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“A people who have not the pride to record their own history will not long have the virtues to make their history worth recording; and no people who are indifferent to their past need hope to make their future great.”
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In this Issue
Although for most of Mennonite history separation from
the world was the desire, Mennonites have always lived ‘in
the world’. That has meant they always had neighbours, and
RIWHQQHLJKERXUVZKRZHUHLQGLJHQRXV²WKH\ZHUHWKHUH¿UVW
Neighbours are the theme of the feature articles in this issue. In
Canada, that meant indigenous peoples both during the period
of settlement and thereafter. Articles by Gerhard Ens, Darren
&RXUFKHQH/HRQDUG'RHOODQGDUHÀHFWLRQE\0DULD&DPSEHOO
explore that relationship. In the Russian Empire indigenous
neighbours were the nomadic Nogai and Kazakhs and Aileen
Friesen provides a glimpse into those relationships. Royden
Loewen points us to the rich interdependency, but separateness
of Mennonite relations with their Latino neighbours.
The Plett Foundation has been engaged for a number of years
creating a history curriculum for Low German speaking children
and new English readers. Rosabel Fast was contracted by the
Foundation to author a series of readers for schools in Ontario,
Alberta, and Manitoba. Rosabel tells us about herself and what
it took to write such a history. We also have two educators,
0DUFHOD'XUiQDQG5RE\Q6QHDWKZKRUHYLHZWKLV¿UVWYROXPH
Other articles explore a variety of themes. Leonard Doell
tells us about the experiences of a Holdeman family facing
the pressures of World War II. Ralph Friesen’s article takes
us into the cultural and religious rituals and sensibilities that
guided Kleine Gemeinde Mennonites when death came. Albert Siemens opens for us the details of the almost mythical
Brown hotel along the Post Road of the early West Reserve in
Manitoba. We are very excited here at the Foundation to be
a part of the creation of a new study center in Manitoba. My
VKRUWDUWLFOH¿OOVLQVRPHRIWKHGHWDLOVRIWKLVQHZ&HQWHUIRU
Transnational Mennonite Studies.
7KH LVVXH¶V ¿QDO VHFWLRQ KDV WKUHH YHU\ GLIIHUHQW DQG LQ
some ways unique, family histories. Arlette Kouwenhoven
extends the work she did in her book on the Fehr’s by following up one branch who decided to join an Amish community.
Ralph Friesen provides context for an autobiography written
by Maria Dueck Reimer Loewen. Finally a very interesting
autobiography of the West Prussian Mennonite, David Mandtler, gives us a window into the world of Prussian Mennonites
around the time of the emigration to Russia. Glenn Penner and
Ed Enns collaborated to bring us the the translation from the
German version published by Gustav Reimer in the 1940s.
,WLVRXUKRSHDVDOZD\VWKDW\RXZLOO¿QGHQMR\PHQWDQGQHZ
insight from the stories our writers so generously provide for us.
Hans Werner, editor

O

ur Cover conveys the rich interaction of Mennonites
and their neighbours. The photo of the Old Colony man
with his Tiahumara wife and son is from: Linda Guizar Ponce,
https://plus.google.com. The photo of the signing of the M.O.U.
between Lutherans, Mennonites and the Young Chippewayan
representatives in 2006 is courtesy of Leonard Doell. The map
is from the collection of the Mennonite Library and Archives,
Newton, KS.
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Editorial
I began these thoughts when I received an email from a
researcher for the upcoming CBC series that will air in January 2017 called Pure. According to the CBC announcement
the series will follow “a newly-elected Mennonite pastor as
KH LQ¿OWUDWHV WKH µ0HQQR PRE¶ LQ DQ HIIRUW WR WDNH GRZQ D
SRZHUIXOGUXJWUDI¿FNLQJRSHUDWLRQLQWKHFRPPXQLW\´7KH
‘Menno mob’ is, of course, a reference to Mennonites from
Mexico involved in the drug trade. The researcher’s request
was for someone with Low German knowledge who would
translate for them. It was not clear from his email whether
WKLVZDVWRWUDQVODWHRQ¿OPGLDORJXHWKHWUDQVODWLRQRILQWHUviews, or documents, or...? I had already been forewarned that
this request was circulating in Ontario and was not surprised
that it landed in my email inbox. Due to my parents’ having
/RZ*HUPDQDVWKHLU¿UVWODQJXDJHLWZDVP\¿UVWODQJXDJH
DQGRQH,VSHDNÀXHQWO\KDYHWDXJKWDQGHYHQXVHGLQSXEOLF
presentations.
The request presented somewhat of a quandary. Should I
DJUHHWRWKHUHTXHVWDQGSHUKDSVKDYHDQRSSRUWXQLW\WRLQÀXence how Old Colony Mennonites are perceived and portrayed
in public media? Should I agree, simply to try to do my part to
at least ensure accuracy? The request raised questions about
the contradictions in our society surrounding the notion of the
‘other’. We are increasingly sensitive about the cultural damDJH(XURSHDQVHWWOHUVRFLHWLHVKDYHLQÀLFWHGXSRQLQGLJHQRXV
peoples. This sensitivity is not misplaced. As articles in this
issue show, Mennonites have often participated without critiFDOUHÀHFWLRQLQWKLVSURFHVV:HKDYHRWKHUJURXSVLQVRFLHW\
that we are being asked to become sensitive to. Years after
the events of 9-11 we are still dealing with the fallout and are
constantly being challenged not to consider all the adherents
to Islam as the ‘other’. Old Colony Mennonites are also the
‘other’, and now even the public broadcaster will bow to society’s insatiable desire to sensationalize the story of Old Colony
Mennonite participation in the drug trade.
Other possibilities came to mind. I could use my position
DQGDQ\LQÀXHQFH,PLJKWKDYHWRSURWHVWWKH&%&¶VEODWDQW
acquiescence in buying and broadcasting a series that would
further marginalize Old Colony Mennonites and in the process
trash Christianity more broadly. I could call on like-minded
colleagues to join in this protest. After all, if all if no one ever
says anything nothing can ever change. Maybe a pointed and
ZHOOUHDVRQHGSURWHVWFRXOGKDYHVRPHLQÀXHQFHRQWKH&%&
at least for next time. I could also email my protest to the reVHDUFKHUWRWU\WRLQÀXHQFHKLVMRXUQDOLVWLFLPSXOVHWRDWOHDVW
take some responsibility for the implications of the project on
an already maligned people.
I pursued none of the possibilities. I did not even respond
WRWKHHPDLO,¿QDOO\FRQFOXGHGWKDWQRWKLQJZRXOGEHJDLQHG
&RQWDFWVLQ2QWDULRKDGFRQ¿UPHGWKDWWKHVHULHVZRXOGQRW
portray Old Colony Mennonites, or indeed Evangelical Christianity favorably, and the request was not for help with historical
or cultural context. I concluded that the CBC would proceed
in any case and my protests would fall on deaf ears. My hope
is that the series will be a dismal failure. I implore you not to

by Hans Werner
Editor

watch it. The best for all concerned is if would fade quietly into
the dustbin, or in this case the trash bin on someone’s computer.
The request from the series researcher raised for me the
GLI¿FXOWSUREOHPIDFHGE\WKRVHZKRIHHOWKHFDOOWROLYHDQG
‘be’ in the world, but not to be ‘of’ it. The problem is again
before me as I put down these thoughts on the morning after
the United States election that has put Donald Trump into
the White House. During the ugly campaign that preceded
the result now before us, I have wondered out loud about the
GLI¿FXOW\$PHULFDQ&KULVWLDQVZHUHIDFLQJ7KHUHDUHWKRVH
claiming Christianity who simply cannot see their way to supporting a candidate, Hillary Clinton in this case, that supports
abortion and embraces LGBTQ identities. There are those, also
FODLPLQJ&KULVWLDQIDLWKWKDW¿QGWKHODQJXDJHDQGDWWLWXGHV
towards women, minorities—‘others’—so openly displayed
by Donald Trump, offensive and unchristian. What then to do
when as a Christian you exercise the vote. There did not seem to
be a logic that could bridge these two poles. The two situations
above suggest to me that the belief that Christian values are, or
ever really could be embraced by society is suspect. It seems
that our Old Colony friends, in spite of their many weaknesses
and failures have latched on to that important truth. The values
of Christians and maybe even more so Anabaptist Christians,
is fundamentally incompatible with the world. Hatred, war,
demonization, are the ways of the world, there is no way to
emerge from political involvement or engagement with modern media without compromising the values that Anabaptists
espouse. The Schleitheim Confession agreed to by Anabaptists
meeting in the forests of Switzerland in 1527 put it like this:
The community of Christians shall have no association
with those who remain in disobedience and a spirit of rebellion against God. There can be no fellowship with the wicked
in the world; there can be no participation in works, church
services, meetings and civil affairs of those who live in contradiction to the commands of God (Catholics and Protestants).
All evil must be resisted including their weapons of force such
as the sword and armor.
Although the historical context of the article results in a
judgmental response to other faith traditions, we might to do
well to revisit the relationship with ‘the world.’
Hans Werner, editor
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Feature Articles: Mennonites and Indigenous Peoples
On May 14, 2016 the EastMenn Committee of the Manitoba Mennonite Historical Society hosted an event to celebrate
the 3rd Printing of the Historical Atlas of the East Reserve. The theme was “Indigenous Peoples and the Land in Southeastern
0DQLWRED´:HDUHSOHDVHGWRSXEOLVKWKHOHFWXUHVE\*HUKDUG(QVDQG'DUUHQ&RXUFKHQH HG

The Manitoba Act, the Métis and the Mennonites:
A Tale of Two Reserves
By Gerhard J. Ens, Edmonton, Alberta
I love maps and the Historical Atlas of the East Reserve
has hundreds of beautifully reproduced and drawn maps that
bear examination and re-examination. Maps, however, are also
cultural constructs obscuring as much as they reveal. My aim
today, therefore, will be to closely examine one of these maps
and explain its relation to events in Manitoba during the 1870s,
particularly in relation to the provisions of the Manitoba Act of
1870. The map, Figure 1, can be found on page 29 of the Atlas
and depicts the location of the Mennonite East Reserve and the
location of the Métis reserve for the Parishes of Ste. Agathe,
St. Norbert, St. Vital, St. Boniface, and Ste. Anne. These reserves sitting cheek by jowl give one the impression not only
that everyone’s requests and needs had been met in a very neat

Figure 1. Map Of the Mennonite East Reserve, Historical Atlas of
the East Reserve, p. 29.
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and geometric manner, but also that there must have been a
FRRSHUDWLYHRUFRQÀLFWXDOUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKH0pWLVDQG
the Mennonites. It may be somewhat surprising to learn that
there was really neither. Given the nature of Manitoba’s entry
into Confederation in 1870, all public or crown lands remained
in the control of the Federal Government and consequently
ZKDWHYHULVVXHVFRPSODLQWVDQGFRQÀLFWVPD\KDYHDULVHQIRU
either the Métis or the Mennonites in this part of Manitoba,
their focus was almost always on the Federal Government. To
the extent that the Métis and Mennonites interacted on land
matters it was through the intercession of the Department of the
,QWHULRUDQGWKH'RPLQLRQ/DQGV2I¿FH,QDYHU\UHDOVHQVH
the Métis Reserve and Mennonite Reserve were two solitudes
or two separate stories both tied to the Federal Government,
even when they intersected.
Section 31 of the Manitoba Act and the Métis
The best place to start unravelling these separate stories
is with the Manitoba Act of 1870. When the Legislative Assembly of Assiniboia, whose president was Louis Riel, sent
their delegates to Ottawa to negotiate Red River’s entry into
Confederation, it had four main demands. These included:
the protection of the French language and Catholic schools
ELOLQJXDOLQVWLWXWLRQV SURYLQFLDOVWDWXVORFDOFRQWURORISXEOLF
ODQGV DQG UHVSHFW IRU DQG FRQ¿UPDWLRQ RI ORFDO FXVWRPV1
The three Red River delegates to Ottawa, Father N. J. Ritchot,
John Black, and Alfred Scott, began serious negotiations on
April 25, 1870. When it became clear that the Federal government would accede to most of these demands, but would not
surrender control of lands and resources to the newly created
province, discussion shifted to compensation for the loss of
control. As Ritchot noted in his journal, control over lands in
Manitoba could not be given up without compensation, and
LQWKHVHGLVFXVVLRQVKH¿UVWUDLVHGWKHULJKWVRIWKH0pWLV,I
Manitoba could not control its public lands, he noted, the Métis
VKRXOGQRWORVHWKHLUULJKWV³DVGHVFHQGDQWVRI,QGLDQV´2
From this point on discussion shifted to a land grant for the
Métis population to extinguish this alleged title. Ritchot would
later admit that Métis title because of their Indian blood was not
TXLWHFHUWDLQEXWWKDWLQRUGHUWR¿QGDVDWLVIDFWRU\VROXWLRQLW
was deemed best to regard it as certain. It was, Prime Minister
John A. Macdonald and his Quebec lieutenant, George-Étienne
Cartier, told Ritchot, the only way to get a Métis land grant
through Parliament.3 These negotiations would eventually

result in Section 31 of the Manitoba Act which apportioned 1.4
million acres of land to the “children of Half-breed heads of
IDPLOLHV´UHVLGLQJLQ0DQLWREDRQ-XO\DQGZDVMXVWL¿HGDVEHLQJH[SHGLHQWWRZDUGVWKHH[WLQJXLVKPHQWRI,QGLDQ
title to the lands of the province. This section of the Manitoba
Act is the one that would result in the creation of the Métis
5HVHUYHVVKRZQRQWKHPDS )LJXUH 
The process of selecting the lands for the Métis grant was
far from straightforward. Lieutenant Governor Archibald, reSRUWLQJLQ'HFHPEHUJDYHWKH¿UVWLQGLFDWLRQZKHUHWKH
Métis wished to locate their grant. He noted that the English
and Protestant parishes, and the French and Catholic parishes,
wished to keep the allocation of lands separated on religious
and linguistic grounds. For this reason he recommended that
the French reserves be located south of Fort Garry and the
English reserves north of the Fort.4 Less than a week later
Molyneux St. John, noted that “some persons desire to take
their share in the neighbourhood of the lands now occupied
by themselves; others would prefer to receive it in parts remote from their present holdings with the view of obtaining
+D\DQGEHWWHUJUD]LQJFRXQWU\´5 The matter was made more
complicated and contentious when an Order-in-Council, passed
on 26 May 1871, stipulated that since the survey could not be
effected in time to facilitate immigrants already on their way
to Manitoba, it was expedient to allow them to claim land in
advance of the survey as long as the entries were made for
quarter sections according to the land regulations.6 Trouble
arose when settlers from Ontario began settling on the lands
GHVLUHGE\WKH0pWLV7KHÀDVKSRLQWDWWKLVHDUO\GDWHZDVDQ
area some thirty miles south of the Assiniboine River along
a small river known as Riviere aux Ilets de Bois near the
SUHVHQWGD\WRZQRI&DUPDQ VHH)LJXUH 7KLVZDVDORFDtion the Métis of St. Charles and St. François Xavier had been
accustomed to using for hay, wood, and sugaring. Archibald
eventually convinced over half of the 80-100 squatters in the
area to move elsewhere, but enough remained that the Métis
began to become suspicious of the government’s good faith.7
In an effort to protect the lands they wanted to have included in their land grant, the Métis of the French parishes
began to hold parish meetings to choose the land they desired
as reserves, and to publish these spontaneous demands in
Le Métis.8 In the face of these actions, and in response to a
OHWWHU DGGUHVVHG WR KLP E\ WKH UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV RI ¿YH 0pWLV
parishes asking for assurances in regard to their land grants,
Lieutenant Governor Archibald wrote to the members of the
Manitoba Legislature explaining that in making his choice of
Métis reserves he would be guided by the selections made by
the Métis themselves. This letter, which was published in the
newspapers of the province declared that,
Wherever, therefore, any Parish of Half-breeds, or any
body of Half-breeds, shall have made choice of a particular
ORFDOLW\DQGVKDOOKDYHSXEOLFDOO\QRWL¿HGWKHVDPHLQVXFK
manner as to give notoriety to the fact of their having made
VXFKDVHOHFWLRQDQGKDYLQJGH¿QHGWKHOLPLWVWKHUHRIVRDV
to prevent settlers entering upon the tract in ignorance of the
previous selection, I shall, if the duty should fall to me of
acting under the rule laid down by the Governor-General,
EHJXLGHGE\WKHSULQFLSOH,KDYHPHQWLRQHGDQGFRQ¿UPWKH
selection so made, so far as this can be done without doing
violence to the township and sectional series.9

In response to this announcement the Métis in a number of
English parishes also held meetings to choose their reserves.10
Archibald’s proposed course of action, while meeting some
FHQVXUHLQ2WWDZDZDV¿QDOO\DGRSWHGZLWKVRPHTXDOL¿FDtions, by the Order-in-Council of 15 April 1872 which noted that
“it is important that these lands should be selected and set apart
DWWKHHDUOLHVWPRPHQWWRSUHYHQWDSRVVLEOHFRQÀLFWRILQWHUHVW
that might arise with immigrants that will go into the province
LQWKHVSULQJ´11 Under the authority of this Order-in-Council,
Archibald would select reserves for the Métis based on their
published requests with care taken that “only a due proportion
of the Wood lands of the Province, be included in the 1,400,000
DFUHVRIODQGWREHJUDQWHGWRWKH+DOI%UHHGV´12 As well, the
Order-in-Council of 26 May 1871, which had permitted squatting prior to survey, would cease to have effect with respect to
those lands reserved by Archibald for the Métis Grant. Those
who had already made legitimate entries for land under this
Order-in Council would, however, be protected in their rights.

Adams George Archibald was born in Nova Scotia where he lived
and was active in politics for most of his life. He attended all of the
conferences that created the Dominion of Canada and served as
Lieutenant Governor of Manitoba from 1870 to 1872. Image Source:
Wikipedia Commons.

In mid-July of 1872 Archibald was authorized to begin the
selection of the Métis reserves as the surveys were now suf¿FLHQWO\DGYDQFHGWRSHUPLWWKHVHOHFWLRQVRIUHVHUYHVE\WRZQship.13 His prompt announcement to this effect and his rapid
selection of reserves [July 22] quickly quieted the discontent
that had been brewing over the delay. As Archibald noted,
I am glad to say that my proceeding has had the happiest effect on the public mind. The excitement among the Half
Breeds has subsided at once and they are quite content that
the selection be completed when the preliminary enquiries I
deemed necessary shall have been made.14
Preservings No. 36, 2016 - 5

What Archibald did in creating these Métis Reserves was to
¿UVW ¿[ WKH QXPEHU RI WRZQVKLSV WKDW KDG WR EH ZLWKGUDZQ
from settlement. Based on a census that had just been completed that showed there were approximately 10,000 Métis in
the Settlement, he calculated that each Métis should receive
140 acres, which would come to 1.4 million acres. And after
accounting for two sections in each township for school lands
DQGRQHWRZQVKLSIRU+XGVRQ%D\&RPSDQ\ +%& ODQGVWKLV
left approximately 20,480 acres per township to be divided,
ZKLFKZRXOGDOPRVWVXI¿FHWRJLYHWRSHUVRQVDFUHV
each. On this basis, the Métis of the French parishes who
numbered 5,620 would require 39 Townships, and for those of
the English Parishes, numbering 4,219 about 29 Townships: in
all 68 Townships. He then chose these 68 townships from the
preferences noted by the Métis in their spontaneous demands.15
Archibald would later note that in making these selections he
KDGQRWFRPPLWWHGKLPVHOIWRDQ\¿QDOFKRLFHRIDQ\SDUWLFXODU
townships, and that the Métis had been made to understand
that the only effect of the selection was to have the townships
withdrawn from the market, pending the enquiries required
WRGHWHUPLQHD¿QDOVHOHFWLRQ16
Archibald was unable to select reserves for all the parishes
in 1872 as some of the English parishes on the Red River north
of Fort Garry had not yet made their selections.17 Five parishes
in Red River remained to be dealt with, but they were so situDWHGDVWRFUHDWHOLWWOHGLI¿FXOW\LQVHOHFWLRQV7KHUHZDVDQ
abundance of room and no danger of collision with settlers.18
7KHVHUHPDLQLQJ¿YHSDULVKHVGLGQRWPDNHWKHLUVHOHFWLRQV
until 1873, and therefore were dealt with by Archibald’s sucFigure 2. Map of the Spontaneous Demands of the Parishes of St.
cessor, Alexander Morris.
Boniface, St. Norbert, Ste. Agathe and Ste. Anne.

Métis Spontaneous Demands and Archibald’s
Reservations 1871-1872
Although the spontaneous demands of the Métis regarding
WKHLUUHVHUYHVDUHGLI¿FXOWWRPDSJLYHQWKHORFDOSODFHQDPHV
XVHGWRGHOLQHDWHWKHVHODQGV PHWHVDQGERXQGV VRPHLQGLFDtion of their location and extent can be determined. Comparing
these descriptions to Archibald’s reservations, it is clear that
Archibald tried to accommodate these demands and was fairly
VXFFHVVIXOEXWWKDWWKHUHZDVQRW QRUFRXOGWKHUHKDYHEHHQ D
SHUIHFW¿WDVPRVWSDULVKHVUHTXHVWHGIDUPRUHODQGWKDQWKHLU
populations warranted or the Manitoba Act provided for. This
becomes apparent when both the spontaneous demands and
Archibald’s reservations are mapped. The other important
aspect of these spontaneous demands to note here is that they
did overlap somewhat with those lands that would become part
of the Mennonite East Reserve. The issues this raised will be
dealt with later in this paper.
The parishes of St. Boniface, St. Vital, St. Norbert, Ste.
Agathe and Ste. Anne selected land from St. Vital east to Pointe
de Chene, from there southwards to the United States boundary,
from there along the boundary to a point four miles west of
the Red River, and from there northwards to the Assiniboine
River including a four mile strip along part of the Sale River
VHH)LJXUH %\URXJKHVWLPDWHWKLVZRXOGKDYHH[FHHGHG
their allotment by more than ten townships. The townships
Archibald did select, in negotiation with Archbishop Taché,
were located roughly within these bounds, and from all eviGHQFHWKH0pWLVZHUHVDWLV¿HGZLWKWKHP7DFKp¶VODWHUDFFRXQW
noted that these negotiations had involved detailed bargaining,
Figure 3. Métis Reserves in Manitoba 1873.
compromise, and general satisfaction.
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The only point on which Taché remained concerned related to parts of
four townships that had been excluded
from the reserve because they formed a
part of the parish river lots.19 J. S. Dennis
explained that these disputed areas were
SDUW RI WKH ³6HWWOHPHQW %HOW´ DQG KDG
not been included in the Métis reserve.20
According to the Order-in-Council of 15
April 1872 the Métis Land Grant of 1.4
million acres was to be selected from
surveyed townships.21 Later in the same
Order-in-Council the square township
survey was clearly differentiated from
the river lot settlement survey. “That in
some of the Townships so selected, it
PD\EHLPSRVVLEOHDWSUHVHQW WKHUHDU
lines of the Settlement Surveys not being
\HWDGMXVWHG WRVHWDSDUWDQGGHVFULEH
WKH LQGLYLGXDO VKDUHV´ 22 In summary, Métis traders on the plains, 1872-73. Image Credit: Library and Archives Canada, MIKAN
Archibald made reasonable efforts to 3248493, 4848154
accommodate the desires of the Métis in
reserving the lands they wished. The greatest disparity between LQGLYLGXDOKRPHVWHDGHUVWRIXO¿OOWKHLUUHVLGHQF\UHTXLUHPHQW
the spontaneous demands of the Métis and Archibald’s reserva- by living in the village.25 By the end of 1874, the Mennonites
tions was related to the fact that the Métis had requested far of the East Reserve had registered 386 homesteads and scores
larger blocks of land than were due them. In almost all cases of villages had been located.26
Archibald reserved lands that were within the areas requested
by the Métis.
Allocating the Métis Children’s allotments, 1872-1880
If the Mennonite settlement on their East Reserve was an
Establishing the Mennonite East Reserve 1874
accomplished fact by the end of 1874, the same could not be
The designation of the Métis reserves by 1873 opened land said for the Métis Reserve. By 1876 not a single allocation
for settlement by other groups and individuals, and made of land had been made and not a single Métis settled on the
possible the designation of the Mennonite East Reserve in reserve. Part of the problem was due to the nature of the Métis
1874. Jacob Schantz had inspected the land in 1872, and in children’s grant. Given it was extended to all Métis children
1873 the Federal Government set aside seven townships for under the age of twenty-one, homesteading was not an opthe exclusive use of the Mennonites, pending their approval.23 tion. And given the Métis wanted their land granted to them
When the twelve Mennonite delegates from Russia arrived as individuals, a communal settlement was also ruled out. A
in Manitoba in June of 1873 this land was offered to them ZD\KDGWREHIRXQGWRDOORFDWHDVSHFL¿FSORWRIODQGWRHDFK
in the area southeast of Winnipeg. While this land was not Métis individual, and to have it registered.
Following Archibald’s preliminary selection of reserves in
WRWKHOLNLQJRI¿YHRIWKHGHOHJDWHVZKRZHQWRQWRLQVSHFW
land in the United States, the delegates of the Bergthaler and July and August of 1872 both the Métis and the government
Kleine Gemeinde accepted the offer. They continued on to were anxious for the drawing of individual allotments to begin.
2WWDZDWRPDNHWKH¿QDODUUDQJHPHQWVDQGFRQGLWLRQVDQG Alexander Morris, preparing to take over the duties of Lieuwere eventually granted eight townships with the proviso that tenant Governor from Archibald,27 noted in late 1872 that the
other townships would be made available if the land proved to inaction in granting lands to the Métis due to the delays of the
be unsuitable. They were also given exemption from military survey was still a source of disquiet, and that:
VHUYLFHUHOLJLRXVIUHHGRPDQGWKHULJKWWRDI¿UPUDWKHUWKDQ
swear to oaths. On the basis of this agreement the Mennonite
As the Half Breed reserves have now been selected by the
immigration to Manitoba began.24
Lieutenant Governor and will doubtless be approved by the
%\ WKH EHJLQQLQJ RI $XJXVW  WKH ¿UVW RI WKH  Governor General in Council, and as a plan for the allotment
Mennonites to arrive that year disembarked at the Rat River, to the individuals entitled to them of these lands has been mawhere they were housed in immigration sheds until they could tured, I am of opinion that the Administration should be aulocate their villages and farms on the reserve. The method of thorized to give public announcements that the surveys have
land registration, established by Dominion Lands Act, stipu- QRZVXI¿FLHQWO\DGYDQFHGWRHQDEOHWKHDFUHVDSlated that heads of families over the age of twenty-one could propriated to the Half Breeds to be divided in accordance
enter for a 160 acre homestead and receive patent to it after with the provisions of the Manitoba Act, that a plan has been
WKUHH\HDUVLIWKHKRPHVWHDGUHTXLUHPHQWVZHUHPHW UHVLGHQFH matured for the distribution, and that such division will be
DQGLPSURYHPHQWRIWKHODQG ,QRUGHUIRUWKH0HQQRQLWHVWR made early in the ensuing year.28
be able to settle in villages, however, and follow their semiFRPPXQDO RSHQ¿HOG V\VWHP RI DJULFXOWXUH WKH &DQDGLDQ The Secretary of State, replying to the recently appointed
JRYHUQPHQWJUDQWHGWKHPD³KDPOHWSULYLOHJH´WKDWDOORZHG Lieutenant Governor, informed him that the Surveyor General
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was about to leave for Manitoba to assist in carrying out the
Métis allotment. He concluded by noting that the distribution
of the Métis grant was a matter of anxiety to the government,
and it was with much relief that they could look forward to a
speedy allotment of the lands.29
As early as January of 1873, when Morris was preparing to
begin with the drawing of individual allotments,30 the Métis in
most parishes began to hold meetings to protest any inclusion
RIWKH2XWHU7ZR0LOHV 270 WKDWLVWKDWODQGEHKLQGWKH
river-lot parishes that had been used as hay lands, in the Métis
land grant until claims to the hay privilege and rights of common were adjusted. The OTM had earlier been included in the
³VSRQWDQHRXVGHPDQGV´DQGLQWKH0pWLV5HVHUYH$UFKLEDOG
had laid out. In the view of the Métis, the OTM should go to
the river-lot owners under section 32 of the Manitoba Act, and
they wanted these rights of common adjusted before there was
any distribution of the 1.4 million acre grant. In their view the
ownership of the OTM was essential to the river lot residents
who, if the OTM were alienated from them, would be forced
to leave their homes.31 The government, which did not want the
settlement of the Métis Land Grant delayed any longer, could
not understand why the Métis could not take their hay privilege
or rights of common in scrip.32 The government eventually relented in face of the report of the Hay Commission that rights of
common existed,33 and the resistance of the Métis to accepting
scrip as compensation. This was formalized by the Order-inCouncil of 6 September 1873, and a public notice was sent to the
various parishes to the effect that in those localities where the
hay privilege had been recognized by the laws of Assiniboia,
lot owners would be compensated in land commencing at the
rear of their respective lots and extending outwards no more
than two miles or wider than their front lot.34 This, in turn,
necessitated a resurvey of the OTM and the allocation of extra
land for the Métis Grant. This new allocation was completed
by Lindsay Russell, the Assistant Surveyor General, who sent
the list of additional lands to Morris in August of 1873.35
In the interim the government had also decided that Métis
heads of family should be excluded from the Métis Grant,

which by a strict reading of the Manitoba Act, was intended
only for the EHQH¿WRIWKHFKLOGUHQRI0pWLVKHDGVRIIDPLO\7KH
details of how this decision was reached need not concern us
here, but this decision was made at the request of the inhabitants
of Manitoba and was widely supported by the Métis communities and the Catholic clergy.36 This delayed the grant further as
all allotments made thus far had to be cancelled and it was now
QHFHVVDU\WRJUDQWWKHODQGWRIHZHULQGLYLGXDOV RQO\FKLOGUHQ
of Half-Breed Heads of family under the age of twenty-one
LQ LQODUJHUDOORWPHQWV DFUHV $WWKLVSRLQWLWZDV
decided that a Commission be appointed to determine exactly
who was eligible for the Children’s Grant, in effect undertakLQJDQRWKHUPRUHGHWDLOHGFHQVXV$VDFRQVHTXHQFHWKH¿QDO
drawing of individual 240-acre allotments did not recommence
until 1876 and would not be completed until 1880.37
This process entailed making a list of all children eligible
IRUWKHODQGJUDQWDQGWKHQGUDZLQJWKHDOORWPHQWV PDWFKLQJ
SDUWLFXODUQDPHVWRSDUWLFXODUSORWVRIODQG 7KLVDOORWPHQW
was done on a parish-by-parish basis, and under a cloak of
secrecy because if names and locations were leaked speculators would have a heyday.38 Results for each day’s work were
entered in notebooks and when a parish was completed the
results were sent to Ottawa where they were entered into a
UHJLVWHU DQG FKHFNHG 2QFH YHUL¿HG SDWHQWV ZHUH PDGH RXW
and sent back to Winnipeg in batches where they could be
SLFNHGXSDWWKH/DQG2I¿FHE\WKHDOORWHHVRUWKHLUSRZHUV
RIDWWRUQH\7KH¿UVWSDWHQWVEHJDQDUULYLQJLQ:LQQLSHJLQ
1877 and continued into the 1880s. The process took longer
than it should have, but was hampered by the amount of time
the Dominion Land Agent could devote to it given his many
other duties. Without extra manpower, the Dominion Land
Agent noted that he could devote only two days a week to the
Métis land allotment process.39
Section 32 of the Manitoba Act and Disputed Claims in
the East Reserve40
There was another section of the Manitoba Act VHFWLRQ 
that introduced an element of discord between the Métis and

Metis received their land grant in the form of scrip in various denominations. It entitled the bearer to claim homestead lands at a later date.
Originally the above scrip would have translated into 160 acres. Image Credit: Library and Archives Canada, G15-D-II-8-f, Volume 1395.
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The usual process of staking a claim
consisted of plowing a few acres and
planting some stakes or erecting a square
of logs intended to indicate the beginning
of a house. In almost all cases, no one
lived on these staked claims prior to the
WUDQVIHU,QWKLVLQLWLDOODQGUXVK¿IWHHQ
residents of the parishes of St. Pierre, St.
Vital and Ste. Anne staked out claims in
what would become the Mennonite East
Reserve in Sections 33 and 34 of Township 6 Range 5E and Sections 3 and 4
Township 7 Range 5 East.42 According
to their later testimony these claims
consisted of long narrow lots measuring
WZHOYHFKDLQVZLGH PHWHUV DQGWZR
miles deep.43 These lots ran back from the
dry creek bed now known as Penner’s
Creek and were probably chosen because
they represented good hay lands.44 This
occurred in June of 1870.
Nothing more was done and nothing
Figure 4. Plan showing the disputed Four Sections and the Mennonites who patented them. untoward happened until the Dominion
/DQGV 2I¿FH EHJDQ SODFLQJ WKH 0HQnonites on their Reserve in the fall of
Franco-Manitobans, on the one hand, and the Mennonites on
the other, though it really came down to a dispute with the 5RJHU*RXOHWERWKD0pWLVDQGD/DQG2I¿FHHPSOR\HH
Federal Government. Section 32 of the Manitoba Act was in- was delegated to show the Mennonites their land. When he
WHQGHGWRFRQ¿UPWKHWUDGLWLRQDOODQGKROGLQJSUDFWLFHVRIWKH approached the lands in question, Goulet was warned not to
Red River Settlement. In its preamble it stated that: “For the locate the Mennonites there, and he was shown the extent of
quieting of titles, and assuring to the settlers in the Province Métis claims.45 Goulet would later note that he held these lands
the peaceable possession of the lands now held by them, it is EDFN QRWJLYLQJWKHPWRWKH0HQQRQLWHV DQGHQWHUHGWKHFODLPV
HQDFWHGDVIROORZV´7KH¿UVWWKUHHVXEVHFWLRQVGHDOWPDLQO\ LQWRWKHERRNVRIWKH'RPLQLRQ/DQG2I¿FHLQSHQFLODVEHLQJ
with purchases and grants from the HBC, but subsection four their claims subject to approval of the government.46
was much more contentious. It stated: “All persons in peaceable
The Federal Government, however, had no intention of
possession of tracts of land at the time of the transfer to Canada, allowing these types of claims. Section 32 of the Manitoba
in those parts of the Province in which the Indian Title has not Act had been intended, according to the Department of the
been extinguished, shall have the right of pre-emption of the ,QWHULRUWRUHFRJQL]H³SHDFHDEOHSRVVHVVLRQ´QRWWKRVHFODLPV
same, on such terms and conditions as may be determined by that had been merely staked and never occupied. Father Ritchot
WKH*RYHUQRULQ&RXQFLO´
went to Ottawa to lobby the government on this question, but
On the face of it, this seems to be unproblematic. Anyone the government remained unconvinced that simply planting
living on a piece of land was entitled to have that land as a stakes constituted peaceable possession. Roger Goulet was
IUHHJUDQWHYHQLIQRRI¿FLDOWLWOHZDVKHOGWRWKHODQG7KLV then assigned to examine all the staked claims of Ste. Anne
applied to the river-lot parishes and to lands outside of the and Lorette, producing a lot-by-lot report giving a history of
settlement belt. The government had no problem granting land every claim and the current status of occupation.47 On the basis
to those who squatted on unsurveyed land and in good faith of this and other information the Federal Government made
had built homes and lived on the land. Indeed, the evidence LWV¿UVWOHJDOUXOLQJRQWKHPDWWHULQDQ2UGHULQ&RXQFLORI
of administering this section of the Manitoba Act shows that April 1876. Under this policy those claimants who had taken
those who actually lived on these claims had no trouble getting up lands in the six months previous to the date of Transfer,
patents. No piece of land legislation, however, is clear-cut, and and had had the land surveyed, would be granted the land in
the people of Manitoba, led by their Parish clergy interpreted freehold. Those claimants, however, who had taken up land
this sub-section of the Manitoba Act in a much broader way. six months prior to the Transfer and who had not had the land
Coming back to Red River from his negotiations in Ottawa, surveyed, but had merely marked or staked the claim prior to
Father Ritchot explained the opportunities that existed in the July 15, 1870 would not be entitled to consideration. This rulManitoba Act,IODQGVZHUHFODLPHGEHIRUH-XO\ GDWHRIWKH ing eliminated almost all staked claims,48 including the ones
RI¿FLDOWUDQVIHUWR&DQDGD WKHVHODQGVFRXOGEHHOLJLEOHIRUD in the Mennonite East Reserve. Following this ruling, sections
free grant under Section 32 s.4. In doing this, Ritchot instigated 3 and 4 in Township 7 and sections 33 and 34 in Township 6
a land rush between June and July 1870. Ritchot himself led were turned over to the Mennonites.
a party of Franco-Manitobans to Rat River to stake out lots
This, however, did not end the dispute. Following the Order5LWFKRWIRUDPLVVLRQ 7KHUHVLGHQWVRIWKHYDULRXVSDULVKHV in-Council of 1876, Fathers Ritchot and Taché, and Members of
DOVRXVHGWKLVRSSRUWXQLW\WR¿OOLQWKHXQFODLPHGHPSW\JDSV the Legislative Assembly and Members of Parliament Joseph
in the parishes of Lorette, Ste. Anne, and Ste. Agathe.41
Royal, Joseph Lemay, and Marc Girard continued to pressure
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the Federal Government. As a result, Robert Lang was sent to
Manitoba in 1880, and, accompanied by Roger Goulet, gathered evidence on every staked claim along the Red and Rat
Rivers. On the basis of this report the Government offered a
compromise settlement embodied in the Order-in-Council of 25
)HEUXDU\,WGLYLGHGDOOVWDNHGFODLPVLQWRWKUHHFODVVHV 
those whose claims had changed hands and the purchaser had
gone into possession and was living on the land in 1881. This
class would receive a free grant of 160 acres and the rest could
EHSXUFKDVHGIRUDFUH WKRVHZKRKDGVWDNHGRXWFODLPV
that remained exactly as staked out. These claimants could
purchase the land at the price of railway lands or homestead
LWDQG WKRVHZKRKDGPHUHO\VWDNHGRXWODQGVDQGVROGWKH
land, and the land was bought by speculators and was now held
only to resell with no improvements. These claims would be
investigated by a land commission headed by Justices Dubuc
and Miller, and they basically decided that the terms would be
similar to that of class two claims.49
This resolution to the staked claims issue was greeted by
cheers from the residents of the old Red River Settlement.
In light of this 1881 Order-in-Council, Joseph Riel, Baptiste
Plouffe, and Benjamin and Charles Nault renewed their claims,
applying for patents to the staked claims in the Mennonite East
Reserve, arguing that their claims were no less legitimate than
many of those receiving satisfaction after the Order-in-Council
of 1881.50 Writing in 1892, Roger Goulet opined that under the
Order-in-Council of 1876 the land in the Mennonite Reserve
had been given to the Mennonites and patented by them, and
that nothing more could be done other than granting the claimants homesteads in some other part of the country.51 The Department of the Interior was even more blunt writing to Charles
Sauvé, that being a third class staked claim, and given that the
land was already disposed of, there were no grounds on which
legally press his claim.52 On this point the Land Commission
had already ruled that claims could be rejected if the land had
been settled by other grants in the interim – that is between
the Order in Councils of 1876 and 1881. 53 This was indeed the
case with the staked claims in the Mennonite East Reserve.
In 1896, however, the Federal Government changed hands
with the Liberals under Wilfrid Laurier winning the election of
that year, and in January of 1897, Charles Sauvé, in the name
of the claimants to these sections, directly appealed to Prime
Minister Laurier. He acknowledged that he, and the other
claimants, had been offered other homesteads in compensation
IRUWKHVWDNHGORWVEXWVXUHO\WKLVZDVQRWVXI¿FLHQWDVDQ\RQH
could take out a homestead. Surely, the Liberals would not be as
unjust as the Conservatives had been. He, and the other claimants were not asking for the actual lots they had staked, but they
did want full compensation for what they had lost.54 Anxious to
remove this political headache, Laurier instructed his Minister
RIWKH,QWHULRU&OLIIRUG6LIWRQ³WRJHWWKHVHSHRSOHVRPHWKLQJ´
Sifton, in turn, instructed his assistant to deal with it.55 After
DFXUVRU\LQYHVWLJDWLRQRIWKH¿OHWKH$VVLVWDQW6HFUHWDU\RI
the Interior wrote all the claimants that in satisfaction of their
claim they would be allowed to select 160 acres of Dominion
Land and obtain patent to it by paying $1/acre. Their further
application for a free grant would be considered, but he wrote,
it was unlikely that it would be granted.56 One month later, the
$VVLVWDQW6HFUHWDU\FRQ¿UPHGWKDWWKHDSSOLFDWLRQIRUDIUHH
grant had been carefully considered, but rejected.57 With this
the matter was closed.
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Conclusion
%\WKHODWHVWKH0HQQRQLWH(DVW5HVHUYHZDVRI¿FLDOO\
opened to general settlement. While many Bergthaler Mennonites had by this time abandoned the reserve to settle on better
ODQGVZHVWRIWKH5HG5LYHU 0HQQRQLWH:HVW5HVHUYH RQH
could consider the Mennonite settlement of the East Reserve
to have been a success. By contrast, almost all the lands in the
Métis reserve had been sold. While there were stable Métis
communities in Ste. Agathe, St. Vital, St. Boniface, and Ste.
Anne, it seems clear that the Métis of these communities did
not regard the Métis reserves, those lands allocated for Métis
Children, as the future location of Métis farms, but rather as
DVRXUFHRIIDPLO\LQFRPH WKURXJKVDOH LQWLPHVWKDWZHUH
hard and very trying. Even the Catholic Church, which had
viewed these reserves as the birthright of the next generation
of Métis, came to accept that the Métis wanted to sell these
lands, and the church, in the persons of Father Ritchot and
Bishop Taché, became one of the biggest buyers of Section
31 and 32 lands.58 Their speculation in these lands was not for
SUR¿WEXWWRNHHSWKHODQGRXWRIWKHKDQGVRI(QJOLVKEX\HUV
and try to sell them to French Catholics from Quebec, United
States, France, Switzerland and Belgium. The legacy of these
VDOHVKRZHYHULQWKHWZHQWLHWKDQGWZHQW\¿UVWFHQWXU\KDV
been Métis discontent, a feeling of having been short-changed,
and a court case that lasted for more than two decades, and
was just recently settled in the Supreme Court of Canada in
the favour of the Métis.59 This decision may open the door for
D¿QDOUHVROXWLRQRIWKHLVVXHDQGFRQVWLWXWHWKHHQGRIP\WDOH
of two reserves.

