

 many more would have starved.  In the winter of 

1921, hunger was at its worst.  There was           

pestilence, lice, brute force, and many were shipped 

to Siberia (a slave labour camp) and never heard 

from again.  So the people were hoping and      

praying help would come and it did, but for many it 

was too late.ò12 

     John G. Rempel reports that by March 1922, in 

the village of Nieder Chortitza, ñthe number of 

starving, or at least seriously undernourished, was 

so large, comprising over 600 people out of a popu-

lation of about 1,000, that the one ration of food 

received at noon each day at the American kitchen, 

had to be limited to a cup of cocoa and a small bun, 

or a cup of bean soup and bun, served on alternate 

days.  In homes where there still was some kind of 

food available, this supplement was adequate to 

make life tolerable enough to enable the recipients 

to work.  But where no such supplies were to be 

had, the relief ration was just enough to sustain life 

to some degree, though hardly sufficient to ever 

satisfy the insatiable hunger of the starving.         

Resort, then, was to anything that could be gained 

through begging, occasional pilfering, and hunting 

for any kind of prey, dogs and cats, as long as any 

of them could be found in the village, and dead 

livestockéò   

 

No Future 

     As the Sawatzky family history notes, ñPeople 

had hoped for better times, but when the             

Bolsheviks came to power and not only their       

material goods were taken from them, but they 

were at risk of losing the privileges of freedom and 

self government that had been granted their       

forefathers.ò13  Though there were other warning 

signs as well, the ñdekulakizationò and the repres-

sion of religion were among the clearer evidences 

that there were no valid ñhopes for better times.ò   

     ñKulakò was the term used toward the end of 

the Russian Empire for peasants who owned over 8 

acres of land.  The Bolsheviks considered land-

owners, especially those who had workers working 

for them, class enemies.  Starting in July 1918, 

Committees of the Poor were created to lead the 

redistribution of confiscated lands, inventory and 

This 2009 12 minute documentary produced by Otto 
Klassen (1927-2018) recounts the horrors of the fam-
ine of 1921-22.  It is available from Commonword. 
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food surpluses from the kulaks. Even after their 

property had been seized, these ñdekulakizedò 

owners were still considered suspect.  By January 

1930, Stalin and the Politboro would formalize a 

resolution entitled "On measures for the elimina-

tion of kulak householdséò The resolution speci-

fied that this was to be accomplished through exe-

cution or imprisonment, exile to places like Siberia, 

or labour colonies within their own districts. 

     Replacing religion with ñscientific atheismò was 

a goal of the new Soviet government. In early 

1921, a Tenth Party Congress resolution called for 

ñwidescale organization, leadership, and coopera-

tion in the task of anti-religious agitation and prop-

aganda among the broad masses of the workers, 

using the mass media, films, books, lectures, and 

other devices.ò14 To this end, clergy who were 

teachers were no longer allowed to be teachers.  

Their replacements were often less well trained   

individuals willing to teach ñatheism.ò The         

restrictions on ministers and the closings of  

churches and church institutions were part of this 

same program. 

     John G. Rempel was the principal and one of 

the teachers at the local elementary school.  In    

December 1921, he was forced to relinquish both 

positions because he had been elected as a minister 

in the local congregation.  Because of their associa-

tion with a minister, his brother and brother-in-law 

fellow teachers were likewise dismissed. 

     By 1922 this decree was being strictly enforced.  

Within a few years, teachers were being required to 

teach an overtly anti-Christian course of study.  

Teachers attending compulsory courses on politics 

and pedagogy were informed that if they wished to 

retain their jobs they would have to promote     

communism and atheism in the classrooms. 

     For some Mennonite leaders, it became clear 

that their future in Soviet Russia was untenable.  

The 1925 all-union Mennonite conference          

approved an eight point appeal to the Soviet        

authorities, spelling out the minimum requirements 

for religious liberty.  This appeal was totally reject-

ed by the Soviet authorities.  The gathering itself 

has been dubbed ñThe Second Martyrsô Synodò as 

so many of the 77 delegates perished over the next 

 years.15 

     During his lifetime, J. J. Thiessen did not know 

what happened to his older brother Johann.  When 

J. J. left in 1926, his older brother chose to stay as 

their father didnôt want to leave ñMother Russia.ò 

As the eldest son, Johann was the one responsible 

for looking after the farm.  That farm was taken 

from them as part of the dekulakization.  Johann 

was arrested several times before his final arrest 

and disappearance in December 1937.  In 2018, 

grandson Harold Thiessen was able to get Johann 

Thiessenôs arrest record from the Ukrainian state 

archive in Zaporizhia, Ukraine.  In July that year, 

as part of a Mennonite Heritage Tour cruise, he 

was able to retrieve the 30 page file and have it 

translated.  He learned that his grandfather had 

been arrested December 20, 1937, then tried and 

declared guilty December 26.  The sentence read 

ññIvan Ivan THIESSEN TO BE SHOT. All       

belongings owned privately by him are subject to 

confiscation.ò  He was executed on January 11, 

1938.16   

     Such stories fill the state archives and the 

memories of many Saskatchewan Mennonite fam-

ilies.  That was the future they were seeking to 

escape by emigrating. 

_______________ 
1Interview of Henry Funk by his great niece Erna    

Loewen Rudgers, in George P. & Maria Sawatzkyôs 

Family History, p. 9. George and Mariaôs daughters 

Nettie (Sawatzky) Neufeld and Tina (Sawatzky)     

Neudorf have done their family a real service by    

gathering some of their family memories. Thanks to 

family member Harold Loewen for securing permis-

sion to share from this family treasure.   
2Harvey L. Dyck, John R. Staples and John B. Toews, 

Nestor Makhno and the Eichenfeld Massacre: A Civil 

War Tragedy in a Ukrainian Mennonite Village, Pan-

dora Press, 2004 
3Rempel, John G. "Makhno, Nestor (1888-

1934)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia 

Online. 1957. Web. 11 May 2023 
4Rempel, John G. "Makhno, Nestor (1888-

1934)." Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia 

Online. 1957. 
5Ibid. 
6Laura K. Wiens, ñA Tribute to John G. Rempelò 
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7John G. Rempel, ñFrom the Early Days of the Revolu-

tion: Moscow Recollections,ò MHSS File Box 3.37 
8George P. and Maria Sawatzkyôs Family History, p.7 
9Rempel, David G. A Mennonite family in Tsarist   

Russia and the Soviet Union, 1789-1923. (University of 

Toronto Press, 2002), p.217 
10Ibid, pp.246, 249 
11George P. & Maria Sawatzkyôs Family History, p.6 
12Ibid, p.6 
13George P. and Maria Sawatzky, p.6 
14USSR anti-religious campaign (1921ï1928),          

Wikipedia 
15Sawatsky, Walter W. and Victor G. Wiebe. "Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics." Global Anabaptist        

Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. October 2018. 
16Harold Thiessen, ñJohann Thiessen KGB file discov-

ery: Discovery of Soviet Secret Police File   reveals fate 

of Mennonite Farmer in Ukraineò, Ontario Mennonite 

History, June, 2020. 

                                          

 

The Moses of F¿rstenland 

By Edward G. Krahn 

 

     This is the first part of an article by Edward G. 

Krahn entitled Johann Johann Martens (May 18, 

1885 ï May 05, 1935). The second part of this    

article, retitled The Joshua of F¿rstenland, starts 

on page 30. 

     The 1920s immigration wave took a different 

shape in the scattered colonies in Russia, although 

the march toward a Peopleôs Republic by the Len-

inist/Stalinist Communist regime forced a choice 

on all: to stay in the hope that times would get bet-

ter, or to emigrate in the face of changes incompat-

ible with the faith, community and economic cul-

ture under which they had lived and prospered for 

generations.  

     F¿rstenland Colony was established in 1864-70 

as a daughter colony of the Chortitza ñOld Colo-

ny.ò Consisting of six villages, many of its original 

inhabitants joined an immigration wave in 1875, 

resettling in Southern Manitoba. The population in 

the early 1920s had experienced the changes 

brought on by the Revolution and were facing gov-

ernment bans on faith practices, education and 

governance. When after the ñSecond Martyrôs Syn-

 odò in 1925, it became clear that a return to the 

ñGolden Yearsò of prosperity and cultural advanc-

es made in the first decade of the century would 

never return, F¿rstenland was again faced with a 

dire choice, and as in the mother colonies of Chor-

titza and Molochna as well as the numerous sister 

colonies, leadership needed to step up to guide the 

process of deciding.  

      Filling this role in F¿rstenland was Johann  

Johann Martens, ñThe Moses of the F¿rstenland.ò    

- Editor.  

     Johann Martens was the first born of eight    

children to Johann Johann Martens (1866-1910), a 

farmer and minister originally from Neuendorf, 

Chortitza Colony, Russia, and Helena (Harder) 

Martens (1864-1948) also of Neuendorf. 

     Johann Martens came from a long line of clergy. 

His father was elected to the Ministry in 1904 and 

two of his brothers also became ministers in the 

Kirchliche Mennonitengemeinde.1 Leadership was 

thrust on Johannôs shoulders at an early age follow-

ing the death of his father in the spring of 1910. His 

father was ill for over a year during which time the 

young Johann ran both his own farm and that of his 

parents next door. In 1911, Johann was elected as 

Minister of the Olgafeld Church at the young age 

of 26. It was a time of challenge for the community 

and for Johann personally, as he had also assumed 

full responsibility for his fatherôs farm and his 

mother and younger siblings.  

 

 

 
 Johann as a 22 year old 

 

 

 

 

 

     1911 to 1925 were times of turmoil for the  

Mennonites of the F¿rstenland Colony. Since 1875 

and the emigration to Manitoba of Bishop Johann 

Wiebe and 1,000 residents, roughly half the       

population from F¿rstenland had become depend-

ent again on the religious leadership of the       

Chortitza Colony. In 1921 the Kirchliche                          
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Mennonitengemeinde of the F¿rstenland Colony 

voted Johann Martens to be the Elder in acknowl-

edgement of his leadership abilities and their desire 

to be   independent once again.  Johann and his 

brother Peter worked around Leninôs anti-religion 

laws which forbade religious instruction for youths 

by introducing music and choirs for young people. 

Indeed, the two brothers worked closely together to 

build the church in Russia and later in Canada.  

   When the crisis precipitated by the Revolution 

reached its peak, Johann travelled to Moscow in 

January of 1925 as the sole F¿rstenland Colony    

 representative to the All-Mennonite Conference   

better known as the Second Martyrsô Synod. By the 

time he returned from the meeting, he had recog-

nized that things would only get worse and was     

determined that as many F¿rstenlªnders as possible 

should immigrate to Canada.  