Gerhard Ens, PhD is a native of Manitoba. He teaches in the
Department of History and Classics, University of Alberta specializing in Métis society and politics.
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1885. LAC, RG 15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2548.
46 Goulet Report of 9 May 1892. LAC, RG 15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2548.
47 Flanagan, Métis Lands in Manitoba, 174-175.
48 Ibid., 175.
49 OIC of 25 February 1881.
50 See LAC, RG 15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2548; RG15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2561.
51 Goulet Report of 9 May 1892. LAC, RG 15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2548.
52 Secretary of the Department of the Interior to Charles Sauvé, 18 January 1897.
LAC, RG 15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2548.
53 Flanagan, 179.
54 Charles Sauvé to Prime Minister Wilfrid Laurier, 16 January 1896. LAC,
MG26G, 11441-11445.
55 George Elliott to Deputy Minister of the Interior, Jas. A. Smart, 14 April 1897.
LAC, RG 15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2548.
56 Letter of Lyndwode Pereira to Charles Neault, 16 July 1898. The other claimants were sent the same letter on 18 July 1898. LAC, RG 15, Vol. 150, M.A. 2548.
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5LWFKRWDQGWKH&UHDWLRQDQG7UDQVIRUPDWLRQRI0DQLWRED´ 3K''LVVHUWDWLRQ
8QLYHUVLW\RI0DQLWRED 
 0DQLWRED0HWLV)HGHUDWLRQ,QF 00) v. &DQDGD $WWRUQH\*HQHUDO 
6&&,QWKLVFDVHWKH00)PDGHWKUHHDUJXPHQWV WKDWWKH)HGHUDO*RYHUQPHQWKDGEUHDFKHGLWV¿GXFLDU\GXW\WRWKH0pWLV WKDWWKH)HGHUDO*RYHUQPHQW
had failed to implement the Manitoba Act consistent with the “Honour of the
&URZQ´ WKDWWKHOHJLVODWLRQSDVVHGWRLPSOHPHQWWKHManitoba Act was ultra
vires. All three claims were rejected by the lower courts, but in 2013 the Supreme
&RXUWUXOHGWKDWZKLOHWKH)HGHUDO*RYHUQPHQWKDGQRWEUHDFKHGLWV¿GXFLDU\GXW\
nor passed regulations that were ultra vires, the delays in apportioning the lands
granted to the Métis in the Manitoba Act unfairly penalized the Métis, and thus the
government had not acted in manner consistent with the Honour of the Crown.
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Anishinaabe Understandings of Treaty No. 1
By Darren Courchene, Sagkeeng First Nation, Manitoba
INTRODUCTION
Boozhoo nindinawemaaginag. Darren Courchene nindizinikaaz, migizi
nindoodem, Anishinaabe-Ojibwe indaaw, Zaagiing nindoonji, mak wa
ning wiime, gaye Zoongigaabawid
Mak wa nindigoo. Odinawemaaganan a’aw Ninga onjibaawan iwidi
Zaagiing, Beverley Courchene izhinikaazod miinawa odinawemaaganan
a’aw Noos Gizhigowenining iwidi gaaonjibaawan, Reginald Blackbird-iban
gii-izhiniikaazod.
Niin nitam-igo wii-gichi-naanaakonimigoo Gizhe-Manidoo, niiwin noodinoog, aki, giizhig, gakina manidoog,
nookomisag, nimishoomisag, ninga,
noos, minawa gakina nindinawemaaginag. Gi-gii-miinigoziyaan mino-bimaadiziwin minawa gi-gii-gikinoo’amaataw
zoongi-gaabiwed; gichi-miigwech nindikid. Nindimaagiz Gizhe-Manidoo;
wiiji’ishin. Gaawiin gegoo ningikendaziin. Gaawiin gegoo nisidootaziin.
Wiiji’daa-bazagwiyaa Gizhe-Manidoo
zhigo giga-gwejimin Gizhe-Manidoo
bi-zhaawenimishin, bi-zhaawenimishin,
bi-zhaawenimishin, bi-zhaawenimishin.
Ahaaw naagekana.

Darren Courchene, M.A., Sagkeeng First Nation, PhD (cand.), University of Manitoba,
Treaty Commission of Manitoba.

As is tradition, I introduce myself in the way that my greatgrandmother, grandmother, and mother taught me. I greet you
as a relative. I provide you with my name, clan, nationality,
home community, animal helper, and Ojibwe name. I also provide you with information about where my parents came from
as well as their names. I also give thanks to all for providing
me with life. I ask Gizhe-Manidoo WKHORYLQJVSLULW WRIRUJLYH
any shortfalls I have and to come and embrace me.
A BRIEF HISTORY LESSON
Anishinaabeg peoples across Mikinaak-minis 7XUWOH
,VODQG  KDYH EHHQ HQWHULQJ LQWR WUHDWLHV IRU PLOOHQQLD 7KLV
long standing tradition eventually ended in new relationships
FDOOHG RGLVKNRGHNDDQDQ FRQIHGHUDFLHV  IRU H[DPSOH WKH
Three Fires Confederacy consisting of the Ojibwe, Ottawa,
and Pottawatomi. I believe that Canada was built on multiple
odishkodekaanan. We only have to examine history from an
Anishinaabe-Ojibwe point of view to make this all clear.
Jerry Fontaine states, “The British realizing that defeat was
DWKDQG E\3RQWLDFDQGWKH7KUHH)LUHV&RQIHGHUDF\ QHJRWLDWHGDQXPEHURIWUXFHVWKDWRI¿FLDOO\HQGHGWKHZDU&HQWUDO
to this of course was the Royal Proclamation in 1763, which
attempted to address the status of traditional First Nation terULWRU\LQGHSHQGHQFHDQGVRYHUHLJQW\´7KH5R\DO3URFODPDWLRQ
of 1763 established a legal framework for the treaty process
through which a sharing of Anishinaabeg land and resources
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ZRXOGWDNHSODFHZLWKDOO0RRQL\DVKDJ QHZFRPHUV 
A year later, Sir William Johnson came to Niagara Falls to
explain the Royal Proclamation to the over 2000 First Nation
OHDGHUVIURPDOORYHUQRUWK$PHULFD IURPDVIDUDZD\DV1RYD
6FRWLD0LVVLVVLSSLDQG+XGVRQ%D\ -RKQVRQSUHVHQWHGWKH
First Nation leaders with the Covenant Chain Belt and the
Twenty-four Nation Belt and the British promised the First
Nations would not become impoverished, they would provide
the First Nation peoples with the necessities of life should the
)LUVW1DWLRQSHRSOHV¿QGWKHPVHOYHVLQQHHGDQG)LUVW1DWLRQ
lands would not be taken. In return, the First Nation leaders
provided Sir William Johnson with the Two-Row Wampum
and promised that the relationship established would be based
on peace, friendship, and respect. This negotiation ended in
what is called the Treaty of Niagara. The Royal Proclamation
of 1763 in tandem with the Treaty of Niagara was Canada’s
¿UVWRGLVKNRGHNDDQ FRQIHGHUDF\ XQLWLQJ)LUVW1DWLRQVDQG
Great Britain.
The second odishkodekaan was of the British colonies in
±WKH8QLWHG3URYLQFHRI&DQDGD ZKLFKZDVVSOLWLQWR
2QWDULRDQG4XHEHF 1HZ%UXQVZLFNDQG1RYD6FRWLD±LQWR
the Dominion of Canada. This was only permissible because
of the original odishkodekaan.
The third odishkodekaan was established during the
numbered Treaties era between 1871 and 1921. This is the
odishkodekaan which is most important as it has helped to

create what we know as Canada today.
The Ojibwe from Treaty No.1 have a
philosophic and legal framework when
entering into new treaty relationships
known as Manidoo onaakonigewin WKH
&UHDWRU¶VODZV ZKLFKKDVVHYHQDVSHFWV
– this is the creator’s garden, the earth is
our grandmother, act in kindness, your
word is sacred, everything in moderation
and everyone is equal. When entering
into treaty negotiations at Lower Fort
Garry in 1871 the Treaty No. 1 Ojibwe
leaders and principle negotiators had
these as their negotiation framework.
TREATY No.1 PROMISES
I was lucky enough to hear the
promises exchanged between the Anishinaabeg and the Crown from Oliver
Nelson during my time at the Treaty
One Protection and Implementation
2I¿FH 7KLV RUJDQL]DWLRQ GHYHORSHG D
research project to interview Elders from
each of the Treaty One First Nations to A sketch from the Illustrated News of September, 1871. The caption reads “Indian Chief
document the history of Treaty One and Haranguing at the Stone Fort.” Treaty No. 1 was signed at Lower Fort Garry on August 3,
Elder Nelson was one of the people we 1871. Image Credit: Library and Archives Canada, 2235.
got to listen to. Oliver is the grandson of
Asiniwinini 6WRQH PDQ  IURP 5RVHDX 5LYHU $VLQLZLQLQL LV Gichi-Ogimaakwe Agwii’idiwi-ashodamaagewinan
one of the children chosen by the original Anishinaabe Treaty (Queen’s Treaty Promises)
negotiators to commit to memory the Treaty negotiations at 1. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Aki
(land)
Asiniwaaka’igan 6WRQH)RUW/RZHU)RUW*DUU\ $VLQLZLQLQL
a The Anishinaabeg would keep the pre-occupied lands
would recount the story at Treaty Day events during his life;
they were living on and they would be surveyed;
he would begin with sharing the promises the Anishinaabeg
b The Anishinaabe lands that they were to receive would
made to the Queen.
be equal to, not less than, Giniikaanisinaaniig Waabanong (our brothers in the land of the rising sun) and our
Anishinaabeg Agwii’idiwi-ashodamaagewinan
Giniikaanisinaaniig Ningaabi’anong (our brothers in
(Ojibweg Treaty Promises)
the land of the setting sun);
1. The Anishinaabeg promised they would never break the
c The land the Anishinaabeg would receive from the
Treaty;
Treaty would be above and beyond those that were pre2. The Anishinaabeg promised they would keep the peace and
occupied;
not interfere with the Mooniyashag;
d The Anishinaabeg lands to be received under Treaty
3. The Anishinaabeg promised they would never make Treawere Nisimidana-ashi-niizh diba’igaans (32 acres)
ties with the Gichi-mookamanan;
per person or Ningodwaak-ashi-ingodwaasimidana
4. The Anishinaabeg promised they would only continue to
GLED¶LJDDQV DFUHV SHUIDPLO\RI¿YH
hunt and trap on land not used by the Mooniyashag (newe The Anishinaabeg would receive more lands if their
comers);
children had more children and those lands would be
5. The Anishinaabeg promised they would respect the Moonithe same as in the Treaty but only out west;
yashag laws when they were on their lands; and
f The Anishinaabeg would keep the lands they held for6. The Anishinaabeg promised they would share the land with
ever and they would always have a place they can call
the Queen that they didn’t keep for themselves in exchange
home;
for the Queen’s promises.
g 7KH $QLVKLQDDEHJ FRXOG FRQWLQXH WR KXQW WUDS ¿VK
and gather on the lands not being used by the MooniAsiniwinini would then share the promises the Queen made
yashag;
to the Anishinaabeg. Before he would begin he would state the
following, “the Queen’s men told us that the words they spoke 2. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Giiwosewin (hunting)
were the same as if the Queen, our Great-Mother, herself spoke
a To help with the chase She would provide guns, lead
WKHZRUGVWRXV´7KH4XHHQ¶VPHQKHZDVUHIHUULQJWRZHUH
DQGJXQSRZGHUVQDUHZLUHWUDSVDQG¿VKOLQHWRPDNH
the Lieutenant-Governor of Manitoba Adams Archibald and
nets;
Treaty Commissioner Wemyss Simpson. This is very important
to clarify, it appears that we have collective amnesia; we have 3. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Ashandiwinan (rations)
to remember the province was present at the time of Treaty.
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a If the hunt failed She would provide rations such as
Zhiiwitaagani-gookoosh (salt-pork), Bakwezhigan
ÀRXU  2PEL]LJDQ EDNLQJ SRZGHU  %LPLGH ODUG 
Miskodiisiminag (beans), Zhiiwitaagwan (salt), Niitii
(tea), Ziinzibaakwad (sugar);
4. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Gitigewin (farming)
a If the Anishinaabeg quit the hunt they would be given
farm implements such as a plough, a harrow, a spade,
an axe, and a hoe for each Anishinaabeg;
b She would provide seed for Anishinaabeg farmers;
c She would provide a farming instructor;
d She would provide farm animals such as a yoke of
Ayaybake (oxen), Naabe-bizhiki (bull), Bizhiki (cow),
Naabe-gookoosh (boar), Gookoosh (sow), and all other
animals (male and female) raised by farmers;
e She would allow Anishinaabeg to sell their grain and
animals when they had enough for themselves;
f She would provide hay and timber lands to build their
homes and shelter for their animals;
g She would provide a blacksmith and carpenter to help
with the building;

10. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Zhiimaaganish (police)
a Her police would only enter onto Anishinaabe lands for
murder, rape, and grand larceny;
11. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Naanaakonigewag niigaaniitangig (honouring leaders)
a Distinct clothing for the Ogimaakaan (chief), two Niiganiweniniwag (headmen), and two Giigidoweniniwag (councillors);
b A horse and buggy for the Ogimaakaan, two Niiganiweniniwag, and two Giigidoweniniwag;
c $ %ULWLVK ÀDJ DQG 7UHDW\ PHGDO IRU WKH 2JLPDDNDDQ
with the year of the Treaty on the medal; and
12. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Gaagige-onaakonigewin (eternal law)
a The Treaty would last for Ago-minik giizis zaagaade (as
long as the sun shines).

During the negotiations one of the Mindimooyens HOGHUO\
ZRPHQ ZKRZHUHSUHVHQWDWWKHQHJRWLDWLRQVDGGUHVVHGWKH
Lieutenant-Governor and the Treaty Commissioner stating
that the materials given were for the men but what about the
women. They made assurances.

CONCLUSION
The term Canada is usually taken to refer to one odishkodekaan only: from British colonies to provinces within a
federal Canadian state. However, as I have shared Canada is
a multilayered odishkodekaan. In short, Anishinaabeg have a
relationship with Canada, rather than within Canada. These
UHODWLRQVKLSVFDQEHFDOOHGWUHDWLHVDQGULJKWVÀRZIURPWKHP
± ELLQGLJHZLQ rights of access  IRU WKH 0RRQL\DVKDJ DQG
DJR¶LGLZLQ rights added to existing rights  IRU WKH $QLVKLnaabeg. The odishkodekaanan developed between Anishinaabe and Crown express relationships based on intercultural
negotiation, peace, friendship, respect, mutual recognition,
sharing, and responsibility. Returning to these teachings and
understanding that these odishkodekaanan make us all Treaty
People will enrich our collective Canadian identity.

5. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Gegowanikeken Ikwewag (women not forgotten)
a Women would not be forgotten they would receive bolts
of cloth, sewing needles, thread, soap, and a wash
board;
The Anishinaabeg collectively requested the ban of alcohol in
their territories. So,
6. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Gaawiin ishkodewaabo (no alcohol)
a 6KH ZRXOG PDNH ODZV WR NHHS WKH HYLO LQÀXHQFHV RI
Ishkodewaabo (alcohol) from the Anishinaabeg, their
lands, and elsewhere;
7. The Queen promised, through her representatives,
Gikinoo’amaagewin (education)
a A school and teacher will be provided when the Anishinaabeg asked for them;

You have now heard the story of Treaty as it was shared with
me. You now have a responsibility to remember, share, and
remind one another of the relationship we have established
which is meant to last forever.

QUESTION and ANSWER PERIOD
The question and answer period that followed Darren’s presentation was not recorded, however excerpts are reproduced
KHUHIURPPHPRU\2XUWKDQNVWR*OHQ.ODVVVHQ HG
*****

How did the First Nations feel about the Métis settlement
of 1870 in the Manitoba Act?
The Gaagige-bines )RUHYHU %LUG  DQG Misko-ginew 5HG
&DQ,FRQQHFWWKHWZR 7UHDWLHVDQG0DQLWRED$FW "$UHWKHUH
(DJOH VWDWHGWKDWWKHPRRQL\DVKDJKDGEURXJKWLOOQHVVHVZLWK any Metis around? I apologize in advance. The First Nations
them and asked “what would the Queen do to help maintain people were ‘OK’ with it. You had negotiated this arrangement
RXUJRRGKHDOWK"´
with the Métis. Now, let me throw it back to you. Say you and I
were to establish a partnership and then I went away for a year
8. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Mino- and then I met with your son. And said, OK, I will give you all
ayaawin (good health)
the rights and responsibilities your Dad was supposed to have.
a If the Anishinaabeg got sick She would provide medi- +RZZRXOGWKDWPDNH\RXIHHO"8QIDLUO\WUHDWHG HFKRLQJDXGLcines;
HQFHFRPPHQW ,GRQ¶WOLNHDQVZHULQJWKDWTXHVWLRQ,ZDVDVNHG
9. The Queen promised, through her representatives, Gaawi- the question. It’s contentious. I think you should have come to
in diba’igewi-zhooniyaa (no taxes)
DVN¿UVW7KHUHZDVDUR\DOSURFODPDWLRQWKDWZDVHQWHUHGLQWR
a That there would be no taxes on the lands kept by the in 1763, saying that you had to get our consent for any new
Anishinaabeg;
LPPLJUDWLRQDQGVHWWOHPHQWWKDW\RXRZHWRRXUFKLOGUHQ¿UVW
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How much choice did the First Nations have in choosing
their reserve locations?
Firstly, we chose our reserves. We knew that we were not
UHDOO\NHHQRQIDUPLQJEXWZHZDQWHGWRUHWDLQRXU¿VKLQJDQG
trapping lifestyles. So we chose areas that had a lot of swamp.
Now how many of you here are hunters or have hunters in the
IDPLO\":KDWJRHVWRVZDPSV" $XGLHQFHPRRVH 5LJKW6R
we chose territories very wisely. We knew that the swamps
would provide a lot of moose, a lot of deer, a lot of waterfowl.
In addition to that, it’s a pharmacy for First Nations people.
We would get over there and get our traditional medicines. So
we chose very carefully. Particularly with Brokenhead -- they
were originally living close to lower Fort Garry but they chose
land where Brokenhead is now because it was a traditional
ceremonial site, and they wanted to protect it. And it was
beside water as well. So they chose that area and we’re going
to protect this ceremonial place by now living there forever.
With Peguis, another big story. They were in what is called
St. Peters just north of Selkirk. Some of the people said, OK,
they are in our haying territory, we want more and so a judge
said, let’s move them and they did. Without their consent. ....
But ...we chose our areas.
How did the First Nations view promises of health care,
education, and post-secondary education?
The First Nations right to health is seen by the government
WKH,QGLDQ$FWZKLFKIROORZHGWKHWUHDWLHV DVpolicy -- the
same with education, post-secondary education -- it’s policy.
But if you look back at the negotiations and everything that
was promised in the treaties, we claim these things as rights
because of the promises made to us. But the Crown says, No,
just policy.
How did the representatives of the First Nations give
consent to the treaties?
We have a long history of putting down our totems, our
totem animals. Some just made an X. It all depends. In Treaty
#1 we signed with an X. During the time of Treaty #1, 2, 3, 4
and 5 they had ceremonies. These go on and there’s no alcohol.
:HKDGYHU\VSHFL¿FFHUHPRQLHVOLNHSXUL¿FDWLRQORGJHV<RX
don’t go to these ceremonies in any way shape or form where
your mind is altered.

the way back to our creation story. We trace our roots back not
to a male, but to a female.
Have the treaty promises been kept?
7KHSURPLVHVKDYHEHHQNHSWLQVRPHFDVHV7KH¿YHGROODUV
HYHU\\HDU ODXJKWHU 7KHULJKWWRHGXFDWLRQKHDOWKVRPHWLPHV
..... were not kept. Is it a good treaty? I’m still here. You’re still
here. Kind of good, but there are still a few things that need
to be hashed out.
Does your oral tradition agree with the archival evidence
of the treaties?
The story that I shared with you, the Treaty #1 story, you
FDQ¿QGLWLQWKHManitoban almost word for word, almost. Of
course, a reporter can’t get everything in. Sometimes he did
embellish a bit. He was kind of derogatory to one or two of the
FKLHIVEXW\RXZLOO¿QGWKDWDUFKLYDODQGRUDOHYLGHQFHXVXDOO\
correspond to each other. And one of the treaty promises was
education. We will give you a school and a teacher, whenever
you’re ready for it. When did the Residential school in Sagkeeng
open up? It was as a result of a petition, by First Nations people.
They also asked for a school to be put on the reserve. So, yes,
there were times when oral history and archival records jived
with each other.
'R\RX¿QGWKDWWKLVNLQGRIIDFHWRIDFHGLDORJDVZHDUH
having tonight, is helpful?
Yes, it really helps. When you see someone face to face you
are building that relationship, building that trust, whereas if
you’re seeing something only in print, you don’t hear the way
he’s telling the story --you don’t hear the cadence, the pauses,
WKRVHNLQGRIWKLQJV7KHLQWHUDFWLRQLVZKDWKHOSV DSSODXVH
How does the treaty involve us?
It’s time for you guys, as the newcomers, as you remind your
government, our government, that there are some historical
ZURQJVKHUHWKDWKDYHWREHUHFWL¿HGWKDWKDYHWREHFKDQJHG
,¶PDEHQH¿FLDU\DQG\RX¶UHDEHQH¿FLDU\DQGZHKDYHWRPDNH
sure that treaty relationship is maintained. I have shared my
view of the treaty with you, and now it’s your turn to share your
treaty. This is the role and responsibility of treaties.

Do First Nations want to go back to more hunting and
trapping?
Were the women involved in the negotiations?
There are some people who really want to go back to be
Yes, one woman got up and said, hey, hold on, you’re giving
DOOWKLVVWXII ZKDWDUHZHJLYLQJXSLQUHWXUQ" <HVLWJRHVDOO DKXQWHU¿VKHUWUDSSHU,¶PQRWRQHRIWKHP,OLNHWRJRWR
the grocery store for my food. Killing a moose is hard. I went
hunting as a teenager with my uncle -- they made me do all the
heavy lifting. Dragging that thing out is hard. And then having
to bleed it and dry it to ensure it doesn’t rot. Going back, living
that lifestyle is extremely hard. But it’s OK not to have to do
that. You can be a perfectly good Anishinaabe person living
in the city and following traditional protocols without going
back to that life-style.

Treaty Time at St. Peters, north of Selkirk in 1880. Image Credit:
Robert Bell/Library and Archives Canada/PA-039918.

Was there opposition to the treaties from First Nations at
the time?
There was one troublesome chief during the negotiations.
His name was Yellowquill. God help me. He pushed for a lot
more. So they said, if you’re going to do that, you’re going to
have to negotiate on your own. And so he did. He got a buffer
]RQHDURXQGKLVFRPPXQLW\RI¿YHPLOHVLQHDFKGLUHFWLRQ
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And you’ll notice in the memorandum of Treaty #1 It says:
Every chief, except for Yellowquill, gets all this extra stuff,
DQGKHJHWVD¿YHPLOHEXIIHU]RQH$QGWKH7UHDW\WKHQHgotiators were actually at the Treaty#1 negotiations. They sat
and listened and when it came to their own treaty they said.
They’re giving us the exact same things they gave our siblings
in Treaty #1 -- we’re going to take the treaty.

+RZGR)LUVW1DWLRQVQRZDGD\VUHDFWWRWKHGH¿FLHQFLHV
of the treaty and its implementation?
Some use it as a weapon. It’s not supposed to be that. But it
can be misused. But essentially, the other First Nations people
will say: Stop. You’ve got to stop abusing our treaty and using
it as a blunt object with which to hit people over the head. It’s
about maintaining and establishing that relationship. A good
relationship. Baby steps.

Young Chippewayan Indian Reserve #1071
By Leonard Doell, Aberdeen, Saskatchewan
The Young Chippewayan Indian ResHUYDWLRQ DOVR NQRZQ DV 6WRQH\ .QROO 
#107, is located in Treaty Six Territory,
the traditional home of the Nehiyawak
or Plains Cree people. There are thirty
square miles of excellent farm land
located near the present town of Laird,
Saskatchewan that was chosen by Chief
Chippewayan and his people in 1876.
The following year, Chief Chippewayan
died and his son Young Chippewayan
became the hereditary Chief. Life followLQJWKH7UHDW\ZDVYHU\GLI¿FXOW:LWK
the disappearance of the buffalo, many
people faced starvation. In 1885, Louis
Riel and his Metis people confronted
the Government about the way they were
being treated and expressed concerns
about the loss of their land. The Federal
Government feared that local First Nations people would join with the Metis, so
their guns were taken away to eliminate
WKHSRVVLELOLW\RIWKHP¿JKWLQJZLWK5LHO
Young Chippewayan heard that buffalo
had been sighted and headed south to Fort Carlton in 1871. This Hudson Bay Company Fort located north of Laird near Duck
&\SUHVV+LOOVWR¿QGIRRGIRUKLVVWDUYLQJ Lake on the North Saskatchewan River was the venue for the negotiations for Treaty No. 6
people. The Young Chippewayan people in 1876. Photo Credit: Library and Archives Canada.
were afraid of returning to their land at
Laird for fear of retaliation from the Indian Agents and even- had been relinquished, for it was done without their surrender
tually many of them made their home with other Bands near or consent. In 1895, the Hague-Osler Mennonite Reserve was
North Battleford, while others died from starvation and disease. created, when the Federal Government offered Mennonites
To the Young Chippewayan people, the reserve land at a large tract of land north of Saskatoon up to Rosthern. As
Laird was chosen as their home and was occupied from time WKLVODQG¿OOHGXSZLWKKRPHVWHDGHUV0HQQRQLWHVSHWLWLRQHG
to time. The Carlton Trail, leading from Prince Albert to North the Federal Government for more land and in October 1898,
Battleford, crossed this land and was bustling with activity. this land at Laird was added to it. So the former Young Chip7KHVLWHNQRZQDV6WRQH\.QROO 2SZDVKHPRH&KDNDWLQDZ  pewayan Indian Reserve now became part of a Reserve for
the highest point on the Reserve, was and still is considered a 0HQQRQLWHIDUPHUV:LWKWKHLQÀX[RIVHWWOHUVORRNLQJIRUD
sacred piece of land and held in high regard by Young Chip- chance to homestead, the Government felt a need to open every
SHZD\DQGHVFHQGDQWV2UDOKLVWRU\KDVFRQ¿UPHGWKHSUHVHQFH inch of available land, since agricultural settlement was more
in keeping with the Government’s idea of proper land use at
of sacred burial grounds on this property.
,Q0D\RIWKLVODQG 5HVHUYH ZDVWDNHQIURP the time. The Federal Government regarded the Mennonites
the Young Chippewayan Band by the Federal Government as ideal colonists.
0HQQRQLWHVEHFDPHEHQH¿FLDULHVRIWKLVODQGWUDQVDFWLRQ
and opened to Mennonite homesteaders and later German
Lutheran settlers from the USA. The Young Chippewayan but were unaware at the time of the history of the Young Chippeople were never contacted and were not aware that their land pewayan people and their loss. In August 1976, a group of
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descendants of the Young Chippewayan Band visited the Laird
area after the 100th Anniversary gathering of Treaty Six at Fort
Carlton. They were frustrated by the litany of broken promises
and fundamental rights promised by the Federal Government
under Treaty Six that had never been honored. So they travelled
to Laird, to visit the land that many had never seen before in
an attempt to talk with farmers about their connection to this
land. This created a lot of fear and anxiety in the settler community and the Young Chippewayan folks who came to this
land hoping to build some understanding and empathy for
their situation, left frustrated by the experience. This became
the catalyst though for Mennonites to learn about the injustice
that had occurred that had removed the Young Chippewayan
from this land and allowed Mennonite to settle here. These
FRXUDJHRXV EXW DZNZDUG ¿UVW VWHSV IRU FKDQJH EHFDPH WKH
impetus for us to learn more about the land where we lived and
D¿UVWVWHSRQDMRXUQH\RIWKUHHSHRSOHVHYHQWXDOO\ZRUNLQJ
toward justice.
In the spring of 2006, Chief Ben Weenie approached MCC
Saskatchewan about the possibility of the Young Chippewayan
Commemorating the 130 th Anniversary of the signing of
Treaty Six at Stoney Knoll together with the Mennonite and
Lutheran settlers who now resided on this land. Chief Weenie
DQG*DU\/DSODQWH D<RXQJ&KLSSHZD\DQ'HVFHQGHQW KDG
been travelling together, when Chief Weenie shared his vision
of working with settlers to seek justice for the land they had
taken from them. By taking this risk and extending the olive
branch, Chief Weenie began a journey of reconciliation, hoping
that there would be receptive people from the Mennonite and
Lutheran communities to walk alongside on uncharted ground.
In 2006, 2011 and 2016, Young Chippewayans, Mennonites
and Lutherans have gathered at Stoney Knoll to Commemorate the 130th ,135th and 140th Anniversaries of the signing of
Treaty Six and to continue the journey of building friendship
and understanding. On each of these occasions, they decided to
PHHWDW6WRQH\.QROO 2SZDVKHPRH&KDNDWLQDZ WKHKLJKHVW
place on the Reserve and considered to be a sacred place by

the Young Chippewayan people. In 1910, the Lutherans built
a Church and Cemetery on this site, the church was moved
into Laird in the 1950’s, so they too have a strong spiritual
connection to this land.
In 2006, a Memorandum of Understanding was drafted
by all three groups: giving thanks to the Creator, indicating
respect for Covenants including Treaties and calling for a comPLWWLQJWRSHDFHMXVWLFHDQGVXI¿FLHQF\IRUDOOFRPPXQLWLHV
:HDJUHHGWKDWZHGLGQRWZDQWWR¿JKWDPRQJVWHDFKRWKHUEXW
to hold the Federal Government responsible for the injustice
that they had created. Chief Weenie has emphasized that these
gatherings were not a time of confrontation but as a time of
healing between our peoples. The emphasis has been to be
a spiritual one of healing, where perhaps said Chief Weenie
we could set an example to the rest of the country of how our
peoples could live in peace and harmony with each other.
Chief Weenie has made it clear that the Young Chippewayan
respected the current ownership of the land by the settlers and
in turn Mennonite and Lutheran communities pledged support
for the Young Chippewayan band’s ongoing struggle to obtain
compensation for the land owed to them under Treaty Six after
all these years. These gatherings brought renewed hope to all
those that were gathered there.
The Young Chippewayan Band has never been compensated
for the land they had taken from them. Most of the descendents
of this Band reside in the North Battleford area and others near
Prince Albert but are considered to be squatters in the communities in which they reside. The Band is working to seek
UHGUHVVIRUWKHLU6SHFL¿F/DQG&ODLPE\PHHWLQJWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVRIWKH,QGLDQ&ODLPV&RPPLVVLRQ ,&& ,QWKH
ICC concluded in its report on the Young Chippewayan Claim
that the Department of the Interior had illegally taken from the
Band without their consent but that genealogical research was
QHHGHGWRSURYHWKDWWKHUHLVDQ³LGHQWL¿DEOHFRPPXQLW\´RU
Band, so that their Treaty promises could be honored. A historical researcher has been hired, who is familiar with Plains Cree
history, culture and kinship structures to complete this band
membership list. All three communities
KDYHRIIHUHGSUD\HUPRUDODQG¿QDQFLDO
support for this cause and are working
together towards a timely and respectful
solution to this issue.
Treaty Commissioner Judge David
Arnot has said “Our lives and our futures
DUH ERXQG WRJHWKHU´ 7KH <RXQJ &KLSpewayan, Mennonites and Lutherans
continue to work at our mutual commitment to honor the covenant between our
peoples, to strive for justice and to create
healthy space for us to live together in
peace and harmony. May the Creator
grant us strength, courage and wisdom as
we continue on our journey of reconciliation together.
Endnotes

Leonard Doell is MCC Saskatchewan’s Indigenous Neighbours Program Coordinator. Here
he is making a presentation in April 2015 to students at Rosthern Junior College about the
Young Chippewayan Land Claim which remains unresolved. Image Credit: Donna Schulz,
Canadian Mennonite 19 (11) (2015).

1
Revised and updated from Leonard Doell,
“Young Chippewayan Indian Reserve No. 107 and
0HQQRQLWH )DUPHUV LQ 6DVNDWFKHZDQ´ Journal of
Mennonite Studies  
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Kookoom Mariah and The Mennonite Mrs.1
Maria Campbell, Saskatchewan Indian Federated College
This is the story of two wonderful old women who were
an important part of my early life. One of them was my
.RRNRRP0DULDKWKHRWKHUZDVKHUIULHQG³WKH0UV´DQROG
woman who lived across the big meadow from her. The Mrs.
was Mennonite, although I didn’t know that at the time and if
I did it meant nothing. She was just one of the grandmothers
who worked with Kookoom Mariah, who was a midwife and
healer. But before I tell you their story, I would like to tell
you about Kookoom Mariah’s homeland, which was the community where I spent my childhood and the place my family
still calls home.
Today it is called Park Valley, but prior to 1925 it was
NQRZQ DV 1XNHHZLQ ZKLFK PHDQV ³WKH VWRSSLQJ SODFH´ LQ
the Cree language. Kookoom Mariah’s people used to camp
here on the way to their hunting and trapping territory, which
ZDV DFURVV 3XNWDKDZ 6LSL 1HWWKURZLQJ 5LYHU  ZKHUH KHU
mother-in-law, my great grandmother, lived with several other
IDPLOLHV³+LHHDNHHNDWRZDVLNRPDDVNLNL\DV´ 2KP\WKLV
ODQGXVHGWREHVREHDXWLIXO .RRNRRP0DULDKZRXOGWHOOXV
as we drove by wagon through the countryside. To my young
eyes it was still beautiful, but Kookoom remembered it when
it was still old growth forest and the trees were so big that
three men together couldn’t put their arms around one. She
would point out the different landmarks and make us say the
&UHHQDPHV.LVH\LQHZ,VSXWLQDZDK 2OG0DQ+LOOV ZKHUH
RXUIDWKHUDQGXQFOHVKXQWHGGHHU2PLVLPDZ3XVTXD 2OGHVW
6LVWHU3UDLULH WKHSODFHZKHUHZHSLFNHGWKHPHGLFLQHVKHXVHG
IRUPLGZLIHU\DQG1RWLNHZ6DKNLNXQ 2OG:RPDQ¶V/DNH 
the place of ceremony.
Around 1915, the Federal government decided to turn the
territory around Notikew Sahkikun into a national park, and
WKHIDPLOLHVZKROLYHGWKHUH KDGOLYHGWKHUHIRUDVORQJDVWKH\
FRXOGUHPHPEHU ZHUHWROGWKH\KDGWRJHWRXW7KH\PRYHG
to Nugeewin, where they were joined by other displaced nonstatus Indian and Metis families. They built homes, planted
gardens and continued to live as trappers and hunters until
the 1920s, at which time Nugeewin and the land around it was
opened for homesteading. Among the homesteaders to come
were the Mennonite people. A few Metis families also took
homesteads but the majority of them didn’t, moving instead
RQWR WKH URDG DOORZDQFHV DQG EHFRPLQJ ³URDG DOORZDQFH´
SHRSOH:LWKLQDVKRUWWLPHWKHODQGZDVFOHDUHGDSRVWRI¿FH
and store were built and place names were changed. Nugeewin
became Park Valley, Puktahaw Sipi became Sturgeon River,
Kiseyinew Isputinawah Ladder Hills, Omisimaw Pusqui Bergan’s Meadow and Notikew Sahkikun became Mariah Lake.
Kookoom’s homeland and history were erased.
We never knew the Mennonites who came to our territory.
They were not friendly people and they kept to themselves, and
so my early memories of the Mennonite people are not good.
As a child I was afraid of them. They always seemed so angry
and disapproving. In those years if I had been asked to think
Mennonite and pick a color, I would have chosen gray. The
people just seemed so gray and gloomy. You can imagine my
surprise when years later I met Isaac Glick and Rudy Wiebe,
Mennonites with a sense of humor! And then, the biggest
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surprise of all, I found out that maybe I was a Mennonite.
My late father, after listening to me one night going on
about the Catholic Church for the umpteenth time, calmly
said. “I don’t know why you’re so mad about them, you’re not
HYHQD&DWKROLF´
³1RWD&DWKROLFZKDWDP,WKHQ"´
“You’re either a Mennonite or a Lutheran. We were on the
trap line when you were born and you got sick. You mom was
scared you’d die and wanted to bring you out to be baptized,
but then this horseback preacher came and we asked him if he
would do it and did it. Well you got better and we came home
and your mom never told anybody cause she was scared the
priest would get mad. She prayed for a long time to be forgiven
IRUPDNLQJ\RXRQHRIWKHP´
My father didn’t know what religion the preacher was for
sure, but he did know that he came from the little log church
at Lake Four. A Mennonite church. When I told my friend
Leonard this story he said Mennonites do not baptize babies.
Well, according to my dad, this man, “poured water on your
KHDGDQGVDLGDELJORQJSUD\HUVR\RX¶UHRQHRIWKHP´
Now let me tell you about these two women. This is written as a story and I would like to dedicate it to our children,
yours and mine.
It was a clear sunny day, almost hot. The kind of day you
remember when you start to become an old woman and you
search for role models to help you make the transition. The
kind of lazy day when you can smell wild roses, brown-eyed
Susans, the rich black earth, and amo may, bee poop in Cree,
or honey as it is called today.
A soft breeze touched the willows where I, an eight year old
JLUOVDWZLWKP\.RRNRRP0DULDKDQGKHUIULHQG³WKH0UV´
They were making medicine: sitting on a blanket spread on
the ground, grinding roots between two stones. I was their
helper, running errands, snaring a partridge for our lunch,
KDXOLQJZRRGIRUWKHOLWWOH¿UHZKHUHDWHDSDLOZDVKXQJIURP
a tri-pod. I was as full of self-importance as a little girl can be
when she is chosen, of all the girl cousins, “Kah weechihaht
QRWLNZHZDK´ WREHWKH³KHOSHURIWKHROGODGLHV´ 
I was hot and puffed out, taking a breather after making a
one-mile run to the store for tea and black licorice candy. Do
you know that even today I think of black licorice as old lady
candy and no, I haven’t started to eat it yet…but pretty soon.
Anyway, there I was taking a break, leaning back against the
old canvas bags that contained the dried and ground medicines.
I listened to Kookoom Mariah sing as she ground the roots
DQGZDWFKHGDV¿QHUHGSRZGHUIHOORQWRDFOHDQVXJDUEDJ
Without thinking, because I certainly knew better, I reached
RXWWRXFKHGWKHSRZGHUZLWKP\¿QJHUWLSVEULQJLQJLWWRP\
face, rubbing it round and round on my cheek bones like I had
seen my Aunty Mary do with a box of rouge.
³+H\KH\DZD´.RRNRRP0DULDKUHDFKHGRXWDQGVPDFNHG
P\KDQG³0XVNHHNHHDQLPD´ 7KDW¶VPHGLFLQH
³7KH0UV´ODXJKHGKHUERG\VKDNLQJOLNHDQROGEHDU¶V
Still laughing, she dug into the old blue apron she always
wore and pulled out, not a black old-lady licorice, but a red
one. Patting my shoulder gently she handed me the candy,

then went back to grinding the medicine. Kookoom Mariah
pretended not to see.
I can still see those two old women: Kookoom Mariah, as
WLQ\DQGVNLQQ\DVDEXUQWZLOORZ³7KH0UV´ELJDQGURXQG
like a brown bear. Both in long, much-mended dresses and old
sweaters. One in moccasins, the other in laced-up felt boots.
Sometimes I see them on a hot day, bent over digging sticks
in wet meadows or picking berries along the road. I see them
in the garden exchanging wild ginger and dill. In the summer
kitchens making headcheese, cooking moose nose. I see them
helping my mother deliver my baby brother. I walk with the
two of them to the place where old women bury meeko, the
afterbirth.
I hear them talking, one in Cree, the other in Low German,
although I didn’t know then that’s what it was called. Nor did
I know that they did not speak each other’s language. All I
knew as a child was the love and respect they had for each
other: their laughter, their sharing.
Many years later when my father and I were walking around
Kookoom Mariah’s home place, we came to the willows where
these two old women often sat. The willows are gone, cut down
for another bushel of wheat, the farmer oblivious to the history
of this place. Dad and I laugh as we remember the things we
had learned about life as we sat with the two of them. “Dah
0UVZDVDVWURQJZRPDQ´'DGVDLGUHPHPEHULQJWKHWLPH
our horse got stuck in the muskeg. “Me and Alec we just can’t
pull him out. Den dat ole lady he come along and he talk to
dat horse so he stop jumping an being scared, den he pull him
RXW%R\ZHVKRUHIHHOVWXSLGXVWZRELJPDQV´
I remembered the time I went blue berry [sic] picking with
them and we ran into a mamma bear and her babies. I was
scared and they were too. The mamma bear was not going
DZD\VKHZDVSDFLQJEDFNDQGIRUWKVQLI¿QJWKHDLU4XLFNO\
the two old women opened their grub sacks and out came our
lunch. Head cheese and bannock, then slowly we backed away
until we were out of sight, at which time they grabbed by hands

and ran as fast as they could, dragging me between them.
³:K\GLGZHFDOOKHUWKH0UV"´,DVNHG'DG
³,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWKLVQDPHKHZDV´'DGVDLG³'DW¶V
ZKDWKLVROGPDQKHDOZD\VFDOOKLP´
Many years after that conversation I decided to go to university to get a Master’s degree. I went so stories like this one
would have some authority. We all know that the oral tradition
does not have as much power in the academic or white world
unless you have some letters behind your name. Then, as my
Uncle Robert said, “You can click them up with high language
DQGIRRWQRWHVDQGHYHU\RQHZLOOWKLQNWKH\DUHVDFUHG´6R
off to university I went to learn high language and footnoting
DQG IRU P\ ¿UVW PDMRU UHVHDUFK SDSHU , DVNHG WKH TXHVWLRQ
“How do a people retain their identity when they have lost
WKHLUKRPHODQG"´
I wanted to prove that for my people, who had been displaced and dispossessed for over 150 years, identity had been
preserved, maintained and nurtured through music and storytelling. I wanted to tell the world that the music and stories born
on the homelands had been, metaphorically speaking, wrapped
LQWKH¿QHVWIDEULFWKHSHRSOHKDGDQGFDUULHGIURPFDPSWR
camp; from one hastily built log shack to another, where each
night the bundle was lovingly opened and the music and stories
shared with the people, most especially the children. In my
family the homeland stories are not about a place called Park
Valley, rather they are about Nugeewin. Not about Ladder
Hills, but about Kisaynew Sputinawah. Not about Bergan’s
Meadow, but about Omisimow Pasqua. Not about Lamire’s
ZKHDW¿HOGEXWDERXW1RWHNHZ1LSLVVDK:LOORZ3ODFHRI7ZR
Old Women. And among those stories is the story of Kookoom Mariah’s friend the Mrs., an old Mennonite woman who
understood what it was like to be erased and made invisible.
Endnotes
1 This article was originally published in Journal of Mennonite Studies Vol 19
 ,WLVUHSULQWHGZLWKSHUPLVVLRQ

Canadian Mennonites and ‘Whiteness’ in Latin America:
A Study of Race and Religion, 1912-20121
By Royden Loewen, Winnipeg, Manitoba
In his memoir recounting the emigration of Old Colony
Mennonites from western Canada to Mexico in the 1920s,
Minister Isaak M. Dyck slammed the 1916 school legislation
in Manitoba and Saskatchewan. This wartime product enabled
governments to force Mennonite children to learn a BritishCanadian curriculum. The law’s aim was clear, “even the
Mennonites were going to be made into 100 per cent CanadiDQV´7KHLURQO\RSWLRQZDVWROHDYHWKH'RPLQLRQRI&DQDGD
VHGXFHGE\WKDW³DOO%ULWLVK(PSLUH´2OGZD\VFRXOGRQO\EH
sustained in exile, far from this British Canadian land most
Canadian Mennonites had called home since their emigration
from Russia in the 1870s.2
%XWDV'\FNVDZLWWKH0HQQRQLWHVPXVW¿QGDSDUWLFXODU
kind of land. Canada was too patriotic, too assimilative, too
wealthy; its white middle class culture threatened to transform

the simple agrarian ways of the Mennonites. Where to go?
According to Dyck, Mennonite minister Jacob Wiens of Saskatchewan had the answer; in 1913, just outside the village
RI5HLQODQG6DVNDWFKHZDQ³ZKLOHORRNLQJRXWRYHUD¿HOG
RIVZD\LQJZKHDWZLWKLWVEHDXWLIXOHDUV´:LHQVKDGKHDUG
“a voice come from above, saying…. ‘you will not be able to
stay here [in Canada] forever; the [Mennonite] church will
RQFH DJDLQ KDYH WR WDNH XS WKH ZDONLQJ VWDII¶´ ,QGHHG ³LI
WKHFKXUFKZLVKHVWRPDLQWDLQLWVHOILQWKHSXUHJRVSHO´VDLG
the mystical voice, “it will once again need to settle among a
KHDWKHQSHRSOH¶´
$³KHDWKHQ´ODQGGHQRWHGDSULPLWLYHDQGVWUDQJHSODFH
consisting of non-western Europeans, a land far removed from
the comforts of Protestant, white Anglo Canada. Only in such
a land could the Mennonites secure their eternal salvation.
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Thus began a complicated Canadian-descendent, LowGerman speaking Mennonite sojourn in Latin America. In the
early 1920s 6000 Old Colony Mennonites left western Canada
for northern Mexico – Chihuahua and Durango – while another
1500 travelled even farther and settled in the Paraguay Chaco.
Over the next three generations secondary migrations took
these Mennonites to southern Mexico, Belize, East Paraguay,
northern Argentina, and especially to the Bolivian Oriente lowlands. Here in these disparate places in Latin America lay their
‘heathen‘ land. A place where Mennonites cultivated a strong
minority self-identity; they would be separated from the wider
ODWLQRDVRFLHW\E\YLUWXHRIWKHLUSDFL¿VW$QDEDSWLVWIDLWKEXW
DOVRE\WKHLUODQJXDJH RIGDLO\/RZ*HUPDQDQGVDFUHG+LJK
*HUPDQ  DQG E\ WKHLU UDFH LQ /DWLQ $PHULFD WKH\ EHFDPH
³'LHWVFK´OLWHUDOO\³*HUPDQ´EXWLQUHDOLW\µZKLWH¶RUGHUO\
hardworking, frugal, disciplined and ethnically exclusive.
To examine the history of these Mennonites is to study the
social construction of race. It is to consider ‘whiteness’ in the
making. But ‘whiteness’ in a particular context: here was not
as in Matthew Frye Jackson’s work on US immigrants a group
battling non-whiteness to seek entrance into a dominant society, nor as in David Roediger’s labour history a group anxious
that non-whites were eroding their own sense of dominance,
nor in as in Adele Perry’s history of a Victorian engendering
of frontier BC a group of social architects of a wider society.
Rather here was a group deliberately resisting full entrance
into a broader ‘white‘ society, and seeking in their ‘whiteness’
and in their minority status in a ‘non-white’ land a way of
maintaining old ways. The non-white majority would protect
WKHSODLQSDFL¿VWDQGDQWLPRGHUQZD\VRIWKH0HQQRQLWHV
The Mennonites viewed members of their new host ‘heathen’
societies as a godsend: they were good ‘heathens’, neither requiring conversion to non-heathenness nor hostile resistance
of any kind.

%XWLWZDVFOHDUWKHLUQHLJKERXUVZHUHHVVHQWLDOO\³RWKHU´
secondary relations with them – business and economic – was
to be expected, but primary relations – marriage, religion and
close cultural exchange of any kind – were to be rejected. And
within this construction was a division that followed class
lines, with poor Latinos derided as hapless and disorderly,
middle class and professional Latinos deferred to as experts
and sophisticated. But both were part of the ‘other’ required
by Mennonites to safeguard their anti-modernity.
Memoir and Mythologizing Mexico, 1913-1921
This racialized thinking, evolving as it did into a shifting
social boundary making, was apparent between 1919 and 1921
as no fewer than six delegations of Mennonite farmers headed
out to ‘heathen’ Mexico. In February 1919 an historic delegation
of farmers inspected lands in Chihuahua, Durango and Sinaloa
states, and then visited President Álvaro Obregón at his palace
in Mexico City. The delegates were certainly introduced to a
‘heathen’ land. From his train perch, Rev. Johann M. saw the
QLJKWOLIH³DZLOGVWULYLQJDPRQJWKHZRUOG¶VFKLOGUHQ´FRUUXSW
enough to qualify for God’s warning of Genesis 6: “I am surely
JRLQJWRGHVWUR\WKHPDQGWKHHDUWK´3
%XWDWOHDVWWKHVHSHRSOHFRXOGEHLGHQWL¿HGDVWKHµRWKHU¶
unlike the British Canadian neighbours in Canada who lured
Mennonites to cross from their exclusive societies. Moreover,
as the Mennonite delegates discovered at the culmination of
their trip in Mexico City, Obregón could enable that separation. In the evening of February 17 Loeppky and the other
farmers visited Obregón’s palace to ask for a set of privileges,
mostly found in separate schools, local government, and military exemption. Historian Martina Will has noted, Obregón,
despite his revolutionary credentials, proved very open to the
arrival of northern white farmers wishing to cultivate Mexican
soils. That night Loeppky was exuberant; he had observed in

A team of oxen hitched to a plow in Mexico in 1923. The man with ‘hand to the plow’ would appear to be an indigenous Mexican whom one
could not marry but with whom one could have economic relations. Photo Credit: Krause Collection, Mennonite Heritage Centre, 592-3.
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Obregón what the Queen of Arabia had seen in King Solomon
in the Bible: “it is true what I have heard in my land, about
\RXUQDWXUHDQG\RXUZLVGRP´
Upon their return northward, and having crossed in the
United States, Loeppky felt relieved to be on the way home
but Mexico had left its mark: “now we sat on a different train
WKDQZHKDGLQ0H[LFR´KHREVHUYHG$QGHYHQWKRXJKLWZDV
superior to Mexican technology, it felt strange for “we had
JURZQDFFXVWRPHGWRWKH0H[LFDQPDQQHUDPRQJWKHSHRSOH´
Upon arriving in Mexico, the racial barrier became a
constant, cultural feature of the new life. Indeed, it was there
LQ DFFRXQWV RI WKH DFWXDO PLJUDWLRQ 7KH DUULYDO RI WKH ¿UVW
Mennonite chartered train at El Paso, Texas, in April 1922
was met by relief, but entry into Mexico was another matter. Isaak Dyck noted “a feeling of fear swept over us, for
once we entered Mexico it was as if we were the children of
,VUDHO´ ³0H[LFDQV VXUURXQGHG RXU WUDLQ EHFDXVH WKH\ KDG
QHYHUEHIRUHVHHQ0HQQRQLWHV´:HIHOWYHU\³XQFRPIRUWDEOH
for we had never seen such dark people…. These were to be
our neighbours…. O how strange and unfamiliar everything
ZDV´4XLFNO\LWEHFDPHDSSDUHQWWKHVH³GDUNSHRSOH´FRXOG
be their guardians, for Mexican soldiers on the train turned
RXW³WREHYHU\IULHQGO\DQGEHQHYROHQW´DQG³>ZH@JUHZDFFXVWRPHGWRRXUQHZFRPSDQLRQV´6RRQ'\FNUHFDOOHG3VDOP
74: it was God who set [things so]…that each land possesses
LWVRZQFKDUDFWHU´
7KHELEOLFDOWUXVWLQWKH³GDUNSHRSOH´HYROYHGLQWRDODVWLQJ
cultural divide. Indeed, the early letters from Mexico published
in the Canadian-based, immigration newspaper, the bi-monthly
Steinbach Post, not only described a broadening Mennonite
social network, they positioned the new settlements to Mexico
itself, especially its people, and drew strict social boundaries
between themselves and the host society.

The letters described distant neighbours and even ‘primitive’ strangers. In a 1923 letter, P.K. Doerksen, a young
Manitoba visitor exclaimed: “I had never thought that Mexico
was so backwards, some of the people say that it is a hundred
years behind, and I believe it. It has all the appearance of Bible
WLPHV´«+HUHRQHULGHVRQGRQNH\VZDONVEDUHIRRWHDWV
and sleeps on the ground. In the middle of the room one has
DVPDOO¿UH´4 In a subsequent letter he emphasized that these
³EDFNZDUGV´SHRSOHZHUHRIQRWKUHDWRIWKH0HQQRQLWHV,Q
fact when he asked them, “what should I relay to the people
in Manitoba [about life in Mexico] their answer was, ‘we are
doing well and we are all happy; the Mexicans leave us entirely
DORQHRQO\WKHSORXJKLQJLVKDUG¶´
Over the next generation this racialized social boundary
seemed impermeable. In 1936 and 37 the Mexican government
shut down the Mennonite schools, and for a year engaged in
a confrontation that the Mennonites eventually won. Threats
of mass emigration – to Paraguay, South Africa, the Dakotas,
Quebec, even Papua New Guinea – eventually solicited a
IDYRXUDEOHUHVSRQVHIURPJRYHUQPHQWRI¿FLDOVDQGWKH0HQnonites’ German language, church-run schools reopened. In
D)UDX*XHQWKHUZURWHUHÀHFWLQJ0HQQRQLWHWKLQNLQJLQ
Mexico. “What would have happened if I had gone [to public
school in Canada]?... Boys who joined the army, girls who
would have mocked the old ways. The children would not
have valued the simple rural life they now live out in Mexico.5
Guenther had maintained old ways in the bosom of ‘heathen’
Mexico.
Speaking Through the Academic Gaze: 1960s and 70s
In the 1960s drastic change came to the Mennonites in
northern Mexico. Good times brought threatening devices –
the rubber tire, the car and the electrical grid – each signaling

The iconic photograph of Mennonites from Canada arriving at San Antonio de los Arenales, now Cuauhtémoc in 1923. Isaac Dyck would
describe the people who came to offer to help them unload as having a “dour and forbidding appearance.” (Dyck, 95). Photo Credit:
Preservings 16(2000): 44.
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to maintain old boundaries with a populace the Mennonites
usually deemed disorderly and undisciplined; second, a willingness to engage in selective market-based interaction with
the Bolivians, but one in which class determined position of
power; third, a naming process, employing a multifaceted
taxonomy of ‘othering’ their neighbours.
The outside world was almost always kept well at bay. Occasionally stories of Mennonites marrying Bolivians arose,
and sometimes with full acceptance. Margaretha Siemens said
that she didn’t “mind that only one of her siblings is with the
2OG&RORQ\0HQQRQLWHV´DOWKRXJKLWLV³VDGWKDWRQHRI>WKHVH
[2OG&RORQLVW@VLEOLQJVLVZLWKWKHµ(LQKHLPLVFK¶´
On other occasions Bolivians were spoken of utter respect,
even high esteem. Especially Bolivian doctors’ advice was
carefully heeded and Mennonites praised Bolivian craftsmanship: But more often these relationships were coloured by
suspect Bolivian culture. Maria Harms said that she and her
husband “were asked by a Bolivian to open a store together
ZLWKKLP´EXWDVWKHSULPDU\FXVWRPHUVZRXOGEH%ROLYLDQV
DQGWKH\¶UHUHDOO\EDGDWSD\LQJWKHLUDFFRXQWV´VRWKHLQYLWDtion was turned down.
Oftentimes even the workers lived in separate worlds. Peter
Berg said many “Bolivians have worked…. in the colony; when
the Mennonites need workers to build houses they have hired
the Bolivians. [But] the Bolivians don’t live in the colony - they
have their houses in Santa Cruz, but they spend a lot of time
in the colony.’
Not infrequently the Bolivian workers have represented a
lack of discipline and disorder. Some farmers expressed outright negative feelings towards the Bolivians. Jacob Friesen
said he hired the Bolivians “only to work around the yard and
help build buildings; few Bolivians know how to drive tracWRUV´DOWKRXJKKHFRQFHGHVKH³PLJKWEHDEOHWRWHDFKDIHZ´
Generally he said “Bolivians are stupid and learn a different
ZD\WKH%UD]LOLDQV³KDYHPRUHNQRZKRZ´
Indeed the outside Bolivian world was marked by chaos and
wildness. In the most extreme cases, the Bolivian stood as an
outright threat to the artifact of life the Mennonites treasured
the most. The Mennonites’ perspective of land settlement reÀHFWVDQROGFRORQLVWSHUVSHFWLYHWKDWIRUHVWHGODQGLVZLOGHUQHVV
that awaits the transforming hand of orderly transformation into
commodity producing farmland. The only real obstacle have
Race in the Last Generation
Over the years the Mennonites’ relationship to the host been unscrupulous Bolivians who use the country’s porous
society of Bolivia maintained its old course of separation. It laws to extract unethical payments from the Mennonites or
was a view expressed clearly shortly after the launch of a new indigenous Bolivians who inhabit the Mennonites’ new lands
Canadian-based newspaper, Die Mennonitische Post, in 1977. illegally. Peter Wiebe says that “Sommerfeld [Colony] …. had
In July 1977 J.J. Driedger of Las Piedras colony answered the WRUHWXUQWZRRILWVODQG>WHUULWRULHV@WRLQGLJHQRXV%ROLYLDQV´
In all of these various cases the Mennonites rarely in fact use
TXHVWLRQ³ZKHWKHUZHDUHIXOO\DWKRPHKHUH"´ZLWKDVKRUW
rebuke: “in this world we are never fully at home. We are all WKHWHUP³%ROLYLDQ´7KH\KDYHWKHLULQWHUQDOGHVLJQDWLRQVWKH
on a journey to the greatest homeland and cannot make our KLJKODQGLQGLJHQRXV&ROODSHRSOH SURQRXQFHG&RLMD DUHVHHQ
KRPHKHUH´7 Six months later Driedger added to his view on as nomadic and untrustworthy, while the lowland and more
being at ‘home’ in any one nation state: “the world is large, Europeanized Camba people are seen as potential employees
and one can live anywhere one wants to, as long as no one tells and even occasional business partners. Anna Berg said that
XVZKHUHZHKDYHWROLYH´8 For Driedger ultimate citizenship (YR0RUDOHVFDQ¶WEHWUXVWHGKHKDVPDGH³VRPHFKDQJHV´
lay in heaven and any citizenship in this life must yield to the PDNLQJ³ODQGFODLPV«DOLWWOHPRUHVWULFW´RIIHUHGUXUDOFUHGLW
IRUWKHLQGLJHQRXV PHDQLQJPRUHQHZFDUVRQWKHURDGZD\V 
primacy of religious ideals.
In 2009 and 2012 an oral history project asking the Boliv- EXW KH LV ³&ROOD DQG QRW D &DPED´ FHUWDLQO\ WKH FRXQWU\¶V
ian Mennonites about their anti-modernity and relationship to ³IRUHPRVWGUXJGHDOHU´
5HÀHFWLQJDFXOWXUDOGLYLGHWUDQVSODQWHGIURP0H[LFRLQWKH
Bolivia indicated a well-honed narrative of racialized boundary, now a cultural artefact at the root of their society. All the 1960s, many Mennonites ironically referred to their Bolivian
pieces seemed to be in place. First, an absolute determination neighbours as Mexicans, or as they pronounce it, Mexa. Sara

an approaching world the Mennonites had hoped to leave in
Canada.
Thus, after a long generation in Mexico, a large number
of Mennonites in the 1960s were on the move again. Most of
the traditionalists looked not northward back to the country
of their origin, but southward, to places across the boundaries
of Central and South American countries. Here, in the south,
traditionalists, so-called ‘horse and buggy’ Mennonites, found
greater guarantees of isolation from modernity.
The largest of the various migrations from points in Mexico
farther southward began in 1967, leading some 10,000 Old
Colony Mennonites to locate in the dense bush land just to the
southeast of Santa Cruz. And bolstering the social boundaries
of both was an implicit contract with the Bolivian government
in which the Mennonites ‘promised’ to advance its respective national economic policies in exchange for guaranteed
cultural independence. Both relied on a Bolivian law passed
in 1962 at the request of a vanguard Mennonite community
in Bolivia; the special ‘Mennonite’ law exempted these newcomers from military service, state schools, modern welfare
programs, participation in municipal government, and national
inheritance laws.
The Mennonites, themselves, understood their importance
to Bolivia. In 1970 a young Texas A&M student, James Lanning, arrived in Bolivia to undertake research on his Master
of Social Work thesis and he discovered a people devoted
WR PDLQWDLQLQJ VRFLDO GLVWDQFH 7KH 0HQQRQLWHV DW WKH ¿UVW
colony, Riva Palacios, presented themselves as religiously motivated migrants, global wanderers, seeking a life of Christian
simplicity.6
They especially emphasized a sharp separation from the
old Mexico colonies. Law 6030 they noted had been issued at
WKH³JRYHUQPHQWDOSDODFHLQWKHFLW\RI/D3D]´DQGERUHWKH
signature of a national president. It permitted the Mennonites
WR³VHWWOHGRZQLQDQ\WHUULWRU\RIWKHFRXQWU\´VRORQJDVWKH\
ZRXOG ³GHGLFDWH WKHPVHOYHV WR«DJULFXOWXUDO ODERXUV´ $QG
those aspects of the Law which seemed to press the Mennonites
to integrate aspects of Bolivian society, such as Article 10 reTXLULQJ0HQQRQLWHVWR³HQJDJHWHDFKHUVIRUOHDUQLQJ6SDQLVK´
were simply ignored at Riva Palacios.

22 - Preservings No. 36, 2016

Canada’s national symbols, certainly its membership in a militaristic British Empire. In the 1920s almost 8000 Mennonites
from western Canada left their country of birth and migrated
VRXWKZDUG WR ³KHDWKHQ´ ODQGV LQKDELWHG E\ ³GDUN SHRSOH´
ruled by benevolent leaders and possessed of large tracts of
land affording the establishment of secluded rural societies.
One of the cultural tools of that separation was an abiding
self-identity that turned the Mennonites’ sense of ‘whiteness’
into a guarantor of anti-modern ways. Ironically their own
‘whiteness’ in Latin America kept at bay the ‘whiteness’ that
had threatened their parents and grandparents in early twentieth
century western Canada.
Endnotes

Bolivian Mennonite women and the ‘other’. Photo Credit: http://
patagoniayprotestante.blogspot.ca

Friesen employed the word to describe the custom work clearing bush land her son does for the Bolivian neighbours. As she
SXWVLWKHGRHV³NUXSD¶>EXOOGR]HU@ZRUNIRUµ0H[D¶´ZKRUHQW
ODQG³IURPDµ'LHWVFKD¶´DQHSKHZRIKHUKXVEDQG
Conclusion
Mennonites left Canada in the 1920s because it was too
‘white’, too middle class, too luring for potentially ‘white’
blond, fair skinned, hardworking Mennonites. For Mennonites
to be fully accepted into British-Canadian society they needed
only to acquire the English language and perhaps warm to

1 Materials in this article are also examined in Royden Loewen, Village among
Nations: ‘Canadian’ Mennonites in a Transnational World, 2013 and Horse and
Buggy Genius: Listening to Mennonites Contest the Modern World, 2016.
 ,VDDN0'\FN³(PLJUDWLRQIURP&DQDGDWR0H[LFR<HDU´WUDQV5RE\Q
'\FN6QHDWK XQSXEOLVKHGPDQXVFULSWLQSRVVHVVLRQRIDXWKRU 7KLVERRN
was published most recently as Isaak M., DieAuswanderung der Reinlaender
Mennoniten Gemeinde von Kanada nach Mexiko &XDXKWpPRF,PSUHQWD
&RORQLDO    6HH DOVR ,VDDN 0 '\FN Anfangs Jahre der Mennoniten
in Mexiko &XDXKWpPRF+HLQULFK'\FN,VDDN0'\FNHinterlassene
Schriften vom Aeltester Isaak M. Dyck, Blumenfeld, Mexiko &XDXKWpPRF-DFRE
.ODVVHQ)HKU 
3 Johan M. Loeppky, "A Travel Report to Mexico in the year 1921," translator
5RE\Q'\FN6QHDWK XQSXEOLVKHGPDQXVFULSWLQSRVVHVVLRQRIDXWKRU 
4 Steinbach Post., 9 May 1923. A similar description appears in a 25 February
1925 letter.
5 Ibid., 24 October 1945.
6 JamesW. Lanning, "The Old Colony Mennonites of Bolivia: A Case Study,"
Masters of Science Thesis, Texas A&M University, 1971.
7 Letter from Die Mennonitische Post, 21 July 1977, quoted in Lukas Thiessen,
“Land, and Heimat: The Concept of Home in the Letters of Low German-Speaking
Mennonites from Bolivia in Die Mennonitische Post,” University of Winnipeg,
Unpublished Undergraduate Essay, 2009.
8 Letter from Die Mennonitische Post, 17 February, 1978, quoted in Thiessen.
³/DQGDQG+HLPDW´

Muslims-Mennonite Encounters in Imperial Russia
By Aileen Friesen, Waterloo, Ontario
In 1891, Mennonites from the Molochna settlement founded
a new colony on a tract of land purchased east of the Volga
River. The settlement of Neu-Samara included fourteen villages, one of which, Krassikov, was located on the opposite
side of the Tock River from the Bashkir village of Juldaschewo.
The Bashkirs were primarily Sunni Muslims of Turkic origin,
the majority of whom focused their energy on their herds of
horses, cattle, sheep, and goats. Growing up in Krassikov, Peter
Kornelsen recalled the generosity of these Muslim neighbours,
as they invited Mennonites to take tea in their homes, as well as
the aural manifestations of Islam present in daily life, such as
the call to prayer, every morning and evening, from the mosque
across the river.1 Across the empire—in Molochna, Crimea,
Kuban, Terek, Ufa, Neu-Samara, Orenburg, Slavgorod, Pavlodar, and Aulia Ata—Mennonites settled next to established
Muslim communities, who practised a variety of nomadic,
semi-nomadic, and settled lifestyles. These interactions reYHDOHG WKH ZD\V LQ ZKLFK 0HQQRQLWHV EHQH¿WHG IURP WKHLU

settler status; however, despite the privileged position of
Mennonites, local conditions and dynamics, as well as the
FXOWXUDOWUDGLWLRQVRIHDFKJURXSSHUIRUPHGDVLJQL¿FDQWUROH
in determining and shaping their relations.
Muslims formed the second largest religious group in the
empire. According to the 1897 census, Muslims in the empire
numbered over 13 million. The extension of Imperial Russia’s
borders through the incorporation of territories on its periphery
contributed to the growth of the Muslim population. The Russian state subdued these regions through a variety of methods,
from the co-option of local elites to full-scale war. Such policies created opportunities for land-seeking peasants—not only
Mennonites, but also Ukrainians, Germans, Russians, and
others--to take advantage of the state’s desire to integrate the
newly conquered territories of New Russia, Crimea, the Caucasus, Siberia, and Central Asia between the late 18th to early
20th centuries. In these territories, Mennonites settled near
HVWDEOLVKHG0XVOLPSRSXODWLRQV VXFKDVWKH1RJDL.D]DNKV
7DWDUVDQG%DVKNLUV 'ULYHQE\WKHLUSULPDU\FRQFHUQZLWK
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the quality and quantity of available land, Mennonites paid
relatively little attention to the history of the place or the people
who would become their neighbours. In part, such an approach
was possible because Mennonites migrated as a group, which
offered a sense of protection from the unknown, as well as
their status as colonists, which insulated Mennonites as they
PRYHGZLWKWKHEOHVVLQJRI5XVVLDQRI¿FLDOVWRODQGWKDWWKH
state desired to be cultivated and colonized.
Mennonites were quick to articulate the ways in which their
new neighbours created hardships or inconveniences for their
own communities. For instance, David Rempel summarized
the struggles of Mennonites during these early years in New
Russia, by describing how locusts, gophers, and mice damaged
crops and “roving Nogai tribesmen and thieving bands of CosVDFNVIRUPDQ\\HDUVFDXVHGKHDY\ORVVHVRIKRUVHV´2 Implied
in this narrative is the expectation that these groups adapt to
the presence of Mennonites and accept the changes to the dynamic of local life fostered by their appearance. In contrast,
Mennonites were less likely to recognize how their own presence negatively affected others. Like many cohesive groups,
Mennonites overwhelmingly viewed themselves as occupying
a higher moral and cultural standing than their neighbours,
whether they be Christian or Muslim. The state encouraged

0HQQRQLWHVLQWKLVVHOISHUFHSWLRQDV5XVVLDQVWDWHRI¿FLDOV
upheld Mennonites as embodying the traits and characteristics
necessary for civilizing untamed spaces, as model colonists
ZKRFRXOGWHDFKWKHLU³OHVVGHYHORSHG´QHLJKERXUVKRZWROHDG
economically productive and moral lives. In the hierarchy of
the steppe, the needs of Mennonites as a settled, agriculturally
based community outranked those of their Muslim neighbours.
As Willard Sunderland has argued, “The Mennonites had everything that a Russian administrator could want in a foreign
FRORQLVW³FDSLWDO´ODXGDEOHSHUVRQDOTXDOLWLHV LQGXVWULRXVQHVV
FOHDQOLQHVVPRGHUDWHGULQNLQJKDELWV DQGH[SHUWLVHDVIDUPHUV
DQGFUDIWVPHQ´3 In the eyes of the Russian state, Mennonites
KDGWKHDELOLW\WRWUDQVIRUPWKH³ZLOGDQGXQWDPHGVWHSSH´LQWR
a productive oasis of agrarian prosperity.
Access to resources, especially but not exclusively land,
LQÀXHQFHGUHODWLRQVEHWZHHQ0HQQRQLWHVDQGWKHLUQHZQHLJKbours as the presence of Mennonites altered the land use of
the local population. In his history of the Molochna colony,
Heinrich Goertz casually commented that the 162 Mennonite
families along with their cattle and goods trampling the long
JUDVVHVRIWKHVWHSSH³PXVWKDYHORRNHGOLNHDVPDOODUP\´
as they made their way to their new settlement. This impression likely rang true from the perspective of the local Nogai

The Russian Empire had a diverse population and Mennonites, no matter where they settled could have Muslim, Orthodox and other
(XURSHDQQHLJKERXUV7KLVPDSRIWKH0RORFKQD&RORQ\DUHDLGHQWL¿HVWKH1RJDL0RORNDQ'RXNKRERU*HUPDQ&RORQLVWVDQG
Russian neighbours. Image Credit: Bethel College Library and Archives.
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The handwritten note at the back of this photo simply names the two men as “2 Tatars in Ekaterinoslav Gouvernement” suggesting they
lived near the Chortitza Colony. Image Credit: Bethel College Library and Archives.

who found their access to the land restricted by the arrival of
this new group.4 In these portrayals of early life, it is rarely
acknowledged that Mennonites disrupted the land practices of
the local population. The Nogai followed a lifestyle that mirrored the environmental conditions of the steppe: the seasonal
pasturelands for their livestock allowed them to counteract the
drought conditions of the region.5 Such compensatory measures
were jeopardized with the appearance of settlers and their
proprietary understanding of the land.
During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
competition for land pushed Mennonites into new regions of
the empire. Mennonites highly prized affordable land, which
EHFDPH LQFUHDVLQJO\ GLI¿FXOW WR ¿QG LQ WKH WHUULWRU\ ZHVW
of the Urals. J.D. Enns emphasized this economic factor to
explain the movement of Mennonites to Samara, Orenburg,
Ufa, and beyond the Urals, predicting that this intense desire
for land would lead Mennonites to the furthest reaches of the
eastern edges of the Russian empire.6 For Enns, this contact
between west and east, which included the original settlement
of Mennonites in southern Russia, represented the civilizing
force of agricultural development. In contrast to Enns, most
Mennonites shied away from celebrating their tilling of virgin
lands as a victory for civilization and instead emphasized the

prosaic themes of land, crops, and weather in their descriptions
of their new settlements, as Hans Werner has demonstrated in
the case of Siberia.7
In Siberia, the Russian state accommodated the growing
VHWWOHUSRSXODWLRQE\FRQ¿VFDWLQJODQGVDVVLJQHGWRWKHLQGLJenous Kazakhs. In the Kulunda steppe, where Mennonites
established the Slavgorod settlement, the state opened a large
portion of the Kazakh pasturelands as it was designated as being surplus to the needs of the Kazakhs. By 1912, the Kulunda
steppe was bustling with settler activity, according to state
reports, as Germans, Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians
had established villages on this land formerly belonging to the
Kazakhs. Prime Minister Stolypin and the Head of the Main
Administration of Land Management and Agriculture, Aleksandr Krivoshein, argued that the reduction of Kazakh land
ZDVMXVWL¿HGVLQFHWKHSUHVHQFHRIVHWWOHUVZRXOGKHOSPDUNHWL]H
WKHODQGDQGLWVSURGXFHZKLFKZRXOGLQWXUQEHQH¿WWKHORFDO
indigenous population.8 In reality, these actions constrained
the traditional land use of Kazakhs who habitually allowed
their cattle to roam freely. They now found their access to
SDVWXUHODQGUHVWULFWHGE\WKH¿HOGVRI0HQQRQLWHVZKRUHVHQWHG
WKH GDPDJH LQÀLFWHG RQ WKHLU FURSV E\ WKHVH DQLPDOV %RWK
groups stood their ground, with the Mennonites imprisoning
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The famous painting by Ilya Repin portraying the reply of the Zaphorshian Cossacks to the ultimatum of the Sultan Mehmed IV of the Ottoman
Empire to submit to Turkish rule in 1676, even though the Cossacks had defeated the Ottomans in battle. The Zaporshian Cossacks lived in
the area that would become the Chortitza Colony and were disbanded by the Russian Empire about the time that Mennonites established
the Chortitza Colony in 1789. Image Credit: Wikipedia Commons.

any Kazakh animals that wandered over their land, only to release them after a stern warning to the owner.9 Kazakhs found
their own ways to retaliate against the restrictions imposed on
their traditions by the presence of Mennonites. A resident of
the village of Zabarovka established by Mennonites in 1907,
UHFDOOHGD¿UHWKDWWRUHWKURXJKWKHJUDVVODQGVDOPRVWZLSLQJ
RXWWKHYLOODJH7RVWRSWKH¿UH0HQQRQLWHVSUD\HGIRUUDLQ
and ploughed furrows around the town. Although it was never
SURYHQWKHUHZDVDUXPRXUWKDWWKH.D]DNKVKDGVWDUWHGWR¿UH
to show their displeasure with the new settlers.10
(FRQRPLFUHODWLRQVGH¿QHGPXFKRIWKHLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQ
Mennonites and their Muslim neighbours. Across the empire,
Mennonites consistently entrusted their livestock to Muslim
herders who were viewed as experts in this task. For instance,
in the Kuban settlement, Mennonites employed Circassians
as herdsmen to take the horses out on the steppe, arguing that
such a duty could not be assigned to a German or a Russian as
only a Circassian had the vigilance and the skill to care for the
herd.11 Yet these relations were not unidirectional, with only
0XVOLPVEHQH¿WLQJIURPWKHHFRQRPLFDFWLYLWLHVRIWKH0HQnonites. As John Staples has shown, in the Molochna region,
the sheep economy established strong economic ties between
the Nogai and Mennonites, with the herds of the Nogai growing
considerably during this time.120HQQRQLWHVDOVRSUR¿WHGIURP
building projects in the villages of the Nogai. For example, an
account book for the building of a mosque in the Nogai village of Akkerman in 1850 lists payments to Mennonites for
materials and expertise.13
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Many Mennonites showed a level of indifference to the
UHOLJLRXV LGHQWLW\ RI 0XVOLP QHLJKERXUV DQG LQ IDLUQHVV
&KULVWLDQ QHLJKERXUV DV ZHOO  3HWHU :LHQV RQH RI WKH ¿UVW
settlers to Siberia rarely mentioned the Kazakhs in his published descriptions of Siberia, as he reassured readers that this
indigenous population hardly posed a threat to settlers since
WKH.D]DNKVZHUH³WRROD]\´HYHQWRHQJDJHLQWKLHYHU\14 According Enns, the lands of Western Siberia were endless and
empty, with only a small population of Kazakhs and Cossacks
who both showed little aptitude for sophisticated agriculture.15
This unfavourable association of the agricultural capabilities
RI.D]DNKV 0XVOLPV ZLWK&RVVDFNV SULPDULO\&KULVWLDQV 
indicates that factors other than religion formed the foundation
for Mennonites to judge their neighbours. Helmut Anger, who
travelled through western Siberia visiting German villages,
made a similar observation as he recalled his interaction with
a group of Mennonite farmers and a Kazakh coachman. Anger
caught a ride with the group; during the journey, the owner of
WKHZDJRQLQIRUPHG$QJHURIWKHKLJKOHYHORIFRQ¿GHQFHKH
had for his coachman, even sending him alone with several
hundred roubles to Semipalatinsk for kerosene and other goods.
This was a task, he claimed, that he would never entrust to a
Russian.16
As they interacted with their Muslim neighbours, Mennonites demonstrated a strong belief in the obligation of the
Russian state to protect not only their communities, but also
their property. Despite the strong mythology of Mennonites’
self-sufficiency, they readily and frequently appealed to

Piotr Stolypin was a determined monarchist, but also the initiator
of major land reforms in the late Russian Empire. He was appointed
Prime Minister in 1906 and was assassinated in 1911. Image Credit:
Library of Congress, George Grantham Bain Collection, File no.
ggbain.07327, Wikipedia Commons.

Alexander Krivoshein was the Minister of Agriculture between 1908
and 1915. He worked under Stolypin to implement the Stolypin land
reforms. Image Credit: Wikipedia Commons.