     Upon his return from Moscow, the F¿rstenland 

Ministerial Council consisting of both Kirchliche 

and Mennonite Brethren clergy worked collabora-

tively and cooperatively to plan an exodus to       

Canada. The degree to which the two branches 

worked together on this occasion was not typical, 

but allowed for a vast majority of the Mennonites in 

F¿rstenland to immigrate to Canada.  

     Johann spent the next twenty months traveling 

from church to church, village to village, promoting 

and organizing the immigration to Canada, including 

facilitating the sale of the emigrantsô property.  The 

Ministerial Council ensured that widows and        

orphans and poorer families would also be part of 

the move. The Martens family, while not wealthy, 

were well off and were able to travel debt free to 

Canada. All of Johannôs siblings and their families 

along with his widowed mother emigrated.  

     For various reasons, fourteen families remained 

behind. Mennonites from other colonies and the 

Volhynia region moved to the colony to take over 

the places of the emigrants. That F¿rstenland had 

good soil, and had been relatively safe during and 

following the revolution was in its favour. In the 

end, harsh changes under Stalin, including collectiv-

ization, would make of this a regrettable move and 

an opportunity lost.  

     Initial health inspections occurred, and passports 

were acquired in preparation for travel. The Martens 

family arrived in Quebec City aboard the S.S. Melita 

on October 29, 1926. A large number of fellow    

immigrants from F¿rstenland were also aboard the 

ship. By June of 1927, 2,009 residents from F¿rsten-

land had immigrated to Canada and over the next 

few years, a number of others followed them.2    

Minister J.J. Thiessen, a close friend of Johann Mar-

tens, referred to him as ñThe Moses of the      

F¿rstenland.ò3 

____________________ 

Georgsthal, Fuerstenland, South Russia Church council.  #9 
Aeltester Johann Johann Martens, #6 Peter Johann Martens 
his brother both from Olgafeld.  This picture was apparently 
taken sometime between 1922 and 1925. 

The All Mennonite Conference in Moscow, 1925.  Johann 
Johann Martens is number 10 in this photograph. 
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1
The F¿rstenland Colony was populated by both adher-

ents of the Mennonite Brethren reformed branch of 

Mennonites as well as those not affiliated with that 

branch. To distinguish them, the MB non-adherents 

were called the ñChurched Mennonitesò and the re-

formed, the ñMennonite Brethren." In German, the 

Kirchliche Mennonitengemeinde and the Mennonitishe 

Brudergemeinde in common parlance.   
2This is almost 10% of the total number of Russian 

Mennonites who made their way to Canada in the 

1920s. 
3J.J. Thiessen had organized at least three group emigra-

tions himself before bringing his family to Canada in 

1926. His leadership skills were critical in MCC func-

tion, in the Mennonite Church in Canada and more spe-

cifically, in establishing a healthy Mennonite Christian 

community in Saskatoon.  

 

****** 

About the Author 

 Edward G. Krahn, a grandson 
of Johann Johann and Maria 
Martens, is a semi-retired muse-
um program manager living in 
Lorette West, Manitoba.  He 
considers Saskatchewan his 
ñheartlandò as he was born in 
Regina and all four of his grand-
parents are buried in the Tu-
gaske and Parkerview cemeter-
ies.  His current personal centennial project for the 
coming of the Russlaender to Canada is researching 
and documenting the 77 delegates to the Second      
Martyrsô Synod held in January 1925, ñThe Faithful 
77.ò. He would appreciate hearing from any readers 
who may have any information on any of these 77. 
 

 

 

From Freedom to Oppression and       

Turmoil
1 

By Rich Krahn 

     Many readers will be familiar with the Krahn 

family and the Lakeshore Nursery.  This is one of 

those instances where a passion started in the Old 

Country grew into a business in Canada.  Shortly 

after his arrival in Canada and move to the Rouse 

farm, Jacob Dyck acquired various fruiting plants 

which he then transferred to the Sonningdale-

Struan location.  In the early thirties he began to 

envision that the growing of fruit and fruit trees 

 could enhance their meager financial prospects.  

He partnered with his adopted son, George Krahn, 

to begin a nursery dubbed ñLakeshore,ò so named 

because it was on the shore of a lake.  Today, the 

nursery and its variations continue into the fourth 

generation.  KJB 

     Grandpa DyckðJacob Martin Dyck (Jakow 

Martinowitsch Dueck)ðwas born on August 3, 

1877, in the small village of Warworowka, Chor-

titza Colony, South Russia.  

     As a child, Jacob would go across the street to 

watch and listen to an old man who had a fruit or-

chard.  The old man must have been a very good 

teacher and Jacob must have been an astute student, 

because at the age of twelve, he laid out his own 

orchard with fruit trees that he had grafted, a skill 

he had learned from the neighbour. 

     He married Elizabeth Hildebrandt, daughter of 

the Hildebrandt, Pries & Co. machinery factory 

founder in 1896 when he was only nineteen.  He 

worked as a salesman for the company for seven 

years. 

 

His Business Enterprises  

     Grandpa wanted independence, and in 1907, he 

borrowed 10,000 Rubles from his maternal Grand-

mother van Kampen.  He used this money for a 

down payment on the largest sawmill on the    

Chortitza Colony. Operations of the firm expanded, 

and branches were established at various points in 

the region. My father, George, said that Grandpa 

 

Picture of a painting of J M Dyck Sawmill on the 
Dnieper River. Source Mennonite Life Magazine 
April 1971.  This is the only image known to  
exist. 
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would go to the northern forests and mark the trees 

that he wanted to harvest, then would have them 

cut and floated down the Dnieper River to his 

sawmill.  Logs were then loaded on to train cars 

which were pulled by horses to the sawmill for  

processing.  A steam engine provided power for the 

mill which could process one-hundred logs per day.   

      Even with all the work of the sawmill, Grandpa 

found time to plant fruit trees in an orchard he had 

laid out. By the time Russia entered World War 1 

in 1915, his business assets totalled more than three

-quarters of a million Rubles.  Shortly before    

Russia declared war, Grandpa persuaded industrial-

ists to purchase their lumber requirements from 

him for a new factory that they were building.  The 

contract that was signed was just over one million 

Rubles. Two weeks later war broke out and        

following that, the Russian Revolution.  By this 

time, he had already selected eighty-five acres of 

land on which he wanted to start a plant nursery. In 

1911 Grandpa expanded his lumberyard by relocat-

ing to a large property with 300 meters of river 

frontage.  As part of this expansion, he built a large 

house at the centre of the yard with a large area 

designated for a storage yard.  Lumber was stored 

on both sides of the house.  

 

The Revolution 

     On March 8, 1917, the Russian Revolution    

began. As this revolution expanded, property and 

assets were confiscated by the new communist 

government. Poverty and starvation were every-

where. Shortly, rich and poor, Mennonites and  

others were affected. As a direct result of the     

revolution, the work of the best years of Jacob 

Dyckôs life was lost, including his lumber and   

timber business, his sawmill, his home and all other 

personal assets. Similar horrors were occurring 

everywhere, and no one was spared.  Bands of   

roving bandits plundered, murdered, and raped 

their way through Mennonite villages.  Typhus is a 

disease spread by the bites of arthropods such as 

lice and fleas.  Frequent reports mention the        

infestations of these parasites as these bands occu-

pied Colony homes.  This connection is commonly 

cited as causal for the 2019 Typhus epidemic in the 

Chortitz and daughter colonies. 

 The Krahns 

     It was in this period of difficulty and mayhem 

that my father, George Krahn, was adopted by the 

Dyck family.  In 1916 Gerhard Krahn, known to all 

as George, was born to Agatha (van Kampen) 

Krahn and Gerhard Krahn Sr.  In 1919, Mother 

Agatha died of Typhus following an anarchist raid 

and a coincidental re-infection. She left behind her 

husband and five children: the youngest less than 

six months old.  Approximately one year later    

Father Gerhard was killed when a sandpit caved in 

on top of him, burying him alive.  

     Following these deaths, Grandpa Dyck, a mem-

ber of the local Benevolent Society, assisted in the 

placement of the five Krahn children as well as the 

distribution of family assets. As a traumatized 

child, George was considered so ñwildò that no one 

wanted him.  When Grandpa Dyck heard this, he 

was to have said ñsurely no child is so terrible that 

he is not wanted, I will take himò. He took in 

George,  allowed him to keep his Krahn surname, 

and treated George as though he was his natural 

born son.  

Responding to their Plight 

     As a result of the devastation in the Mennonite 

villages and resulting fears, Mennonites began  

contacting their North American family members 

and churches describing their plight and their fears 

of things to come.  In the fall of 1920, the first   

representatives of the newly formed American 

Mennonite Relief or AMR2 visited the Mennonite 

villages where they witnessed the devasting losses 

In the AMR Kitchen in Grandpaôs house         
Photo credit: Arthur Slagel, Mennonite Heritage 
Archives  
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and listened to the stories of starvation, death and 

terror.  Following much discussion and planning, 

which included conversations with Soviet officials, 

relief kitchens were set up across South Russia. 

The first relief kitchen opened in the village of 

Rosenthal, Chortitza colony on March 16, 1922.  

Grandpa Dyck was the administrator and all cook-

ing, distribution and feeding took place in his     

former house, which was large enough to feed   

several hundred people at a time. 

     By this time the Mennonite people had experi-

enced disease, murder, starvation, and loss of their 

assets which included food reserves and seed grain.  

Furthermore, there were restrictions on school     

instruction, as well as various land restrictions, and 

most importantly, the undermining of their faith 

and loss of freedom to practice and express their 

faith. Many people were randomly killed or sent to 

the Russian Gulags. By 1920 there were some    

improvements in conditions and many people    

believed that things would get better while others 

believed that it would get worse.  Eventually exten-

sive discussions took place in North America     

regarding emigration.  Discussions occurred on 

many levels and finally after much discussion and 

change of government in Canada, the embargo on 

Mennonite immigration was repealed. Beginning in 

1922, B.B. Janz from the Molotschna colony began 

negotiations with the Soviet government to allow 

emigration of Mennonites to Canada, which was 

eventually granted.  The people began to prepare 

themselves for this move.  Grandpa believed that 

Russia and life as they knew it would never return 

and prepared his family for the move.   As it turned 

out, conditions for the remaining Mennonites     

became much worse with mass starvation, further 

hardship, death, and the ultimate destruction of 

Mennonite community life as they once knew it. 