5XVVLDQVWDWHRI¿FLDOVIRUKHOS,QWKHFDVHRIWKH0RORFKQD
settlement, rumours started circulating among Mennonites
prepared to migrate that the land was infertile and that their
OLYHVZRXOGEHLQGDQJHUIURPDWWDFNVE\WKH³7DWDUV´,QKLV
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ ZLWK RI¿FLDOV 6W 3HWHUVEXUJ /HRQWLXV YRQ
Trefurt reported that he had assuaged Mennonite fears by
communicating that the land was indeed fertile and that Tsar
Alexander I had assigned soldiers to the region to guarantee
their security.17 Over a hundred years later, Mennonites once
again appealed to the state for protection from their neighbours
E\VHQGLQJWKUHHUHSUHVHQWDWLYHV --1LNNHO&37RHZVDQG
+HUPDQQ1HXIHOG IURPWKH7HUHNVHWWOHPHQWLQWKH&DXFDVXV
to St. Petersburg. An audience with Prime Minister Piotr
Stolypin, during which they expressed their discontent with
the level of violence, corruption, and thievery experienced by
Mennonite settlers, resulted in the Russian military employing violence against the local Muslim population in order “to
SURWHFW´0HQQRQLWHVLQWKHUHJLRQ18
,W LV GLI¿FXOW WR MXGJH 0HQQRQLWH WKRXJKWV DERXW ,VODP
as they seldom referred to the faith of their neighbours. One
exception is the ethnographic report on the Nogai written by
Johann Cornies, which was published in the Russian journal
Teleskop. Cornies recognized the deep commitment of the
Nogais to Islam, reporting “The Nogais are Muslims without
exception. There are eleven principal mosques with minarets...
in the district and all villages have places for prayer. In matters

of religion, they are under the authority of the superior Mufti
in the Crimea...[The Mullahs] sound the call to prayers, pray
RYHU WKH VLFN DQG DUH SUHVHQW DW ZHGGLQJV VDFUL¿FHV DQG
IXQHUDOV´19+HIXUWKHUQRWHVWKDWWKH1RJDLZHUH¿OOHGZLWK
pride in their people and ancestors; for them “Christians [were]
QRWHYHQZRUWK\RIFRQVLGHUDWLRQ´20 Despite their understanding of Christians as beneath them, the Nogai, according to
Cornies, lavished hospitality on any guest, regardless of their
religion.21 In other words, the Nogai adhered strongly to the
Islamic tradition of generously entertaining their guests and
this generosity was a sign of their faith and not necessarily an
indication of respect for Mennonites.
Historical sources also reveal acts of neighbourly kindness by Muslims towards these settlers who arrived suddenly
in the region. In the province of Semipalatinsk, the Kazakhs
showed hospitality to lost and endangered Mennonites when
snowstorms reduced visibility along the road to Pavlodar, making the route impassable. Friendly relations, according to one
0HQQRQLWHZHUHHVWDEOLVKHGDIWHU0HQQRQLWHVFRQ¿UPHGWR
the Kazakhs that they too believed in one God, after which the
.D]DNKVUHIHUUHGWRWKH0HQQRQLWHVDV³EURWKHUV´22 This issue
of monotheism appeared to have been quite important to the
Kazakhs. In the settlement of Aulie Ata, Mennonite Brethren
missionaries encountered resistance against the concept of the
trinity by the Kazakhs, as they insisted that they could only
believe in one God.23
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in shaping how these relations unfolded.
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across the desert.24 They also showed a willingness to share 12 John R. Staples, “‘On Civilizing the Nogais’ : Mennonite-Nogai Economic
Quarterly ReviewQR $SULO 
religious space. Elizabeth Schultz recounts how they received 5HODWLRQV´Mennonite
13 *RVXGDUVWYHQQ\LDUNKLY2GHVVNRLREODVWL *$22 IRSGO
permission to bury their dead in a corner of a Muslim cemetery. 14 3:LHQV³$XV2PVN´Odessaer Zeitung 93, April 23/May 6, 1900, 3.
6FKXOW]GHVFULEHVWKHPXWXDO³DVWRQLVKPHQW´DWHDFKRWKHU¶V 15 (QQV³:HVW6LEHULHQ´
burial practices: Mennonites could not understand why Mus- 16 Helmut Anger, Die Deutschen in Sibirien: Reise durch die deutschen Dörfer
Westsibiriens %HUOLQ2VW(XURSD9HUODJ 
OLPVEXULHGWKHLUGHDGZLWKRXWFRI¿QVLQVWDQGLQJDQGNQHHOLQJ 17 5RVVLLVNLLJRVXGDUVWYHQQ\LLVWRULFKHVNLLDUNKLY 5*,$ IRSG
positions. In turn, Muslims viewed the Mennonite practice of l1.18ob-19.
EXU\LQJWKHLUGHDGKRUL]RQWDOO\LQFRI¿QVDVDVHULRXVPLVWDNH 18 ³$XVGHP7HUHNJHELHW´Odessaer Zeitung 24, January 30/February 12, 1909,
Also see Werner, 159–72.
that would interfere with resurrection.25 At one stop, the local 3.
19 Harvey L. Dyck, John R. Staples, and Ingrid I. Epp, eds., Transformation on
Muslim community allowed Mennonites to use the mosque the Southern Ukrainian Steppe. Letters and Papers of Johann Cornies. Vol 1:
for church services.26 7KLV ZDV QRW WKH ¿UVW WLPH D PRVTXH 1812-1835 7RURQWR8QLYHUVLW\RI7RURQWR3UHVV 
had offered religious shelter to Mennonites as the Mennonite 20 Ibid., 469.
Ibid., 480.
Brethren believers held a service in a vacant Nogai mosque 21
22 Fast, 233.
27
in the early years of the movement in the Molochna region.
23 Fred Richard Belk, The Great Trek of the Russian Mennonites to Central Asia,
Muslims and Mennonites lived as neighbours across the 1880-1884 6FRWWGDOH+HUDOG3UHVV 
Russian empire. Little attention has been paid to these inter- 24 Jacob Klaassen, Asienreise II: 1880-1884,WUDQV+HQU\.ODDVVHQ 2VKDZD
 
actions, in part, because only sporadic references exist in the 25 Elizabeth Unruh Schultz, “What a Heritage: Autobiography of Mrs. Elizabeth
historical record. The references in Mennonite writings that do 6FKXOW]1HH8QUXK´WUDQV$QQLH6FKXOW].H\HV)LQGLQJDSODFHWREXU\
exist are laden with Mennonite moral judgements based on their WKHLUGHDGSURYHGGLI¿FXOW,Q6DPDUNDQGD5XVVLDQSULHVWREMHFWHGWRWKHLGHD
burying a Mennonite in the Russian cemetery. See Franz Bartsch, Our Trek to
own culture without acknowledging how the broader context of
Central Asia :LQQLSHJ&0%&3XEOLFDWLRQV 
of Russian imperial rule, directly and dramatically shaped 26 Belk, 123.
relations. Nonetheless, the privileged position of Mennonites 27 Peter M. Friesen, The Mennonite Brotherhood in Russia, 1789-1910, trans. J.
was not the only factor that determined interactions between %7RHZV )UHVQR%RDUGRI&KULVWLDQ/LWHUDWXUH*HQHUDO&RQIHUHQFHRI0HQQRQLWH
%UHWKUHQ&KXUFKHV 

these groups. Local conditions and dynamics as well as the
FXOWXUDOWUDGLWLRQVRIHDFKJURXSSHUIRUPHGDVLJQL¿FDQWUROH

28 - Preservings No. 36, 2016

Mennonite History For Young People
Creating a Series of Mennonite
History Readers for Young People
By Rosabel Fast, Toronto, Ontario
For three years, the Old Colony Mennonites in Canada
had looked for land. They had searched all over, in the United
6WDWHV$UJHQWLQD%UD]LO4XHEHFDQG¿QDOO\LQ0H[LFR7KLV
gave the people a lot of time to think and worry. They had
to wait until September 19, 1921. On that day this telegram
arrived from El Paso, Texas, on the border of Chihuahua,
Mexico: “100000 HECTARES OF LAND BOUGHT IN
CHIHUAHUA MEXICO.”1

Historical Foundation to submit a proposal for writing a MenQRQLWH +LVWRU\ IRU <RXQJ 3HRSOH 0+)<3  , DFFHSWHG WKH
invitation, wrote the proposal and the Plett Foundation board
accepted my plan. I’m sure the Centro Escolar environment
was in the back of my mind when I wrote the proposal: a school
materials bookstore, a workroom with computers and printer,
a typist and a small printing press, all in one space. During
my work on that project, there had also been an advisory committee to oversee the project. I had been appreciated for the
knowledge I brought to the project, thanked warmly for my
assistance, cautioned, given plenty of advice and re-directed
when I headed in a wrong direction.
For the MHFYP project, I had a generous funder in the
Plett Foundation, a project committee, the Foundation’s Executive Director Hans Werner to consult as
QHHGHGDQGP\RZQKRPHRI¿FHZLWKD
new computer and a printer with scanner. But this time I worked very independently. Although I was not without
support, I had little idea how solitary
that would feel at times.

How does one go about creating a series of Mennonite history readers for young people? I can only speak for myself. For
me the idea started several years ago, when Eddy Plett from
Chihuahua, Mexico walked up to Abe Warkentin’s desk in the
0HQQRQLWH&HQWUDO&RPPLWWHH 0&& &DQDGDRI¿FHLQ:LQnipeg to make a request. Abe Warkentin
was director of MCC’s Low German
program. Eddy Plett was the manager
of Centro Escolar, the Education Centre
for the Kleine Gemeinde school system
in Mexico based in the Los Jagueyes
Colony. Eddy wondered if MCC might
send a teacher to Mexico to assist them
My History
in upgrading their school materials. For
0\¿UVWHQFRXQWHUZLWKIRUPDOKLVWRAbe Warkentin the answer to the request
ry was in Grade Five. For reasons known
was obvious. The question of “improvonly to ten-year-olds, it was cool that
LQJ VFKRROV´ KDG DOUHDG\ EHHQ RQ KLV
\HDUWR³KDWH´KLVWRU\:HHYHQFRLQHG
mind for some time.
what we considered a very clever nickI believe Eddy and the community he
represented may well have had in mind Rosabel Fast is a curriculum development name for the subject. By combining the
someone like Harvey Barkman. As I professional and author of Leaving Canada. ¿UVWV\OODEOHRIKLVWRU\ZLWKDVRPHZKDW
smutty Low German word, we came
recall, Mr. Barkman was a soft-spoken Photo Credit: Kerry Fast.
up with something that sounded like
retired school teacher who had some
time earlier taught a teacher training course at Los Jagueyes. ‘disgusting history’. I was right in there with the other grade
The course had been well received. But, instead Abe Warken- ¿YHUV³KDWLQJ´KLVWRU\$WWKHVDPHWLPHKRZHYHU,WKRURXJKO\
tin approached me to take on the position. Having recently enjoyed every history lesson Mrs. Wiebe taught us that year. I
completed a graduate degree in Education, I had undergone did hate history once, for one year in high school. Our textbook
some upgrading of my own. I was full of new ideas and many ZDVDKHDY\OLJKWEURZQWRPHZLWKPDQ\SDJHVRI¿QHSULQW
ideals: about history, communities and schools. I had not yet We were assigned long sections to read in preparation for each
class. The teaching method was strictly lecture.
had time to try out these ideals.
%XWWKDW\HDUZDVDQH[FHSWLRQ,¿QGGLVFRYHULQJWKLQJV
But things turned out well. Three and a half years later,
Centro Escolar had a new series of German readers for use in about the past exciting, especially when I can see the direct
the Kleine Gemeinde school system of Mexico: Meine Welt, LQÀXHQFH RI VSHFL¿F SLHFHV RI KLVWRU\ RQ P\ ZRUOG RU WKH
Unsere Welt 0\:RUOG2XU:RUOG DQG Die Weite Welt 7KH wider world around me. History also provides us with impor:LGH:RUOG . These readers were, and still are, being used in tant missing pieces from the past that inform our present and
various other school systems, including Old Colony Mennonite provide direction for the future. I believe that the past, present
and future are all part of who we are. As we live in the present
private schools in Ontario.
Approximately six months after the completion of that and look ahead into the future, we need guidance: from God,
project with Centro Escolar, I was invited by the D. F. Plett wise teachers, family, friends and from the knowledge stored
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in our own minds. Another word for that knowledge could be to me that there was nothing wrong with these students’ minds.
³KLVWRU\´LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWWKHSDVWWKDWLQIRUPVRXUSUHVHQW There was often something wrong with the systems they were
WU\LQJWR¿WLQWR
and future.
Leaving Canada: The Journey to Mexico tells the history of
a group of Mennonites whose history is not well represented in
Getting Started With Community Research
Writing history begins with research and the more solid the school curricula. The book is written in uncomplicated English
research the better the history. My research for the MHFYP and includes as many interesting tidbits of history as I could
project had two components: community and academic. I began ¿W,EHOLHYHWKDWKLVWRU\FDQEHHVSHFLDOO\SURIRXQGZKHQSUHwith the community, the potential users of the history I planned sented through stories. I was pleasantly surprised at how many
to write. I set out to meet a range of people, as many as I could VWRULHV,ZDVDEOHWR¿QGWXFNHGDZD\LQP\VRXUFHV7KHVH
think of, who might be interested in a new Mennonite history VWRULHVZLOODSSHDOWRERWK\RXQJHUDQGROGHU¿UVWWLPHUHDGHUV
written for a younger audience. I visited Mennonite schools
– both private and public – and spoke with school commit- Why Old Colony Mennonite History?
Consider the vast extent of Mennonite history. The Mentee members, directors, principals, teachers, school division
consultants and other potential users. I listened carefully and nonite story begins on January 21, 1525 in Switzerland. On that
recorded the ideas I gleaned from the visits. Interest was high day, a small roomful of Christians were ready to make a very
and the people I spoke with all had ideas and opinions about bold move. All of them had been baptized into their state church
what this history should look like. It appeared that the Plett as infants. All of them believed that they needed to be baptized
Foundation had chosen well in its decision to initiate their again. Only as adults had they come to understand what this
important act meant. On that day in 1525, in the face of likely
new project.
Of course, I could only meet a sampling of people, mostly in persecution and for some, death, they re-baptized each other.
7KDWZDVDOPRVW¿YHKXQGUHG\HDUVDJRDQG0HQQRQLWHKLVOntario, and also some in Alberta and Manitoba. Nova Scotia,
Kansas or Texas in the United States, Chihuahua in Mexico, tory continues into the present. Since 1525, Anabaptists, some
Riva Palacios in Bolivia, and other regions where Old Colony of whom later became known as Mennonites, have spread in
Mennonites attend classes, go to school, or educate themselves large numbers across the world. Today Mennonite history is
as best as they are able, were well beyond the scope of my time- set in locations around the world, including Russia and other
IUDPH3HUKDSV,ZLOOPHHWVRPHRIWKHIRONVLQWKHVHIDUÀXQJ countries in Europe, Canada, the United States, Mexico and
across Latin America, India, Africa, China.
regions later on, as the MHFYP project continues to unfold.
Leaving Canada: The Journey to Mexico is a very small
SLHFHRIDYHU\ORQJKLVWRU\,WLVWKH¿UVWRIDVHULHVRIUHDGAcademic Research
During this phase of interviewing and visiting with com- ers that feature the Old Colony stream of Mennonite history.
munity members, I set out to read any and everything I could This content decision had already been made, to some extent,
¿QGWRFUHDWHDVHWRIKLVWRU\UHDGHUVWKDWZRXOGEHLQWHUHVW- when I started working on the project. Although Old Colony
ing, relevant, meaningful, well researched and as accurate as Mennonites are a very large group, less has been written about
possible. I believe history for young people should be just was their history than that of many other Mennonites. Among this
well researched and written as a university history textbook. group in Canada, the United States, Mexico and other Latin
Once I got into the sources, all the while still meeting more American countries are many children and young people. In
interested community members, I found it hard to stop read- Canada many of these children attend private schools. Many
ing. I needed enough information to envision the scope of the others go to public schools. Adults are also going “back to
project and establish which Mennonite history I would write. VFKRRO´ WR OHDUQ (QJOLVK RU WR XSJUDGH WKHLU HGXFDWLRQ WR D
But at some point, a friend who has done a lot of research and high school level.
writing herself, said to me, “There comes a time when you have
stop researching, stop reading and interviewing people. Close
WKHGRRUDQGVWDUWZULWLQJ´$QGWKDWLVZKDW,GLGZLWKVRPH
relief. Once the research door is shut, the information that has
DFFXPXODWHGVWDUWVWR¿WWRJHWKHUVRPHWLPHVDOPRVWRQLWVRZQ
Young and Not so Young Readers
After reading enough Mennonite history to feel that I had
an overview of the big picture and a good idea of how I would
RUJDQL]HWKHPDWHULDO,FRXOGPRYHEDFNLQWRWKH³UHDO´ZRUOG
the world of schools, students, school subjects, teachers, principals, other educators and parents. My experience as a teacher
has often been with children, and later with adults, who faced
challenges in public school systems. Many children struggled
LQ(QJOLVKVFKRROVEHFDXVHWKH\ZHUHQRWÀXHQWLQWKHODQJXDJH
of instruction. Some students had never learned to read as
children and came back as adults to learn. Some came from
homes that were too poor and stressed to adequately support Rosabel Fast signing books for an area educator at a book launch in
WKHLUHGXFDWLRQ2WKHUVKDGWURXEOH¿WWLQJLQZKHQWKHVFKRROV Leamington, Ontario in June 2016. Hans Werner, Executive Director
seemed foreign to their own culture. As a teacher, it was clear of the Plett Foundation looks on. Photo Credit: Kerry Fast.
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Conclusion
The mandate of the Plett Foundation is to support the
research, writing and distribution of the histories of the
conservative Mennonites who came to North America in the
1870s and their descendants throughout the Americas. The
Mennonite History for Young People extends that mandate to
include younger readers and those for whom English is a new
language. Certainly telling the story of those who moved to
Mexico in 1922, honours the legacy of the Foundation’s originator. Delbert F. Plett who had a vision for producing Mennonite
history that was outside of the box: to write about groups of
conservative Mennonites whose history was less well known
or about whom little had been written.

Book Reviews
Leaving Canada:
The Leaving CanadaWKH¿UVWYROXPHRIWKH0HQQRQLWH
History for Young People was launched in Aylmer, Leamington
and Kitchener-Waterloo in June 2016. We have asked two childKRRGHGXFDWLRQSURIHVVLRQDOVWRUHYLHZWKLV¿UVWYROXPH HG 
Marcela Durán
is an educator with extensive experience in Teacher Education
and Public Education in Ontario, in the areas of Equity in
the Curriculum, Curriculum Development, Administration
of Programs, and Professional Development design and
delivery. She currently teaches in the Concurrent Teacher
Education Program, Faculty of Education, York University.
%HWZHHQ  DQG  VKH FRRUGLQDWHG WKH ¿UVW \HDU
Community Field Experience Practicum for teacher candidates. Marcela would like to be known as a Social Justice
and Human Rights Educator who advocates for the rights of
children and families in multicultural-multiracial societies.

I read with great interest, Rosabel Fast’s Leaving Canada:
The Journey to Mexico, Volume One of the series “MennoQLWH+LVWRU\IRU<RXQJ3HRSOH´DQGOHDUQHGDJUHDWGHDOLQ
the process. Leaving Canada tells the story of the move from
Canada to Mexico by Old Colony Mennonites between 1921
and 1924. It focuses on the establishment of the Swift Current
and Manitoba colonies in the state of Chihuahua.
The story is told in an engaging and carefully documented
way. We learn about Old Colony Mennonites as a people,
and the reasons why they felt they had to leave Canada to
preserve their culture, belief system and modes of schooling
WKHLUFKLOGUHQ7KHUHDGHUFRPHVWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHGLI¿FXOW
decision making that was involved in the process of moving:
I believe that having access to one’s own history is important the complicated negotiations with the Mexican government,
DQGDOVRWKDWSHRSOHZKRDUHFRQVLGHUHGWREH³WRR\RXQJ´RU acquiring the ‘Privilegium’ and the ensuing move to Mexico.
With features like historic photographs, maps and excerpts
do not know English very well, are not keen on reading, or have
little academic background should not be barred from learning from an old journal, the writer invites the reader to witness
about and participating in this history. Leaving Canada: The the emotionally trying times that the community experienced.
Journey to Mexico,” volume one in the Mennonite History for The reader comes to understand what it must have meant for
Young People series, is my effort at writing a piece of history the people to decide to sell their properties, organize travel
by train for whole families and their farm animals, and move
that supports this belief in making history accessible to all.
,QDPLQGHHGJUDWHIXOWRWKH&HQWUR(VFRODUIRUP\¿UVWLP- through the pioneering stage of establishing villages on the
mersion in writing a history curriculum in a Mennonite context. Swift Current and Manitoba colonies.
The encounter with Mexicans is told in a careful, thoughtI also want to thank the Plett Foundation for envisioning the
project and then encouraging and supporting my extensive plan ful, well documented way that is also easily accessible to
for a full series of nine books. As Preservings readers, I also the imagination of a young audience. The introduction to
need to thank you for your interest in what we believe will be Leaving Canada opens with an invitation to young readers
a great new resource for classrooms certainly, and also for any to understand how social history works and how it should be
and all who are curious about their own history, or the history of understood: “History is not about people who died long ago.
their parents, students, friends, and clients, and any others who It is about people who were alive in the past. To enjoy history
believe, as I do, that knowing about the past is important, even ZHPXVWJHWLQWRWKHOLYHVRIWKHSHRSOH´ SL[ 
The book, although dedicated to young audiences, is also a
HVVHQWLDOIRUQHJRWLDWLQJWKHSUHVHQWDQGHQJDJLQJFRQ¿GHQWO\
rich source of information for adults as it highlights a chapter
with the future as it unfolds.
of Canadian people’s history that is rarely explored in history
textbooks. The book seems to be designed not only with young
Endnotes
1 Rosabel Fast, Leaving Canada: The Journey to Mexico :LQQLSHJ')3OHWW people in mind but also the teachers and parents who will
+LVWRULFDO5HVHDUFK)RXQGDWLRQ 
EHUHDGLQJLWZLWKWKHFKLOGUHQ7HDFKHUVZLOOEHQH¿WJUHDWO\
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with creative vignettes, both of which help to create a patchwork of images from which the reader may conjure the story
of the Mennonites leaving Canada for Mexico in the 1920s.
Authentic materials in the form of photographs of the settlers
on the journey, delegate David Rempel’s diary, and extensive
passages from Ältester Isaak Dyck’s memoir all contribute to
this vibrant, quilted image.
The book is beautifully presented; the typeface is clean,
the sections are well-marked, and the illustrations, maps,
and photographs all create a text that is accessible and inviting. The introduction is particularly helpful; Fast sets up the
narrative well by providing a brief history of the Old Colony
Mennonites, ranging from their time in Russia to ‘what makes
DJRRGFRORQ\¶  7KURXJKRXWWKHWH[WVKHKLJKOLJKWVZRUGV
that are potentially new to the reader in bold formatting and
presents them in an index at the end. She also includes phrases
in Plautdietsch, High German, and Spanish, with translations
in the footnotes, but instructs the readers to ignore the translations if languages do not interest
them. This personal tone creates a
sense that the author is as much guide
on the journey as expert on the topic.
Throughout, Fast effectively depicts the challenges of the move,
and the many conflicting feelings
experienced by the migrants as they
sought to follow what they believed
to be God’s guidance to a new homeland. She describes the terror and the
thrill experienced by the Mennonites
on the chartered trains as they felt
the shriek and sway of a fast-moving
YHKLFOH IRU WKH ¿UVW WLPH   7KH
initial apprehension in Mexico is
also well depicted—the fear of encountering people with darker skin
and a foreign language, armed soldiers, unyielding soil, sickness and
frequent death. These struggles are
balanced with a clear presentation
****
that the migrants felt God’s provision
for them throughout the journey and
Robyn Sneath
is currently completing her PhD in Education at Oxford VHWWOHPHQW\HDUV  
$OWKRXJKWKLVZRUNZLOOVXUHO\¿QGDZHOFRPHSODFHLQWKH
University where she is part of the Religion, Philosophy
and Education research group. Her thesis topic is a study classrooms of Mennonite schools, I think it could have been
of Old Colony perceptions of schooling. Robyn is originally more useful to teachers and students had the author included
from Winnipeg and has been the recipient of numerous aca- a section at the end of each chapter with questions prompting
demic awards. Her undergraduate degree at the University UHÀHFWLRQ,WLVSRVVLEOHWKDW)DVWRSWHGDJDLQVWWKLVDSSURDFKLQ
of Winnipeg included Mennonite Studies, German and order to maintain the widest possible readership, for example,
Geography. She has been a high school Social Studies teach- by not directing the questions to a particular Grade level. Hower and was a participant in a Plett Foundation workshop that ever, by including questions or related tasks, the work would
UHDG HDUO\ YHUVLRQV RI WKH ¿UVW YROXPH DQG FRPPHQWHG RQ have given teachers—who, in private Mennonite schools somehow the Mennonite History for Young People series was con- times lack formal pedagogical training—a guide for how to use
the text to best effect. Perhaps a teacher’s guide, or workbook
ceived. Robyn lives in Brandon, Manitoba with her family.
could be written as an accompanying text. Another next step
Leaving CanadaLVDQLPPHQVHO\ZHOFRPHYROXPHDQG¿OOV would be to translate Leaving Canada into German so that it
a major gap in the literature—a clearly written, accessible his- can be used as a text in Mennonite schools throughout Latin
torical account of Mennonite emigration from Canada intended America. And for those whose days in the classroom is long
for a young audience. Though the work is presented as a sort behind them, Leaving Canada is nevertheless a very friendly
of textbook, it reads much like a story, with primary source introduction to Old Colony Mennonites and their journey from
material in the forms of diaries and memoirs interspersed Canada to Mexico.

from this resource as primary research material that should
help them guide young people into further explorations of the
history of their people.
)URPWKH¿UVWSDJHVRQFDUHIXOSHGDJRJLFDOLQVLJKWLVDSSDUHQW)RUH[DPSOHWKHVHFWLRQ³:RUGV:RUGV:RUGV´LQWKH
Introduction shows the reader how to understand the content,
with a guide to the writing conventions used in the book, such
as bolded words, italicized words and asterisks. This approach
and conversational style invites children to think and learn. For
example, “These are words you may not know. Don’t worry, the
PHDQLQJRIWKHZRUGXVXDOO\FRPHVDIWHUWKHZRUG´DQG³'R
\RXOLNHWROHDUQQHZZRUGVIURPDQRWKHUODQJXDJH",I\HV«´
Throughout the book, visual resources help readers understand the content of each chapter. Photographs, art work,
maps, and green, orange and mauve textboxes call attention to
important facts about the story being told. Green and orange
ER[HVUDLVHSRLQWVWR³WKLQNDERXW´IURPLQWHUHVWLQJGHWDLOV
such as the Mexican president being left handed, to inviting
young readers to think about the faith
that helped the community through
trying times. Blue textboxes with
the title, “This might also interest
\RX«´ HQWLFH FKLOGUHQ WR UHVHDUFK
interesting facts. Finally, vignettes in
the mauve boxes bring in the voices
of Mennonite and also Mexican children, illustrating the promise in the
Introduction that the book, “is about
people who were aliveLQWKHSDVW´
In reading Leaving Canada children will not only learn about the
heroic journey of Old Colony Mennonites to Mexico in 1922. They will
also become curious to read the next
volume, where, as promised in the last
chapter, they will hear more about the
establishment of the Hague Colony
in Durango between 1924 and 1927.
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Articles
Saskatchewan Holdeman Mennonites respond to WWII
By Leonard Doell, Aberdeen, Saskatchewan
A number of years ago, I purchased a box of papers at a
garage sale in Hague, Saskatchewan. In it, there was a black
notebook that contained songs, letters and stories written in
German Gothic script. Recently, I asked Esther Patkau if she
would translate a few pieces of this material for me and by doing so, she helped me to appreciate the rich contents of what I
want to share with you in this paper.
The story that I want to tell you is about the Unruh family
from Waldheim and later from Hague and their experience in
trying to be faithful followers of Christ during World War Two.

Toby Unruh was in his early twenties when the family was arrested
for not registering under The National Resources Mobilization Act
in 1940. Photo Credit: Leonard Doell

I want to begin by sharing something Toby Unruh, an honorary
member of the Mennonite Historical Society of Saskatchewan,
wrote. This is the story of the experience that he and his family
had at that time.
Toby writes:
At the turn of the century, my grandparents Cornelius
and Helena Unruh emigrated to Saskatchewan Canada from
6SULQJ¿HOG 6RXWK 'DNRWD LQ WKH 86$ ZKHQ P\ 'DG ZDV
about 8 years old. They arrived in Rosthern and then staked a
homestead near Waldheim by the North Saskatchewan River,
before there were railroads to Waldheim and Duck Lake.
My Dad was David C. Unruh, he found a girl named Helen
Becker, the daughter of the Holdeman Minister Peter and
Eva (Deckert) Becker. She was also born in South Dakota
and by 1916 they were married and settled on the old homestead farm that came complete with telephone or speaking
wires as they were called in those days. This is where I, Toby
was born in 1919 and raised. Our parents started to move
or run from the district schools on account of the bad and
corrupted things that were taught to the children and so they
left everything behind to avoid trouble with the law. Our parents belonged to the Holdeman or Church of God in Christ
Mennonite Church and did not like what they saw going on in
WKHGLVWULFWVRWKH\¿QDOO\HQGHGXSRQDQLVRODWHGVSRWQHDU
the South Saskatchewan River, east of Hague, Saskatchewan.
I myself was the oldest of the boys in the family and had to
do most of the chores during the winter months, which included feeding and watering the livestock, as well as chopping
and sawing our wood supply for the winter months. During
the summer, I spent most of my day sitting on the sulky plow,
getting the land ready for seeding and summer fallow. I remember when the stock market crashed in 1929 and the bottom fell out of everything, this was the beginning of the ten
lost years. During 1937, we did not harvest, there was no
crop, only grasshoppers. They chewed up everything, even
the handles on the pitchforks. I remember when my Dad sold
KLVQXPEHURQHZKHDWIRU¿IWHHQFHQWVDEXVKHODQGDJRRG
feed cow brought $2.00. Our neighbour boys got married and
moved in with his or her parents but there was nothing else
you could do. Then slowly the turning point came and soon
war broke out, which also put another hardship on us boys.
The rest of the story is now written by Toby’s sister Susanna, who was one year older than Toby. She was a single
woman, who had a good reputation for her hard work and being a trustworthy person, who helped many family members
through their trials of sickness and death. I have also added
articles from the Saskatoon Star PhoenixWKDW¿OOLQVRPHRI
the pieces of her story.
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Threshing crew at Waldheim Saskatchewan, David C. Unruh is one of the men on the left side of the photo. Photo Credit: M. Unruh

The David C. Unruh homestead near Waldheim, Saskatchewan. Helena (Becker) Unruh is on the photo with her daughter Susanna. Photo
Credit: M. Unruh
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Susanna writes:
I want to in my weakness write down a few things that
have happened to us in the past. We have been faced with
YDULRXV GLI¿FXOW DQG VDG WLPHV ,Q WKH HQG RI WKH \HDU 
and the beginning of the year 1941, there was a one time law
sent out from the Government in August, that from the age of
sixteen everyone was to be registered. Since we could not do
so with good conscience, because it is written, “No one can
serve two masters,” and so we could not register, because we
could not obey God’s laws and people’s laws. “You cannot
serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24). And it is also written, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29) and
also “Don’t you know that friendship with the world is hatred towards God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the
world becomes an enemy of God” (James 4:4). Also in the
book of Moses it is written: “O Praise the greatness of our
God” (Deut. 32:3). To God alone be honor given. And then it
happened that we had been accused before the authorities. So
a police man came out and investigated the case, all of which
we answered with “no” and we also said that we could not
do it. So immediately the policeman gave us summons papers
that we should appear in court. Because we read in Matthew
10:18, “On my account you will be brought before governors
and kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles,” the police arrested us and took us to the Town of Hague to court,
where we were interrogated. The judge read out the punishment, that each one pay $4.25 or two weeks jail time. This
time all seven of us bought ourselves free, the parents, three
brothers, myself and my sister. That was September 23, 1940.
On 17 September 1940, the Star Phoenix reported that in
addition to the Unruhs, the RCMP arrested the Becker family
from Waldheim, who also refused to register. This included
seven Beckers, the Aunts and Uncles and cousins to Toby Unruh. The article wrongly refers to them as Hutterites because
the men wore beards and the women were dressed in black.
When the RCMP attempted to get them into the automobiles to
bring them before the magistrate, the Beckers asserted that they
did not believe in riding in automobiles nor, in fact, using any
kind of machinery for any purpose. However, they explained
that they would not raise any objection if they were placed in

The Becker family on a Sunday afternoon ride. John P. and Eva in
the front, Elizabeth, Annie and Helena in the back. The photo comes
from a time before the Beckers came to the understanding that cars
were ‘worldly goods.’ Photo Credit: M. Unruh

the police cars by force. The police obliged them and the party
proceeded on its way to court.
Susanna Unruh goes on to write that
they then left us in peace for a brief time, about two weeks.
Then they came again and arrested us because of the same
issue and took us to the City of Saskatoon, father and three
brothers: Tobias, Daniel and Abraham and me and my sister
Elizabeth. That was October 11 1940. They left our loving
Mother at home because the younger four brothers: Isaak,
Jacob, Peter and Johan could not stay alone. The next day
they again took us to court where the judge again read us the
punishment, about $25-$30 dollars or two months in prison.
Then we did not free ourselves by payment of money. So they
took the four of us: Tobias and Daniel, myself and my sister
Elizabeth, we who remained steadfast, because it was contrary to our conscience. They took the two brothers, Tobias
and Daniel to the Prince Albert Prison on October 12, 1940.
$OVRPHDQGP\VLVWHU(OL]DEHWKZLWKRXU¿YHGHDUO\ORYHG
aunts, because of the same issue were taken to the women’s
prison in Battleford. That also was October 12, 1940.
The Star Phoenix reported on 11 October 1940, that the Tobias
6FKDUWQHU IDPLO\ IURP 'DOPHQ\ DOVR +ROGHPDQ  KDG DOVR
refused to register and had to appear before the court.
And so Adam was thrown out of the garden and evil got loose
in the world,” said Tobias Schartner, 62, bearded Mennonite
patriarch of the Schartner family of Dalmeny district farmer, as he stood with his two sons and three daughters at the
Dalmeny Schoolhouse on Thursday afternoon, all charged
with the failure to register as required by the National
Registration Act. Magistrate J. T. Leger however did not see
the connection between the Garden of Eden and the failure
to register, so Tobias was stopped just when he nicely got
XQGHUZD\+HZDV¿QHGDQGFRVWVZLWKWKHDOWHUQDWLYH
of one month in Prince Albert Jail and his two sons Thielem
and Joseph the same. The daughters Elizabeth, Sarah and
Lydia were each sentenced to $2.00 and costs or two weeks
LQWKHZRPHQ¶VMDLOLQ%DWWOHIRUG1RQHRIWKH¿QHVZHUHSDLG
and the six all went to jail. Tobias, seeking to enlighten the
court as to why they would not register, anxiously sought permission to quote from the big book that he carried under his
arm or from the Scriptures. The book was written in German
by Thielem Von Braght [Martyrs Mirror]. He had brought it
with him from the States. It contained some of the teachings
of Menno, father of the Mennonite Faith, he said. ‘I have listened to that at Hague, Saskatoon and Waldheim for hours
and some more today in Saskatoon. I don’t want to hear anymore,’ Magistrate Leger said.
There was a huge cost to the families and individuals that
UHIXVHG WR UHJLVWHU DQG LW EURXJKW WKHP LQWR GLUHFW FRQÀLFW
with the laws of the land. The Star Phoenix reported on Oct
12 1940, that Joseph and Aron Becker had appeared in court
and told Judge Leger that they could not register because it
was against their conscience and religion. It was the second
WLPHWKH\KDGDSSHDUHGRQWKHVDPHRIIHQFH7KH\ZHUH¿QHG
$25.00 and costs each and after staying in jail until after 5:00
SP7KXUVGD\DIWHUQRRQWKH\SDLGWKHLU¿QHVEXWVWLOOGLGQRW
register. Then they left for home. They did not believe in cars
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and so started to walk home the 50 miles to their farms. Joseph
lived two miles northwest of Waldheim and Aron nine miles
northwest. Both were strong looking men, weighing over 200
pounds. They had no food with them for the journey. Joseph
arrived home at 5:00 pm Friday evening but Aron collapsed on
the way and his wife came to pick him up with a wagon. The
newspaper indicated they would both be charged again having still failed to register and Magistrate Leger had indicated
to them that they would be given a long jail sentence the next
time they appeared in court.

The second part of the letter is addressed to his wife.
From me your husband, to yourself my dear wife. I received
your letter yesterday and was very glad to hear from you. I
VHHQ-RHDQG7KLHOHPWKH¿UVWGD\V,JRWLQKHUHVLQFHWKHQ,
have not seen them. Do not send anything to here. I was very
afraid here but I prayed to God and he helped me, so that I
can stand it. Write often to me, how everything is at home. But
I can’t answer, I only can write 2 letters a month. Your loving
husband, Tobias Schartner.
Susanna goes on to write that,

A sketch of Peter and Eva (Deckert) Becker by Jacob E. Friesen,
Hague, Saskatchewen. Image Credit: M. Unruh.

because the parents heard nothing about the two brothers
Tobias and Daniel, they went to the prison in Prince Albert
and paid money to free them from the prison which was
$66.00. That was November 22, 1940. They also didn’t hear
much about us two sisters in Battleford because we were under stricter observation and were not allowed to write. We
would not do their arrogant work, because it is written: “For
everything in the world, the cravings of sinful man, the lust
of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and what he does,
comes not from the Father but from the world. The world and
its desires pass away but the man who does the will of God
lives forever”. (1 John 2:16-17). In Ephesians 5:11, it is written: “Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness

The Unruh girls, Susan and Elizabeth, were also charged
with the failure to register and also told the Magistrate
that they had not registered nor would they do so. The Star
Phoenix described them as being dressed long black dresses,
black shawls and suggested they answered the courts questions meekly. “I feel that if I registered I would be eternally
GDPQHG´RQHRIWKHPKDGVDLG³,DPLQ\RXUKDQGVQRZ´VKH
said, addressing the magistrate. “There will be a day yet when
QRERG\ZLOOWDNHPHDZD\IURP*RG´VKHFRQFOXGHG-XGJH
Leger responded, “Yes, I know that you are in my hands and
,ZLVKLWZDVVRPHERG\HOVH¶V´+H¿QHGWKHPHDFKLQ
costs with the alternative of two months in the women’s jail
in North Battleford.
The Star Phoenix described Joseph and Aron Becker as “big
bearded farmers of the Waldheim district who had proclaimed
that “cars are worldly goods and the Scriptures say that we
VKRXOGQRWEHSURXG´$SSDUHQWO\XSXQWLOWZR\HDUVEHIRUH
their court date, Joseph and Aron were what their neighbours
referred to as regular fellows. “They went to dances and generDOO\HQMR\HGWKHPVHOYHV7KH\KDGD¿QHQHZFDU7KHQWKHLU
IULHQGVVD\WKH\JRWUHOLJLRQ7KH¿UVWPRYHZDVWRJHWULG
of the machine of the devil, their car. And so they dug a hole
LQWKHFHQWUHRIDVWUDZVWDFNGURYHWKHFDULQVHW¿UHWRWKH
VWUDZDQGOHIWLWWKHUH´
On 20 October 1940, Tobias Schartner wrote a letter from
prison to his family, directed to his oldest son Isaac. He writes,
Dear Son, It ain’t allowed to write German, so I try and write
English. Hire a good strong boy that’s taking care of all the
stock at home, if he has not work all the time, he can help
you on the farm. I think it’s best to feed all the pigs at the
self-feeder. Lift all the troughs where they are fed now so they
don’t freeze on the ground, I’ll pay the boy.
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The three Becker sisters (l. to r.), Helena (Becker) Unruh, Eva and
Mary, the daughters of Rev. Peter and Eva (Deckert) Becker. Photo
Credit: M. Unruh.

EXW UDWKHU H[SRVH WKHP´ :KHQ ZH WZR VLVWHUV DQG RXU ¿YH
dear Aunts had put in our time there, we were freed from
there, that was November 30, 1940.
On October 30 1940, Helena Unruh writes the following
letter to her daughters Susanna and Elizabeth in prison.
My dearly loved children, Susanna and Elizabeth. I have eagerly waited for a letter from there but have received nothing
till now. So I wish for you the grace of God and the love of
Jesus Christ in a heartfelt greeting. O, dear children, in what a
troublesome time we are. Yes, we need to complain to the dear
Lord. Yes, let us take refuge in the Lord, who can direct all
things and we want to commit ourselves to Him. Dear daughters, I have received your precious letters, which you wrote
from Saskatoon. Yes, I was very happy to hear from you and
that you have written so earnestly, that I am in full hope that
you have turned to the Lord. Yes, let us earnestly pray to the
Lord that He may rescue us from all our suffering. Yes, also
for the two brothers, Tobias and Daniel. O, I have to call to
God day and night. May the Lord have compassion on us and
not give us more than we can take. Yes, we commit ourselves
totally into the hands of the Almighty God, according to what
is His holy will and as He leads us. We have heard nothing
from Tobias and Daniel. I have already written three letters
but they all came back. Dear children, write to us when you
have the opportunity. Yes and also the two brothers Tobias
and Daniel. I have also written them again, in hope that they
will receive the letters. So, good night dear children. Greet
also the dear sisters. Good night from your loving Mother.

Rev. David Toews, Bishop of the Rosenorter Mennonite Church.
Susanna Unruh suggests in her account that he visited them at the
request of the government. Photo Credit: Mennonite Archival Image
Database, Mennonite Heritage Centre.

The Star Phoenix also reported on 25 Feb 1941 about the
visit of Bishop David Toews to the Unruh home. According to
the paper the “aged spiritual leader of the Mennonites in the
district went to the Unruh home to persuade them to register.
With the Bible in one hand and the Holdeman creed in the other,
Mrs. Unruh out talked the Bishop, who had to leave with his
PLVVLRQDIDLOXUH´
Susanna then writes that in the month of January,

a doctor should be there for everyone who is sick, which we
could not do. It is written, “We must obey God rather than
men” and honor Him. This is what the Lord says: “Cursed
LV WKH RQH ZKR WUXVWV LQ PDQ ZKR GHSHQGV RQ ÀHVK IRU KLV
strength and whose heart turns away from the Lord…But
EOHVVHGLVWKHPDQZKRWUXVWVLQWKH/RUGZKRVHFRQ¿GHQFH
is in Him.” (Jer. 17:5-7) And Moses also wrote: “I am the
Lord who heals you” (Ex. 15:26). So immediately we again
ZHUH EURXJKW LQWR PDQ\ GLI¿FXOWLHV 7KH QH[W GD\ DIWHU WKH
boy’s death they sent out a doctor, who investigated everything himself. The next day, two police came and also investigated everything again and even took the dead boy’s body
with them to the Town of Warman and there they did an act
of unrighteousness, which is an abomination before God and
which He will punish someday. Even though the authorities
have a law that each one must bury the body of a dead person
in a cemetery, they didn’t allow us to bury our loved one on
our own land. So we bought a plot in Blumenthal cemetery
IRU¿YHGROODUVDQGKDGKLPEXULHGWKHUHRQ)HEUXDU\
%XWWKHLVVXHZDVQRW\HW¿QLVKHGEHFDXVHZHKDGFDOOHGQR
doctor. So a policeman brought some papers for four people,
that is our parents, for brother Tobias and sister Elizabeth
that they should come to the Town of Warman for the legal
investigation on February 18, which we could not do, for it
is written, “They will lay hands on you and persecute you.
They will deliver you to synagogues and prisons and you will
be brought before kings and governors and all on account of
my name” (Luke 21:12). So it was postponed one week. On
February 25, the police came again and arrested the four
and took them to the Town of Warman and only because it is
against our conscience, they laid no charges on us.

RXUGHDU¿IWHHQ\HDUROGEURWKHU,VDDNEHFDPHYHU\LOODQGDIter seven days of severe illness, he died on January 31, 1941.
Because the authorities have a law for everything and that

The death of Isaak Unruh in his parent’s home only complicated the tense relationship that the Unruh family already had
with local authorities. Because he died at home and no doctor

Susanna then continues to tell the story.
Now the dear Lord directed it so that each one of us could
return to our home, for which we praise alone the Lord God
because it is written, “For nothing is impossible with God”
(Luke 1:37). “The king’s heart is in the hands of the Lord; He
directs it like a water course wherever He pleases” (Proverbs
21:1). In Psalm 33:15 it says: “He directs each one’s heart and
He considers all their works”. “His counsel is wonderful and
excellent in working” (Isaiah 28:29). But they did not leave us
in complete peace. The police threatened us severely. Finally
they sent a spiritual bishop named D. Toews, who according
to their opinion should clarify the issue and try to persuade
us to do what we cannot obey. Jesus says, “Watch out for
false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them”. (Matt. 7:15-16)
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mit. God the Lord hath permitted us to be delivered into your
hands through your power. From October 11 to November
30, we have not eaten our own bread but that of the government. Because we read in II Thessalonians 3:8 “Neither did
we eat any man’s bread for naught and God the master has
richly blessed us in all things, we send you a money order for
the government.
The Attorney General returned the money to them. The Star
Phoenix also reported that David Unruh, at the conclusion of
the inquest into the death of his son Isaak, tried to give the
RCMP constable $30.00, to reimburse him for the labour he
KDGSHUIRUPHGLQFRQQHFWLRQZLWKWKHDUUHVW7KHRI¿FHURI
course refused the money.

Dr. W.I. Wilkin, respected medical Doctor from Warman, who served
the community for nearly 35 years. Dr. Wilkin conducted the inquest
into the death of Isaak Unruh. Photo Credit: Leonard Doell

had been called to check in on him, the Coroner Dr. Wilkin
from Warman ordered an autopsy to be done and an inquest
to be held. The inquest was adjourned because the Unruh’s
failed to appear to give their testimony and so the RCMP were
contacted to bring them to the next inquest. The Star Phoenix reported on Feb. 25, 1941 that the RCMP would have to
travel 20 miles by sleigh and that it would be the third time in
¿YHPRQWKVWKDWWKH8QUXK¶VKDGEHHQDUUHVWHG7KHDXWRSV\
showed that Isaak had died of acute appendicitis. The Unruh’s
had done all they could to help their son but Mrs. Unruh who
FODVSHGKHUKDQGVWLJKWO\RQKHU%LEOHDQGKHU¿QJHUXSZDUG
said, “we are not guilty, God gives and God takes. When a
man’s time to die has come, he must die. No mortal should be
DOORZHGWRLQWHUIHUHVRVD\V*RG´7KHLQTXHVWVKRZHGWKDW
the Unruh’s had done everything that they had always done
when someone became ill but the Father said it did not seem
to help this time. They were not accustomed to calling for a
doctor. As Susanna writes, no charges were laid against them
because of the inquest.
On 6 March 1941, the Star Phoenix reported that the Saskatchewan Government had been reimbursed by the Becker,
Unruh and Schartner families for the board and lodging that
they received in jail. The Government received money orders
amounting to $80.00 from these families along with a letter
that said the following:
Since we could not comply with your wish, namely registration because the scripture and our conscience would not per38 - Preservings No. 36, 2016

Conclusion
As I worked on this story, I thought about the many responses that Mennonites had to World War Two. I thought
about my Dad and the other young Mennonite men who had
registered with the government, went for a medical, stood before a judge to defend their choices and then worked in lumber
camps, National Parks, mental hospitals or taught in Indian
Residential Schools. Their lives were not easy as they stood
for their faith, against a government and many peers who said
they should enlist. Many Mennonite boys also enlisted for a
variety of reasons. I was deeply moved by the stance of the
Unruh, Schartner and Becker families, as I learned about their
struggle to be faithful to their understanding of what it meant
to be a follower of Christ and the cost they paid in living that
out. I have only recorded the events from 1940 to 1942, there
is more research that is needed to be done on what happened
to them throughout the rest of the war. I knew Toby Unruh and
appreciated his friendship but this is a story I never knew about
him. If he were alive today, I would love to ask him more about
this experience and the impact it had on him and his family.
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School of Suffering: Views on Death and Dying
in the Kleine Gemeinde Tradition
By Ralph Friesen, Nelson, British Columbia
The Kleine Gemeinde Worldview
The Mennonite Kleine Gemeinde .*  DV DQ HQWLW\ KDV
been thoroughly described and documented in the many books
and articles of the late Delbert Plett. In his exhaustive research
and writing, Delbert brought to light many things that were
previously unknown and unacknowledged. We might even say
that he single-handedly created a new KG identity. Delbert was
devoted to redeeming the reputation of what he thought of as
a spurned minority group within the larger Mennonite story.
Whether it is reasonable now to use such a phrase as ‘Kleine
Gemeinde worldview’—how would it be different from a
‘Bergthaler’ worldview, or an ‘Old Colony’ worldview?—I do
not know for sure. But I’m using the phrase anyway, keeping
my focus quite narrow, because I come from the KG, and I’m
loath to speak for other traditions, even when they may be very
close to my own.
For all that, I might well be guilty of inventing a ‘reality’
which never existed, and this article could perhaps be as well

¿OHGXQGHUµ¿FWLRQ¶DVµKLVWRU\¶,QDQ\FDVH,KRSHWKDWWKH
reader will come away with new information and even a slightly
new perspective on the issue we are looking at.
This is the issue: death and dying as experienced and written and spoken about in the lives of Kleine Gemeinde Mennonite pioneers who came to Manitoba in 1874. In the latter
part of the 19thDQG¿UVWKDOIRIWKHth century, these pioneers
passed on, and newspapers like the Nordwesten, Mennonitische
Rundschau, Steinbach Post, and a KG publication called the
Christlicher Familienfreund published death notices and
obituaries. Family members also gave accounts in diaries and
letters, some of which are published in Delbert Plett’s series
of books on the KG. So we have a written record to examine.
With words, we tell a story, we make meaning, without
which we cannot truly live. Of all that threatens our sense of
meaning, nothing does so more than the knowledge of our
mortality. Like other Mennonites, the KG depended upon a
meaning structure derived almost entirely from the Bible.

The Last Judgement, an engraving by Pieter van der Heyden after a drawing by Pieter van Bruegel, the Elder.
Image Credit: www.metmuseum.org
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fatal illness swept through the settlements, like the diphtheria
epidemics of 1884 and 1910-11, human vulnerability became
brutally evident.2
What we call an ‘obituary’, the traditional Mennonites
called a Lebensverzeichnis, literally, an account or inventory
of a life. They were in the habit of tracking interactions in all
WKLQJV¿QDQFLDODQGPDWHULDOLQODUJHERXQGDFFRXQWERRNV
and this record-keeping penchant extended also to spiritual
matters. Besides, each person would have to give an account
of his or her life to God, to the last detail of every idle word
spoken, on the great Day of Judgement. The LebensverzeichnungenURXJKO\SUH¿JXUHGDSDWWHUQRIWKHDFFRXQWJLYLQJWR
come in the invisible world.
Most of the obituaries observe a more-or-less set protocol,
giving the person’s place and date of birth, dates of baptism
and marriage, number of years married, number of surviving
FKLOGUHQ JHQHUDOO\QDPHGEXWQRWDOZD\V DQGWKHQXPEHURI
When man lived securely under the canopy of the Judeo- grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Almost always, with
Christian world picture he was part of a great whole; to put it that Mennonite predilection for exactitude, the person’s age is
in our terms, his cosmic heroism was completely mapped out, JLYHQWRWKHGD\DVIRUH[DPSOH³ROG0UV3HWHU%)ULHVHQ´
it was unmistakable. He came from the invisible world into QHH(OLVDEHWK%DUNPDQ E RI1HXDQODJHZKR³UHDFKHG
the visible one by the act of God, did his duty to God by living WKHDJHRI\HDUVPRQWKVDQGGD\V´3 Usually the day
out his life with dignity and faith, marrying as a duty, procre- of the funeral is also given, along with the names of ministers
ating as a duty, offering his whole life—as Christ had—to the who presided, and occasionally with a mention of the number
)DWKHU,QWXUQKHZDVMXVWL¿HGE\WKH)DWKHUDQGUHZDUGHG of mourners attending. Names and numbers are set forth as
with eternal life in the invisible dimension.1
VLJQL¿FDQW
Even as a young boy, Steinbach inventor Isaac D. Plett was absorbed with
At least, the reward was hoped for. I will
details of time when called in to witness
VD\PRUHDERXW³FRVPLFKHURLVP´VKRUWO\
the dying moments of his grandfather,
However sheltered they felt under the
.*$HOWHVWHU$EUDKDP/'XHFN 
canopy of their world picture, traditional
 RI.OHHIHOG
Mennonites naturally still shared the universally human fear of death and the pain
It was July 18, 1899, in the late afterof loss when loved ones passed on. For
noon. I was shoved into the room along
the most part, however, they kept these
with others. We all stood by the bed.
natural emotions out of their obituaries,
Age 12 at the time, I was seized by the
in favour of a narrative both humble and
earnestness of the moment. On the wall
perhaps unconsciously triumphant.
at the foot end of the bed hung the big
clock, and at the other end stood Dr.
Keeping Account
Harrison with his snow white beard and
Most of the earliest accounts of piohair. The last minutes went by quickly
neer deaths are not obituaries at all, but
and then I heard the doctor say: “It is
simply death notices, so that relatives and
all over now.” [in English] I can still
friends, including those still in Russia,
see him pressing Grandfather’s eyelids
may be informed. In the November 5,
shut. Then I looked at the clock and saw
1880 issue of the Rundschau, the anonythe hour hand pointing at 4.4
mous correspondent devoted two lines to
Isaac
D.
Plett
invented
a
machine
used
for
the death of Steinbach pioneer Mrs. JoKDQQ55HLPHUQHH$QQD:DUNHQWLQ E reinforcing wax foundation that enabled Time marches on in linear fashion, and
 %XWHYHQKHUHZHOHDUQVRPHWKLQJ WKH&7/RHZHQ¿UPWREHDOHDGHULQWKH stops for no one, culminating in death.
about the circumstances and the person: bee equipment industry for 25 years. Image This tragic consciousness seemed to
“In the evening she was in good spirits &UHGLW5HÀHFWLRQVRQ2XU+HULWDJH
be prevalent among Mennonites as for
and going about her tasks, and the next
Europeans in general.
PRUQLQJDWR¶FORFNVKHGLHGLQFKLOGELUWK´
Mortality rates in those pre-antibiotic days were of course Heroic Suffering
higher than they are now, and women died in childbirth, and
Rather than emphasizing the person’s life and accomchildren in infancy, at a much higher rate as well. Glen Klassen plishments as is the common practice today, almost all of the
has noted that the infant mortality rate of those times hovered accounts detail the person’s sickness and suffering, and the
between 100 and 150 deaths per 1000 live births, compared to a moment of death. The usual term for the moment of death is
present rate of 6.3 per 1000. Death was present for these people, Erlösung, which translates variously as release, redemption,
much more forcefully than we can easily imagine today. When deliverance, or salvation. The suffering is never described as
And, although they had emerged from the Reformation with
a traumatic history of persecution and suffering at the hands
of the Holy Roman Empire in the Netherlands in the 16th and
17th centuries, they still shared in the general culture of northern Europe, and their understanding of the universe and their
place in it was not so very different from that promoted by
the Medieval and Renaissance Roman Catholic church. You
could believe in adult baptism instead of infant baptism and
be persecuted for it while still sharing with your persecutors
a conviction that humans were created by a God who wants a
relationship with His creation and intends redemption for us all.
One of the notions carried on by the KG, central also to the
larger Christian tradition, was that life does not actually conclude when we die. The soul lives on. The KG participated in
the larger prevailing story of medieval Europe, as summarized
by Ernest Becker:
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DFXUVH,QVWHDGLWLVIUDPHGDVQHFHVVDU\DNLQGRIUH¿QLQJ
process, readying the person for salvation. East Reserve teacher
+HLQULFK5HPSHO  ZHQWVRIDUDVWRGHFODUH³,WKLQN
that when we are given a period of illness before being called
IURPKHUHWKLVLVJUDFH´*UDFHEHFDXVHVXFKDSHULRGDOORZV
the individual to settle his or her accounts, ask for forgiveness
and prepare their soul for death.5 In a communion sermon in
 ¿UVW .* bOWHVWHU .ODDV 5HLPHU   HQMRLQHG
his congregants to “pray for the sick and the weak that they
would endure patiently and accept the suffering for their souls’
EHQH¿W´6 It is not so surprising, then, that in 1894 the son of
EHORYHG6WHLQEDFKWHDFKHU*HUKDUG6.RUQHOVHQ  
could write:
The worse his condition became, the more patience he showed
in his suffering. Although he longed greatly for the hour of his
delivery, he also wanted to persevere through his time with
Christian patience [Christlicher Geduld].7
Kornelsen longed greatly for the hour of his delivery, perhaps
not only because of the physical pain, but also the mental
anguish of knowing the end was coming, but not when.8 The
person had to endure, and not lose faith, and humbly submit
to his or her circumstances in obedience to God. To suffer this
way was to share in Christ’s suffering.9
Such suffering could be unimaginably severe, as it was for
%OXPHQRUW.*PLQLVWHU3HWHU:/RHZHQ  
After a very hard, seven-month-long illness, Peter W. Loewen
died on November 15, 1917. During his illness he suffered
from a burning feeling in his feet; in his right foot especially
he had much to endure. Both of his big toes fell off, and at the
end the right foot was completely black. He prayed much to
the Lord, to be given the patience to be able to carry through
the battle and the great pain to the end. It was heart-breaking
to witness. As well as the pain in his feet, he had almost unbearable pain throughout his body so that he hardly knew
how to be in it or not in it, but still he did not lose courage.10
Loewen’s wife and friends and family members, who
³SUD\HGPXFKIRUKLPDQGGLGHYHU\WKLQJSRVVLEOHIRUKLP´
DQG³VSHQWPDQ\QLJKWVZLWKKLP´KDGWREHKHOSOHVVO\SUHVHQW
during his great suffering—surely a test of their faith as well. In
the Roman church, the dying person would have been attended
by a priest who would administer the last rites, presumably
effective in helping the soul avoid eternal punishment. Among
the Mennonites, the family members, with or without the presence of a church minister, had to carry that heavy burden.11
³+HGLGQRWORVHFRXUDJH´VD\VWKHZULWHU:KDWLIKHKDG"
That possibility is not mentioned. Presumably, in holding fast
through his trials, he earned his salvation. The KG believed
in salvation as a gift of God’s grace, but also as a state to be
achieved through living as Christ-like a life as possible. So we
FRPHEDFNWR³FRVPLFKHURLVP´DVDUHVSRQVHWRWKHXQLYHUVDO
human concern of personal value. Ernest Becker says that our
sense of individual value as humans is existentially threatened,
so we struggle to stand out, to justify ourselves as “objects of
SULPDU\YDOXHLQWKHXQLYHUVH´12 That is, it is somehow not
enough for us to think we are created in God’s image; we feel
we must justify ourselves in our very existence. Becker sees
a heroic dimension to this struggle.

The KG emphasis on non-resistance and radical humility
made it impossible for individuals to be thought of as heroic
in any conventional sense. They had spurned conventional
communal symbols of the eternal heroic, like temples and
cathedrals. Although their beliefs and attitudes were shaped
by the stories in The Martyrs Mirror, they were not themselves martyrs. They could not be soldiers. They could not be
explorers and adventurers. Non-proselytizing as they were,
they could not even be missionaries to foreign lands. They
were not supposed to become commercial giants—though a
few, amidst great controversy, did embark on this path, which
their descendants followed with enthusiasm. Instead, they were
VXSSRVHGWREH³PHQ>DQGZRPHQ@RIORZHVWDWH´IDUPHUVFORVH
to the earth, without pretension.13
But they did have one avenue toward heroism open to
them—a spiritual one. Every true-hearted Mennonite was
tasked with accomplishing the humanly impossible. In everyGD\OLIHKHRUVKHZDVWRWU\WRIXO¿OO-HVXV¶FHQWUDOFRPPDQGment to love others as we love ourselves, and even to love our
enemies. Mennonite pioneers also valued physical work very
highly, and their work ethic was entwined with their ideas of
how to achieve salvation. They could love heroically, work
KHURLFDOO\DQG¿QDOO\LIWKH\IHOOVKRUWLQWKHVHDVSHFWVPRVW
DGXOWVDQGHYHQVRPHFKLOGUHQVWLOOKDGD¿QDORSSRUWXQLW\²WKH
heroic Christian death.
Assurance—or not—of Salvation
After which, a great reward might be expected, expunging
the sting of suffering and loss. The KG’s Confession of Faith
declared:
:H EHOLHYH LQ DQG DFNQRZOHGJH D GD\ RI ¿QDO MXGJHPHQW
which will occur on the last day, when God will awaken the
dead. The judge will be the Son of God . . . . Those who have
EHHQREHGLHQWWR*RGDQG+LVZRUGZLOOEH¿OOHGZLWKJUHDW
joy, but those who have been disobedient will be beset with
terrible fear and heart-felt sorrow.14
The reward was not assured, then. Nor would it be immediate, if it were to be at all. At death, the soul separated from
WKHERG\EXWLWGLGQRWLPPHGLDWHO\À\WRLWVHWHUQDOGHVWLQ\
7KDWMRXUQH\ZDVSRVWSRQHGXQWLO³WKHDSSHDULQJRIWKH/RUG´
that is, the Second Coming, coinciding with the Great Judgement Day. Instead of enjoying immediate eternal delights or
enduring unimaginable torment the souls of the dead were
consigned to some vague state of suspension. Many obituary
writers referred to it simply as Ruhe, or rest.15 While still alive,
however, a person or his or her relatives could not know for sure
if he or she had been obedient enough to avoid punishment.
The KG thought it presumptuous and arrogant for any human
to pronounce on a matter only God could decide.
Already in South Russia in 1845, Second KG Ältester
$EUDKDP )ULHVHQ   IXOPLQDWHG DJDLQVW IXQHUDO
eulogies: “With the eulogy they praised the deceased in spite
of his evil works which, according to Revelation 14:13, will
follow him. This was done on behalf of the bereaved to give
WKHPDVVXUDQFHRIVDOYDWLRQRIWKHGHFHDVHG´)ULHVHQFDOOHGLW
DQ³HYLOSUDFWLFH´ZKLFK*HPHLQGHPHPEHUVZHUHWRDYRLG16
High standards indeed, worthy of the strongest Stoic. No
assurance for the bereaved? Should they have no comfort, then,
and should the contributions of the life of the deceased have no
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recognition? This did, indeed, seem to be the steely protocol
demanded of faithful church members. A kind of religious
fatalism seemed to be the only approved response. KG members
could rely on a much-used proverb, encapsulating their value
of Gelassenheit, or resigned yieldedness: “What God does, is
ZHOOGRQH´>Was Gott tut, das ist wohl getan].
Even so, being human, some wavered when they felt the
chill hand of death, and the imminent dissolution of the sense
of self, including the necessity of letting go everyone and everything they had held dear. Sensitive souls might be tortured
by the onset of fear of God’s judgement upon them. When
extreme, such doubts and fears were thought of as the attacks
of the Devil.17
In 1870 when the KG were still in South Russia, Mrs. Peter
/'XHFNQHH-XVWLQD:LHEH  G\LQJRIW\SKXVZDV
GHVFULEHGE\IDPLO\IULHQG,VDDF/3OHWW  RI)ULHGHQVIHOGDV³DWWLPHV>ORRNLQJ@DVLIVKHZDVZULWKLQJLQ+HOO´
He was shaken by what he witnessed but noted as well that,
after this period of emotional chaos, “at the last she became
more peaceful and talked calmly and expressed her concern
IRUKHUEHORYHGFKLOGUHQ´6WLOOWKH.*¶VGHWUDFWRUVDPRQJWKH
larger Gemeinde, especially the Pietists, took Justina’s fear
DWWDFNVDV³DJUHDWH[DPSOHWKDWWKHULJKWUHELUWKLVODFNLQJ´18
The narrative of the death experience was appropriated as
DZHDSRQLQWKHUHOLJLRSROLWLFDOFRQÀLFWV EHWZHHQGLIIHUHQW
groups and different ideologies.
In fairness, it should be mentioned that KG founder Klaas
Reimer was not above employing such political strategies; he
comments rather harshly on the death in 1817 of Molotschna
Colony Aeltester Jakob Enns, with whom he had long been in
FRQÀLFW³$FFRUGLQJWRZKDWWKHSHRSOHVDLGKHGLHGLQJUHDW
WHUURU RI GHSDUWLQJ IURP WKLV ZRUOG´ 5HLPHU GRHVQ¶W PXFK
soften this judgement with his next sentence: “Perhaps he also
experienced the grace of God in his last hour like the thief on
WKHFURVV´7KHQZKHQDQRWKHUGLVOLNHGbOWHVWHU-DNRE)DVW
GLHG ³FDOPO\ DQG SHDFHIXOO\´ LQ  5HLPHU FRPPHQWV
³2 ZKDW D KRUURU´ VLQFH WKLV QRZ LV HYLGHQFH RI VSLULWXDO
FRPSODFHQF\DQG³IDOVHKROLQHVV´2QHbOWHVWHUOHIWWKHZRUOG
in terror, the other in peace, but in both cases their spiritual
integrity was questioned.19
It has been speculated that individuals in the KG were especially vulnerable to these attacks of the Devil, or Seelenangst,
because they would not preach a gospel of certain assurance of
salvation. However, Peter P. Isaac, a Holdeman who attended
at the death of his 36-year-old son David in Greenland, Manitoba in 1911, records a similar experience: “at the beginning
of his sickness Satan’s attacks lasted two days and two nights
. . . we all felt a deep compassion for him. I was reminded of
WKHEDWWOHV,KDGRYHUFRPHLQWKHGD\VRIP\\RXWK´7KHHOGHU
Isaac concluded that his son “had the desire that God would
WDNHKLVVRXOXQWRHWHUQDOUHVWZDVKHGLQWKHEORRGRI&KULVW´
But he did not go so far as to pronounce that this desire had
EHHQ IXO¿OOHG20 Apparently any given individual might be
vulnerable to death-bed anxiety, regardless of assurances
given or not given.
$OWKRXJKWKH.*RI¿FLDOSRVLWLRQRIUHIXVDOWRPDNHH[SOLFLW
statements about the eternal destiny of the deceased was maintained well into the 20th Century, the actual obituaries often
showed a less rigid attitude, while not going quite as far toward
proclaimed certainty as the Holdemans and Bruderthaler21
did in their letters and obituaries. When Steinbach pioneer
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Johann R. Reimer
E   GLHG LQ
1918, his daughter
Margaretha ended
the obituary with:
“We are left in great
sorrow, yet not as
those who have no
KRSH´22 This wording— also widely
used by writers from
ot he r Me n non it e
denominations—is
taken from 1 Thessalonians 4:13, where
Pau l e njoi n s t he
church “not . . . to
be ignorant . . . concerning them which
are asleep, that ye
sorrow not, even as
others which have
QR KRSH´ $V HDUO\
as 1912, Steinbach The gravestone of Mrs. A.S. Friesen in
pioneer Abraham S. the Pioneer Cemetary in Steinbach. Photo
Friesen, still at that Credit: Ralph Friesen.
time a KG member
KH ODWHU MRLQHG WKH %UXGHUWKDOHU  GHFODUHG XSRQ KLV ZLIH
Katherine’s death that “this was no death, but only a passing
over to a better life where there will be no more sorrows. If we
RQO\EHOLHYH´23 As time went by, more and more KG members
LPLWDWHGRWKHUGHQRPLQDWLRQVZLWKLQFUHDVLQJO\FRQ¿GHQWDVsertions concerning the eternal reward of the deceased.24
The same Margaretha Reimer who had expressed hope
for her father’s eternal reward died herself just a few years
afterward, in 1921. Her brother, Peter J. B. Reimer, who later
became a KG minister himself, declared himself to be shocked
at the funeral:
It had never occurred so much to me before that in our church,
the Kleine Gemeinde, the minister was only supposed to
preach an ordinary sermon and not mention anything about
the deceased. In other words, the dead were not to be praised.
This time, when the minister Jacob R. Dueck preached only
an ordinary sermon, I was hurt very much. He was not to be
blamed and it was a good sermon otherwise, but, my sister,
ZKRKDGIRXJKWVXFKD¿QHVSLULWXDO¿JKWLQKHUOLIHZDVJHWting no praise, no acknowledgement, of her wonderful talents
of leadership and humility.25
Reimer is actually not especially concerned about what
was said about his sister’s salvation as such. Apparently, he
felt assurance about that. Rather, he laments the absence of
a personal touch, of recognition for a life well-lived. These
HOHPHQWV ZHUH WR ¿QG WKHLU ZD\ LQWR IXQHUDO VHUPRQV DQG
obituaries increasingly as time went by, as the tradition KG
value of radical humility faded.
Grieving
Writers of death accounts routinely spoke of the sorrow of
the loved ones left behind, normalizing the experience of grief.

But in actuality, such sorrow was meant to have its limits. The
unrelenting demands of pioneer life created a natural social
pressure for everyone to get on with the business of contributing
to the welfare of the community. As Roland Sawatzky has said:
“Too much expression of emotion was considered self-centered.
'LG\RXVWLOOZDQWWKHGHDGSHUVRQDOLYHDQGVXIIHULQJ"´26
But sometimes a heart-felt cry of dissent was uttered. In
KLVPHPRLUV1HEUDVND.*PLQLVWHU+HLQULFK5DW]ODII 
 UHÀHFWHGRQWKHGHDWKRIKLVZLIH$JDQHWKD QHH-DQ]HQ
E LQ
*ULHI DQG SDLQ ZHUH GLI¿FXOW WR EHDU VR WKDW , KDUGO\ NQHZ
what to do. My mother-in-law was with me, but what did it
help? When she saw me weeping with sorrow, she also wept.
When I could control myself, then my little four-year-old
Nettie came to me, reached out her hand to me and said, ‘My
loving mother has died,’ which broke my heart and then we
both cried.27
For a brief interlude, death and grief erased the usual patriarchal hierarchy, and Heinrich and his little girl were on the
same level, grieving their loss. But the prevailing order was
soon restored, and a little more than two months later Heinrich
married a new wife and had many more children.
Mothers sometimes let out their grief in letters to relatives,
HVSHFLDOO\ZKHQDFKLOGGLHG6DUD6LHPHQV-DQ]HQ  
wrote to her children in Manitoba in October 1874 to report that
ZKHQ³WLQ\JUDQGGDXJKWHU6DUD´GLHGKHUPRWKHUH[FODLPHG
in the “deepest agony: ‘Oh but how we so dearly wanted to
NHHSKHU¶´28
Music—that is, voices lifted in unison, without instrumental accompaniment, in German—was an integral part of the
Mennonite response to loss and death. It was customary to sing
at the bedside of the dying person, helping them make their
transition. Songs were sung at funerals and at the graveside as
well, providing the opportunity for the broader community to
mourn. For example, when Steinbach pioneer teacher Cornelius
Fast died in 1927,
at his request, the beloved song, ‘Lord, how great is your
JRRGQHVV¶>*URV]LVW+HUUGHLQH*ĦWH@ZDVVXQJ$VSHRSOH
looked upon the departed for the last time the congregation
sang: ‘Come now, and let us sing’ [Kommt lasst uns einmal
singen] according to the familiar melody.29
These songs and others like them taught an attitude of acceptance of God and God’s workings, including the allowance
of human suffering and death.
Conclusion
In sum, the KG pioneers approached the experience of suffering and dying as a kind of opportunity to be deeply tested
in one’s faith. For the most part, individuals seemed to rise to
this occasion. Not just in their lives, but in the manner of their
deaths, the faithful proved the truth and validity of what they
professed. In doing so, they heroically transcended the hardship
and ordinariness of their lives.
In an ideal death, if we may use such a term, the individual,
attended by devoted family members and friends, approached
a future day of judgement with a combination of humility
and hope, endured suffering with patience imitating that of

Christ on the cross, and made the transition to eternity peacefully. Those left behind were meant to witness these deaths as
reminders of their own mortality and their own duty to live
always in obedience to God’s will.
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William Brown, Innkeeper on the Post Road, 1880-1894
By Albert Siemens, Winkler, Manitoba
When Isaac Müller, Obervorsteher of West Reserve ordered
the establishment of the Post Road in May of 1878, which at its
zenith in pre-railway days stretched from the village of Waldheim through Osterwick, Reinland, Neuhorst and Blumenort
on to Emerson, he could not have foreseen that it would also
be the main entry point to the lands west of the West Reserve,
and that it would attract English speaking settlers from Ontario
to the Pembina Hills and beyond. Müller would also become
the main protagonist in the story of one William Brown who
recognized a business opportunity in establishing a ‘stopping

place’ about halfway between Emerson and Mountain City,
located a few miles west of the last Mennonite village of
:DOGKHLPRQWKH3RVW5RDG7KHGLVWDQFHRIDERXW¿IW\PLOHV
between them meant a two day trip by oxen, making a house at
the halfway point a convenience or a necessity for settlers and
travelers who needed overnight lodging, food, and ‘entertainment’ for themselves and stabling, hay, and oats for oxen and
KRUVHV7KHKDOIZD\SRLQWRIWZHQW\¿YHPLOHVZDVDW
just outside the village of Neuhorst where Müller resided. William Brown of Sarnia, Ontario and his short term predecessor
James Stephens set out to meet that need. The
idea for a stopping place may have come from
George Helliwell, another Ontario settler, who
offered stage service from Emerson to Nelson
from 1879 to 1884. It operated twice weekly in
both directions; the need for a rest stop would
have been obvious to the driver, Harry Brown,
who was not related to William Brown.
Who was this hotelier William Brown, who
had the audacity to defy the stated right of
Mennonites to have ‘exclusive’ use of lands in
the West Reserve as indicated in what became
known to Mennonites as the Privilegium, issued by the Canadian Government in 1873?
From earlier reading I had become aware that
A 1883 sketch by Richard N. Lea of a post on the Post Road in the foreground, with Brown and his family resided in Sarnia, Onthe houses and a windmill in village of Reinland in the background. The sketch is tario. While staying overnight in Sarnia on 5
the only known depiction of a post from the Post Road. Image Credit: Mennonite September, 2015, I took the time to seek out his
Heritage Centre, 506-26.0
gravesite there. I found it just a few blocks from
the international crossing, in the Lakeview
Cemetery about 50 feet from the gravesite of
Alexander Mackenzie, Canada’s second Prime
Minister. The marker read:
William Brown
73 years of age
Born
5 December, 1820
Died 18 May, 1894

An excerpt from Otto Gaube’s 1898 map of the West Reserve shows the location of
William Brown’s Hotel near the village of Neuhorst. Image Credit: Reinland: An
Experience in Community.
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Wife Phoebe Fletcher
Born
1 August 1821
Died 17 January 1900

Interestingly the upper part of the headstone
had a border of wheat sheaths. In the family plot
there were six sites, but four were unoccupied.
William Brown’s body must have been returned
to Ontario after he died in Gretna shortly after
selling his property on Manitoba school section
11-1-3. Upon doing census research the name
Brown proved to be a barrier as the county
of Lambton, in which Sarnia is found, had

centre of the American party which advocated annexation to
the USA. When Louis Riel was successful in attaining provincial status for Manitoba, Emmerling pulled up stakes in disgust
and sold his Main Street hotel to Robert Davis who promptly
enlarged it and renamed it the Davis Hotel.3 The Davis Hotel
ZRXOGEULHÀ\IDFWRULQWKHVWRU\RI0HQQRQLWHVLQ0DQLWRED
when the Mennonite delegation would be accommodated
there upon their arrival in Winnipeg in 1873. When William
Brown bought the Davis Hotel, it was a prime ‘watering hole’
in what was still a largely rough and rowdy society. Although
The entry for the William Brown family in the 1861 census of Lambton the reasons behind the sale are not clear, Brown sold the Davis
County, Sarnia, Canada West. Image Credit: Albert Siemens.
House about two years later. He then made an agreement to
buy out James Stephens’ ‘squatter’ rights to 11-1-3, a school
hundreds of them! 1 But sure enough, there in the 1861 Canada section in the midst of the West Reserve, which was signed by
Stephens on 10 December 1880.
census he appears.
It is not known exactly when James Stephens squatted on
The Browns may have been married in England about 1848.
The entry in the 1861 Census suggests, based on the age of this section because it appears no documents were made.4
daughters Mary Anne and Eliza, that the family moved to the However, the newspaper The Emerson International noted on
United States from England between 1849 and 1853 and then June 24, 1880 that “A Mr. Stevens [sic] had squatted on a school
from the USA to Canada West ca.1853, since Eliza was born section in the Mennonite Reserve on the post road about 28
in the USA and son William a year later in Ontario. Accord- miles west of Emerson and is putting up a house 28x40, two
ing to the census, the family was Anglican and Brown was stories[sic], in which he will keep a stopping place. A house of
railway inspector, a position of some importance. By 1871, this sort is much needed in that section, and will have no doubt
the census lists Brown as a hotelkeeper. The family may have 0U6ZLOOGRZHOO,WLVDERXWWKHULJKWGLVWDQFHIURPWRZQ´
been attracted to Lambton County because of the boom times From this we can infer that his actions were widely known
LQ WKH GHYHORSLQJ RLO ¿HOGV RI 3HWUROLD DQG WKH UH¿QHULHV RI and that he may have deliberately selected this school section.
6DUQLD &OHDUO\ WKH RLO¿HOG ERRP WLPHV SURYLGHG D ZLQGIDOO
,QODWHUFRUUHVSRQGHQFHLQWKH¿OHRQWKLVFDVHWKH'HSDUWfor hoteliers and William Brown took note. He must have ment of the Interior made it clear that it would deal much more
taken advantage of the opportunity after 1865, as the family harshly with squatters who knew that the land was a school
was listed as residents of the nearby township of Inniskillin in section when occupation occurred than those who randomly
that year.2 In the late 1870s he refocused his attention on the selected a section in advance of surveying, which then became
growing province of Manitoba, where in 1878 he bought the school lands and thus were not available for homesteading.
6LJQL¿FDQWO\LQVXUYH\VRIWKHSUDLULHVVFKRROVHFWLRQVZHUH
renowned Davis Hotel in Winnipeg.
The hotel was named after R. A. Davis who went on to LQÀH[LEO\DVVLJQHGWRVHFWLRQVDQG,QWKLVFDVHLWZDVFOHDU
become Premier of the province for a brief period. The Davis that Stephens knew he was on school lands. The newspaper
Hotel started out life as the Emmerling Hotel before 1870 and also seemed totally oblivious to the fact that the Mennonite
in the days of Riel’s Provisional Government it became the Reserve lands were to be exclusively reserved for Mennonites,

View of Winnipeg’s Main Street, looking north, in 1880. The Davis Hotel, or “Davis House,” can be seen on the left side of the street, in
the middle of the photo. William Brown purchased the hotel from R. A. Davis in 1878 and sold it about two years later. The building was
demolished in 1890. Image Credit: “View of Main Street looking north,” City of Winnipeg Archives, (P00004:0004).
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no exception being made for school lands even though in
practice the Mennonites respected the lands set aside for the
+XGVRQ%D\&RPSDQ\ +%&  VHFWLRQDQGWKUHHTXDUWHUVRI
VHFWLRQ±VRPHWLPHVWKHHQWLUHVHFWLRQ &ODXVHQXPEHUWKUHH
of the Privilegium stated: “the said reserve of eight townships
[later applied to West Reserve] is for the exclusive use of MenQRQLWHV´1RH[FHSWLRQZDVPDGHIRUVFKRROODQGVEXWMXGJLQJ
E\WKHGRFXPHQWVLQWKH¿OHVWKLVVHHPVWRKDYHEHHQLJQRUHG
E\ DOPRVW DOO SXEOLF VHUYDQWV DQG SROLWLFLDQV 6LJQL¿FDQWO\
not one piece of correspondence from Mennonites, including
Isaac Müller, is found in the over two hundred images in the
KRPHVWHDG¿OHVUHODWLQJWRVHFWLRQDOWKRXJKWKHUHDUHD
few early references made to them.5
In the same June 1880 issue of The Emerson International,
where notice was taken of Stephens’ occupation of 11-1-3, it was
also reported that Isaac Müller lodged a complaint in Winnipeg:
Ober Schultz Miller [sic], chief of the Mennonites returned
from Winnipeg on Wednesday where he had been interviewing Surveyor general Roswell [Russell] in reference to the
squatters who had been piling in on the Mennonite Reserve.
Kaiser Miller states that Mr. Russell says the Mennonites hold
the fort for three years more and that the swarm of intruders
who have been invading the Reservation with the view of having prior claims will have to step down and cut. Many of these
so-called squatters are speculators... They claim they will
hold their ground until dislodged at the point of a bayonet.6
Obviously, Russell believed that there was a time limit of three
years for Mennonites to occupy all lands in the West Reserve
and that non-Mennonite squatters had no rights there. But by
the summer of 1880 Stephens was in business, judging by the
ads he ran in the Emerson paper. The ad in The Emersion International of 2 October 1880 was typical. It was to be known
as the ‘Central Hotel’ with accommodation and bar for humans
and stable for the draft animals. Within two months William
Brown had purchased it for $2,700 as the indenture indicates.
Encapsulated in Homestead Files 5592-91 there is a statement
made in 1887 by Mr. W Brown with reference to 11-1-3:

containing the petition of eight Emerson businessmen including
7KRPDV&DUQH\&6'RXJODVDQG56&KDOPHUV ZKRZDV
DOVR-XVWLFHRIWKH3HDFH ZDVVHQWGLUHFWO\WRWKHRI¿FHRI6LU
John A. Macdonald, the Prime Minister, on 4 January 1881,
less than one month after Brown took possession of the land.
The letter to Sir John A. provides insight into Brown’s motives:
The undersigned respectfully should [illegible] as follows:
1. There being a great need of a stopping place for accommodation of immigrants proceeding west from the town of
Emerson to the Pembina Mountain, Rock lake and Souris
District of North West and Manitoba, one James Stephens
in the spring of 1880 settled upon section eleven (11),
township one (1) and Range three (3) West being [illegible] to ascertained a school section and erected thereon
a house and stable and has ever more kept the same open
for the accommodation of the travelling public.
2. In December last past your petitioner purchased the property of the said James Stephens and all his rights and occupation of the land aforesaid for three thousand Dollars
($3000) and has since put up additions to the said buildings so as to have ample accommodation to the travelling
public.
3. Your petitioner thereupon prays that in as much as the hotel and [illegible] for a stopping place for travelling [illegible] grant in that place being about one days [sic] journey
from the town of Emerson and the establishment aforesaid
and having been well known as such and is now put in a
condition to give comfortable accommodation to man and
beast [illegible] he may be allowed to purchase from the
Government of the Dominion of Canada the whole of the
aforesaid at a reasonable price and your petitioners are in
duty bound will ever pray
(signed) William Brown.