___________________ 
1This is part one of Rich Krahnôs longer article on their 

familyôs ñJourney of Hope and Promise.ò  The second 

part, entitled ñThe Journey of Hope and Promise,ò starts 

on page 35. 

2The AMR was a special organization set up under the 
Mennonite Central Committee to distribute relief in 
Russia. 
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family enterprise and Richôs future. 
  

 

LEAVING CHORTITZA 

Excerpted from: Dietrich Heinrich Epp, 1875-
1955, by Abram Berg, pp. 29-34 

Translation from German by George G. Epp 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    Translatorôs foreword: The excerpt presented 

here is from Abram Berg (1903-1997) # 461913 

who arrived in Rosthern on August 4, 1923, along 

with Dietrich Epp (#127005) and others from  

Chortitza and Schºnwiese Colonies. Bergôs book is 

a tribute to Dietrich Epp, who many will remember 

as the founder and editor of Der Mennonitische  

Immigranten-Bote which later became Der Bote 

and still later amalgamated with the Christlicher 

Bundesbote and became the German mouthpiece of 

the General Conference Mennonite Church.  

     A man of great literary talent, former headmas-

ter of the Chortitzer Zentralschule, his love of the 

Dniepr Valley landscape and the people of his Rus-

sian home shines through the work of Abram Berg. 

Cover of the tribute book to      

Dietrich H. Epp by Abram Berg. 

The photo was likely taken     

around 1940-45 while Epp was 

editor and publisher of Der Bote. 



 

нп 

The leaving for Canada was rending for Epp as for 

many, many others. He was destined, however, to 

establish a new and productive life in publishing, 

beginning in 1923 and until his retirement in 1949.  

     Upon arrival in Rosthern, the Epps were hosted 

by the Heinrich Wieler family of Eigenheim.    

Dietrich and Malwina (Thiessen) Epp rest in the 

Rosthern Cemetery.  

     And now, to ñLeaving Chortitzaò  

 

The difficult parting and journey 

     The time for leaving was approaching. Dietrich 

Eppôs friends organized a farewell gathering for 

him. Moving speeches honouring Epp were        

presented and the mensô choir gave their last       

performance under his direction. It was all so 

pleasant and touched him deeply.  

     On the last evening before emigrating, Dietrich 

Epp took a last walk through the streets of        

Chortitza and Rosental and said good-bye to old 

friends, familiar houses and places that had become 

so dear to him. There were many silent handshakes 

extended in private good-byes, moments that meant 

more to him than any others. ñI thank God that I 

can leave with the best of memories,ò he wrote.  

     Then July 2 dawned. The 28 boxcar freight train 

was parked at the Chortitza train station, ready to 

depart. Beginning in the early morning, those 

household goods the emigrants were permitted to 

take with them were transported to the station and 

loaded into the boxcars. The train was scheduled to 

 leave at 6:00 pm. Never before had the Chortitza 

train station seen such a crowd. A melancholy 

mood prevailed. Those departing and those remain-

ing behind looked deeply into each othersô eyes, 

possibly for the last time. There was little left to 

say. Here and there suppressed sobs were heard and 

tears clouded every eye. A last, strong handshake 

and it was time to board. The train moved out. For 

many, a second moving farewell occurred as the 

Schºnwiese emigrees entrained. As the train left 

Schºnwiese, the last thread binding the emigrees to 

their homeland would break. The emigrees traveled 

away across the vast steppe that was their Russia. 

     A quietness settled over the train car, each     

person locked inside him/herself, searching for the 

restoration of an inner balance. It took a few days 

before the emigrees began to look forward toward 

their uncertain future. Would it come with less    

anxiety?  

     The train committee kept order in the boxcars. 

The committee members had been nominated by 

the emigrees and included the following five: Peter 

Berg, Peter Hooge, Johann P. Klassen, Abram Vogt 

and Dietrich Epp. Peter Berg was selected by the 

committee to be the ñtrain captain,ò and he thereby 

assumed the mandate of the Association of Citizens 

of Dutch Extraction chairman. He became the    

exclusive representative to the government and  

directed all representation to the same. Each boxcar 

had a leader and an assistant whose job it was to 

ensure that the train committeeôs rules and regula-

tions were heeded in their car.  The regulations 

were not harsh and the emigrees complied         

willingly.  

     The journey through Russia took ten days. In a 

number of towns, the boxcars were shunted onto 

sidings to wait for another freight train to which 

they could be added. There were multiple frustra-

tions with authorities in various places, which had 

to be smoothed over in some cases with bribes. 

They did, however, finally reach the Latvian      

border, where they underwent one final inspection 

by the Russians. Emigrees were required to unload 

all their belongings and place them on the ground 

beside the train so that even the tiniest package 

could be seen and searched. Everything was gone 

Boarding the train of boxcars in Chortitza. Person marked 
#1 is Dietrich Heinrich Epp. # 2 is his foster son, John 
Heese, owners and colleagues in Der Bote and The         
Saskatchewan Valley News. 
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over meticulously, but eventually this trial, too, 

ended, goods were reloaded, the emigrees            

reboarded and the train moved on. The next stop 

was in Sebesh, Latvia.  

 

Saved! 

     How different everything suddenly seemed. In 

Russia, the appellation, towarischtsch (comrade) 

was used in conversation, and here it was suddenly 

replaced with gospodin meaning ñSir.ò Sir, an evil 

word that hadnôt been heard in Russia for years.1 

People were apprehensive that doing so would end 

in hoity-toity officials having you arrested and sent 

to a concentration camp on the grounds of heresy.  

     The emigrees breathed free, without fear that 

their very breathing might be reckoned a crime. 

How different it now was! It was as if it suddenly 

dawned upon the emigrees how severe the repres-

sion in Russia had been. As when a guilty heart 

suddenly realizes that itôs been victim of an injus-

tice, so the emigrees were relieved now of their 

heavy burden. The oppressed soul, the downtrod-

den spirit felt itself free from the constant pressure, 

and hearts were filled with gratitude, a renewed 

outlook, and with joy.   

     Before [arriving in Latvia] the emigrees had to 

feed themselves, but from hereon they found them-

selves fully under the care of the shipping company 

(CPR). One more leg of their journey was by rail to 

the harbour town of Libau. In Libau, they boarded 

the Bruton which took them to the English port of 

Southampton, where they were housed for two 

weeks waiting for the Empress of Scotland, the 

steamship that would take them to Quebec City in 

Canada after a six-day voyage. Their arrival there 

followed very nearly a month of travel since     

leaving the train station in Chortitz.  

_________________ 

1This served the communist goal of eliminating class 

structures. 
2Libau is and was a major port on the Baltic Sea coast 

of Latvia. 

 

 

 

 

 David Toews: Great Leader, Great           
Accomplishment, Great Cost 

(Condensed and adapted from an essay by  

Mark Wurtz) 

     The world has seen many leaders come and go. 

Humanity requires a few of its number to show the 

way, frontrunners who provide vision. Leaders   

become heroes when they succeed, villains when 

their efforts prove to be self-serving.  

     What is the cost of such leadership?  What    

effect does their role have on their personal lives? 

     In the 1920s, 22,000 settlers immigrated from 

the steppes of South Russia, fleeing  the Com-

munist Revolution to settle in Canada; David 

Toews was the leader who made this enormous  

resettlement project possible. The beloved leader of 

the Conference of Mennonites in Canada had     

earlier been instrumental in the founding of the 

German-English Academy (later Rosthern Junior 

College) in 1905 and was elder of the Rosenort 

Mennonite Church.  But he is possibly best known 

for his decisive role in the 1920s Mennonite       

immigration.  

     In 1919, an Order-in-Council by the Canadian 

Government made it impossible for Mennonites 

from Russia to immigrate to Canada. A delegation 

was sent to Ottawa to lobby both the Conservative 

Prime Minister, George Foster, and the Liberal  

opposition leader, William Lyon Mackenzie King   

The Executive Members of the Canadian Mennonite Board of 
Colonization 1935.  Front row (left to right) : Benjamin Janz, 
David Toews, C.F. Klassen, J.J. Thiessen.                           
Second Row : John A. Harder, C.A. Defehr, Gerhard J. 
Derksen, and Jacob Gerbrandt.                                            
Photo credit MAID CA MHC 492-505.0 
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regarding the possibility of lifting the ban. There 

was a glimmer of hope as the Opposition Leader, 

King, expressed a willingness to rescind the Order-

in-Council. When Kingôs Liberals won the 1921 

election, David Toews organized a visit to Ottawa 

and the work paid off when the Order-in-Council 

was repealed on June 2, 1922.1  

 

 

 

 

 

        Canadaôs doors were now open to Mennonite 

immigration, but there needed to be a way to      

finance their transportation.  CP Rail was contacted 

through the Chief Commissioner of Colonization 

and Development for CPR, Colonel John      

Stoughton Dennis. Dennis thought highly of     

Mennonites and the CPRôs willingness to be the 

transporter of the immigrantsðincluding a financ-

ing arrangementðwas in sight. The only difficulty 

was that the Mennonites in Canada were unwilling 

to sign the agreement guaranteeing repayment of 

the transportation debt.   

       It was a moment in Mennonite history when a 

leader was needed. David Toews told the delegates 

at a conference gathering that if they could not 

make this commitment, the Rosenort Mennonite 

Church would do it on their own.  But he did not 

have his own churchôs unanimous support either, as 

two delegates raced back to Rosthern to share the 

news that their elder was about to commit them to a 

large financial burden. 

      On July 24, 1922, David Toews signed an 

 agreement with Col. Dennis and the CPR to bring 

3000 immigrants at a cost of $400,000 with every-

thing paid within six months; 6% interest would be 

charged.  The deal was between "The Mennonite 

Church of Canada and the CPR Co.,ò but there had 

been no decision by the Conference of Mennonites 

in Canada.2 Toews felt that CPR considered the 

agreement a good business venture and a humani-

tarian cause. The agreement enabled the transporta-

tion of 22,000 people from Russia to Canada,      

although the debt grew to two million dollars and it 

took until 1946 for the full amount to be              

repaid.  CPR forgave most of the interest and 

Toews made repayment of the Reiseschuld a       

personal commitment.  

     The weight of leadership can be crippling. For 

the rest of David Toewsô life, the travel debt was 

on his conscience. At the best of times, his         

unwavering faith in God and his love for his people 

would sustain him.  During late nights, when       

exhausted under the weight of leadership, it must 

have been almost unbearable.  That was when the 

assistance of a younger, recently arrived       

Russlªnder, J.J. Thiessen brought significant relief. 