For Brown to start his lobbying effort so soon after buying
out the ‘squatter rights’ and improvements of Stephens, he must
have felt that the Mennonites of the West Reserve would make a
serious effort to dislodge him and perhaps indicates that he had
I settled on this land in December 1879 [1880]. I bought out reason to be concerned in what could be viewed as a rash busia man named Stephens. I paid him $3000. He said he had his ness deal. Sir John A. passed the letter on to the Department of
FODLPUHJLVWHUHGLQ(DVW6W3DXO5HJRI¿FH+HJDYHPHD the Interior which responded to the letter of Brown‘s advocate,
quit claim [not deciphered] Made accommodation for travel- R. S. Chalmers on 7 February 1881.7 The letter mentions that
ers to settle southern Manitoba. I built on SE ¼. I value build- Isaac Müller had complained about Stevens [sic] squatting on
ings at $10,000. They should be in over $15,000. The whole 11-3-1. This letter is important because of the Department of
of this papers [sic] containing [illegible] are with Sir John at ,QWHULRU¶VGHVFULSWLRQWKHUHLQRI6WHSKHQVDV³LOOHJDO´DQGWKH
Ottawa. I have cultivated all NE and SW... Some 400 acres evidence it provides that Stephens had been asked to leave at
cultivated 175 of which is summer fallowed this year.
RQFH:LOOLDP%URZQ DOVRGHVFULEHGDVDVTXDWWHU LVWROGWKDW
he has to bid like everyone else at a Winnipeg auction for the
Nowhere else is there mention made of registering a claim in lands in question, which may be held in August of 1881.
WKH(DVW6W3DXO/DQGV2I¿FH6WHSKHQVPD\KDYHVDLGWKLV
By February 17, 1881 Brown, through Chalmers, had reLQDODWHUFRQYHUVDWLRQLQ(PHUVRQWRGHÀHFW%URZQ¶VLUH%XW plied to Colonel Denis, Deputy Minister of the Department of
LQDQ\FDVHFRQ¿GHQWDQGERDVWIXO%URZQZHQWWRZRUNFXO- the Interior, asking him to include 11-1-3 on the sale of school
tivating the soil and attending to travelers with the help of his lands in August, to which Dennis agreed. In the meantime, on
wife Phoebe, now sixty-one years of age and two daughters, 31 August 1881, seventeen businessmen in Emerson, includPhoebe, twenty, and Elizabeth, twenty-one, who were still in LQJ':0DWKHVRQ RIWKH+XGVRQ¶V%D\&RPSDQ\" $GROSK
the parental home.
Coblentz and Harry Weixelbaum, saloon keepers who counted
In the years following his occupation of section 11-1-3 themselves as Müller’s friends, re-petitioned Sir John A. to alBrown would face numerous challenges in gaining title to the low William Brown to buy the section at the upset price [that
squatted school lands he had purchased from Stephens. A letter is, the reserve bid] without competing bids:
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We the undersigned would beg to represent without prejudice
Mr. William Brown who settled on school section number
eleven township one range three west and has made extensive
improvements. He has opened an Hotel which has proved a
Provincial necessity being the only place of accommodation
EHWZHHQ(PHUVRQDQG0RXQWDLQ&LW\DGLVWDQFHRIVRPH¿IW\
miles. We would therefore respectfully beg that said section
eleven be granted to the said Mr. William Brown at the upset
price of school sections and that his improvements be taken
into consideration.
Brown must have become alarmed that the Mennonites intended to outbid him for the school section. On the 6th of September,
1881 this alarmist mood is conveyed in an unprofessional letter
to Colonel Denis from Brown’s attorney, R. S. Chalmers:

auction. What, if anything, was being planned by the ‘devious’
Mennonites remains unknown.
An exasperated but sympathetic Colonel Denis summaUL]HGWKHVLWXDWLRQLQDOHWWHUWRWKH3ULPH0LQLVWHU ZKRZDV
DIULHQG $IWHUUHYLHZLQJWKHGHWDLOVDQGEHIRUHVHHNLQJWKH
Prime Minister’s approval for removing Brown’s land from the
sale, Denis offers a reason for Brown’s troubles:
It appears that the Mennonites looking with jealousy upon
the number of English speaking people who were going
through the country were rather ill disposed than otherwise
to furnishing them shelter and food and the distance from
Nelsonville on the one hand and Emerson on the other was
such that it was impossible to get entertainment other than at
this house upon the school land.

The letter is prejudicial against the Mennonites, implying
that they were incapable and unwilling to supply adequate accommodation for English settlers. He obviously thought ‘entertainment,’ a euphemism for a bar at the time, was indispensable
for travelers and that Mennonites, quite rightly, would not meet
that aspect of the challenge. That William Brown dispensed
liquor was obviously not a hidden fact. Meanwhile an F. A.
Martin of the Dominion Lands Survey, writing from Emerson
on 31 August 1881 took the trouble to verify certain claims of
William Brown – that he had 275 acres ready for spring seeding, had built a two story ‘Hotel,’ the main part measuring 40’
x 36’, and an annex 40’ x 22’, a barn 56’ x 32’, another 60’ x
25’ and a granary 12’ x 15’. Value was placed at $7,400.
By 1883 the paper trail in the HomeVWHDG¿OHVWXUQVGXVW\,QNHHSLQJZLWK
the adamant position of the Department
of the Interior and supported by Sir John
A., school lands would only be sold by
auction from time to time to maximize
sales value. With the Manitoba real estate
bubble bursting in 1883, demand and
thus sales and prices for all farmland,
including school sections and HBC land,
dropped precipitously.8%URZQFRQ¿GHQW
that he would obtain title to the property,
continued to invest in his land and buildings throughout this period. The description of his buildings and property by C. S.
Douglas, MLA in the July 16, 1885 issue
of The Emerson International attests to
the prosperous look of Brown’s farm.9
It is easy to see why visitors would
¿QGLWLPSUHVVLYH:KDWLVSDUWLFXODUO\
noteworthy is that Brown built enclosed
passageways connecting all the buildings
to the main house for comfort in winter.
In this he may have learned something
from his Mennonite neighbours and
their tradition of joining their houses
After visiting William Brown’s farm and and barns to create one structure, the
hotel in 1885, the publisher of The Emerson housebarn. Once again what was apInternational and local MLA, C. S. Douglas parent was Brown’s pride of ownership,
wrote this glowing report of William Brown’s which underlines the tenacity with which
farm and hotel. Image Credit: Albert he struggled and lobbied to obtain a title
Siemens.
to 11-1-3. It was shortly after this visit

I have just had the map and list of school lands to be sold on
the 19th you sent to Wm Brown. I noticed there are just his sections and one or two sections in the whole Mennonite Reserve
to be sold. It looks as though Brown was to be a victim. For
Heavens [sic] sake don’t ruin the poor man who has come
up to this country to make a home for himself and helpless
family he has spent his all on this place with the prospect of
it all being taken from him. I have been led to understand
that this is a determination on the part of Miller the Kaiser to
bring it over his head and that communication has been had
with the department to have it put to sale for that purpose.
, FDQQRW VHH KRZ WKH *RY¶W ZRXOG QRW EH MXVWL¿HG LQ HLWKHU
selling it to him at a fair valuation or withholding it from
sale for the present. In pushing it on to
sale just now looks strange to me. It will
be an everlasting disgrace to the Gov’t
LIWKH\FRQ¿VFDWHWKHKDUGHDUQHGVDYHings [sic] of a lifetime and Compell [sic]
%URZQWRVHHNVKHOWHUXQGHUWKH86ÀDJ
when they are glad to deal liberally with
British subjects. You say the Gov’t are
compeled [sic] to sell by public auction
but I ask you if they are compelled to
sell now. If it was withdrawn now there
might be some way whereby the Gov’t
might be able to sell it to him without
laying themselves open to criticism. You
no doubt will think I write strong. I put
strong. I have no interest to serve but to
try if possible save this poor man from
ruin.
A Mr. Russell of the Department of
the Interior wrote to Chalmers that in
view of the tone of his letter, henceforth
the Department would only deal directly
with William Brown. The Surveyor
General, nevertheless, ordered the land
withdrawn from sale. However, Chalmers persisted, claiming that Brown became aware that “the Mennonites were
combining against him for the purpose
RI EX\LQJ LW RYHU KLV KHDG´ Brown, it
seems, did not want to face the uncertain vagaries and challenge of an open
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Charles Stanford Douglas (1852-1917) established The Emerson
International in 1878 and was its editor until 1889. He was also
active in Manitoba politics, becoming a member of the Emerson
town council in 1881, mayor of the town in 1888, and a Member of
Legislative Assembly for Emerson from 1883-1889. He went on to
become the Mayor of Vancouver. He is pictured here (back seat, left)
in front of the Hollow Tree in Stanley Park, Vancouver, May 31, 1909.
Image Credit: City of Vancouver Archives, AM54-S4-: Port P1204

in 1885 that Douglas paid a visit to Premier Norquay in an
attempt to assist Brown.
By 1885 the Department of the Interior was becoming weary
of Brown’s persistence. A September 12, 1885 letter from the
Department in Ottawa on behalf of Minister to the Dominion
/DQGV2I¿FHLQ:LQQLSHJVWDWHGWKDWWKH0LQLVWHULQFUHDVLQJO\
IUXVWUDWHGZDQWHGWKH¿OHFORVHGDQGGLUHFWHGWKHRI¿FHWRSXW
%URZQ¶VODQGXSIRUVDOH7KHRI¿FHUHSOLHGWKDWDQXSVHWSULFH
of $5 an acre would be fair and the sooner a sale occurred, the
EHWWHU,WLVREYLRXVWKDWWKHRI¿FLDOVZHUHDOVRJURZLQJZHDU\
RIWKH¿OH7KH'HSDUWPHQWWKHQZURWHWR%URZQ¶VODZ\HULQ
Emerson outlining the terms under which they were prepared
WRSURFHHGZKLFKVLJQL¿FDQWO\LQFOXGHGKROGLQJWKHVDOH³DW
KLVVWRSSLQJSODFH´3UHVXPDEO\DOOWKLVSOXVWKH0HQQRQLWH
viewpoint was discussed when the Minister of the Interior in
a face-to-face meeting tried to arbitrate between Brown and
the Mennonites in Morden in early November 1885, although
a further meeting with Brown was planned in Winnipeg in
which the Mennonites did not participate.10
Another crack in the Dominion government’s position appeared in 1886 when Thomas White of the Department of the
Interior, writing for Sir John A., wrote to Premier Norquay that
Brown would be compensated by the successful bidder for any
improvements on the property if Brown was not the highest
bidder.11 This change of stance was to open a whole new series
of correspondence but White makes it clear that it did not represent a change of policy with regard to all squatters. On May
31, 1886 Brown’s lawyer, Macauley, wrote Thomas White in
WKH'HSDUWPHQW0LQLVWHU¶VRI¿FHQRWLQJWKDW:LOOLDP%URZQ
concurred in the matter of the auction sale and compensation
of ‘full value’ of improvements. He suggested the same rule
should be applied to all school land squatters. At this stage,
0DFGRQDOG 1RUTXD\ DQG WKH 'RPLQLRQ /DQGV 2I¿FH LQ
Winnipeg all concurred and orders were issued for the sale to
take place. The Department also agreed to compensation for
all squatters on other school lands, which would occur at each
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time of sale. A change of policy occurred because of Brown’s
dogged determination in pursuing his claim.
Orders went out on 17 July 1886 that a sale would be held
at William Brown’s ‘stopping place’ on 21 August 1886 on a
TXDUWHUE\TXDUWHUEDVLV7KHWHUPVZHUHWREHRQH¿IWKFDVKDW
time of sale, balance at six percent interest in an auctioneer note.
The Department indicated that William Brown had been informed on the 29th of July 1886 that 11-1-3 was to be advertised
for sale. William Brown was informed that, in accordance with
regulations, the sale would be announced in the local papers,
the Morden Manitoba News and the Winnipeg Manitoban. D.
Hall, now Deputy Minister, also instructed the Queen’s Printer
to print the posters. Hall further mentioned to Brown that the
sale date had been changed to the 21st of August 1886 and that
the Minister thought the improvements should be paid for at
time of sale or as soon as ‘valuation is made.’ Given this last
provision it was unlikely that anyone else would bid. To pay
full price for improvements on the day of the sale or shortly
WKHUHDIWHUDWµYDOXDWLRQ¶LIKHVWXFNWRWKH¿JXUHVRIDQH[FHVV
of $10,000, would virtually eliminate all Mennonites as well
as Ontario Anglo-Saxons, who probably discounted the land
value for its location in the heart of the Mennonite reserve.
Although there appeared to be a way forward with the
proposals of 1886, Brown was not so easily persuaded. Using his connections to Premier Norquay, he objected to the
possibility of losing the quarters of land that had no buildings
on them. The Department responded by offering yet another
option. Deputy Minister Burgess, in a new proposal dated 2
January 1888, advanced the idea of placing an upset price of
$7 per acre on the quarters not occupied by buildings in order
to address Brown’s concerns but he also mentioned that the
change would require an Order-in-Council of the local govHUQPHQW 3URYLQFHRI0DQLWRED %XWRQ-DQXDU\WKH
government of Manitoba answered with a recommendation that
the whole section be offered at auction at $5 acre in one parcel,
but also questioned if school lands were to be auctioned off
under law by quarter sections only, as other non-school lands
under the crown were to be sold. A telegram from Ottawa
stated that school sections could be sold as one parcel. Within
a few days the Deputy Minister of the Interior wrote Smith
DWWKH'RPLQLRQ/DQGV2I¿FHLQ:LQQLSHJRUGHULQJWRRIIHU
the whole section of 11-1-3 as one parcel with the upset price
of $5 an acre, since sub-clause 2, clause 29 of the Dominion
/DQGV$FW ZKLFKUHTXLUHGWKHLQGLYLGXDOVDOHRIHDFKTXDUWHU
VHFWLRQ  GLG not apply to school lands. Therefore, the entire
640 acres could be sold in one block, not as individual parcels
of 160 acres sold separately. The Federal government blinked
and Brown won on all points in the negotiation when the land
agent at Manitou was ordered on 13 January 1888 to proceed
with a block sale of 640 acres on 11-1-3 at the upset price of $5
an acre. The government of Manitoba then rescinded the Orderin-Council regarding the sale price of $7 an acre. In contrast
to the normal practice in which such sales were conducted in
the month of August, the sale was held in the dead of winter
-DQXDU\KDVEHHQQRWHGIRUWKHVHYHULW\RIWKDWPRQWK¶V
blizzards and the subsequent loss of livestock and blockage of
UDLOZD\V ZLWKDOPRVWQRSXEOLFQRWLFH1HZVSDSHUVRI0RUGHQ
DQG(PHUVRQDUHGHYRLGRIDQ\LQIRUPDWLRQDQGWKH¿OHLVDPD]LQJO\EDUHDWWKLVSRLQWJRLQJVWUDLJKWWRDUHFRUGLQJRIWKH¿YH
years of payment. The yearly anniversary of the payment due
is the 10th of January indicating the ink was barely dry on the

orders when the sale took place. This was in contravention of
procedures and was very suspicious.
Brown won on all points but it was the result of constant and
effective lobbying where politicians, especially at the provincial
level, and bureaucrats were sympathetic to a fellow Anglo6D[RQZKRVHDFWLRQVZHUHSHUFHLYHGWREHQH¿WWKHQHZQDWLRQ
In the end the wish to terminate the matter meant it took only a
matter of days to effect a rapid conclusion. Long gone was any
discussion of any rights Mennonites had, or were perceived to
have had, with exclusive right to the lands of the West Reserve.
As of the fall of 1886, Isaac Müller was no longer the activist
Obervorsteher. His successor, Frank Froese’s concerns were
VKLIWLQJWRWKHFRQÀLFWEHWZHHQWKHQHZO\IRUPHGPXQLFLSDOLWLHV
and the Mennonite Gebietsamt, among other matters.
All that remained for Brown was to make his payments on
 [ EHLQJD\HDUSOXVDQ\DFFUXHGLQWHUHVW
,Q-DQXDU\%URZQPDGHD¿QDOSD\PHQWRIDWZKLFK
time he requested that the Department send him a receipt for
IXOOSD\PHQWWR:LOOLDP%URZQ3RVW2I¿FH*UHWQD0DQLWRED
On February 9, 1892 John R. Hall of the Department of the
Interior issued a title deed where its nature as a sale of school
lands is indicated. One senses that Ottawa was very glad to
KDYHFORVHGWKH¿OH
,Q WKH VSULQJ RI  D FRQVRUWLXP RI ¿IWHHQ 1HXKRUVW
farmers collectively took possession of the section that was
formerly Brown’s. All quarters are listed as having owner/
UHVLGHQWV EXWQRWRFFXSLHUVRIWKLVSDUWLFXODUSDUFHORIODQG 
A Peter Klassen, who appears to have bought it, may have
simply been a Dorfschultz YLOODJH PD\RU  UHSUHVHQWLQJ WKH
community of Neuhorst or those who paid for the land. The
price paid was $8,000 with William Brown providing a ‘vendor take back’ mortgage of $7,00012 which was to be paid out
over seven years at the rate of $1,000 per year with interest
accruing at six per cent.
When the villagers, led by Peter Klassen, bought the land it
was divided among them into twenty-acre strips at the deemed
cost of $250 per strip. Every forty acres was priced at $500.
The debt to William Brown was a collective one so that the
payment of principal would have been $62.50 per year per 40
DFUHV$VIRUWKHEXLOGLQJV PLQXVWKHEDUQ WKH\ZHUHPRYHG
or dismantled and no value was ascribed to them for the holder
of the strip in which they were located.
Subsequent to the sale of the land in 1895 the land was
Peter Klassen, Junior
Jacob Friesen
Jacob Boschmann
Jacob Wall, Senior
(my great- great- great-grandfather)
Heinrich Wiebe
Bernhard Wieb, Junior
Jakob Knelson, Junior
Julius Wieb
Jacob Giesbrecht
Johann Wall, Junior
Franz Wall
Wilhelm Berg
Peter Wieb
Berhard Wieb
Peter Klassen himself retained

2 x 20 acres
4 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20
2 x 20

This barn continued to be a reminder of the farm and hotel that once
had a prominent place along the Post Road. In 1974 it too disappeared. Image Credit: Red River Valley Echo 1970 Commemorative
Edition, Mennonite Heritage Centre.

DVVHVVHGDWSHUDFUH DVPRVWODQGZDVLQWKH5XUDO0XQLFLSDOLW\RI5KLQHODQG DQGWKHEXLOGLQJVDWDYDOXHRI%\
WKHSHUVRQDODVVHVVPHQW WKDWLVEXLOGLQJV ZDVGRZQWR
$205 from which there were only slight variations in following
years, indicating that the house, granaries and other buildings
had been removed; only the barn remained until 1974 as a
testament to the saga which surrounded 11-1-3.
Because the government made many exceptions to the law
for the sale of section 11 to William Brown, he, with deed
already in hand, did not feel pressure to sell out in 1892, a
year after a decision was rendered by the Court of Queen’s
Bench that the government would neither compensate squatters for improvements upon an order to vacate, nor would the
squatters receive preference in the bidding process.13 Selling
to a Mennonite at a time when it remained an exclusive MenQRQLWHUHVHUYH LQWHUPVRIUHFHLYLQJKRPHVWHDGV IRUWKUHH
more years, until 1897, seemed the logical answer as a nonMennonite family was not likely to assume the social risk of
residing in an area where most of its neighbours would have
been Old Colony Mennonites. In 1894, it may only have been
his English persistence that allowed him to recover more than
the supply-demand equation would have dictated.
After the sale William Brown may have intended to return
to Sarnia. Whether he died there or in Gretna shortly thereafter
on 18 May 1894 at the age of seventy-three was initially unclear.
In a dispatch from Emerson, however, in the 25 May 1894 issue
of the Morden Herald implied that he died in Gretna, although
no record of this exists in Manitoba Vital Statistics. The Free
Press noted that Brown had been the biggest farmer in the
West Reserve. Long before this, William Brown announced
his wish to ‘become a citizen,’ a term of the time meaning to
retire, and by 1888 he seems to have spent part of the winters
in the milder climate of Sarnia.14 Long before that, as early as
1882, a Harry Johnson had been the farmhand who resided
there year around. In the end it may have been Brown’s ill
health and lack of heirs who were interested in the farm that
led to the sale of his farm section, not any pressure from the
Mennonite Gebietsamt+LVGHDWKDOVRPDUNHGDGH¿QLWLYHHQG
to the saga of unlicensed establishments serving alcohol on the
Post Road but certainly not the end of liquor consumption and
sales among Mennonites of the area. It is certainly noteworthy
and perplexing, given his sparring with Mennonite neighbours,
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that he began construction of another hotel in Gretna in
1893-94. This would also seem to indicate that his death was
unexpected and sudden. His son-in-law, William Williams of
Deloraine, examined the project in spring of 1895 with a view
WR¿QLVKLQJLW+HFKRVHLQVWHDGWRVHOOLWWR0DUWLQ6DO]ZHGHO
who used it as a well-known boarding house.15
Newspapers, including the Chronicle and the Emerson
Journal, also took note of the death of Brown’s wife, Phoebe:
“Mrs. Wm Brown who with her husband kept the half-way
house between here and Emerson before the railways were
EXLOWGLHGDW6DUQLD2QWDULRRQ-DQXDU\DJHG\HDUV´,Q
WKHSUREDWH¿OHVRI3KRHEH%URZQORFDWHGLQWKH0DQLWRED
$UFKLYHVWKHWZRDVVHWVOLVWHGZHUHWKH¿QDODV\HWXQSDLG
$1,000 installment by Peter Klassen and a lot in the County
of Manchester, presumably the site of the planned hotel in
Gretna, valued at $450. Her executors were William Williams
and Charles Stevens, her sons-in-law who were both residents
of Deloraine. It also makes clear that her husband had died in
Gretna. At the time of her death, offspring Phoebe and Hannah
lived in Deloraine with their spouses; Mary and her husband,
&DUOHWRQ+LJELHDUHWLUHG0HWKRGLVWOLYHGLQ6DUQLD SUHVXPDEO\ZKHUH3KRHEHOLYHGRXWKHU¿QDOGD\V /L]]LHZKRDOVR
lived in Sarnia, was awaiting her husband’s return from the
JROG¿HOGVRIWKH<XNRQVRQ:LOOLDPZDVDPLOOHULQQHDUE\
Mooretown; and son John had a saloon in Minneapolis. She
must have been a hard working mate for William; it was to her
and her daughters whom credit must be given for the day-today operation of the lodging though credit is invariably given
to the patriarch, William Brown.
While Mennonites were clearly not pleased with having
their understanding of being able to keep non-Mennonites from
settling in the West Reserve challenged by a liquor-dispensing

hotel, William Brown’s problems stemmed more from the
fact that he had purchased squatted land than from challenges
from his Mennonite neighbours. The land on which he built
his hotel and what appears to have become a thriving farm
was one of the designated sections of school lands, intended to
be sold to fund education. While some Mennonites may have
used Brown’s facilities, it is clear that the purpose and main
clientele were settlers moving through the Reserve to take up
lands further West.
Endnotes
1 Petrolia, less than 20 kilometers south of Sarnia, for example, was the parenWDOKRPHRI+DUU\%URZQ QRUHODWLYH ZKRQRWRQO\GURYHWKHVWDJHLQWKHHDUO\
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13 Morden Monitor 20 August 1891.
14 Morden Monitor 4 November 1888.
15 F. G. Enns, Gretna: Window on the Northwest *UHWQD9LOODJH RI *UHWQD
+LVWRU\&RPPLWWHH 

Creating a Centre for Studying Mennonites across Borders
by Hans Werner, Winnipeg, Manitoba
The University of Winnipeg has been a centre for the study
of Mennonite history, literature and culture for almost 40 years.
The Chair in Mennonite Studies has been part of the Department of History and the current Chair, Dr. Royden Loewen
offers courses in Mennonite Studies, conducts a program of
research in Mennonite history and organizes conferences to
further the study of Mennonite culture, ethnicity and religion.
In 2004, Steinbach lawyer Delbert Plett passed away leaving a legacy in the form of the D.F. Plett Historical Research
Foundation, Inc. Since 2006 the Foundation has been located
at the University of Winnipeg from where Preservings has
been published, and a grant program and other projects have
emanated. The Executive Director, Dr. Hans Werner has taught
courses in the Mennonite Studies program at the University
and, in exchange for a grant from the Foundation, has time
allocated to manage the affairs of the Foundation. The partnership between the University through the Chair in Mennonite
Studies, and the Foundation has been productive.
Over the past year the Chair and the Foundation have
worked to broaden the focus of the Mennonite Studies at the
University to better address the sense that Mennonites have
50 - Preservings No. 36, 2016

been a clear example of a people that lived ‘transnationally’. The
frame of reference of the nation—Canada, the United States,
Bolivia—has served us well and been the basis for the way we
have traditionally categorized our thinking about Mennonite
identity, even though Mennonites have often been a people
without, or across, states. To better address this ‘living across
borders’, or as Royden Loewen’s puts it in his book title, being
‘among the nations’, the Foundation and the Chair have created
the Center for Transnational Mennonite Studies. The Centre’s
name seeks to capture the aim of this new thrust for Mennonite
Studies—namely to recognize that Mennonites are not only
European, have often sought to have identities separate from
the nation in which they found themselves, and have migrated
extensively. Even though Mennonites have often wanted to live
separately, they have always had neighbours with whom they
had relations of various kinds. The Center will seek to tell these
stories through a transnational lens.
There was considerable consultation with informally organized community members, the Chair’s Advisory Committee
and the Plett Foundation Board to develop the proposal that
ultimately resulted in the Centre’s creation. The Centre for

7UDQVQDWLRQDO 0HQQRQLWH 6WXGLHV &706  LV D SDUWQHUVKLS
between the Chair and the Foundation and is created as part
of the University’s policy governing the creation of research
LQVWLWXWHVFHQWUHVDQGFROOHJHV7KHVWUXFWXUHLVÀH[LEOHDOlowing for additional partners. The Center seeks to become a
focal point for a global approach to studying the experience of
Mennonites in many different contexts. The programs of the
Center will continue to evolve, but you will notice a gradual
shift in the way we do Preservings, in the types of courses
offered at the University, and the new projects that result. Currently CTMS has embarked on raising a substantial endowment
to fund a Professorship in Russian Mennonite Studies that will
become part of the Center. The person holding this Professorship will focus particularly on the experience of Mennonites
in the Russian Empire, during the Communist period and in
the post Soviet period.
On May 5th 2016 the Center was formally launched at the
University of Winnipeg with presentations by University’s

Aileen Friesen delivering the inaugural CTMS lecture at the
University of Winnipeg on May 5, 2016. Photo Credit: Andrea Dyck.

Vice President Academic, Dr. Neil Besner, Chair in Mennonite Studies, Dr. Royden Loewen, and the Executive Director
of the Plett Foundation, Dr. Hans Werner. The evening also
featured the inaugural CTMS lecture by the 2016 Plett Fellowship recipient, Dr. Aileen Friesen. Dr. Friesen delivered
a lecture entitled, “Indigenous-Mennonite Relations in the
5XVVLDQ(PSLUH$+LVWRU\RI&RQÀLFWDQG$FFRPPRGDWLRQ´
Dr. Friesen’s research in Russia formed the basis for her looking at Mennonite relations with their Russian neighbours and
nomadic indigenous peoples such as the Kazahks and the
Nogai. A revised version of her lecture is published in this issue of Preservings. The May evening was one of the warmest
in memory, but was well attended by an engaged audience.
The hope for the new Centre for Transnational Mennonite
Studies is that it can serve as vehicle for a new generation of
scholars to continue to tell the story of the Anabaptist-Mennonite experience. Mennonites also need a story that we tell
ourselves about who we are and where we have come from.
7KDWVWRU\LVQRWDVWDWLFQDUUDWLYHEXWUDWKHURQHWKDWUHÀHFWV
new realities.

At the launch of the Centre for Transnational Mennonite Studies.
l. to r. Dr. Royden Loewen, Dr. Neil Besner, Dr. Aileen Friesen, and
Dr. Hans Werner. Photo Credit: Andrea Dyck.

Family History
The Fehrs on the Move Again: From Old Order
Mennonite to New Order Amish
Arlette Kouwenhoven, Leiden, Netherlands
Five years ago I wrote The Fehrs. Four Centuries of Mennonite MigrationZKHUH,GHVFULEHGWKHKLVWRU\RI¿IWHHQJHQerations of the originally Dutch De Veer/Fehr/DeFehr family.
Their story is representative of the history of a major part of
the Old Colony Mennonites who currently live in Canada and
Latin America. It is a history characterized by persecution,
exclusion, humiliation, and despair alternated with periods of
hope, progress, and new possibilities. At the end of the story,
the Fehrs seemed to have become stranded in their waterdeprived colony of Sabinal, in the desert of Northern Mexico.
That is how the book ended. But with the passing of time, there

have been changes. For David and Anton, the two sons of the
implacable leader of the colony, enough was enough and they
left. David went to Argentina, Anton to the Amish in Michigan.
This typically Mennonite mix of self-reliance, inventiveness,
thoroughness and courage led them again to choose emigration. I have not yet visited David in Argentina, but I did make
two short visits to Anton in Michigan. In this article, I want to
relate my experiences with him and his family.
It is Friday, April 25, 2015. Teenager Justina Fehr, energetically lifting her baseball bat, is searching for the eyes of the
pitcher. After just a few seconds and an energetic hit, the ball
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in or around the house. This last semester is closed off with
a special festive morning of declamations, singing, and the
KDQGLQJRXWRIFHUWL¿FDWHVWRWKHWZRIRXUWHHQ\HDUROGVZKR
have completed their schooling and will start their working
life in the community. The two girls will now join their elder
sisters and mother in the house and will add chores to the ones
already taken on a few years earlier. Had they been boys, they
would have joined their father on the farm, in the sawmill, or
wherever needed within the community. A joint meal prepared
by a number of families concludes the morning’s activities, and
the whole afternoon is set aside for numerous games of baseball
and volleyball. This is not just for the kids, but all the parents
of pupils join in, and the rest of the community – including
those without children – watch. Yes, the whole community
takes the day off, because everyone should be together. That
is what the Amish do.
Anton Fehr reading a book with one of his daughters. All photos in
This sense of community is precisely what attracted Anton
this article credit: Arlette Kouwenhoven
to the point of leaving his family in Sabinal and entering the
Amish community in Michigan. Sabinal is the very last genuVDLOVRIILQWRWKH¿HOG'HVSLWHKHUORQJGUHVVVKHHDVLO\PDNHV inely conservative Mennonite colony in Mexico where any hint
it to second base. At the same time, her brother David slides of getting connected to the electricity grid or using rubber tires,
spectacularly into home base. His streamlined spectacles with QRWWRPHQWLRQGULYLQJFDUVLV¿HUFHO\UHVLVWHG$QWRQ¶VIDWKHU
\HOORZ UHÀHFWLYH JODVVHV PLUDFXORXVO\ UHPDLQ ¿UPO\ RQ KLV David Fehr, Bishop and leader of Sabinal Colony, is nearing
his eighties and is no longer able to cope with the necessary
nose. There is cheering all around.
It is the last day before the summer break at the Highland changes. He does not want to change. His hopes have long
Meadows School in a small village in the South of Michi- been centred on acquiring land in Quintana Roo to establish
gan. Traditionally, the children in this Amish community of a new conservative colony, but his sons David and Anton got
WZHQW\¿YHKRXVHKROGVJHWDVXPPHUEUHDNRIIRXUPRQWKVWR tired of waiting for the necessary permits. Following Anton,
enable them to help their parents with chores on the land and David, too, has left the colony. In the last chapter of The Fehrs,

Anton Fehr with daughter Justina at the school baseball game.
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Any development of the community is held back by the rigid
and unrealistic principles of the leaders.
But then, in November 2015, Kurze Nachrichten, the
monthly newsletter that is sent to the Mennonite diaspora in
South America and beyond – and which even reaches the home
of the author in Leiden, Netherlands via internet – reports that
“the Sabinal Colony will very likely take a big leap – which they
have constantly been postponing and which could have saved
them millions of dollars – namely, to join the grid. It seems
the leaders have reluctantly agreed to succumb to the intolerDEOH´,IWKHSXUFKDVHRIKHFWDUHVRIIRUHVWLQ4XLQWDQD
Roo had worked out well, Bishop Fehr, with a small group of
followers, could have continued his conservative lifestyle on
Why the Amish?
Why the Amish and how did it all come about? It all started this new land on the peninsula of Yucatan. But after years of
quite some years ago, when Amish from different American haggling with the local authorities, who did not provide the
states joined together to visit their brothers and sisters in faith necessary permits to cut the trees, it has become evident that
in a diversity of colonies in South America to meet and see this purchase is really a fool’s bargain. The many years of needhow they lived their lives. As a result of this tour, Anton and less waiting and the use of expensive fuel for the aggregates to
David and their families became interested in visiting their pump water into the desert lands of Sabinal have been a waste.
new friends in their homes and soon rented a driver and a bus There is not much good rainy land to be purchased elsewhere
to visit various Amish communities in the United States, in- in Mexico. In the end, it is clear that there is no other option
cluding the ones in Michigan. And yes, what Bishop Fehr had but to give way to modernity.
For Anton and David, this change has come too late. They
feared did happen: both sons were highly taken with the lovely
landscape, with the fertility of the land, but foremost with the already left some years ago and now embrace the new opportusense of community they observed among the Amish. Anton nities that the lifestyle of the Amish gives them. Anton – now
says, “Here one can live one’s faith as it is meant to be lived. with a beard and the typical Amish haircut – and his family
People take care of each other and no one needs to be on his feel fully at home in the New Order community. Anton’s oldRZQ´%LWWHUQHVVKDVFUHSWLQWRWKHFRPPXQLW\RI6DELQDOWKH HVWGDXJKWHU6DUD  KDVPDUULHG(ODP<RGHU  VRQRI
harsh life of coping with this arid climate without irrigation Daniel Yoder, one of the bishops and hence a leading man in
has resulted in frustration and jealousy, leading to friction. the congregation. Daniel Yoder is a charismatic man with an
you get to know David as an intelligent businessman who
was able to earn quite a fortune by drilling water holes for
Mexican farmers just outside the colony and by acquiring and
selling land around these wells. David would have preferred
to follow his brother Anton and to join the Amish. But for the
sake of his eldest son and his family, who could not acquire
WKHQHFHVVDU\LPPLJUDWLRQSDSHUVGXHWRLQVXI¿FLHQWFDSLWDO
David chose Argentina, where there is still an open door for
hardworking immigrants. There he bought a big farm and is
now looking for ways to establish a new colony, but one based
on Amish principles.

Three generations of Fehr women, on their way to a “busy bee” in their community.
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impressively full head of grey hair, a huge beard, and a sympathetic smile that no doubt enhance his leadership qualities. He
is a well-read man, with a bookcase full of church history and
a wide interest in the world. He owns a company that imports
work gloves and related necessities that make working in the
countryside of cold and muddy Michigan a lot easier and more
HI¿FLHQW,UHJXODUO\VWHSLQWRKLVRI¿FHZKHUHKHVLWVEHKLQG
his desk, a headphone at his ears and very much involved in
busy conversations. Later that evening, when I join his family
for dinner, he apologizes for not having had time to talk to
PH³<RXNQRZLWLVEHFRPLQJPRUHDQGPRUHGLI¿FXOWZLWK
these banks. Before, I could easily make transfers with a call,
but now they want you to use a computer and if you don’t have
RQHLWWDNHVWLPH,WJLYHVPHVWUHVV´0U<RGHULPSRUWVSDUW
of his stock from China, but through an agent in California.
He receives paper catalogues from which he can choose his
products, and he then puts his orders in by telephone or by fax
through his agent. Sometimes, when it really matters, he asks
a friend outside the Amish community to send an e-mail for
him – but only if there are no other options.
The same applies to Anton Fehr. He works as maintenance
man in an Amish sawmill. But because he would prefer to open
his own workshop, he is gradually rebuilding his own shed
and investing in the purchase of equipment. There is plenty
for sale – furniture left over from bankrupt companies, for
instance – but always via auctions on the internet. He therefore
asks his American neighbour to help him by searching the internet and making a reasonable bid on a workbench or electric
sawing machine. He then rents a bus and a driver to pick it
up. Such tools and equipment can be plugged into a self-made

mega-aggregate on which a whole range of batteries is charged.
Hence, there is light and electricity in the workplace, but not
coming from outside the community.
The Riddle of Amish Culture
For people from the outside world – ‘the English,’ as the
Amish call them – this might be confusing behaviour. Some
FDOOLWK\SRFULWLFDORWKHUVMXVWKLODULRXVRUSODLQLQHI¿FLHQW%XW
things are never that simple. It is what Donald Kraybill calls
³WKHULGGOHRI$PLVKFXOWXUH´1 It is all about being selective
in one’s choice of technology. The Amish do see the effects of
modern life around them constantly. They see the many possibilities of technological advancement but also the negative
side of it: the alienation and the individualistic and sometimes
egocentric lifestyle that go with it. For them it is important to
stay in tune with their direct environment. This not only means
feeding and butchering one’s own pig and knowing where the
meat goes, but it is primarily about consciously being part of
a community where no one can fade away into anonymity and
loneliness and no one is without employment, where medical
costs are shared by the whole community and everyone can
count on being helped.
An example is the thirtieth birthday gift for Heather, a single
woman who rents a moderately-maintained house in the village;
every weekend for a whole year, alternating groups of men and
women spend two days repairing the house, building a shed,
and doing all kinds of chores that the many other members of
a large family would normally do.
0RUH RI WKH VDPH LV VHHQ LQ WKH VRFDOOHG ³EXV\ EHHV´
7KHFRQJUHJDWLRQRIWZHQW\¿YHIDPLOLHVLVGLYLGHGLQWRHLJKW

Women participating in a “busy bee,” preserving fruit in the home of a family from the congregation.
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Ready for winter. One of the Fehr daughters stands next to the year’s supply of preserves, stocked in the family’s basement. No doubt this
preparation was assisted by women from the community during many “busy bees”!

groups of three to four families who will work together for a
family once a month. Every family in the community will be
the receiving party at least once. The helpers do everything
that needs doing: overdue maintenance, the building of a fence
or a shed, quilting, sewing, cooking, or conserving fruits and
vegetables. All other work comes to a standstill. The whole
FRPPXQLW\SDUWLFLSDWHVLQWKHVHVSHFL¿FGD\VZKLFKDUHDOO
planned a year ahead. Apart from working, there is talking,
laughing, eating, and praying. This is the solidarity and sense
of belonging that is lost when people buy cars, computers, and
UHODWHGHTXLSPHQWWKDWPDNHOLIHHI¿FLHQWDQGIDVWHUEXWDOVR
PDNHSHRSOH VHOIVXI¿FLHQW 1R RQH QHHGV DQRWKHU DQ\PRUH
then, and the basis, the essence of the Amish way of life – being part of a community – is gone.
Technology is therefore not taboo but can be used as long
as it does not nibble at the boundaries of the community. It is
a matter of constantly weighing what can be done and what
not and which exceptions are tolerated in what circumstances.
The house Heather is renting from an American landlord, for Women sewing and visiting together at a “busy bee” in a basement
example, has electricity. She is allowed to maintain this situ- lit with gas lamps.
ation because the landlord does not want gas pipes entering
his house.
new land and farms far away from the original Amish states of
Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana. Michigan, where the Amish
¿UVWVHWWOHGLQLVVHHLQJDUDSLGLQFUHDVHLQWKHVL]HRI
Amish are Thriving in Michigan
The Amish are therefore constantly weighing modernity the Amish population. It is basically a result of the decreasing
against the basic values of their beliefs and lifestyle. This is population of the state due to the collapse of the automobile
especially the case when the communities keep growing in industry. Much land and many houses are for sale, and there
number year by year, to the point where they need to look for LVDÀH[LEOHVWDWHDXWKRULW\ZKLFKLVOLEHUDOLQRSSRUWXQLWLHV
Preservings No. 36, 2016 - 55

Youth and even children participate in community life. Here, young
women preserve beans at a “busy bee,” while a youngster looks
on with curiosity.

IRU VSHFLDO VFKRROLQJ DQG ÀH[LEOH LQ LWV &RWWDJH )RRG /DZV
allowing small supplies of vegetables, meat, and dairy to be
sold locally. This means that ‘English’ houses and villages are
gradually being incorporated into new Amish communities.
These houses all have electricity. Amish couples can take one
year to take out the jacks and replace the light bulbs with gas
lanterns.
7KH¿UVW$PLVKIDPLOLHVFDPHWRWKLVVRXWKHUQ0LFKLJDQ
village in 1994; since then, the maximum number of twenty¿YHIDPLOLHVKDVEHHQUHDFKHG³:KHQWKHFRQJUHJDWLRQEHFRPHVODUJHULQQXPEHUWKLQJVJHWRXWRIKDQG´VD\VRQHRI
the neighbours who was invited for dinner at the Fehr house.
“This is what you see happening in the Counties of Lancaster
and Holmes where the Old Order Amish are living. The congregations are so large that the younger people need to be
split up in multiple groups. Parents lose control over them and
often things get out of hand. We do not have this rumpspringa
anymore. It is not necessary. Our youth group is small and
FORVH DQG WKH \RXQJVWHUV IHHO FRPSOHWHO\ ¿QH ZLWK WKHLU ORFDODFWLYLWLHV´%XWZK\GRQ¶WWKH\IRUELGWKHrumpspringa in
Lancaster, when it causes so much trouble? “Because they are
2OG2UGHUDQGGRQRWZDQWWRFKDQJHWKHUXOHV´,WLVHYLGHQW
that, like the Mennonites, the Amish cannot be reduced to a
common denominator. There are many groups, just like that
of Bishop Fehr and his followers in Sabinal, who would rather
break than bend.
Eight families, some with young children, some with older
ones, are selected through the drawing of lots; they will be
KHOSHGWR¿QGDQGSXUFKDVHQHZODQGDQGKRXVHVLQWKHQHLJKbourhood, preferably at a reasonable price to avoid getting into
WURXEOHE\DVNLQJIRUORDQVZLWKEDQNVDQGRWKHU¿QDQFLHUVZKR
are related to the outside world.
Anton and his family will no doubt remain. Anton says,
“God has a plan for us. He makes room for us by having other
SHRSOHPRYHDZD\IURPKHUH´+LVFKLOGUHQDUHKDSS\KHUH
They love going to a school where subjects such as geography
and history, in contrast to Sabinal, are seen as interesting and
necessary for a certain basic education and where exercise
books, pencils, atlases, and an encyclopaedia are available. In
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Three of Anton Fehr’s daughters at home.