Toews and Thiessen developed a very strong rela-

tionship during this time: Toews needed a prot®g® 

and Thiessen donned that mantle and never let go.  

     ñBishopò Toews signed the contract without 

clear denominational or local church backing.  He 

did what he felt was right as a leader. He personally 

took ownership of the loan and for twenty years, 

fundraised persistently to see it retired. The mood 

of reluctance had changed somewhat when trains 

started arriving in Rosthern with the immigrants. 

Many came to realize that this was a great project 

and one they needed to support. There remained 

resentment over the signing by Toews and the    

ongoing appeals to donate towards the debt. Some 

relationships were irreparably damaged over this 

leadership decision. 

     There is a touching story that Helmut Harder 

shares in his biography of David Toews.  The debt 

had finally been paid off and JJ Thiessen went to 

the bedside of his elder to share the news with him. 

Toews did not believe it. Thiessen shared it louder 

along with Toewsô motto ñI have no regrets.ò  

Colonel John S. Dennis  
1856-1938  

ñIn 1872 "J. S." Dennis Jr. started to go west for the     
summer with land surveying parties and in 1874 he      
witnessed the arrival of Mennonites in Manitoba on the 
steamer Internationalé  Over the years Col. Dennis came 
to know Mennonites well and was impressed with their 
industry, pioneering skills and honesty. Early in the World 
War I Col. Dennis drew the attention of the CPR to the 
possibility of mass Mennonite immigration from Russia 
noting in particular their scruples against bearing 
arms.ò (GAMEO) 
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Toews continued to look at the younger Thiessen, 

then he started to weep, tears of relief streaming 

down his cheeks; Thiessen was weeping as well.3  

The transportation debt had been conquered; his 

peopleôs reputation had been sustained.  The sacri-

ficial leader of the Mennonite people had been    

relieved of the debt he signed his name to twenty-

four years earlier.   

     David Toews has been called a Mennonite     

Moses, and for good reason.  As humble a man as 

he was would have rejected that title, however. 

Moses had a God-given vision to bring the Israelite 

people to the promised land. He withstood the 

grumbling of his people  but carried on in spite of 

it. It was his good fortune to have Aaron and     

Joshua sharing some of the load.  

     Toews bore the weight of the tremendous debt, 

brought Mennonites from a land of persecution to 

one of new freedom, had countrymen grumbling 

about repaying their share of the loan, and leaned 

on others like J.J. Thiessen, Kaethe Hooge, Johann 

G. Rempel, B.B. Janz, and A.A. Friesen. The        

parallels are hard to miss.  

     David Toewsô leadership among North Ameri-

can Mennonite people exacted a toll on his            

family. He made multiple trips to Europe and year-

ly excursions across the country, and so was gone 

from his family for months at a time.  He was a 

 part of twelve different boards and committees that 

required travel and time; his local church responsi-

bilities were onerous.  

     He was not the husband, father or grandfather 

he wished he could be. His daughter Louise Friesen 

says it well: "Mother played a major role in our 

lives. She was a strong support at home and played 

her role with dedication and love.  Her life was one 

of service to the family, to relatives, to friends, and 

to the community. [After] she passed away in July, 

1941, our life was never the same. It seemed as 

though heart and soul were gone from our 

home."4  David Toews heart and soul were dedicat-

ed to the church and its institutions, his family 

loved the courage, integrity and faith that he had, 

but wished he was more available and actively with 

them. 

     Another cost of leadership was the weight of the 

organizations, institutions, and churches that Toews 

served.  The German-English Academy, the 

Rosenort Church, the Conference of Mennonites in 

Canada, the Canadian Mennonite Board of Coloni-

zation and many other organizations benefited 

greatly from his leadership. Dedicated as David 

Toews was to his work of building up the Menno-

nite Church and its branches, his focus was always 

on his dutiful commitment to Jesus Christ, the Lord 

whom he served.  

     The cost of leadership is significant, and yet we 

need strong leaders willing to take risks, bear the 

heaviest loads and make hard but necessary         

decisions. The Bible tells stories of great leaders 

like Moses, David, Paul, who bore great cost for 

the sake of others. Leaders who sought to serve 

others, sacrificing their own desires, sharing their 

resources, all the while seeking guidance from the 

Holy Spirit. These leaders bring vision, step ahead 

of the crowd, don the mantle of leadership and lead 

us toward the kingdom. 

___________________ 
1Helmut Harder, David Toews Was Here: 1870-1947 

(Second Edition) (CMU Press, Winnipeg, MB. 2006), 

Pg 111. 
2Ibid., pg 116. 
3Ibid. pg 289-90. 
4Ibid., pg 314. 

 

The David Toews family posing for a photo. From left to 
right, front row is Anna Toews, David Toews, Margarete 
Toews (Friesen), Catherine Toews (Friesen) holding Theo-
dore Toews, Elma Toews. Back row: Louise Toews, Marie 
Riesen (Toews) and Herman Riesen, Elsie Toews, Benno 
Toews, Dora Toews and Margaret Toews.                          
Photo Credit Mennonite Heritage Archives.  CA MHC PP-
Photo Coll.    470-18.0 
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Inter-Mennonite Cooperation and    
Promises to Government in the Repeal of 
the Ban on Mennonite Immigration to 
Canada 1919-19221 

By Peter H. Rempel 

     From May 1919 until June 1922 Mennonites 

were barred from immigrating into Canada. In    

response to widespread public sentiment against 

alien groups, the Canadian government had passed 

an Order-in-Council on May 1, 1919 prohibiting 

the immigration of Doukhobors, Hutterites and 

Mennonites. This order was repealed, at least with 

regard to Mennonites, on June 22, 1922 after a 

campaign coordinated by three Mennonite leaders 

from quite different backgrounds: Heinrich Ewert 

of Gretna, Manitoba, Samuel F. Coffman of Vine-

land Ontario and Abram A Friesen of Halbstadt, 

U.S.S.R. Their combined efforts marked a new 

phase in inter-Mennonite cooperation in Canada 

and illustrated the readiness of Mennonites to     

declare their loyalty to Canada as a nation. 

     S. F. Coffman (1872-1954), as bishop in the 

Mennonite Conference of Ontario had already     

petitioned the federal authorities to exempt visiting 

American Mennonite preachers from the prohibi-

tion against Mennonite immigrants. Through these 

contacts, and others arising from his role as secre-

tary of the Non-Resistant Relief Organization, he 

had acquired insights and relationships in govern-

ment circles. 

      A. A. Friesen (1885-1948), was a member of the 

study commission dispatched by the Mennonites in 

Russia to investigate emigration possibilities and to 

solicit material relief. This commission entered 

Canada in January 1920 and quickly determined 

that this country was the best destination for their 

people. There was, however, the Order-in-Council 

obstructing such an immigration. The delegates of 

the Russian Mennonites turned to their fellow    

Mennonites already residing in Canada for support 

in persuading the Canadian government to revoke 

the Order-in-Council. 

     H. H. Ewert (1855-1934), principal of the    

Mennonite Collegiate Institute and a leader in the 

Conference of Mennonites in Central Canada,     

became the head of a committee to facilitate the 

mass immigration of Mennonites from the U.S.S.R. 

to Canada. At the conference sessions in June 1921, 

Friesen proposed the sending of a delegation to   

Ottawa. Ewert was selected to accompany him. The 

conference expressed the wish that the Mennonite 

Brethren churches also send a representative. Thus, 

H. A Neufeld, minister of the MB church in Herbert 

Saskatchewan joined the delegation. 

     The Mennonites in Ontario had also considered 

the need to intervene on behalf of the Russian  

Mennonites. However from their perspective, the 

conflict between the conservative Old Colony 

Mennonites and the government in western Canada 

over schools would affect attitude of the Canadian 

government toward Mennonites generally and also 

jeopardize the prospects of lifting the immigration 

ban. Already in 1920 their conference had resolved  

"that we regard it as expedient to use our influence  

on behalf of the misunderstanding between a      

certain branch of the Russian Mennonite church 

and the government, to adjust the difficulties."                                                                             

 

Some of the leaders involved in    
advocating for the annulment of the 
Order-in-Council banning Mennon-
ite immigration.  From left:          
S.F. Coffman (1872-1954) Vineland 
ON; A.A. Friesen (1885-1948) 
Halbstadt USSR & Rosthern SK; 
H.H. Ewert (1855-1934) Gretna MB; 
Gerhard Ens (1864-1952) Rosthern 
SK. 
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Further action was referred to the Non-Resistant 

Relief Organization. 

 

Meeting with the Government 

     Thus S.F. Coffman and D.M. Reesor joined the 

delegates from western Canada and AA Friesen. 

Indeed, due to his experience and the positive repu-

tation of the Ontario Mennonites, Coffman became 

the official leader of the delegation. He introduced 

the delegates in their meeting with the Acting 

Prime Minister, Sir George Foster on July 19, 1921 

and presented the opening petition. 

     The petition addressed several points of        

particular interest to the Canadian government. It 

noted "the needs of the suffering brethren in Rus-

sia" and also "the industry, honesty and worth of 

these people." Their "rural nature" would be an  

asset and not "a burden on the social and labour 

problems of our cities." Coffman indicated that 

these people believed in the "nonresistant faith" 

and that they would expect some consideration 

concerning these matters. However they would not 

disregard the language and educational interests of 

the country. 

     A.A. Friesen was more effusive in his petition. 

After pointing to the love for order, sobriety and 

unlimited loyalty of the Mennonites in Russia, he 

asserted that his fellow Mennonites would consider 

it not only "a duty but a privilege to know perfectly 

the language of the country where they found 

homes and enjoyed all civil rights, thus bringing 

themselves into close touch with the culture, the 

fate and the history of the country." On their behalf, 

he promised they "would certainly be willing to 

conform to the Canadian ideals and to support the 

laws of the country, they would be peaceful, loyal, 

and industrious citizens of the country of their 

adoption." His conclusion was framed in a benedic-

tion upon Canada: "And God, the Almighty, will 

recompense the Government of Canada and its 

people for having given refuge, protection and    

justice to those people, persecuted and deprived of 

their rights, when they pleaded for admission." 

     Another petition was presented by H.H. Ewert 

on behalf of his conference. He conveyed the loyal-

ty and devotion of the Mennonite people to Canada 

 "which they wholly regard as their permanent 

homeland." He also wanted to assure the govern-

ment that Mennonites would "do all in their power, 

but within the limits of their conscience, that would 

likely promote the welfare...of this country." More 

pointedly, the Mennonites "are of a deeply religious 

character...and social agitators have found no fertile 

field among them to work in." Ewert was quite   

deliberate in distinguishing these Mennonites from 

Russia and his own progressive community from 

the conservative Mennonites now threatening to 

emigrate. S.F. Coffman strengthened this distinc-

tion by emphasizing that among the Ontario    

Mennonites there was no thought of departing and 

that his people had adopted public schools from the 

beginning. 