A Fehr daughter hard at work with coloured pencils and a colouring book.

this school they are allowed to play a number of sports, and the
youth spend Sunday afternoon singing and playing games instead of snorting coke somewhere in an abandoned farmhouse
at the edges of the colony. Anton says, “That is what I found
the hardest in Sabinal. Parents saw their children using drugs
DQGDOFRKROEXWGLGQRWWDNHDQ\DFWLRQ´³&DQWKLQJVHYHUJR
ULJKWLQ6DELQDO"´,DVNHGKLP³)LUVWSHRSOHKDYHWR¿QGWKH
right track spiritually again, then the rest will come. Ultimately,
,FKRVHWRIROORZ*RG¶VZRUGDQGWKDWLVZK\,DPKHUHQRZ´
6HHLQJ$QWRQDQGKLVIDPLO\ÀRXULVKLQJLQWKHLUQHZFRPPXQLW\LQ0LFKLJDQLVSURRIDJDLQRIWKHWUHPHQGRXVÀH[LELOLW\
and ability to adapt that has been a remarkable quality among
Mennonites for over four centuries since the Reformation. No
doubt the people of Sabinal will now also make new steps in
DFKDQJLQJZRUOGDQG¿QGDZD\WRDFFRPPRGDWHDFFRUGLQJ
to their principles.
Endnotes
1 Donald Kraybill, The Riddle of Amish Culture, John Hopkins University Press,
2001.

Maria Dueck Reimer Loewen: “Ab Dueck’s Mitchji”
By Ralph Friesen, Nelson, British Columbia
Introduction
Mrs. Cornelius B. Loewen, nee Maria Dueck, was 75 when,
in 1949, she sat down to write her life story. Mennonite women
of her generation by and large did not leave much of a written
account of their lives and activities, and the very fact that she
took pains to write her story indicates a more assertive personality than would have been the norm. She seemed especially
aware of the value of the unique story of the pioneer experience, and this is where she puts the emphasis in her account.
She even wrote a commemorative poem about pioneer days
addressed to the new generation, as a reminder of the hardVKLSVDQGVDFUL¿FHVWKHLUDQFHVWRUVZHQWWKURXJK³<RXZKR
DUH\RXQJPDUNP\ZRUGV,WLVIRU\RXWKDWWKLVZDVGRQH´
Maria was a very capable young girl in her village of Gruenfeld, later Kleefeld, on Manitoba’s East Reserve. She was
RQHRIWKLUWHHQFKLOGUHQRI$EUDKDP/'XHFN  DQG
(OLVDEHWK5HPSHO  RIZKRP¿YHGLHGLQLQIDQF\RU
early childhood. As a child she kneaded clay with her feet to
make plaster, delivered messages to the neighbours of mayoral
meetings, loaded hay, tied wheat into sheaves, milked cows and
cared for younger siblings. By the time she was fourteen she
could sew clothing for adults. In the little leisure time she would
have had, she loved to sing, along with other school children.
At nineteen, she married twenty-one year-old Johann, the
VRQRI$EUDKDP5  DQG0DULD  5HLPHU
of Blumenort, and a grandson of patriarch Abraham F. Reimer.
6KHZDVPDUULHGWR³P\5HLPHU´DVVKHDIIHFWLRQDWHO\FDOOV
him, for only eight years before his premature death in 1902
at the age of thirty. Relatively soon, after nine months, she
married thirty-nine year-old widower Cornelius B. Loewen, a
thresher and sawmill operator from Steinbach. Maria had one
FKLOGDOLWWOHJLUODOVRFDOOHG0DULDIURPKHU¿UVWPDUULDJH&
B. Loewen brought seven children into the second marriage,
with another one, Elisabeth, having married in the same year,
1903. Five of the seven were boys, with a reputation for being
wild and rambunctious. Of these, the eldest, aged, twenty,
ZDV&RUQHOLXV-XQLRURU³&7´DVKHZRXOGODWHUFRPHWREH
known, and the youngest was Katharina, age three. Being a
second mother to these boisterous children was not easy; her
daughter Maria later commented: “I being a young child then,
UHPHPEHURIWHQVHHLQJ0RWKHUZHHS´1
It should be acknowledged that, in later years, the adult Loewen siblings showed kindness and support to their stepmother.
Two years after their marriage, a son was born to Maria
and Cornelius, who was named Johann. Another son, Heinrich,
came along but died before reaching one-and-a-half. Three
more children followed—the last, Bernhard, born in late 1915,
when Maria was forty-one.
After C. B. Loewen’s death in 1928, Maria was a widow
again, and remained single until her death. Her last years were
spent at the Invalid Home in Steinbach, and with her children.
Her writings evince a strong faith in God and a kind of humble
pride in her accomplishments mixed with a somewhat dry or
even sly sense of humour.
The autobiography that follows has been transcribed and
translated from the original German by Maria’s grandson

A four generation picture with Mary (Mrs. Peter R. Reimer, her
mother Marie (Mrs. John C. Reimer (back l. to r.). In the foreground
Maria Dueck Loewen is holding Mary’s daughter Penny. Photo
Credit: Steinbach Post, August 1, 1956, provided by Mary Reimer.

Almon Reimer, who still lives in Steinbach and as of this
writing, aged 93.
Biography of Mrs. C. B. Loewen
[April 29, 1874- December 22, 1960]
This is a translation of a writing done by grandmother
Maria Dueck, 1st Reimer then Loewen in 1950. From German
to English by Almon Reimer. September 13, 1999.
A narration of my childhood, youth and older
As a child my name was Ab Duecks’ Mitchji. My name now
is Mrs. or Widow Cor. B. Loewen, and I was born in Russia
in the village of Annafeld in 1874.2 As a young child of three
months my parents took me along to America.3 We arrived
here in September, close to the village of Niverville. Quickly
DKRPHKDGWREHEXLOW7KLVKRXVHZDVD³6\ULH´PDGHRIKD\
and this was, as you could imagine, not very warm.4 Therefore
a lot of heating had to be done, so much so that one time the
hay roof started to burn. That resulted in my Uncle Peter Dueck
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burning his hands badly. My parents and Peter Duecks lived
WRJHWKHUWKLV¿UVWZLQWHU$OVRWKH\KDGWRPDNHKD\IRUWKH
one cow they had. This cow got so cold that her ears and tail
froze and fell off. So by her everything was shorter thereafter.
7KH¿UVWKRXVHP\SDUHQWVEXLOWZDVPDGHRIORJVDQGKDG
to be replastered every fall. This clay I often had to knead
through with my feet to make it workable. On the west end of
the house was the barn. The roof was made of thin logs. In one
corner the chickens sat for night.
We were very short of foodstuffs. Some people made loans
by the good government, which was then slowly paid off. This
was called a bread loan.57KHÀRXUPDGHRIIUR]HQZKHDWZDV
quite dark. When we baked bread with it, it would sometimes
form a doughy ring in the bottom crust. Cake and pie were not
made by the Mennonites. Bananas, oranges and grapefruit I
have not eaten in my childhood, also not seen many times. I
delighted myself instead on garden vegetables and the sour
gooseberries and sorrel. Cutlery to wash there wasn’t much
because we ate the soup altogether out of a big pot in the centre.
Table knives and small dishes to eat out of, there were none.
7KHVSRRQVZHUHURXQGDQGPDGHRXWRIOHDG SHZWHU RUZRRG
Some people had brought wooden dishes from Russia. The
potatoes were cut up with the fork at the table and each piece
dipped in gravy or fat. Mashed potatoes a hole was made in
WKHFHQWUHDQG¿OOHGZLWKFUHDPJUDY\7KLVZDVDOZD\VDUHDO
treat for everyone.
Most people brought a big chest from Russia. In this then
all kind of things were stored, dried apple pieces, dried plums,
dried raisins, etc., and when the mother would open the chest
the children came running begging for a treat. That was better
than ice cream, which we didn’t even know about. Candy we
got only at Christmas.
7KH¿UVW\HDUVLWZDVFXVWRPDU\WKDWWKHSDUHQWVDQGRQO\
WKHVPDOOHVWFKLOGUHQZRXOGHDWLQWKH³ELJ´URRP7KHELJger children would eat in the smaller room. Rooms we had
but two. During winter the single windowpanes froze over
about an inch, causing the rooms to be always half dark. And
like today, in 1949, just to press a button to make light was
unheard of. Then we didn’t even have oil lamps, only candles
and bottles with a soft string, which soaked up the oil like a
wick to make a light.
In the school the children learned writing, arithmetic, Bible
stories, the multiplication tables and some geography and
‘steelarbeit’ [i.e., Steilschrift, vertical writing], many scripture
verses and song verses. The beginners learned to read out of a
‘Fiebel’ reader. The beginners started school in spring after the
VFKRROµSUIXQJ¶VSULQJH[DPV0\¿UVWWHDFKHUZDVQHLJKERXU
Uncle Peter L. Dueck.6 He was very fat and weighed 300 lbs.
:KHQKHGLHGWKH\KDGWRSXWKLPLQWRWKHFRI¿QLQWKHEDUQ
because the doors of the house were not big enough to get the
FRI¿QWKURXJK
When Mr. Dueck was teacher we had the school at their
place in the barn in a special room. My second teacher was
Uncle Cor. Toews, who was sent to America to scout out the
land here. My third teacher was Uncle Abr. Isaak7 who was my
teacher two years. Then the school was three or four ‘feuerstelOHQ¶¿UHSODFHVIURPRXUSODFH7KHODVWWZR\HDUVRUZLQWHUV
a Mrs. Radinzel was my teacher.8 The children did not have
much comfort sitting in school like today. We sat 8 children
on one bench without a lean or back. We have, however, not
all got a crooked back from it.
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:KHQWKHµ*UQIHOGHU¶.OHHIHOGHUKDGWKHLU¿UVWFKXUFK,
do not know,9 but for a long time it was by Jacob L. Duecks in
both of their rooms we sat on planks how we could stand it I
do not know. We did not know of anything better. We get tired
even now in 1949 sitting on the very best of benches.
At that time there was only one preacher for one Sunday,
and this was a read message and took about an hour. It gave
quite a stir when the services changed from reading sermons to
speaking them off by heart. The weddings as well at that time
were much less complicated. At that time the couple was married during the regular morning service. They said the marriage
vows and then it was done. Silver or golden anniversaries were
QRWNQRZQ7KH¿UVW,FDQUHPHPEHUDERXWJROGHQDQQLYHUVDU\
was at Peter Klassens in ‘Neuanlage,’ now Twin Creek.10
My work as a nine-year-old girl was varied. Often I had to
go along to get feed hay or grain. I would have to form the load
so it would stay on when travelling. One year I can remember
we had made a hundred loads of hay. It was hard for my father
to set all those haystacks. When I was eleven years old I had
to learn to milk the cows. It was just on time because the next
year my sister Elizabeth got married to a Mr. Isaak Plett and
moved to Steinbach.
When I was twelve my mother11 lay sick for six weeks. That
was a hard time for me. Before my mother fully recovered, my
youngest sister died. Tina was a wonderful child. She reached
the age of one year.12 The same year my uncle and aunt the
+HQU\5HPSHOVZLWK¿YHFKLOGUHQFDPHKHUHIURP5XVVLD7KH
¿UVW\HDUWKH\ZHUHKHUHKHEHFDPHVFKRROWHDFKHULQ*UQIHOG
I was already too old to go to school by then.13
I think it was in the year 1885 when a great storm came one
HYHQLQJ7KHVWRUPZDVVREDGWKDWWKHÀRRUGRRUOLIWHGXS
and it blew out a small window frame. My two older brothers
DQGP\VLVWHU/LHQFKHQ>+HOHQD@ZHUHQRWEDFNIURPWKH¿HOG
They had a very hard time to come home along the street
against the wind.
Our grain we cut with a reaper. My brother Abraham and I
had to tie this grain into sheaves. The younger children had to
carry sheaves in rows and father would set the stooks in nice
straight rows.
In our village we had fourteen families and one bachelor.
2QWKHQRUWKHQGOLYHG3HWHU%HUJVWKH¿UVWWKHQ$EU/RHZHQV
then Cornelius Toewses, next Bishop Peter Toews, then Johann
7RHZV7KHQ¿YHSDLURI'XHFNVLQDURZ-DFRE-RKDQQDQGKLV
son Johann Dueck, then Peter and Abraham; Johann Hieberts,
John Toewses, Abr. Schellenberg, then the bachelor, a John
Esau, Abr. Isaak and Abe Toews.14 My father was ‘Schulte’
mayor.15 When ‘Schultebot’ public meeting was supposed to
be we children had to go to the neighbours and say come to
the meeting and tell it to your neighbours. Sometimes a paper
note was sent around.
The Grünfelders had a neighbours’ path and each had a
boundary fence so a lot of gates had to be opened and closed.
We children were not allowed to be on the street unless if we
had to bring the cattle. The cattle went from one end of the
YLOODJHWRWKHRWKHUHYHU\GD\7KH¿UVW\HDUVZHKDGDKHUGVman because we did not have a fence as yet.
Maybe it was the year 1881 or 188816 on August 1 when a
KHDY\KDLOVWRUPÀDWWHQHGWKHJUDLQ1HLJKERXU3HWHU5HLPHUV
KDGDQLFH¿HOGRIZKHDWUHDG\WRFXWDQGLQWKHHYHQLQJLWZDV
gone. Oh that was a loud noise. The window panes together
ZLWKKDLODQGZDWHUÀHZLQWRWKHURRPV)DWKHUDQG,WKLQNLW

was Abraham and I, held blankets against the windows to save
the last one. The next morning we went to see the wheat. O
weh! All the wheat was hammered into the ground. Nobody
could get anything from the wheat except the chickens, birds
and mice could eat it.
When I was fourteen I started to sew with the sewing machine. Then I made anything I met up with, boys’ clothing and
overcoats, etc. I think in those days it was still too high up to
wear factory made clothing. When I got married a man’s fur
coat was bought for me. A ladies’ coat was not humble enough.
This was clothing humility. That’s how things were. Then we
needed not to be ashamed.
In my youth we were not to sing out of the Evangeliums
Lieder, Frohe Botschaft and other song books in the service.
When I went to school we sang only ‘Choral Buch’ melodies.
In school we sang only out of the big ‘Gesangbuch’.17
When Uncle [Heinrich] Rempel became schoolteacher we
learned many other melodies. Then we youth did a lot of singing when we got together. We enjoyed this. We did not sing the
four voices [four-part harmony] though.
,JRWPDUULHGWKH¿UVWWLPHZLWK-RKDQQ55HLPHU:KHQ
KHFDPHWRYLVLWPHWKH¿UVWWLPHKHFDPHRQDFXWWHUVOHLJK
and it was snowing hard. At that time I was very naïve and
inexperienced but everything worked out. We were married
by uncle Peter Reimer on February 4, 1894 in Steinbach. We
were married at the same time as Frank Goertzens. We moved
in with mother Reimer in the summer kitchen and started to
farm in a small way. We milked several cows and made butter to sell. The milk we had in shallow bowls for the cream
to separate, sitting on long boards. Because my Reimer was
a weaker person, he undertook to be the village herdsman for
a few years. He also was schoolteacher for a few years. We
also had a small store, so together with the cattle and a little
farmland we made our living. So it went until he died in 1902,
$XJXVW2XU0DULHZDVDOPRVW¿YH\HDUVROGDWWKDWWLPH
Marie was born Dec. 3, 1897 in Blumenort at 12 o’clock
noon.18 With more children we did not have luck, because
LW RIWHQ FDPH WR QRWKLQJ PLVFDUULDJHV  7KHUHIRUH , ZDV VR
weak then.
In 1902 my John got very ill. The cattle doctor Harrison
FDOOHG WKH VLFNQHVV ³UHWFK IHYHU´ +H OD\ YHU\ VLFN IRU WKUHH
months. Then he got so much better that we could go to Ste.
Anne to have the doctor to look at him. But the doctor was not
at home. Then in August he was very sick for two days and
nights and died Sunday, August 10, 1902, 5 p.m. The funeral
was August 12th. His age reached 30 years, 11 months, 6 days.
The time I was a widow my sister Elizabeth lived with me.
,VDDN3OHWWWKHLQYHQWRU¶VPRWKHU 19
In nine months I married widower Cornelius B. Loewen.
He had seven unmarried children. Elizabeth, his daughter, was
DOUHDG\PDUULHGWR*HUKDUG*LHVEUHFKW (UQHVW*LHVEUHFKW¶V
IDWKHU :HOLYHGRQDIDUPRQHPLOHQRUWKRI6WHLQEDFK7KHUH
were four children born to us: John, 1 June, 1905; Henry, 19
October, 1907; Helena, 15 January, 1909; Margaret 23 SeptemEHU+HQU\-DQXDU\7KH¿UVW+HQU\GLHG
February 5. Bernhard, November 2, 1915.20

Blumenort, in a summer kitchen. From there with my Reimer
to our own house. From there with C. B. Loewen in their old
house on the farm. From there into our big new house. From
there to north Steinbach to Hein. Neufelds on the farm. From
there south, closer to Steinbach, to a new chicken barn. From
there to Kl. I. Friesen’s house, renting, then to Peter Barkmans’
house. From there to Morris, to a store. From there another
rental house. Then back to C. T. Loewen’s shed. From there,
one winter in the bush with Ben & Lena and Geter [?] From
there back again to the shed. When he died I could move into
the house and lived there until on October 3 I moved to the
Invalid Home in 1951, where I am now in 1958.
“Testimony” of Maria, from the Mennonite Invalid Home
Yearbook, 1958:
Since I have been asked to write something for the Invalid
Home book, I cannot miss the opportunity to write of the best
of this place. First, the building is not good for the residents
because there are too many stairs to climb. From the cellar up
WRWKHWKLUGÀRRUDUHWKLUW\IRXUVWHSVWZHQW\HLJKWRIZKLFK
are walked by the nurses every day.
But what I treasure here is that, every Sunday, and on
holidays, we can hear the Gospel in German. We have Bible
study each morning from ten to eleven and then on Thursday
evenings from 7:30 to 8:30. On weekdays we meet each morning for a service, and the minister reads to us from the daily
devotion [Kalenderblatt] and the Bible. We close with a song
and prayer.
But there is also much misery and sickness of different
kinds in this home. Many cannot walk by themselves; they
are lame or weak, so that they cannot even eat by themselves.
And many are also very deaf, which is also a great hardship,
though it is good for sleeping. Others cannot see well, or are
altogether blind, so that they cannot read or do handwork to
pass the time. So we do not live here delightfully or joyfully
every day like the rich man, rather much more like the poor
Lazarus, in hardship and pain. Dogs do not come to lighten the
burden,21 rather the nurses apply ointments, bring pills, warm
XVZDVKDQG¿[WKLQJVDVZHOODVSRVVLEOH
Yes, thanks be to God that people will undertake even this
kind of work. God bless them, if they do it out of love. And
since there is so much pain and hardship, we patients also share
our pain with each other. As the proverb says: shared pain is
half the pain, and shared joy is double the joy.
A certain peace is present
Arise, weary heart, and become light!
You sigh here in your bonds
And your sun does not shine.
Look unto the Lamb, so that, with joy
You can rejoice before his throne
Throw down your burden and go there with speed
6RRQWKHKHDWHGVWUXJJOHLV¿QLVKHG
Soon the bitter journey comes to an end
And then you enter into your rest.

I would gladly be a little light in this world.
Excerpt from Maria’s diary:
Where I have lived: from Russia to America, in a tent for the In Memory of the 1874 Immigration
&RPSRVHGE\:LGRZ&RUQ%/RHZHQIRU³'XHFN'D\´
¿UVWZLQWHUWRJHWKHUZLWK3HWHU/'XHFNV)URPWKHUHWRDQHZ
house with two rooms, with a barn on one end. From there to -XO\
Preservings No. 36, 2016 - 59

Maria Dueck’s August 31 and September 1, 1932 diary entries.

Translated from the German by Ralph Friesen. No attempt
has been made to retain the original rhyme or meter. The
original poem is printed in the Dueck family book cited earlier.

Marie Dueck Loewen in her garden. Photo Credit:
Phil Klassen.

Time passes by, hardly noticed
Running like streams of water
And days and years, as in a dream
Have gone, never to return.
So I will tell you now
Of my parents
Who now are resting, waiting silently
To enter into their joy

They came in the summer
To the open prairie
And built their little shelter
With a thatched roof and sticks
They spent one winter there
Together with the Peter Duecks
And in this place they shared
Joy and sorrow together.

It was 59 years ago
That they both came
From a distant land
Called Russia
Moved to take this step
By issues of sincere belief
Concerning the yoke of government
Which I dare to describe here

With a hand sickle they mowed
The grass and cut their grain
They had a tallow lamp for light
Each day the cow was driven to pasture
By the herdsman
Shared by the whole village
'ULHGGXQJVHUYHGDVIXHOIRUWKH¿UH
We wore wooden sandals on our feet.

Every young man was supposed
To go into military service
Rather than this, they wanted
To move away from that land
But they did not come alone
No, hundreds came with them
All agreed that, in this way
They would serve the Lord.

Would you also like to know
How they got to church?
Oxen were hitched
To a small cart
And some would go on foot
As far as ten or thirty miles
While now, as we can see
Cars smash rapidly along.

You who are young, mark my words
It is for you that this was done
That they left that country
In the interest of your well-being
They did not shy from this long journey
With their dear little ones
Though many a parent, and many an old person
Wept tears of homesickness.

How much has changed with time
One can hardly believe
Tractors drive here and there
Threshing machines snort loudly
Electric light shines
Machines help chickens hatch
Drills are used for sowing.
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It is a wonder to me that, after all this time
I am still alive
The beginning was so poor and hard
We lived in such need
Yet we give thanks to God, who has led us
Through troubles on this earth
And stays with us, always staying close
Through every care and complaint.

Mother had a strong faith in God which she proved in the
different circumstances she experienced in her life. She was
thrifty and had good order in the management of her affairs.
She was small of stature23 and bodily she never was strong.
Since the age of thirty-six she had a chronic cough which
slowly grew worse until her last years when she suffered from
it considerably.
We are remembering her as a wise, loving mother.

Therefore we pledge
Always to trust in Jesus
Serving him from year to year
Until we shall see him
In that great glory
With all of our loved ones
So Christians, struggle on, we shall know joy
If only we stay faithful to him.

Grandchildren’s memories
One of Maria’s grandchildren, Arnold Reimer, now a retired
schoolteacher living in Winnipeg, recalls that his mother cared
for Maria during her last days:

The ‘altenheim’ where Mrs. C. B. Loewen had been placed
was too busy and too noisy for her frail condition, so my mother [Mrs. John C. Reimer] offered to take care of her in their
quiet “Bush Farm” farmhouse. I was attending Manitoba
Excerpts from the biography of Maria R. Dueck in Teacher’s College that year (1960-1961), living in residence
Abraham L. and Elisabeth Dueck and Their Descendants: from Sunday night through Friday classes, and then coming
1841-1965, compiled by Peter H. Dueck, no date. [The biog- home for weekends. When some of my friends gathered in my
UDSK\ZDVZULWWHQE\KHUGDXJKWHU0DULD ²0UV upstairs bedroom for a rambunctious Sunday afternoon visit,
-RKQ&5HLPHU @
Mrs. Loewen banged on the downstairs ceiling with a broom
Father Loewen, after some years, left the Evangelical Men- handle, sending a strong message upward that we should be
QRQLWH &KXUFK WKHQ .OHLQH *HPHLQGH  DQG ODWHU MRLQHG WKH quiet or go outside. We did, of course.
&KXUFKRI*RG QRW+ROGHPDQ 0RWKHUVWD\HGHOHYHQ\HDUV
longer with the Kleine Gemeinde; then in 1925 she too joined Maria seemed especially sensitive to noise; her daughter even
the Church of God and was baptized again.22
washed the cutlery one fork and one spoon at a time so as to
avoid the clatter. “I respect my mother
Her second matrimony lasted 25
for her devotion and care for her mother
years. In this period they farmed near
GXULQJ KHU PRWKHU¶V ODVW GD\V´ VD\V
Steinbach except for the last years,
Arnold now.
when in 1925 and 1926 they had a store
Mrs. Loewen may have been small
in the town of Morris and in the winter
and frail, but she was also tough.
of 1927-28 when they lived in the bush
Arnold Reimer recalls that, in 1952
where they cooked for the gang at C. T.
or 1953, when he was around twelve
Loewen’s sawmill.
or thirteen, his grandmother, almost
In the year 1928 father Loewen died
eighty years old, cut down a giant elm
DIWHU ¿YH GD\V RI LOOQHVV IURP VWURNH
tree in the back yard of her little house
while they were in Kansas helping with
on Reimer Avenue—with a buck saw.
the harvest. He was buried in Steinbach.
$UQROG DGPLWV WKDW KH¶V QRW HQWLUHO\
Mother was left with three unmarried
sure that his grandmother really had
children at the ages of eleven, thirteen
such Paul Bunyan abilities, but that was
and eighteen years. She now bought a
KRZKHVDZKHUWKHQ 7KHQVKHFXWWKH
lot in Steinbach and had a house moved
EUDQFKHV LQWR ¿UHZRRGOHQJWK SLHFHV
onto it, which she bought in Giroux. She
and enlisted her grandson to help her
resided in that house for twenty years. C. B. Loewen, Maria Dueck’s second husband.
They made their living and paid the 3KRWR&UHGLW$EH:DUNHQWLQ5HÀHFWLRQVRI stack the wood in her shed. She reZDUGHGKLPZLWKWZHQW\¿YHFHQWV²³D
debts by working out, keeping boarders our Heritage, 46.
KXJHDPRXQWLQWKRVHGD\V´24
DQGUHQWLQJURRPV7KHODVW¿YH\HDUV
her daughter Helen with two children lived with her.
Another grandchild, Mary Reimer, also retired and living
In the fall of 1951 Mother took residence in the Invalid in Winnipeg, remembers that her parents moved to Steinbach
+RPH IRUWKHDJHG ZKHUHVKHOLYHGIRUVHYHQ\HDUV,Q$XJXVW from Blumenort in 1943, when Mary was a child in grade
1958 she was seriously ill in the hospital for some days. From school. Sometimes she would go to Grandmother’s for lunch,
WKHUHVKHFDPHWRXV KHUGDXJKWHU0DULD LQVWHDGRIJRLQJEDFN and on these occasions would take care to be on her best
into the home, because she wanted more rest.
EHKDYLRXU 2QH GD\ 0DU\ ¿QLVKHG HDWLQJ DQG ZDV JRLQJ WR
In those two years with us she was in bed almost invariably. OHDYHWKHWDEOHZKHQKHUJUDQGPRWKHUVDLG³<RXKDYHQ¶W¿QThe last week she suffered heavily from asthma and had to be LVKHG\RXUPHDO´6RPHZKDWVXUSULVHGDQGFRQFHUQHG0DU\
given oxygen. She died in our house at the age of eighty-six SURWHVWHGWKDWVKHKDG³<RXVWLOOKDYHQ¶WHDWHQ\RXUFKHUULHV´
years.
said Grandmother, indicating the large red, round buttons on
She had been a widow for a total of thirty-three years and the front of the child’s dress. Mary thinks of this now as an
had also been married for thirty-three years.
H[DPSOHRI³'XHFN´KXPRXU²LQGLUHFWDQGWHDVLQJDOLWWOH25
Preservings No. 36, 2016 - 61

Endnotes
1 Abraham L. and Elisabeth Dueck and Their Descendants: 1841-1965, compiled
by Peter H. Dueck, no date, p. 41.
2 Her birthday was May 11 on the old style Julian calendar. Annafeld was a
Kleine Gemeinde village in Borosenko Colony.
3 They are on the passenger list of the S. S. Austrian, arriving at Quebec City,
$XJXVW0DULD¶VQDPHGRHVQRWDSSHDUVKHLVGHVLJQDWHGRQO\DV³LQIDQW´
http://www.mennonitegenealogy.com/canada/quebec/austrian_65.html
 7KH\DFWXDOO\¿UVWOLYHGLQDWHQWDFFRUGLQJWRWKHELRJUDSK\RIKHUIDWKHU
Abraham L. Dueck. See Abraham L. and Elisabeth Dueck and Their Descendants:
1841-1965FRPSLOHGE\3HWHU+'XHFNQRGDWHS$6DUDL DSSDUHQWO\WKH
root word is Russian, is described by geographer John Warkentin as “consisting
essentially of a steeply pitched thatched roof, whose lower end rested directly on the
JURXQG7KLVURRIPHDVXULQJDERXWWZHQW\¿YHIHHWVTXDUHZDVVHWXSRQSROHVVR
that the upper end was about eighteen feet above the ground. The spaces between
WKHVXSSRUWLQJSROHVZHUH¿OOHGLQDQXPEHURIZD\V,IWKHIDPLO\KDGVXI¿FLHQW
money, ship-lap was used to line the part to be occupied by the family, but if they
FRXOGQRWDIIRUGWKLVWKHORZHUSDUWZDV¿OOHGLQZLWKORJVDQGWKHXSSHUSDUWZLWK
thatch. As in the Semlin [sod hut], part of the Sarai was used for sheltering stock.
The Sarai was much colder than the Semlin, especially in the parts reserved for
stock, and considerable hardship was endured by the unfortunate few who built
WKLVW\SHRIVKHOWHU´-RKQ+:DUNHQWLQThe Mennonite Settlements of Manitoba
6WHLQEDFK+DQRYHU6WHLQEDFK+LVWRULFDO6RFLHW\ S2ULJLQDOO\SXElished as a PhD thesis in 1960.
 $EUDKDP/'XHFN¿QLVKHGSD\LQJKLVGHEWZLWKLQWHUHVWLQ+HQU\)DVW
Gruenfeld: 1874-1910  S
 <RXQJHUEURWKHUWR0DULD¶VIDWKHU3HWHU/'XHFN  KDGDOVREHHQ
a teacher in South Russia before coming to Canada.
 $EUDKDP3,VDDF  WDXJKWLQ*UQIHOGYLOODJHVFKRROLQWKH\HDUV
1881-82. He gave up teaching when he joined the Holdeman Gemeinde. Henry
Fast, Gruenfeld, p. 76.
8 Mrs. Maria Radinzel, nee Friesen, taught in Grünfeld during the years 1884-86.
0DULDZDVWKH¿UVWZRPDQWHDFKHULQWKH(DVW5HVHUYH+HQU\)DVWGruenfeld, p.
183.
9 Apparently construction on a church building was begun in 1879, but the
building may never have been used for its originally intended purpose. See Henry
Fast, Gruenfeld, p. 154.
 3HWHU%.ODVVHQ  PDUULHG.DWKDULQD.RRS  RQ'Hcember 26, 1874; they helped establish the village of Neuanlage two miles south
of Blumenort. Their golden anniversary took place in 1924. See Delbert Plett,
Dynasties of the Mennonite Kleine Gemeinde 6WHLQEDFK&URVVZD\3XEOLFDWLRQV
 SS
 1HH(OLVDEHWK5HPSHO  

12 Katherina was born June 5, 1886 and died June 3, 1887.
 +HLQULFK5HPSHO  EURWKHUWR0DULD¶VPRWKHUZDVDVFKRROWHDFKHU
who contributed frequently to newspapers like the Mennonitische Rundschau and
the Steinbach Post; he was a revivalist and a founder of the Bruderthaler or Evangelical Mennonite Brethren church in Steinbach. He requested assistance from the
Dueck family to immigrate in 1886, and by 1887 was resident in Kleefeld.
 7KLVOLVWLQJLVODUJHO\FRQVLVWHQWZLWKWKH³*UXHQIHOG9LOODJH6WUHHW´
list in Henry Fast’s excellent history, Gruenfeld, p. 6.
15 He was also the Ältester or bishop of the Kleine Gemeinde in Manitoba from
1895 until his death in 1899.
16 The latter date is more likely, as in 1881 Maria would have been only seven,
and probably not called upon to help in a hail storm—though it is possible.
17 The conservative Kleine Gemeinde feared that the evangelical lyrics and more
sentimental melodies of the books mentioned would lead their youth away from
established tradition.
18 She married Johann C. Reimer, teacher and historian and founder of the Village
Museum in Steinbach. Almon Reimer, who translated this document, is her son.
 (OLVDEHWK¶VKXVEDQG,VDDF3OHWW  OLYHGDZD\IURPKLVIDPLO\IRU
SHULRGVRIWLPHLQ:LQQLSHJDQG*LURX[7KH³,VDDN3OHWWLQYHQWRU´UHIHUUHGWR
KHUHLVKLVVRQ  (OLVDEHWKKDGWZRFKLOGUHQZKRDOVROLYHGZLWK0DULD
 &RUQHOLXV%/RHZHQ  ¿UVWPDUULHG$QQDGDXJKWHURI6WHLQEDFK
pioneers Peter and Elisabeth Reimer Toews. Like Maria’s husband John Reimer,
she died in 1902, by which time she and her husband were living in Steinbach,
where Cornelius was a successful sawmill operator. Their sons became prominent
EXVLQHVVPHQLQ6WHLQEDFKSDUWLFXODUO\&RUQHOLXVRU³&7´DVKHZDVSRSXODUO\
known, who ran a lumber business like his father. The children of Cornelius B.
Loewen and Maria Dueck Reimer did well enough for themselves but did not attain
WKH¿QDQFLDOVWDWXVRIWKHLUKDOIVLEOLQJV
21 The reference is to Jesus’ story of a beggar named Lazarus who waited at a
rich man’s gate, hoping for crumbs from his table. The dogs came to lick Lazarus’
sores. Luke 16: 19-21.
22 The members of the Church of God were known, in German, as Abendlichter—literally, carriers of the evening light. They were emotional in their religious
expression, similar to Pentecostals at the time. Apparently Maria never returned to
the Kleine Gemeinde even after her husband’s death, but attended the Bruderthaler
or Evangelical Mennonite Brethren church across from where she lived on Reimer
Avenue. Mary Reimer, telephone conversation, April 13, 2016.
23 Apparently a characteristic of the Duecks, who were sometimes known, in
Low German, as dee kjleene Ditjke.
24 Arnold Reimer, email, April 8, 2016.
25 Mary Reimer, telephone conversation, April 13, 2016.

Autobiography of David Mantler 1757 – 1837
Translated by Ed Enns
Digitized, Edited and Annotated by Glenn Penner
7KLVVKRUWELRJUDSK\SURYLGHVXVZLWKD¿UVWKDQGYLHZRI
the life of an ordinary Mennonite of this time period. Very
few diaries or autobiographies are available for West Prussian
Mennonites for the period prior to the last big migration to
5XVVLD  
The childhood experiences described by Mantler may seem
frightening by contemporary standards – sent away by his
parents to live with his uncle at the age of three and hired out
as a farm hand in another village at the age of twelve—but this
was typical for children of poorer families and for families who
could not afford to feed and clothe all of their children. The
practice of handing over the care of children continued well
into the Russian period. In addition, the economic uncertainties
experienced by young landless men are illustrated by Mantler’s
description of his time as a young adult. This involved working
as a journeyman, then a master tailor, and eventually marrying, not out of love, but in order to obtain the ultimate earthly
JRDOD:LUWVFKDIW IDUP 
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It is unfortunate that Mantler does not spend more time
describing the eight years he and the rest of the West Prussian
Mennonites lived through under French occupation. From his
brief comments these times were very stressful for all.
David Mantler’s autobiography was preserved by his descendants and eventually published by Gustav Reimer under
the auspices of the Mennonitischer Geschichtsverein in 1940.
Terms and Units used in Mantler’s autobiography:
Hube (or Hufe) – unit of land measurement equal to 16.8
hectares or 41.5 acres. Plural is Huben.
Morgen – there were 30 Morgen per Hufen. One Morgen
is equal to 1.38 acres
Sg. Danz. – Danzig, as a free city, often had its own currency. This probably refers to a Silbergroschen.
s. – this could refer to either a Silbergroschen or possibly a
Schilling. A Reichsthaler was 30 silbergroschen.
f. – Florin, equal to a Gulden. Equal to one-third of a

A quote from Thomas Hobbes that life is “poor, nasty, brutish, and short” is often used to describe the life of peasants. In this 19th century painting by Robert Warthmüller, Frederick the Great (1712-1786) inspects how his orders to plant more potatoes are being followed.
Frederick II was the reigning monarch of West Prussia after the First Partition of Poland in 1772 when David Mantler was 20. Robert
Warthamüller, “Der König Überall”, 1886 Deutsches Historisches Museum. Image Source: Wikipedia Commons.