     The delegation also met W.L. Mackenzie King, 

the leader of the Liberal Party, currently in parlia-

mentary opposition. He promised that a govern-

ment under his leadership would rescind the Order-

in-Council. King was elected as Prime Minister in 

fall of 1921 and soon thereafter the Russian      

Mennonite leaders, again asked Coffman to arrange 

meetings with the government. Ewert even suggest-

ed that the Ontario Mennonites could attend to this 

matter without the participation of representatives 

from the west. 

     In their preparatory correspondence both      

Coffman and Ewert acknowledged that the exodus 

of the conservative Mennonites could present a 

problem. Ewert's approach was to emphasize the 

more open attitude of the majority of Mennonites 

including those wanting to enter Canada as distinct 

from "the conservative brethren." Coffman, on the 

other hand, advised his colleagues in Western    

Canada that "there should be some reconciling   

influence between the local governments and the 

Old Colony people." 

     Nevertheless, Coffman proceeded to request an 

appointment of Mackenzie King with the attitude 

that "we cannot change men or governments, but it 

is in the providence of the Lord to bring things to 

pass that will help His children in the time of their 

distress." 
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Meeting with the New Government 

     On March 29, a delegation of Ewert, Coffman 

and Friesen and two others, S. Goudie, representing 

the Mennonite Brethren in Christ of Ontario and 

Gerhard Ens, a Saskatchewan politician of       

Mennonite background, met the Acting Minister of 

Immigration and Colonization, Charles Stewart. 

This time, at Coffman's advice, one common      

petition was submitted. It began by recalling the 

favours granted to the Mennonite people residing 

in Canada and reporting their special efforts in    

relief work. It noted that "the peculiar relationship 

which our people have sustained to the problems of 

the nation in the past have been misunder-

stood...and has resulted in unfounded prejudices 

and unwarranted opposition." 

     The petition also stated that the Order-in-

Council of 1919 was passed after the entering into 

Canada of "the communistic people, called the 

Hutterites" and asserted that these principles had 

never been held by Mennonites. The petitioners 

also dissociated themselves from those "sections of 

our people in the west" who were in dispute with 

Canadian education and language policy. 

     Then the petition focused on the Mennonites in 

famine-stricken Russia, noting that "these people 

racially and religiously are of the class and type as 

those who comprise the majority of the citizenship 

of Great Britain and Canada." Their reputation as 

ambitious, progressive and successful people was 

again stressed. 

     The following day Ewert, Friesen and Ens met 

the Prime Minister and on April 3 Ens and Friesen 

met the Minister of Immigration one more time. In 

this meeting the Minister raised the question of  

exemption from military service for the first time in 

relation to the immigration of Mennonites from the 

U.S.S.R. The delegates had decided beforehand not 

to request any specific commitment for the immi-

grants regarding this point. Stewart indicated that 

the laws would be applied equally to all Menno-

nites and that no restriction would be connected to 

the lifting of the order. The delegates left Ottawa 

fully satisfied. 

     The cabinet delayed the repeal of the ban until 

June 6, 1922, and it was officially announced on 

 June 22. For Coffman the leadership he gave to the 

effort to re-open the door to Canada led to the     

organization of the Ontario Mennonites for hosting 

thousands of Russian Mennonite immigrants. 

     A letter of gratitude by David Toews, who      

assumed the leadership of the Canadian Mennonite 

Board of Colonization to Prime Minister King    

restated the patriotic sentiments of the Mennonites 

in: 

"We are again on a level with others with 

whom we will gladly cooperate in service to 

Canada which we have learned to love as 

our home and in which we hope that for 

many generations to come our children will 

with heart and soul sing 'My own Canadian 

home.'" 
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The Joshua of F¿rstenland:                    
Johann Johann Martens (1885 ï1935) 

By Edward G. Krahn 

     In a 1974 discussion at the Mennonite Village 

Museum with the author and his mother, J.J.    

Thiessen commented that Johann Martens had been 

known as ñthe Moses of the F¿rstenland.ò  He then 

added that perhaps he should have been known ñas 

the Joshua of the F¿rstenland,ò as he led his people 

into the promised land. 
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In Canada 

     The family arrived in Quebec City aboard the 

S.S. Melita on October 29, 1926.1 A large number 

of fellow immigrants from F¿rstenland Colony 

were also aboard the ship. By June of 1927, 2,009 

residents from F¿rstenland had immigrated to   

Canada and a small number followed over the next 

few years.  

     Unfortunately, Johann and Maria Martenôs old-

est son, Johann, and his young wife expecting their 

first child were not able to join the rest of the     

family as planned, as he had become ill with      

tuberculosis that spring. Expectations were that 

they would join the rest of the family in Canada 

once he became better. It was not to be. Shortly 

after arrival in Canada, word came early in 1927 

that just after the birth of his child, Johann had  

succumbed to his illness on December 26, 1926. 

The family never did get to see their daughter-in-

law Elizabeth (Epp) Martens again or their oldest 

grandchild, Maria. The two were swept up in the 

winds of war, and the only available reference is 

found in the EWZ (Einwandererzentralstelle)    

records from WWII, which have them both living 

in separate villages in Poland in 1943.  

     The Martens familiesô first winter in Canada 

was spent in Blumenhof in the Mennonite settle-

ments near Swift Current, Saskatchewan. During 

this time Johann continued to minister to the newly 

arrived Russlªnder, as well as to the local Old   

Colony Mennonites. Some of these had ancestral 

 attachment to F¿rstenland as a number from the 

group, which  ltester Wiebe brought to Manitoba 

in 1875, had moved to the Swift Current Reserve 

villages in the early 1900s.  

     During the winter, land was obtained around the 

Tugaske/Eyebrow area for a number of the new 

arrivals. The following spring they moved from 

Swift Current with a majority of the families      

settling around Tugaske and Eyebrow. While a few 

of the earlier Russlªnder2 Immigrants had been able 

to settle in village settings recently vacated by the 

1870s Old Colony Mennonites leaving for Mexico, 

most of the Russlªnder immigrants were unable to 

replicate the village setting they had left behind in 

Russia.  Instead, they settled on quarter sections 

often miles from former neighbours and relatives. 

For people used to the interdependence in a homo-

geneous village setting, it was a difficult transition. 

This forced many to become less insular but also 

more open to integration. 

     In 1930 there were 52 families living in five 

separate communities in the Tugaske/Eyebrow   

area. While the first two years yielded ñbumper 

crops,ò 1929 was the first year of a multi-year 

drought, an unwelcome additional hardship along-

side the Great Depression of the 1930s. In          

response, the Mennonite Board of Colonization  

established regional relief committees to assist the 

newly arrived Mennonites, including one for the 

Tugaske/Eyebrow region.  

     These were challenging years for Johann      

Martens and family, as many Mennonites contin-

ued to pass through the community prior to moving 

A postcard of the CPR transatlantic steam ocean liner,       

S. S. Melita. 

(Photo Credit Mennonite Herit-

age Village) Johann Johann 

Martensô winter travelling coat 

and hat in the pocket, pur-

chased in Ukraine in the City of 

Melitpol from Jewish tailors. 

Now in the collection of the 

Mennonite Heritage Museum. 

Collar is lamb hide, the coat is 

lined with European Cas-

tor.  Family tradition has the 

coat saving his life twice when 

he got trapped in a blinding 

snow storm during visitations 

with the horse and sleigh. 
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on to settle elsewhere. The expectation that the 

 ltester would be able to provide for the communi-

ty placed major economic pressure on the family. 

They talked about the many times the boys had to 

give up their beds and sleep in the barn loft, about 

soup watered down, or children going to bed with-

out supper because a family had arrived at the door 

expecting help from the  ltester. 

 

Toward a F¿rstenland Conference 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     The two brothers attempted to develop a 

F¿rstenland Conference with Eyebrow as the home 

church and made up of surrounding church       

communities. It would be modeled after existing 

conferences in Manitoba and Saskatchewan. This 

effort meant a lot of travel and times when Maria 

and the children ran the farm. It was similar for  

Peter Martensô family whenever he would join with 

his brother to bring a message and music to widely 

scattered groups. Johann continued to minister by 

serving communion, baptizing, marrying and bury-

ing. Already, the F¿rstenland immigration group 

was being dispersed, often beyond Saskatchewan.  

     There were also tensions within the church, with 

a third of the members having come from the 

F¿rstenland Colony, a third from the Orenburg 

Colony, and another third from different colonies 

in Russia. Values and traditions were not identical 

group to group, and the differences gave occasion 

for tension and strife. The downturn of prospects 

courtesy of the depression and blowing dust 

brought the differences to a head.  

     Meanwhile, many of the adult males had to 

leave home to earn income outside of farming,    

often in forestry or on the railways. Many young 

 women went to the cities to work as domestics, 

sending money home to help pay off their travel 

debt. The relative stability and safety of the      

Russian colony village could not be replicated in 

Saskatchewan given the circumstances.  

     Church services for the first few years were held 

in a variety of homes in the various communities in 

the area, with Tugaske and Eyebrow as the main 

centers.  The Church of England building in       

Eyebrow was sometimes used for larger events.  

 

Disaster and Discontent: to Parkerview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Disaster again hit the Martens family. Their  

second oldest daughter, Maria,3 was struck down 

with the tuberculosis that had killed her older 

brother. Hospitalized at the ñFort Sanò Sanatorium 

in the QuôAppelle Valley meant she was now a 

ward of the state. She was not yet a Canadian     

citizen nor was the family able to pay her medical 

costs. Immigration Officials placed a deportation 

order on her and only the vigorous intervention of 

Bishop Toews was able to reverse the order. The 

Colonization Board secured funds to pay the 

monthly fee of thirty dollars to maintain her at Fort 

San. The Mennonite Board of Colonization        

Records at the Mennonite Heritage Archives     

contains a large file of correspondence between the 

family, the government and Bishop Toews.4 Even 

after Johannôs passing, Maria his wife continued to 

write ñOnkelò Toews letters of gratitude along with 

updates. (ñOnkelò was used as a term of endear-

ment rather than of family kinship.) 

     Growing discontent with the local conditions by 

1932 gave rise to a proposal from the F¿rstenland 

Johann Johann Martens 

(1885-1935) ca, 1933 
Maria (Martens) 

Redekop  

(1910-1952)  

This 1929 photo from ñFort Sanò shows her devastated by 
the tuberculosis.  She did recover, married and had a family. 
This picture and extensive correspondence are found in her 
file at the Mennonite Heritage Archives in Winnipeg.   
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wing of the church to move to the Parkerview/

Fitzmaurice5 area near the Beaver Hills west of 

Yorkton. A Yorkton land company had convinced 

some individuals in the congregation that there was 

water and good farmland there. A vote took place 

and the F¿rstenland group chose to move.  The 

Orenburg group declined as they were not willing 

to give up their houses, barns and land which did 

not need breaking. They had experienced building 

semlins6 in Orenburg and did not want to repeat 

starting from scratch. Furthermore, they had expe-

rienced drought and hard times in the Orenburg 

Colony and saw this as only a temporary downturn.  

     There is some question as to whether Johann 

was in favour of the move or was simply honouring 

the vote. The Orenburg group felt deserted and 

turned to the Nordheimer Mennonite Church and 

 ltester J.J. Klassen for the sacraments and other 

elder duties. 

     About half of the remaining individuals who 

had come from various communities across Russia 

also joined in the move. There was a great deal of 

excitement as the group made the multi-week    

journey by horse and loaded hay wagonsðwith 

animals in towðto the new area, a distance of 310 

km. Many had spent their remaining assets to     

obtain land in the area. While there was water, it 

was swamp, and most of the lands were unbroken 

parklands with many trees, buckbrush and rocks 

which needed clearing. Those that had purchased 

lands with houses found that they were crude, often 

consisting of mud-covered logs, not at all like those 

they had left behind.  

 

The Martens Brothers 

     In time, a lot of discontent arose in the church 

about the conditions of the new settlement in     

Parkerview/Fitzmaurice and the leadership of the 

two Martens brothers. Johann became a broken 

man; his health deteriorated.  His friends, Bishop 

Toews7 and J.J. Thiessenðwith whom he had 

worked closely to bring the F¿rstenland group to 

Canadaðwere concerned for their friend. They 

arranged for him to travel to Saskatoon where he 

was hospitalized for six months in 1934 with a 

heart condition. The doctors determined then that 

 there was no hope for recovery, and he was sent 

home to prepare for his death.  

     He worked to clean up his affairs and to hand 

off leadership of the church to his brother Peter as 

its new  ltester. But prior to the transfer, Peter had 

an attack of pleurisy. He was taken by train to 

Yorkton hospital where he died shortly afterwards 

from a related heart attack on March 28, 1935.   

Johann lamented the death of his brother who, he 

had hoped, would continue their joint legacy and 

work. As his health further deteriorated, his    

daughters working in Saskatoon rushed home to be 

with him at the end. He died shortly afterwards on 

May 05, 1935.  

     In that the area Mennonites were still only meet-

ing in homes, there was no Mennonite cemetery in 

which to bury the two brothers. The St. Elizabeth 

Hungarian Catholic Cemetery in Parkerview had a 

community section just outside of the consecrated 

Catholic Cemetery grounds.  Johann was buried 

there next to his brother, both in unmarked graves. 

Elder Toews and Minister J.J. Thiessen traveled 

from Rosthern and Saskatoon to attend the funeral 

and to address the mourners. Minister Thiessen 

wrote Johannôs obituary for Der Bote. The two 

friends then took the widow and children under 

their mentorship. Several of the girls stayed at the 

Saskatoon Mennonite Girlsô Home run by the 

Thiessens while they worked as domestics in     

Saskatoon; one daughter attended the German-

English Academy in Rosthern. 

 

 

 

Bishop David Toews who officiated at the funeral and Johann 
Johann Martens in the coffin 
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Return to Tugaske 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Shortly afterwards Maria (Mrs. Martens) and 

the younger children along with a number of other 

church members moved back to the Tugaske/

Eyebrow area where they purchased a farm near 

Tugaske. Here she worked with her young sons in 

the running of the farm. In her last few years, she 

lived with her then bachelor son Peter on the farm 

before moving to Tugaske in the early 1960s.    

Maria never remarried. Her later years were spent 

writing to other widows of the Second Martyrôs 

Synod delegates, keeping the story of their sacrifice 

alive. Her home was a place of prayer meetings and 

Bible studies.  

     Starting in early 1960s, her health began to dete-

riorate and she was hospitalized in 1965. Just prior 

to Easter she was allowed home but was too ill to 

attend church on Good Friday, April 16. Following 

the morning message, Minister Bueckert and some 

older members came to visit her and to bring a  

special message and conduct a prayer meeting. At 

one point during the meeting, she stood and spoke 

to the group, following which she collapsed and 

was dead.8 She is buried in the Tugaske Cemetery, 

Tugaske, Saskatchewan, Canada.  

     Upon the return of many from the Parkerview/

Fitzmaurice area, the early tension between the two 

main factions of the Eyebrow/Tugaske Church led 

eventually to a total schism in 1954.  Social issues 

such as smoking, drinking, dancing, card playing 

 and new technologies like radios split the church 

between the more conservative F¿rstenland group 

and the more liberal Orenburg group. For a while 

there existed two Mennonite Conference Churches 

just miles apart. 9 

 

Being True till Death 

     While Johann did not die a martyrôs death like 

many of his colleagues pictured in that iconic    

photograph taken at the Moscow synod during the 

snows of January in 1925, his legacy was recog-

nized by Aron Aron Toews who included him in 

his publication of Mennonitische Mªrtyrer Volume 

II, 1954. Only nineteen of the seventy-seven were 

able to leave the Soviet Union.  As many reports of 

the time noted: ñThere is no further information 

about the subsequent fate of the exiled and         

imprisoned.ò   

     Many of the seventeen who came to Canada 

went through Saskatchewan, often through       

Rosthern.  Johann was the only one who stayed and 

is buried there. Most of the Martyrs reside in      

unknown and unmarked graves at the sites of work 

camps and gulags across Russia. It has been      

suggested that those who made it to Canada felt the 

burden of a debt to be repaid on behalf of those 

who directly faced ñdungeon, fire and sword,ò 

while they themselves were spared. In the end, they 

too would ñbe true to thee till deathò in their       

service in Canada. 

_______________ 
1ñMartens, Mariaò, Volume 1234 ï file 403, Canadian 

Mennonite Board of Colonization Records 1922-1966, 

Mennonite Heritage Archives. 
2ñThe term RuÇlªnder developed in Canada. It identi-

fied the Mennonite immigrants from the Soviet Union 

who arrived in the 1920s, and distinguished them from 

the 1870s immigrants who were called Kanadier. 

(Friesen, John J. "RuÇlªnder." Global Anabaptist Men-

nonite Encyclopedia Online. 1990. Web. 18 Apr 2023.) 
3Maria (Martens) Redekopp GM# 920445 
4Martens, Maria, Volume 1234 ï file 403 Canadian 

Mennonite Board of Colonization Records 1922-1966. 

Mennonite Heritage Archives.  
5Epp, Marlene, ñParkerview Mennonite Church 

(Fitzmaurice, Saskatchewan, Canada)ò, Global Anabap-

tist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, 1989. 
6Semlins are sod houses. 

Grave stone was 
placed on Johannôs       
Unmarked Grave in 

2019. 

Maria (Letkeman) 

Martens ca 1964 



 

ор 

7Many officials with whom the  ltester of the large 

Rosenort Mennonite Church ñconferenceò dealt knew 

Toews as ñBishop Toews.ò In Mennonite circles, Elder, 

or  ltester was his preferred title.  
8Katherine Niesteter, ñObituary of Maria (Letkeman) 

Martens May 12, 1886 ï April 16, 1965,ò Der Bote, 

May 4, 1965. 
9Bert Friesen, ñEyebrow Mennonite Church (Eyebrow 

Saskatchewan, Canada (1928-)ò, Global Anabaptist 

Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, July, 2021.  

 
 
 

The Journey of Hope and Promise 
by Rich Krahn 

     Travel to Canada out of Russia would begin by 

train to the port city of Libau, Latvia then by ship 

to Canada via England.   As it turned out, the    

people would not be boarding passenger cars but 

box cars that were normally used for transporting 

goods. Prior to departure the emigrants had to    

prepare the box cars for travel. Boiling water and 

soap were used for the cleaning and rough boards 

were nailed together to create bunks and benches. 

The cars were not large, but each had to accommo-

date approximately twenty-five adults and children. 

Water tanks were installed in each car.  Bathroom 

sanitation was simply a pail.  

     Those leaving had to take along food for a jour-

ney of uncertain duration. While some families 

brought meat, dried fruit and other foods, the fare 

of most emigrants was a Mennonite staple known 

 as zwieback, crusty buns (roasted to preserve fresh-

ness) with generous portions of butter. Some     

families brought several 100-pound bags (220 kg) 

of food in the hope that it would see them through 

the duration of the trip.  Many had brought samo-

vars for heating water to make tea.  

     On July 13, 1923, they boarded the third of four 

trains leaving Chortitza in 1923.1 Along with    

hundreds of their fellow Mennonites, the Gerhard 

Harder family of six joined this train.  The family 

was comprised of Gerhard Harder, wife Katharina, 

children Gerhard, Aganeta, Nicolai and Henry.   

Nicolai became the father of Alice (Harder) Krahn, 

my wife.  The family had fled the estate of Friesen-

thal because of barbaric attacks by bandits.  They 

moved to Neu Chortitza and spent about five years 

there as refugees.   

     Authorôs note: The following is based on the 

diary of Kornelius Jacob Dyck.2 

     Upon departure, large crowds gathered to say 

farewell to friends, relatives, and other community 

members. While there is no evidence of it in the 

diary, it was very common for the people to sing 

ñGod be with you ótil we meet again.ò There was a 

finality in these departures given the likelihood that 

they would never see emigrating loved ones again.  

     On Friday, July 13, 1923, at 5:30 p.m., the 

group left Chortitza, passing over the bridge that 

spanned the Dnieper River.  The group leaving was 

comprised of 756 people: 206 men, 211 women 

and 339 children under the age of sixteen. At 8:00 

p.m. it arrived at the south station in Aleksandrovsk 

(renamed Zaporizhzhia in 1921) and remained 

there until midnight.  Here they boiled water in the 

samovar, made tea, and ate supper. It was here that 

they were photographed by Arthur Slagel. Some 

people from Schoenwiese were there to say       

farewell.   

     Traveling on, they passed Sofiivka, then 

Sinelnikovo, Povlograd, Losowojo, Werefa, Borti, 

arriving at Charkov. Here they were met by      

Benjamin (B.B.) Jantz, one of the Mennonites who 

was facilitating the emigration. It seemed that this 

visit was partly advisory as well as a showing of 

support to the emigrants. He visited Grandpaôs car 

and advised that no medical examinations would 

Interior view of a typical boxcar. The family seen  here 
are Schellenbergs, uncle, aunt and cousins to Tina 
(Patkau) Harder (mother to Alice (Harder) Krahn, my 
wife.) They settled in the Hanley district. Photo credit: 
Arthur Slagel, Mennonite Heritage Archives. 
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take place here. They would, however, all be      

required to bathe and have their clothes disinfected.  

     Whenever the train stopped for a while, folks 

would disembark to get water, set up the samovars 

and make tea.  The harmony on the train was very 

good. Cornelius was very observant and described 

the countryside and made numerous other observa-

tions.  His diary ends at the Charkov juncture.   

 
     

 

  

Authorôs note: Gerhard Harder also made notes 

during this trip. I have included some of his       

descriptions and anecdotes. 

     On July 18 it began to rain and continued rain-

ing so hard that eventually the roof began to leak, 

wetting the passengersô bedding. 

    On July 23, 1923 at 9:00 a.m., 10 days after 

leaving Chortitza, they arrived at Sebesh. At 3:00 

p.m. their luggage was inspected. The next day, 

July 24, at 8:00 a.m., documents were checked at 

the border. By 8:30 a.m. the train crossed the     

border into Latvia, crossing through the Red Gate. 

History tells us that a gate existed here from Czar-

ist times but was torn down and then rebuilt by the 

communist government who had a star fixed to the 

 top and the whole painted red. The crossing under 

the gate represented the actual physical crossing to 

freedom for the emigres.     

 
 

        

 

     Many passengers had feared that the train would 

be stopped here and returned to Russia. Records 

show a varied rush of emotions: crying, praying, 

praising God, etc.  Always known for their singing, 

the people sang ñNun Danket alle Gottò (Now 

Thank we all our God) as one of their expressions 

of gratitude. 

     The first stop inside Latvia was at Rezekne, 

where there was a major medical and quarantine 

center. They stayed in Rezekne for almost three 

days of medical examinations. Trachoma, a highly 

infectious eye disease widespread in Mennonite 

Colonies meant that individuals found to be     

medically unfitðoften owing to this infectionð

were temporarily diverted to Lechfeld, Germany 

for treatment.  

     The train arrived dockside at the port city of  

Libau (now LiepǕja) on the Baltic Sea, on July 28, 

at 11:00 a.m. Canadian Pacificôs SS Bruton had 

been retrofitted for passengers, was 54 feet wide 

and 430 feet long with accommodation for 1180. 

The SS Bruton made three trips from Libau, Latvia 

to Canada during 1923.  A special transportation 

rate of $140 per adult was the total sum of money 

from Libau to Saskatoon. The passengers were 

made up of 498 Mennonites, 200 Jews, 50 Russians 

and Armenians as well as 120 crew members. Up-

on boarding, all were immediately fed a noon meal, 

then supper at 6 p.m. At 7 p.m. the ship set sail.  

     People stayed on deck and watched as land    

The photo shows the gathering of people at the 
departure of the third train, the Dyck family train, 
from the Chortitza Station July 13, 1923.  Photo 
credit: Arthur Slagel Mennonite Heritage Archives. 

Red Gate in Communist times as it appeared to the 
emigrant train. 
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disappeared. Finally, the only things visible were 

sky and foaming waves. They passed the visible 

shorelines of East Prussia and Denmark.   

     The huge, wild, foaming waves beat at the ship.  

The people watched dolphins jumping near the 

ship, saw sharks swim by. The seas on the morning 

of July 29 were extremely rough.  Many passengers 

were unable to get up because they were seasick. 

Everything around them was ñdirtyò, which could 

be presumed to mean soiled by vomit.  On July 30 

at 2:30 p.m. the ship arrived at Kiel, Germany.  

Here it was routed through the 98 kilometer Kiel 

Canal joining the Baltic Sea to the North Sea.  

Traveling the Kiel Canal saved traveling the 460 

kilometers of the storm prone waters of the Danish 

Straits.   

 
      

 

                                                                                                              

     At Kiel, a German doctor arrived and counted 

all the passengers. By 4 p.m. the ship was under-

way.  The eight-hour trip through the canal seemed 

very refreshing after the wild trip on the Baltic Sea.  

On the morning of July 31, they were again on 

open ocean.  The ocean was stormy and rough, the 

sea ñraging.ò  Almost everyone stayed in bed all 

day because they were so seasick.  On this day they 

received clothes: suits, underwear and socks while 

some received shoes. 

     The ship arrived at Southampton on Aug 2 at 

1:00 p.m.  They left Southampton at 2:00 p.m. on 

Aug 4.  It is here that my dad George was held 

 back because of a health issue.  As I write this, I 

have an eight-year-old grandson and I canôt        

imagine what it would be like for him to remain in 

a foreign land while his parents went to another 

foreign land. George was held back and by agree-

ment was cared for by another emigrant, who also 

had to stay back.  Quite obviously Grandpa must 

have known and trusted this individual to have left 

an eight-year-old son behind in such circumstances.         

     The people looked forward to transferring to a 

larger ship for the ocean crossing, however, that 

did not occur. While here, they watched as 300 

Mennonites from a previous emigration group were 

allowed to board. On August 4 the ship was loaded 

with various supplies and then left the port. In the 

evening, the Mennonites held a worship service led 

by Elder Johann Klassen, who in his message     

referred to God as their Helmsman, guiding them 

through difficult times and unknown situations.  

     On August 4 and 5 they experienced rough    

waters. The ship would descend into deep troughs, 

and it seemed as though it would capsize. Many 

were seasick. It was also foggy, and the fog horns 

were blowing continually. Later the sun came out, 

but the sea continued to rage. Some believed they 

would not survive.    

     The seas were calm by August 7. The passen-

gers noted many pods of dolphins. Late in the 

evening they were invited to go on deck to see the 

waves looking like they were on fire with masses 

of glow worms. August 8 was again very foggy, 

and the foghorn blew almost continually to notify 

other ships of the SS Brutonôs presence.   

     By August 9, they had travelled 1020 miles 

(1640 km) and in one more day would be halfway 

across the Atlantic.  By this time most people were 

over their seasickness. On August 10 and 11 it was 

dark and cold and starting to rain. The ship was  

being tossed around so badly that it was difficult to 

walk. Most people were once again lying down. It 

felt as though the ship would tip over.   

     Passengers held a worship service each day   

except when it was storming.  On August 12,     

passengers noted that a large passenger ship pass-

ing them was hardly affected by the rough ocean 

whereas the Bruton was being tossed about. Aug 13 

Map showing Russia and the Baltic region         

including the Kiel Canal 
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and 14 were very foggy with a lot of rain. Progress 

was slow in consideration of icebergs that appeared 

surrounding them when at night the ship stopped 

and the fog lifted. The icebergs were very high and 

shimmered in the sunlight during the day.  It should 

be noted that this route to Canada passes through 

the area known as Iceberg Alley, where the Titanic 

met its fatal end on April 15, 1912.   

     In the distance, passengers could see land 

which, they were told, was Newfoundland.  On   

August 15 the day was sunny, and the water was as 

smooth as glass.  In the evening a doctor was 

brought to the ship and checked everyone. On    

August 16 a motorboat came to the ship and a   

family with a sick child was taken off and taken to 

a hospital.   

     The ship arrived at Quebec City on August 17 

having endured thirteen days at sea. Here they   

remained for two and a half hours. Everyone was 

happy to be on solid ground. After collecting their 

goods, having been examined by a doctor and 

clearing customs, they boarded a train where they 

were fed.  

     On August 21, the train of emigrants arrived in 

Rosthern. Once in Rosthern the Dyck family was 

taken in by Heinrich and Elizabeth (Epp) Wieler 

who farmed west of Rosthern in the Eigenheim  

area. Elizabeth Wieler was a second cousin to 

Grandma. As noted earlier, George Krahn had 

stayed behind in Southampton.  On August 16, 

1923, he left Southampton on the ship Minnedosa. 

 If it took 19 days for the Dycks to arrive in Ros-

thern; I am assuming that Georgeôs trip would have 

been as long, putting him in Rosthern approximate-

ly Sept 4, 1923.  What a reunion that must have 

been for George and his family!  After several 

months the family moved into a ñrefugeeò house in 

Rosthern.    

 

     In the spring of 1925, with a lot of help from the 

Mennonite Board of Colonization, Grandpa suc-

cessfully obtained a half section (320 acres) of 

land, eleven miles west of Hanley, Sk.  In 1932 

they moved to the Struan-Sonningdale district, their 

final destination in Canada.    

 

 

 

 

 

      

The Harder family landed at Acme, Alberta and 

lived for one year at Sunnyslope-Swalwell before 

moving to the Pleasant Point district northeast of 

Dundurn, Saskatchewan, their final destination. 

They, together with six other families, lived      

communally at the Schwager Farm #2 for four  

 

A crowd of people at the Rosthern train station here to    
meet the August 21st train. 

The Dyck Family in Rosthern at the ñRefugeeò house. 
Back row , Martin, Liese, Anna, Cornelius.  Front row, 
Elizabeth, Jacob, George Krahn. 

Harder family,  
Katharina, Gerhard 
with children Aganeta, 
Henry, Nicolai, and  
George 
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years.  After that time, they all moved and settled 

onto their own farms.    

 ψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψψ 
1 Emigrant trains left Chortitza on June 22, July 2, July 

13 and July 24. 
2The following is based on the diary of Kornelius Jacob 

Dyck, aged nineteen at the time of emigration, oldest 

son of the authorôs grandfather. Translation of the diary 

from German to English was by George Krahn. 

 

 
 

Dan Teichroebôs Family: Revolutionary 
Russia and the Migration to Canada in 
the 1920s.  

by Barry Teichroeb  

     My great grandparents, Peter Teichroeb (1857-

1944) and Agatha Dyck (1859-1922), were married 

in 1879. They established their homestead that year 

in the village of Olgafeld, located in the F¿rsten-

land Mennonite settlement. Over the next 25 years 

they had ten children, the youngest one born in 

1904. His name was Daniel (1904-2005), and he 

was my grandfather. He was always called Dan. 

     The family prospered. Dan recalled that his 

family farm was considerably larger than most 

farms in the area and his father housed and         

employed many Ukrainian laborers on their land. 

They amassed considerable wealth.  

 

The Socio-economic Climate  

     The socio-economic climate in Russia in the 

latter half of the 19th century and early 20th century 

was turbulent. As recently as 1861 feudal serfdom 

had been abolished, but the release of peasants 

from indentured servitude was not accompanied by 

any viable means of economic survival beyond 

basic subsistence.1 During the last decades of the 

19th century extreme inflation in land prices2 drove 

economic opportunities for poor peasants further 

out of reach. The disparity between the lower   

classes and wealthier landowners simmered in the 

background for years, leading eventually to reper-

cussions in Mennonite communities. 

     Meanwhile Mennonites were dealing with their 

own political problems. Beginning in the 1870s the 

Russian government introduced reforms in          

 education and military service that contravened 

privileges held sacred by Mennonite communities.3 

In response many Mennonite families sold their 

land and possessions to emigrate to North America, 

producing two major waves of migration to Canada 

in the 1870s and 1890s. 

  

Further Stresses 

     Danôs family remained in F¿rstenland and 

adapted to the challenges they met. However, the 

20th century brought greater stresses.  

     Around the turn of the 20th century the demand 

for social and political reform intensified through-

out Russia. Widespread dissatisfaction with the 

prevailing Tsarist regime was heightened by     

Russiaôs defeat in the 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese 

War. Protests and terrorist activities were          

suppressed forcefully by the government, but some 

political compromises were implemented, thereby 

achieving a period of uneasy stability.4 However, 

the underlying social and political unrest escalated 

unabated.  

     Russia was seriously weakened by World War I, 

creating conditions conducive to the Russian Civil 

War in 1917.5 Concurrently, the Ukrainian War of 

Independence brought additional violence and    

anarchy to the Ukrainian countryside and the    

Mennonites living there.  

     Bolshevik armed forces struggling to achieve 

regime change battled the pro-regime forces of the 

White Movement that sprang up to preserve the old 

Tsarist order. Survival was tenuous with both sides 

of the conflict aiming to win support from the    

citizenry. Dan told of the time that he and a group 

of young local farming men were rounded up by 

Bolshevik soldiers who attempted to impress them 

into the Bolshevik army by force. Fortunately, the 

soldiers were outnumbered and overcome. 

     Taking advantage of the governmental vacuum 

created by the revolution, Ukrainian nationalists 

assembled a loosely organized rebel army seeking 

to establish an independent state. Their aim was to 

eradicate the widespread poverty and subsistence 

lifestyle of Ukrainian peasants.6 Bands of raiders 

roamed the countryside in southern Ukraine,   

sometimes fighting against the Bolsheviks and 
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sometimes allied with them, preying on the wealth-

iest landowners and farming communities, and al-

ways warring with the White Movement.7 

     Armed self-defense forces were established by 

many Mennonite communities to protect their lives 

and property from raiders. Dan and his brothers 

participated in these defensive actions. He told   

stories about the times they would arm themselves 

to take up strategic positions overlooking           

approaches to their village and then fire at invading 

horsemen. They managed to win the skirmishes 

and avoid the devastating outcomes recorded by 

families that were unprepared. 

     In the latter stages of the conflict, around 1921, 

Dan was conscripted by the White Army. Despite 

his earlier experiences he was deemed too young to 

fight on the front lines, and instead served as a  

military supply wagon driver. He survived one   

escapade in which he was overtaken by bandits 

while hauling a wagon load of supplies with a team 

of horses. They took his horses and the supplies, 

leaving him alive, alone on the road with his    

wagon.  In time passers-by helped him get his  

wagon home. 

     Eventually the Bolsheviks gained firm control 

and hostilities ended. Then began the economic 

rationalization and restructuring that featured 

prominently for many years in what would become 

the Soviet Union. Land appropriation and redistri-

bution were fundamental elements of the new gov-

ernmental program. Danôs family lost everything, 

all their land, and even their animals.  

 

Planning to Emigrate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Danôs father, Peter Teichroeb, like so many  

Russian Mennonites before him, began planning a 

move to Canada. In the past Canada had welcomed 

Mennonite immigration most generously. The    

earlier waves of migration in the previous century 

brought thousands to settle in Manitoba and home-

steads further west.  However, attitudes in Canada 

had changed since then. 

     By 1919 the doors to further migration were 

barred by Robert Borden's governing Unionist   

Party through an Order in Council, which banned 

Mennonites and others from entry to Canada. The 

Unionist MP John Wesley Edwards, caught up in 

the emotional bigotry that followed World War I, 

gave a speech supporting the ban and said "é 

whether they be called Mennonites, Hutterites, or 

any other kind of "ites," we do not want them to 

come to Canada é We certainly do not want that 

kind of cattle in this country. Indeed, not only do 

we not want that kind of cattle, but I would go   

further and support the view that we should deport 

from Canada others of the same class who were 

allowed to come in by mistake."8  

     Fortunately, this Order was rescinded after the 

federal election of 1921-22 won by Mackenzie 

Kingôs Liberal Party. The next great wave of immi-

gration began in 1923. By 1929 about 20,000  

Mennonites had migrated to Canada.9 

 

Moving to Canada 

     Peter finalized arrangements and moved to   

Canada in 1925. With Peter was Danôs unmarried 

sister Margaretha. Peter had remarried after      

Agathaôs death in 1922.  Peterôs second wife      

refused to join them.  

     Two of Danôs siblings, Agatha and Peter, had 

already moved to Saskatchewan in 1912. His broth-

er Heinrich had left for Canada in 1922, travelling 

on a passport belonging to a good friend who had 

died earlier. Passports in those days did not have 

photographs. Heinrich got as far as Germany where 

he contracted Typhus. He died alone in a boarding 

house on 28 May 1922.  

     Danôs siblings Johann, Helena and Katharina 

also moved to Saskatchewan with their families in 

1925. His sister Maria moved to Saskatchewan in 

1926.  

Peter Teichroeb (1857-1944). 
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     Danôs sister Anna and her husband Gerhard 

Giesbrecht remained in F¿rstenland . They owned 

one of the two flour mills in the settlement. In the 

aftermath of the revolution the mill was national-

ized but they were allowed to stay on as workers. 

Later the family in Canada would send care pack-

ages. Around 1934 the Canadian family received 

word that Anna and Gerhard were deceased. It was 

learned many years later that Gerhard had died in 

1933 but Anna survived him. During World War II, 

when the German army of occupation in Ukraine 

retreated, it took with it thousands of German 

speaking residents, among them Anna and her  

children. They were resettled in Poland. 

     Dan had planned to travel to Canada with his 

father. In fact, the passenger manifest of his       

fatherôs ship notes Dan as a passenger who was not 

aboard when it left for Canada. Escaping from  

Russia was more difficult for him than the others, 

possibly due to his involvement in the hostilities 

with Ukrainian anarchists while still a teenager, 

and then his service in the White Army. During the 

next few months, he obtained the necessary travel 

documents. By the end of 1925 he made the long 

journey to Canada alone.  

     Danôs journey took him by train to Riga, then 

by ship to London where he was temporarily   

quarantined. Receiving a clean bill of health, he 

boarded a ship in South Hampton bound for     

Quebec City. From there he went by rail to        

Saskatchewan. 

 

 

 

 Settling in Saskatchewan  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     In Saskatchewan Dan found work on the farm of 

David Schapansky, an immigrant to Canada in 

1875. There Dan met Davidôs daughter, a young 

Canadian born woman named Maggie, and they 

soon were married.  

     They farmed in the Clarkôs Crossing area, mid-

way between Clarkôs Crossing and Warman.  

 

****** 
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Two of Danôs sisters. Margaretha Giesbrecht     
(1886-1978) and Johann  settled in the Rosthern  
area.  Helena  Petkau (1897-1986) and Bernhard 

settled in the Warman area. 

Dan Teichroeb (1904-2005) and Maggie Schapansky 
(1908-1987), a picture taken in the late 1920s. 



 

пн 

About the Author 

 

Arrival in Canada 

     On June 22, 1923, John and Susanna (Epp) 

Rempel with their two small sons, John and      

Gerhard, left Chortitza enroute to Canada. They 

were included in that first trainload of immigrants 

destined to arrive in Rosthern as the mass reloca-

tion of Mennonites fleeing the Communist Revolu-

tion was unfolding. Their trip from Chortitza to 

Canada was lengthened by a mandatory stopover 

for the treatment of Susannaôs trachoma.  

     John and Susannaôs daughter Agnes (Rempel) 

Wall has translated her fatherôs account of their 

November arrival in Langham, where he had been 

recruited to minister. His letter to Mrs. C.C.      

Penner thirty years after that arrival recalls the 

turning of the page for another Russlªnder family 

resettling in the Saskatchewan Valley area. KJB 

 

 

November 23, 1953 

Worthy Mrs Penner, 

     It is exactly 30 years ago today that you picked 

us up at Saskatoon. That was November 23, 1923, 

and today is November 23, 1953. My wife remind-

ed me days ago that I should write you a letter   

today. Naturally, that had been my intention. But 

we did not think beforehand to get your address, so 

we wrote to C. P. Epps in Langham asking for it. 

     That day 30 years ago is still vivid in my 

memory. The way we stood at the CPR railroad 

station in Saskatoon, the way we made your       

acquaintances, the meeting of my wifeôs two      

uncles, Henry Sawatzky and Peter Epp. Then it was 

off into the night to the yet-unknown Langham. 

You had grapes and other treats in the front seat 

 and passed them back to us.  

     The trip of five months had completely worn me 

out. We left our home on June 22 and after five 

months and one day, arrived in Langham. Upon our 

arrival, Isaac Derksen looked after our belongings 

and we caught up on our sleep at John Thiessenôs.  

     The first thing I did in the morning was shave. 

Shaving on the train had been difficult. Later, Isaac 

Derksen came to visit as we were just preparing to 

sit down for lunch. He observed me for a long time, 

then said, ñIs this the man I brought with me      

yesterday?ò  When it was confirmed, he said, ñHe 

looks entirely different today.ò   

      I went to your store after lunch. An elderly man 

was standing there and, shaking his head, said, ñI 

am Bishop Schultz.ò Among other things, he told 

me that the bank manager had said, ñIf they are 

members of the Schultz congregation, then their 

credit is good!ò  I preached my first sermon on 

Sunday. 

     On Monday we moved into our new house. My 

goodness! What a collection had been brought   

together: furniture, utensils, wood, coal, potatoes, 

bedding. As I learned later, it was $360 worth. 

     My twelve years in Langham were good years, 

as were the eighteen years I lived and worked in 

Rosthern. Today, I look back on those years with 

gratitude and prayers of thanksé 
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dustry executive who began 
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