Reichsthaler or Thaler.
Originally published by Gustav Reimer with the gracious
permission of the descendants in:
Ansiedlung mennonitischer Niederländer im
Weichselmündungsgebiet : von der Mitte des 16. Jahrhunderts
bis zum Beginn der preussischen Zeit / von Horst Penner. Die
Familiennamen der westpreussischen Mennoniten / von Gustav
E. Reimer. 1940. Weierhof: Verlag Mennonitischer Geschichtsverein, 1940. Druck von Heinrich Schneider, Karlsruhe, i.B.,
Karlstrasse 28
Square brackets indicate comments by the editor.
Firstly I shall describe as much as I know of my parents
and ancestors. My great-grandfather on my father’s side was
Peter Mandtler, a resident of Pletzendorf and Lutheran by religion. My grandfather on my father’s side was Peter Mandtler
of Weiszhof, Lutheran by birth but changed to Mennonite in
his youth. My grandmother on my father’s side was Susanna
Dueck, daughter of Gerhard Dueck of Krebsfelde.
Secondly, my great-grandfather on my mother’s side was
David Penner, resident of Neunhuben. My grandfather on my
mother’s side was Julius Penner, resident of Gnojau. My grandmother on my Mother’s side was Maria Esau of Petershagen,
owner at the time of the place where Martin Hamm now resides.
My father was Peter Mandtler of Weiszhof and my Mother
ZDV$QQD3HQQHURI*QRMDX7KHSDUHQWV¿UVWOLYHGDW0DULHQwerder and later in 1749 settled at Blumenort in the Elbing
Niederung where they lived for twenty years in the watermill
cottage [Wassermuehlen-Kate]. I, David Mandtler, was born

on September 26, 1757. At the age of six months I contracted
fever lasting for six months, as a result of which I became so
weak that my parents believed I would have to die. My Mother’s
brother, David Penner of Tiegenhof, who had no children and,
because I was named after him, had clothed me from my
birth, took me to himself when I was three years of age. I still
remember when my stepmother came to get me. My siblings,
RIZKRPWKHUHZHUH¿YHDWKRPHVDLG³VHH'DYLGWKHUHFRPHV
\RXU0RWKHU´VRPHWKLQJ,GLGQRWEHOLHYHDQGUHSOLHG³0\
0RWKHULVKHUHLQWKLVURRP´:KHQP\VWHSPRWKHUWRRNPH
away my mother wept and I too wept bitterly. I do remember
WKDWP\VWHSPRWKHU¿UVWZHQWWR*ROGEHUJZKHUHZHVWRSSHGIRU
a rest at her cousin David Loewen. She carried me a distance
and then I had to walk again. We ate lettuce and sour cream
soup [Schmauntsuppe]. Then my stepfather, my benefactor,
came to meet us. He took me on his arm, kissed me and carried me a long distance to his home. Shortly my benefactor had
new green clothes sewn for me since they loved me very much.
After a time two of my siblings came to visit me and I was very
happy to see them. When they left I wanted to go with them
back to my parents. They tried to talk me out of it but I began
to weep loudly. So they got out my old ragged coat, which I
had worn when I came and wanted to put it on me again. If I
wept earlier, I now wept much louder, rather than lose those
new clothes, I would stay there.
Eventually my benefactors bought a primer for me so that
,FRXOGOHDUQWRUHDG2QWKH¿UVWPRUQLQJZKLOH,ZDVVWLOO
in bed they had me repeat the ABC's after them. After I had
heard it a few times I could repeat them quickly. But when I
was to say any letter by itself, I could not do it. When I was
Preservings No. 36, 2016 - 63

¿YH,KDGWRDWWHQGVFKRRO:KHQ,ZDVHLJKWWKHEXVLQHVVPDQ
Franz Claassen of Tiegenhof, who had no children, wanted to
adopt me as his own child. However, when my foster parents
demanded that he sign a surety for 1000 f., he gave up. My
foster father who also had no children had decided to adopt
me as his heir, something he announced to my mother at one
time in my presence. But he did not succeed in this for he
suddenly became ill at New Year’s in 1770 and could hardly
speak a word anymore. His brother Peter Penner of Bärwalde,
who was with him when he died, said later that he had told his
ZLIHRQFHPRUH³0RWKHUNHHSVHFUHWZKDW,KDYHWROG\RX´
He died on January 6, 1770. I was twelve at the time and very
sad and wept when my benefactor died. I soon realized that
my stepmother did not love me as she had earlier. Thus I felt
abandoned as to my care.
I didn’t really want to go back to my parents who had during the winter moved from Blumenort to Fürstenwerder. My
brother who had worked for several years already said to me,
“Now you will also have to work. I only hope you get to such
SHRSOHZKHUH\RXZLOOQRWEHWUHDWHGWRREDGO\´7KLVFDPH
to pass shortly. As soon as my benefactor was buried and the
friends began to leave, my stepmother began to complain about
me. She said I wasn’t obeying her anymore and they should
take me away from her. Bernhard Driedger of Schönsee, also
a friend, answered her by saying, “I’ll take that David along.
7KHUH¶OOEHVRPHWKLQJIRUKLP´$IWHU,KDGDOUHDG\EHHQLQ
Schönsee in the company of his children, this good Driedger
took me on his sleigh and took me to my parents, a place I
didn’t want to go and where I was quite unknown by now.
That’s how it happens with us from youth on. One doesn’t
want to go a certain way or do a certain thing, but that’s not
always possible.
On the second day at my parents’ place, my mother’s brother
Peter Penner came while my mother was sitting and weeping.
6SHDNLQJWRKHUKHDVNHG³:K\DUH\RXZHHSLQJ"´+HUDQVZHU
“When we lived in the ‘Muehlenkatte’ [mill cottage] and ate our
own bread and could feed many children, but now that we are
here in the church we are being supported by the church. And
now that we have our son David from Tiegenhof, he doesn’t
ZDQWWRHDWZLWKXVDQG,DPQRWWRJULHYHDERXWWKDW"´³%H
VDWLV¿HGDQGGRQ¶WZRUU\´KHUHSOLHG³0D\EHKHZLOOEHFRPH
DKDSS\SHUVRQDQG\RXZLOOEHVDWLV¿HGZLWKKLP´$QGWRPH
he said, “Come to my place tomorrow. I will give you food and
drink and you can accompany my children to school. I will
SD\WKHVFKRROIHHV'R\RXZDQWWR"´³2K\HVYHU\PXFK´,
replied and thanked him for his good will.
Eight days before Easter the old David Klassen came from
)UVWHQZHUGHUWRP\SDUHQWV KHZDVDIULHQGRIP\PRWKHU DQG
said to them: “When I was at Tiegerfeld at a funeral, Heinrich
Baergen told me that you had received your son back from
Tiegenhof, and that I was to hire him since it would be too bad
if he ended up among bad people. He then added that your son
has been raised well by his uncle and has gone to school and
that I was to take pity on him. “Would you want to hire him
RXW"´³2K\HV´P\)DWKHUUHVSRQGHG³7KDW¶VJRRG´KHVDLG
“Bring him to us right after Easter and we will come to terms
DVWRZDJHV´,VHUYHGDWWKDWJRRGPDQ¶VSODFHIRUWZR\HDUV
That is the way God takes care of people from their youth on.
When a good friend dies, He leads us to another benefactor.
I was happy to earn my bread and to have a good time doing
it. These people did not keep me as a servant but as a friend.
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I still remember herding the hogs on the sand piece. There I
had to eat with two servants who were digging a ditch. One of
them, Christian, said to me, “When you grow up you will also
KDYHWRGRKDUGZRUN´7KHRWKHURQHWKHROG$QWRQDGGHG
having already worked for this old man for ten years, “He won’t
KDYHWRGRWKDW´³:K\QRW"´UHVSRQGHGWKH¿UVWRQH:KLOH
they were talking, the old David Klassen, who was already
seventy, came by. They repeated their discussion to him and
DVNHGZKRZDVULJKW+HDQVZHUHG³&KLOGUHQ´DVKHDOZD\V
FDOOHGKLVSHRSOHDQGZHFDOOHGKLP³)DWKHU´³<RXFDQDOZD\V
see in a young person what he is good at. Those who take on
large tasks always want to be strong and to wrestle with others.
This one here is preparing for farming. Among his playthings
he has horses, a plow for which I have had a share and coulter
[Sech und Schar] made, as well as two harrows, two wagons,
all of which belong to farming. If I live long enough I want
WRGRVRPHWKLQJIRUKLP´+HGLGQ¶WOLYHWKDWORQJG\LQJWHQ
years later.
After I had worked for him for two years, he paid me and
said, “David, I wanted to keep you to feed the cows. But since
your Uncle ordered that you should learn a trade, i.e., tailorLQJGRWKDWEXWDOZD\VFRPHWRRXUSODFHRQ6XQGD\´,GLG
go there most of the time. Thus with tears in my eyes, I left
my brotherhood on the 15th of November 1771.
Eight days later I arrived at the Master Tailor, Peter Lietz in
Bärwalde, where I was to study for two years for sixty f. and
¿IW\IIRUWXLWLRQ0\IULHQGVJDYHPRQH\IRUWKLVDQGWHQI,
KDGWRHDUQDIWHU,KDG¿QLVKHGWKHWUDLQLQJ7KLVPDVWHUZDV
a good man but he did not have much work. His wife was very
angry and troubled me greatly. But I must say to her credit that,
behind my back, she always praised me before other people.
After a year I contracted a fever which plagued me most of
the time over a period of almost three years. For that reason I
had to study an extra half year.
$IWHU,KDG¿QLVKHGP\WUDLQLQJLQ$SULO,FDPHDV
a journeyman to a different master by the name of Michael
Goslowsky. Since my friends wanted him to take me on, he
gave me only a small weekly wage of eighteen sg. Danz. with
which I had to clothe myself. That my clothes were very worn
by that time is self-evident. I did not really know where or
how to clothe myself, but I did know that being entrusted with
¿YHRUIHZHUSRXQGVRQHPXVWVRPHKRZPDNHGR6R,PDGH
P\VHOIDSODQIRUFORWKLQJP\VHOI IIRUVKRHV V
IRUVWRFNLQJV IIRUOHDWKHUWURXVHUV IIRUDFRORUHG
FDQYDVFRDW>"@>/HLQZDQG:HQQLQJ@ IIRUVKDZOWRZHO
EXWWRQVDQGELE IIRUDKDW7KXVLQWZHQW\ZHHNV,KDG
fully clothed myself and people were surprised. From then on
I saved my weekly wages. After I had worked another twenty
weeks, my master died. My patrons said to the heir that I had
been paid too little and that they were to pay me for ten weeks
as much as I would receive at my next boss, Johann Rausch,
i.e., f. twenty-nine per week and something also for the other
ten weeks. Thus I received another f. twenty-eight. With that
money I bought tailoring equipment at an auction and the best
hat and with the rest I bought linen for shirts. Al1 of a sudden I
had so much that I could hardly settle down day or night. That
is how it is with us people and possessions earned bring more
joy then those inherited, and they mean more too.
My dear mother with whom I had had so many good times,
died on January 31, 1776 and was buried on February 5. She
reached the age of forty-nine. After I had now worked as a

The Fürstenwerder Church, built in 1768 and with minor alterations still there in 1990 when it burned down. The church was built a few
years before David Mantler’s parents moved there from Blumenort. David would have been 11 years old when it was built. Image Credit:
Bethel Library and Archives, 2003-0144, GAMEO.

journeyman for four years, I worked with a Master Tailor,
Cornelius Neufeld, who paid me f. three per week. Since I
was known to many people as Journeyman, they wanted me as
Master in the work. Thus in the fall of 1778 I began as Master
&UDIWVPDQDOWKRXJKDW¿UVWZLWKD-RXUQH\PDQ$ZKLOHODWHU
I took on another Journeyman. As Journeyman with the Master
Craftsman, I made shirts as well as Sunday clothes. While a
journeyman, still with the Master, I acquired another sixteen
VKLUWVDQGDFORWKHVORFNHU$WWKHHQGRIWKH\HDU,VWLOOKDGI¿IW\
FDVK,ZDVYHU\VDWLV¿HGZLWKP\VHOI,ZHQWWR6FK|QVHHWRP\
friends. Over there my Uncle again asked me how much I had
gained. I answered 50 Taler. He responded by saying, “I thought
LWVKRXOGKDYHEHHQPRUH´,ZDVYHU\KXPEOHGDQGGLVVDWLV¿HG
with myself. The next year he asked me again how much I had
HDUQHG,DQVZHUHG³7DOHU´+HJDYHPHWKHVDPHDQVZHU
DJDLQ³,WKRXJKWLVVKRXOGKDYHEHHQPRUH´,QWKHRWKHUIRXU
years when I was still single, I saved another f. 850, i.e., f. 1100
LQVL[\HDUV,QWKHPHDQWLPHZHKDGWZRÀRRGVRQHLQ
and another one in 1783. I had to get a boat in order to travel.
After I had now carried on my trade for six years, people in
various settings made fun of me, suggesting I would need to
marry the widow Arendt Claassen of Fürstenwerder, something
I had no interest in, but eventually did. That is how it is with
us people. What others think would be good for us, our nature
does not agree to at that time, and what we consider important

for ourselves, others try to talk us out of. Oftentimes that’s for
our best and it was that in my case.
In the years when I carried out my trade as Master Craftsman I stayed with Peter Harder at Polnischehube, where I also
kept all my tools, etc. These people treated me as a friend.
When I came to their place on Saturday or Sunday, they teased
me and wanted to know whether I didn’t want to marry the
widow Arendt Claassen. They maintained that other people
were asking them about it and since they didn’t know, I was
to enlighten them. I didn’t know what to say. If I were to tell
the truth, it would be that I had no interest in that woman. But
I didn’t want to say that and so I replied that I didn’t want to
PDUU\DV\HW,ZDQWHG¿UVWWRHDUQDVPXFKPRQH\DV,DOUHDG\
had and then I would consider it. However, I did not know that
these good people had been assigned to persuade me in this
matter and that became evident shortly thereafter. The widow
Arendt Claassen was a young widow of thirty-three, but she
was always sick and generally weak and had three children.
7KH¿UVW0RQGD\DIWHUWKDWZKHQ,ZDVDERXWWRJRWRZRUN
with my comrades, that good Peter Harder said to me, “Let your
partners go to work by themselves and you come and help me
VSUHDGRXWWKHÀD[´$QGZKLOHZHZHUHEXV\DWWKDWKHVDLG
“On Sunday we drove to Peter Claassen’s and the Heinrich
Wiebe’s were also there. We talked much about the widow
Arendt Claassen, wondering whom of the suitors she might
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accept. They suggested that Friesen was
possibly the best one for her since he
had a capital of f. 4000 and was on in
years. But she didn’t want him because
he was of the Friesian Church [probably
the Orlofferfelde Mennonite church],
and besides, he had unhealthy feet. She
would more likely accept J. Claassen
who also had a capital of s. 4000 and
is young and healthy. But they couldn’t
recommend him because he was fond of
drink and she was, afterall an unhealthy,
weak woman with three children. H.
Penner, they said, was seeking a wife
and suggesting he had f. 2000, which he
likely did not; they could not recommend
KLPEHFDXVHKHZRXOGQRWEHVXI¿FLHQWO\
understanding for her. And then that
good Peter Harder said that he had suggested that he knew someone who would
be good for her, with limited capital, but
what he had was earned and amounted to
f. 1100. And you were the one he meant.
They responded that it must be the David
Mandtler staying at my house. They felt
that he was the right one, having also
already thought about him. Then they
suggested that I talk with you about
WKLV ³:KDW GR \RX VD\"´ , ZDV VLOHQW
IRUDPRPHQWDQG¿QDOO\UHVSRQGHG³,
have never thought of becoming a farmer
RQD+XEHRUHYHQò+XEHQEXW,KDYH
decided that if I ever earn another times
as much money as I now have, I would
marry someone like myself, a girl or a
widow who has a house with ten Morgen
of land, so that I would not have to sew
in my old age, or be plagued with debts. The area around Fuerstenwerder where David Mantler lived. Source: http://amzpbig.com/
Then that good Peter Harder said to me, maps/1779_Schoneberg_1910.jpg
“David, do you know that such good
IRUWXQHDVWKLVZLOOQHYHUFRPH\RXUZD\DJDLQ´0\UHVSRQVH was impossible. Then I imagined again that if I wasn’t happy
to him was: “My dear good man, widow Claassen’s buildings later, others and I would accuse me accordingly. So I went to
are dilapidated, very small and sunk down. The walls have Heinrich Wiebes at Fürstenwerder and asked them whether
EHHQ VRDNHG LQ WKH ÀRRG ZDWHUV DQG FRYHUHG RQ WKH LQVLGH they would not speak on my behalf to the widow Claassen.
with boards. Four Morgen of sand have to be removed. Seven 7KH\ZHUHTXLWHZLOOLQJWRGRVR,ZHQWEDFNQH[WGD\WR¿QG
head of cattle have been drowned in the sunken barn and one out what had happened. They told me that after speaking to
cow has been sold to alleviate a money shortage, and on top her she had mentioned that if only he were not a tailor! They
RIWKDWVKHRZHVI,IDQRWKHUGLNHEUHDN>ÀRRG@VKRXOG then told her that as a tailor he had made his money. I was quite
FRPH,ZRXOGUHDOO\EHLQWURXEOH´+HWKHQVDLGWRPH³ZH¶YH VDWLV¿HGZLWKWKDWDQGUHWXUQHGWRP\WDLORULQJDQGZRUNHG
KDGWZRÀRRG\HDUVRQHDIWHUDQRWKHUDQGZHPXVWUHFNRQRQ diligently as before.
Next Sunday I went to church and Peter Klassen came up
good years now. If you were to sell half the Hube, what else
would you need? I’m telling you again, you will never get a EHKLQGPHFDOOLQJ³0DQGWOHU´,VWHSSHGEDFNWRKHDUZKDWKH
EHWWHURIIHUWKLQNDERXWLW´,IROORZHGP\IHOORZZRUNHUVDQG wanted. He told me that he had been at Widow Arendt Claassen
worked diligently, but I knew that those couples had discussed and had asked her if she would be celebrating her engagement
WKHZKROHPDWWHURQ6XQGD\ 0D\EHRQHRIWKHPH[SHFWVVRPH- to Mandtler shortly? She answered: “Mandtler hasn’t been here
how to gain something from this; that was partly revealed later, \HW´³:K\DUHQ¶W\RXJRLQJRYHUWKHUH"´³$UH\RXDW+DUGHU¶V
EXWQRWNQRZQWRPHQRZ ,FRXOGQRWVOHHSDWDOOWKDWQLJKW WKLVDIWHUQRRQ",ZLOODOVRFRPHDQGZH¶OOWDONPRUHDERXWLW´
thinking endlessly as to whether I could take care of an ailing He actually came over there and while there he took me by
wife and three children, replace a house with a new one, repair WKHKDQGDQGZDONHGPHRXWLQWRWKH¿HOG:KLOHZDONLQJKH
the other buildings, replace the cattle, remove four Morgen of praised the widow Arendt Claassen and her farm so much that
sand and also pay the large amount of interest. I decided that I almost got interested in marriage. He said he would stop at
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Wounded and defeated Prussian troops leaving the battle of Jena. A painting by Richard Knötel (1857-1914). Image Credit: Wikipedia.

her place on his way home and tell her that I was coming to
propose on Thursday. When I did arrive at the widow Arendt
Claassen on Thursday, they had talked to her so much that
she immediately responded positively to my request and said
I could become a bridegroom on the following Thursday. And
that is what happened. We were married on October 27, 1784.
A good while after the wedding the two guardians, Heinrich
Wiebe and Peter Claassen came to me and asked whether I
didn’t want to provide an extra allowance of s. 1500 for my three
stepchildren. I resisted and said that half of my wife’s assets
only amounted to f. 2500. If I gave the children an additional
1500. f my wife would only keep s.1000. They really spoke
positively and promised their help if I would do this. I had no
friend to advise me and if I offended the guardians I would
have no one to lean on. I was careless enough to add the f.1500.
After that event I realized immediately why Peter Klassen
had encouraged me so much to get married. He wanted to
buy the half Hube from me. He took me by the hand, saying:
³%URWKHULQODZFRPHZLWKPHLQWRWKHEDUQ´+HUHKHWROGPH
that he had discussed it with several others and they all agreed
that it would be good if I sold the half Hube of land. “I’ll take it
RII\RXUKDQGVIRUV´,WROGKLPWKDWZKHQ$UHQGW&ODDVsen bought the half Hube, he paid s.6000 for it. “Yes, but you
cannot think about those days... they don’t come again what
GR\RXWKLQN"´,VDLG,ZRXOGFRQVXOWZLWKP\ZLIHDQGLIVKH
were willing, we could talk about it again. I also talked to my
friends and good acquaintances, but they did not encourage

me to do this, saying, if I keep the half Hube of land then I
can move the four Morgen of sand and repair the buildings.
When I then said that I did not want to sell the half Hube, Peter
Claassen came with two more creditors and raised the amount
of money involved and also the interest Then I travelled to one
of the creditors, a Johann Claassen of Neuteicherhinterfeld and
told him the whole story. He said he would not call for payment
on his part of the loan. I had already gained assets and should
be lent money rather than having my loan called. That was a
great comfort to me. 1785 was a wet year and I could not repay
anything and actually had to add money. 1786 was the year of
the Montau [dike] break and two cows drowned in the sunken
barn. I harvested only twenty bushels [Sheffel—shovels?] of
grain. I had to add a large amount once more but how? Or with
what? I had to borrow from one and pay off the other and was
constantly reminded of my debts. I lost my good name and
gained a bad one. In that breaking year I received a small payment with which I resumed my tailoring trade, carrying on day
and night so that I was able to pay all accounts and interest, as
well as purchase some lumber.
,Q,UDLVHGWKHJUDQDU\RXWRIWKHHDUWKWRòIHHW
above the ground. I also raised the orchard two to three feet
and planted new trees. The trees for this I had planted earlier
in a tree nursery, grafted them and could sell them to many
others. Now an offer came to buy the yard of my uncle Jakob
Mandtler for s.10,000. I planned to sell my property at a high
price so that my debts would be less. I advertised our property
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in three of our churches, but no one came to buy because the
buildings were so bad and small. I grieved and worried myself
so that I became ill for years. However, since I could not sell, I
decided to abandon it and leave. I thought my creditors would
compensate me somewhat and I would go back to tailoring.
But before I pursued this plan, I did go to my cousin Johann
Driedger at Gr. Lichtenau and described to him my whole situation and that I was planning to give it up. This good friend
looked at me silently for a long while and after thinking, said,
“You won’t leave that. You are known as a diligent man among
SHRSOHZKRZLOOOHQG\RXWKHPRQH\WRSD\RIIDOOFUHGLWRUV´
³7KDWZRXOGEHLGHDO´,UHSOLHGEXWZKRZLOOOHQGPHPRQH\"
“That good man replied, “Cousin, you are too fainthearted.
Tomorrow I will go to Schönsee on your behalf to that old
Jakob Wilke [Woelke]. He knows you well and will lend you
WKH PRQH\ DQG \RX FDQ SD\ EDFN HYHU\RQH´ ³+H ZRQ¶W GR
WKDW´,UHSOLHG³+HZLOOGRWKDW´KHVDLG³DQGWKHGD\DIWHU
WRPRUURZ,ZLOOJRRYHUWKHUHDQGJHW\RXWKHDQVZHU´7KDW
was for me a real comfort. “My God,” I thought, “that is really
very much that he wants to do for you, there is really somebody
ZKRZDQWVWRWDNHPHRQ´
On the appointed day I travelled to Schönsee to see that old
Jakob Wilke. When I arrived there, he said, “Master Mandtler,
KRZDUHWKLQJVJRLQJZLWK\RX"´'R\RXOLNHIDUPLQJEHWWHU
WKDQ WDLORULQJ"´ ³7KLQJV DUH JRLQJ EDGO\´ , UHSOLHG ³<RX
PXVWQRWGHVSDLU7KHUDLQ\\HDUDQGWKHÀRRG\HDUKDVWDNHQ
you out of your composure. It will be better in the future. I
H[SHULHQFHGWKHVDPHWKLQJLQP\HDUO\\HDUV´,VDWSHUIHFWO\
still and couldn’t say a thing about money since I was used to
earning money, not borrowing it. That old Wilke then said,
“You have possibly come here to borrow money? Driedger
from Lichtenau has told me about it. You can have money —
KRZPXFKGR\RXRZH"³V´,UHSOLHG³7KDWLVTXLWHD
lot but I will lend you that much so that you can pay off your
FUHGLWRUVIXOO\<RXFDQFRPHDQGJHW\RXUPRQH\LQ0D\´,
thanked him for his good will and returned home again.
When I came home I found my old creditors there. They
were my wife’s former brothers-in-1aw. Peter Claassen wanted
to buy the half Hube of land. My wife had told them that I had
gone to Schoensee to see the old Jakob Wilke for money and
that the Lichtenau Johann Driedger had advised us to pay off
everyone. The brother-in-laws had persuaded my wife somewhat to their side in order to hurt my feelings. I welcomed my
visitors when I came into the room.
Heinrich Wiebe said to me. “You have been in Schoensee
at old Jakob Wilke to borrow money? You will be sorry about
that. Do you know how he ran that Nickel in Schoenau off his
SURSHUW\DVZHOODV$UHQGW3HWHUVRI6FKRHQVHHUIHOG"´³<HV
,NQRZWKDW´,UHSOLHG³$QGLWZRQ¶WEHDQ\EHWWHUIRU\RX´
he responded and the other agreed with him. That gave me a
lot to think about and many restless nights.
In time I went to get the money from the old Jakob Wilke.
He placed before me a hand-written document to be signed.
,UHDGLW¿UVWDQGZKHQ,FDPHWRWKHSODFHZKHUHP\PHDJHU
assets were in his control, I broke down in tears. The old Wilke
noticing that, said, “The writing seems to be rather harsh. My
son has set it up without my knowledge and I didn’t know
\RXFRXOGUHDGVRZHOO´+HWRRNWKHGRFXPHQWWRUHLWGRZQ
the middle and taking a [Quartblatt] he wrote a new one to be
signed, saying, “You shall know that I mean well with you. You
DUHWRSD\PHLQWHUHVWDWRQO\ò$QGLILQWKHPHDQWLPH
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The movements of David Mantler demonstrate considerable mobility among West Prussian Mennonites. Places mentioned where he,
or his parents lived are illustrated on this map of modern Poland.
Source: Google Maps.

you are in need of money, which often happens to weaker ownHUVGRFRPHEDFNWRPH´,WKDQNHGKLPYHU\PXFKIRUWKLV
generous goodwill he showed me. My God, I thought, that is
so different from what had been prophesied to me. The loving
God has led you to such people who have a fatherly concern
for you. They never had to remind me when my payments on
the farm were due. My sick wife and I were so happy after that
and much happier in our farming.
On January 4, 1790 my father died after having been with
me for a year. In 1792 I raised my old residence out of the
ground, rebuilt the underpinning and moved it thirty feet
IURPWKHJUDQDU\DQGUDLVHGLWòIHHWKLJKHU,EXLOWDEDUQ
between the two. My wife who was always ill became more
seriously ill whereas I had suffered from poor health also and
could not really recover. My wife died on May 23, 1793 after
RQHVRQDQG¿YHGDXJKWHUVZHUHERUQWRXVRIZKLFKWKHVRQ
and two daughters were still living. That is how it is with us
when we think that we have set up everything in an orderly way
and another situation arises, or even death comes, thwarting
everything. I had a good creditor and had rebuilt my buildings
and then my wife had to die. If we both could have had our

health restored, that would have been better for me. Now I had
to divide off f. 2000, was f. 12000 in debt again and unhealthy
at age thirty-six.
Eventually my friends and good acquaintances came to visit
me and were asking whether I was going to marry again soon. I
didn’t know how to answer that. If I were to say ‘yes’, I would be
secretly persuaded, and if I said ‘no’, they wouldn’t believe me
anyway. I replied saying that if they knew of an aging widow
who would be good for a sick husband and a good mother for
my three children, then I would marry again. But neither I nor
they knew of such a one. Various girls were suggested, but not
the one I preferred who was my cousin, Agneta Driedger of
Schönsee. I had known her as a quiet person from her childhood
on. She also had capital of f. 4000. I really wanted to marry
KHUEXWZRXOGVKHUHDOO\ZDQWPHZDVWKHGLI¿FXOWTXHVWLRQ
,WKRXJKWWRP\VHOIWKDW,PXVW¿UVWRIDOOJRWR'ULHGJHUV
in Lichtenau. They know my situation. He had counseled in
getting money and maybe he could help me in getting to marry
his sister. But to approach him to talk about that was very
GLI¿FXOWIRUPHVLQFHKHZDVDYHU\KRWWHPSHUHGPDQ\HWD
good friend of mine.
Several weeks later I actually traveled to Gr. Lichtenau to
P\FRXVLQ'ULHGJHUWR¿QGRXWKRZKHZRXOGUHVSRQG:KHQ
I got there he was just coming out of the church with his sister
who was dressed beautifully. In contrast, I was wearing black
mourning clothes. When I saw her I was certain that nothing
would come of my intentions. You can’t talk to your cousin
about this. He did welcome me. Entering the house we found
many business people present including many city people.
He immediately went to the storage room and assigned me to
serve the guests with food and drink. After the visitors had
left, my cousin said to me: “And you have had to bury your
wife. When you were here last fall we did not think her death
ZRXOGFRPHVRVRRQ´³<HV´,VDLG³WKHLOOQHVVEHFDPHPRUH
DQGPRUHVHULRXVXQWLOVKH¿QDOO\GLHG$QG,FDQ¶WVHHPWRJHW
ZHOOHLWKHU´7KHQKLVZLIHWROGPHQRWWRGHFODUHP\VHOILOOLI,
wanted to marry again and I would be well again.
My cousin then said, “I should order a carriage for you
ZKLFK,KDYHQRWGRQH\HW´+HZRXOGJLYHPHKLVDQGZHZHQW
to look at it. He asked me how I liked it and I didn’t know what
to say. The carriage was lined with yellow leather, beautifully
painted and didn’t suit my status. I answered: “That carriage
LVWRRH[SHQVLYHIRUPH´³'RQ¶WEHVRVNHSWLFDODV\RXZHUH
ZLWK\RXU¿QDQFLDOPDWWHUV´KHUHSOLHG³DQGGLGQ¶WWKDWFRPH
out good? You are a young widower and you must not have
such a low opinion of yourself. It doesn’t matter if you don’t
pay for it right away. The carriage is of the smallest model,
but the girl which you will possibly marry is possibly small
DVZHOO´7KRVHZRUGVUHDOO\DSSHDOHGWRPHEXW,GLGQ¶WGDUH
approach him on the matter.
After returning home my thoughts kept on dwelling on that
Agatha Driedger. I had no peace and after eight days I travelled
over there again and asked my cousin whether he might help
or could help me so that I could get his Agatha Driedger as
my wife since she was the only person I had chosen until now
and I felt I couldn’t live without her anymore. But I was of the
lowest rank. He answered, “That does not matter since we are
EORRGUHODWLYHV´KHDQVZHUHG³,IVKHZDQWV\RX,KDYHQRWKing against it. But she has a capital worth f. 4500 and the other
sisters will all discourage her. But if she wants to follow me,
DV,KRSH\RXKDYHQRWKLQJWRIHDU´³7RPRUURZ7KXUVGD\

I will go to Schönsee on your behalf to talk with mother and
the brother. On Friday you may get your answer from over
WKHUH´$QGZKHWKHUVKHZDQWHGPHIRUDKXVEDQGDQGEHFRPH
a mother to my children, I discussed with the girl. She was
very quiet. Finally she said that she was very young and could
QRWUHVSRQGQRZEXWZRXOG¿UVWWDONZLWKKHUPRWKHUDQGKHU
brother Johann Driedger. She would do what they would advise
her. I thanked her for her gracious answer and asked her in
love not to forget me.
When I came to Schönsee on Friday, the mother, my aunt,
was very friendly towards me. But her brother, Peter Driedger
and his wife acted as if they didn’t know me. I was informed by
them that the Lichtenau Driedger had said that I should harvest
¿UVWDQGLI,GRQ¶WUHFHLYHDUHIXVDO>$EVFKULIW@,FRXOGFRPH
again. I should really have gone there already earlier since we
were close friends, but fearing a refusal, I did nothing.
After harvest time I married that lovely maiden [Jungfer],
Agneta Driedger and we had our wedding on October 28, 1793.
I have lived with her for many delightful years although not
DOZD\VMR\IXO,QWKLVWLPHZHDOVRH[SHULHQFHGPDQ\GLI¿FXOties with cattle dying, long years of war, dike breaks, drought
years and continuously failing prices which weakened us very
much. However, if one of us wanted to despair, the other was
there to comfort saying, God has possibly meant this misfortune for our best. We want to cling to Him in trust and He will
again bless us. And thanks be to God, who has helped us from
all evil and we have had more healthy days than sick ones, and
have had more good fortune than misfortune, so that we must
surely say that our dear God loves us people so much.
Shortly before the wedding the guardians came and relieved
me of the stepchildren. After that I had to pay the interest on f.
12000. The following year I received my wife’s paternal capital
of 2000 which I used to pay off debts. From 1794 - 1797 we had
gained f. 3000 which we used for repayment. After that we still
had f. 7000 to pay interest on. When, however, the Lichtenau
Driedger noticed that the farm was doing well he thought we
could build a new house. When he had advised his sister to
take me, he promised her if we did well he would help so that
we could build a house. Until that time my house was still in
the barn. In 1798 we built a beautiful new house. The barn
was enlarged and other buildings were raised. That again cost
f. 5000. In 1799 we had four Morgen of sand leveled off and
moved, costing another f. 1100. So we again had f. 13000 on
which to pay interest, but between 1800 and 1806 we managed
to save f. 6000, leaving us a debt of f. 7000.
In 1806 our Prussia entered the war against the French and
in October the Prussians were defeated at Jena. On March 1,
1807 the French came over here. They took our money and
property, cattle and grain causing us to lose courage and blood.
People became very pale and sad in their faces and when met
good acquaintances of times past, we hardly recognized them.
We had good cattle and horses. We had eleven milk cows, two
KHLIHUVDEXOODQGWKUHHFDOYHV%\ZHRQO\KDG¿YHFRZV
and their calves. All four of our horses were taken so that we
kept only a yearling and a foal. Whoever had to buy a cow
for household milk paid f. 400 - 500, whereas before the war
it had been f. 200. It was the same with grain. If there were
KLJKRI¿FHUVIURPZKRPWKH)UHQFKFRXOGQRWWDNHDQ\WKLQJ
the owners sold their grain at a high price. But where high
RI¿FHUVZHUHQRWRQGXW\WKHUHZDVVRPXFKTXDUUHOLQJWKDW
they spoilt it all. If we had to make deliveries, we had to buy
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VXFKDWJUHDWH[SHQVHIURPKLJKRI¿FHUV2DWVZDVSULFHGDW
l0 - 15 per bushel, barley at 20 - 24, rye at 20 - 30 and butter at
2 - 3 per pound. If we had no accommodation for quartering
we had to buy grain again at a higher price. If we had horses,
we could plow during the day but we had to seed during the
night so they wouldn’t take away our grain. From 1807 to 1812
our war costs on deliveries amounted to war taxes of f. 15,016.
This seems impossible but that’s how it was. But the Kaiser
Alexander of Russia paid for all of it which was most helpful to
us. In the village only the slaughter cattle which we had given
up were calculated. But the cows which we had slaughtered
for quartering were not calculated.
On January 13, 1813, the Russians came and helped our
monarch to clean up his lands and fortresses so that enemy
troops were chased across our borders. Thus we were delivered
from this evil. The world after will praise that great Alexander
long after his body has decayed. God’s might is great and His
leading wonderful.
In 1814 the Russians returned to their Fatherland after
having defeated the French in a great victory. There now had
been foreigners in our country for eight years and had consequently fallen into great debts which were now overdue and
FDOOHGIRUPXFKLQWHUHVW$GGHGWRWKDWZDVWKH1RJDWÀRRGDW

Wernersdorf in 1816. In 1818 we had a very great storm which
knocked down or ruined many buildings including churches,
towers, residences, barns and most granaries. Our granaries
were pushed over and lost their roofs. Our children moved to
Russia that year. In 1822 I broke my leg and my hearing became
weak. In 1825 my left eye became blind. 1828 was a wet year.
,QWKH6FKDGZDOGÀRRGRFFXUUHGDQGRQ2FWREHUP\
second wife died. 1830 was another wet year. My son Bernhard
moved to Russia. In 1831 my right eye went blind also and I
rented my property to H. Harder.
Dear Children or dear Readers, if in writing my life story
I should have hurt the feelings of anyone, I beg forgiveness.
David Mandtler
Footnote: David Mandtler died at Fuerstenwerder on May
26, 1837. His stepchildren were Helena, married to Hins, Claas
DQG$UHQGW&ODDVVHQ&KLOGUHQRIWKH¿UVWPDUULDJHZKRRXWlived their Mother: Peter Mandtler, Anna married to Driedger,
Barbke married to Ensz. The second marriage was blessed with
nine children of whom four died in tender childhood. Those
growing up are: Agneta married to Jakob Mandtler, Johann,
a businessman in Danzig, David, Catharina married to DyckBarlewitz, Bernhard, who went to Russia in 1830.

Book Reviews
Out of Place: Social Exclusion
and Mennonite Migrants in Canada
Luann Good Gingrich
Toronto, University of Toronto Press 2016, 300 pages, Softcover, $32.95
Luann Good Gingrich has taken the generally maligned and misunderstood Dietsche
people in Canada, and framed their lives in
a radically fresh perspective. She also challenges how to understand people living at the
margins of society, and challenges the role of
the government in working to alleviate the
conditions that lead to poverty.
The Dietsche people’s lives, to the outsider,
seem paradoxical. As Gingrich states, the Dietsche come to Canada to earn a better living,
but take on jobs that are the least regulated,
poorest paid, and lowest in status. They come
to provide a better future for their children, but
regulate and limit their formal schooling and
wish for them to continue in the same kind of
work in which they engage. It seems, to the
outsider, that the Dietsche are the makers of
their own demise, that they are choosing poverty and ignorance.
However, Gingrich argues, those on the outside must stop judging the Dietsche based the larger society’s values. When the
GRPLQDQWVRFLHW\¶VYDOXHVDUHVHHQDV³FRPPRQVHQVH´WKHQ
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any other way of living, like the Dietsche,
seems nonsensical. She also argues that there
are larger systems at work that exclude the
Dietsche from all forms of capital - economic,
social and cultural - that could make better the
lives they want to live.
7KHDXWKRUUHGH¿QHVWKHWKHRU\RI³social
exclusion´E\H[SORULQJ'LHWVFKHOLYHVLQUHODtion to the dominant society. The idea of social
exclusion has to move away from being seen
as something that people do to themselves
and what people do to others. Instead, social
exclusion is the “process´RIZKDWis going on
in society to cause a person to be living in poverty. Social exclusion happens, she concludes,
because of the way our dominant society is
designed and operates. The dominant society
KDV PDUULHG WKH QDWLRQ VWDWH JRYHUQPHQW 
ZLWKWKHPDUNHW PDNLQJPRQH\ FUHDWLQJWKH³PDUNHWVWDWH´
Thus those in power in the dominant society, work together
to organize and manipulate possession — of goods, status, or
connections — how much they are worth, and who has access

WKHP7KH\GRWKLVIRUWKHLURZQEHQH¿W7KLVSURFHVVLVWKH
ultimate origin of the social exclusion of portions of society
including the Dietsche people.
Dietsche, with few resources in Canada, are subject to the
scrutiny of the welfare state through their involvement with social services. Gingrich describes how the welfare state is merely
WKH³OHIWKDQG´RIWKHFDSLWDOLVWPDUNHWHFRQRP\RI&DQDGD
6RFLDOVHUYLFHVZRUNDWFRQWUROOLQJWKRVHZKRGRQRW¿WLQWRDQ
employable market. Gingrich describes how service providers,
caught in the system, categorize the Dietsche as people who
need to be changed and have their behaviour regulated to make
³WKHP´EHPRUHOLNH³us.´7KLVNLQGRI³LQFOXVLRQ´GHVLUHGE\
WKHPDLQVWUHDPLVEDVHGRQD³QRUPDO´&DQDGLDQWKDWGRHV
QRWUHDOO\H[LVWDQGRQO\PDNHVVRFLDOH[FOXVLRQZRUVH S 
The conclusion to the book begins to suggest means of
working towards social inclusion through reconciliation. It is
notDVRFLDOLQFOXVLRQWKDWDWWHPSWVWR¿WWKH'LHWVFKHLQWRWKH

larger society’s mold but one that “makes room for difference
S ´7KHUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUVRFLDOLQFOXVLRQUHVWVZLWKXV
DOOVWDWHV*LQJULFK SJ $WWKHFHQWUHRIWKLVSKLORVRSK\RI
reconciliation are relationships. It is about moving from a place
of devaluing traditional ways to looking for their strengths and
assets as a means of empowerment.
This book is written for an academic audience and uses
language from social theory. This makes it rather unaccessible
to those without a background in the social sciences. Nevertheless, this book provides vital insight for service providers,
DQGJRYHUQPHQWRI¿FLDOVZKRZRUNZLWKSRSXODWLRQVOLNHWKH
'LHWVFKH³LP PLJUDQWV ´ZKRGHVLUHWROLYHRXWVLGHWKHIUDPHwork of the larger society. Gingrich’s next book could expand
on how to do social inclusion.
Tina Fehr Kehler
Winkler, Manitoba

La Honda: 50 Jahre.
3HWHU%HUJHQ 'XUDQJR0H[LFR 
3HWHU%HUJHQ/D+RQGD0H[LFRSDJHVVRIWFRYHU 86' 
This book by Peter Bergen, La Honda: 50 Jahre, describes
KRZLQWKHFRORQ\1XHYR,GHDO'XUDQJR XVXDOO\VLPSO\
FDOOHG'XUDQJR HVWDEOLVKHGDFRORQ\RIPRUHWKDQWKLUW\campos YLOODJHV LQWKHVWDWHRI=DFDWHFDVRQODQGVRIWKHhacienda
FRXQWU\HVWDWH FDOOHG/D+RQGD7KHIRUPDWLRQRI/D+RQGD
colony followed two failed attempts at founding new settlements in 1961 and 1962 when two small colonies were started
in Fresnillo and La Batea respectively. These small settlements
were unable to purchase more land and eventually, after 1964,
some of the residents moved to La Honda. The settlement in
/D+RQGDZKLFKZDVRQHRIWKH¿UVWQHZ0HQQRQLWHFRORQLHV
in Mexico, was not established due to theological disputes, but
rather due to the need for more land for the growing population.
Bergen divides his book into chapters, each one telling the
story of one of the villages in the colony. Every chapter lists its
YLOODJH¶V¿UVWUHVLGHQWV)RUH[DPSOHRQSDJHKHLQFOXGHV
DSLFWXUHRIWKH¿UVWFRXSOHWRPRYHWR/D+RQGD-DNREDQG
Maria P. Guenther in Campo 15. They moved to La Honda to
continue their cheese factory, an industry which was essential
for the economic survival of Mennonites in Mexico no matter what state they moved to. Most chapters include colourful
photos that illustrate various activities in industry and farming
in that community. Some of these photos also give evidence
to the changes taking place in the settlement. For example,
readers witness a change in wedding styles, with pictures of
Old Colony, Kleine Gemeinde and German weddings. Bergen
includes a map of the La Honda colony, including the location
of villages, for the reader’s reference on the back cover. In the
last part of the book the author dedicates several pages to those
residents who met a tragic death.
Bergen regrets that the book was not written much earlier.
When the author went to an old pioneer from the La Honda
ranch, Juan Aldama, to get more historical data, Mr. Aldama
told him ‘vienes muy tarde,’ which means “You come very
ODWH´%HFDXVHRIWKHGHOD\LQVWDUWLQJWKLVSURMHFWXQIRUWXQDWHO\

many parts of the La Honda
history have been lost.
What has been documented in the book, however, provides a foundation
for understanding how the
colony was established.
When the colony of Durango began to investigate options
to start a new settlement for their growing population, they
remembered that years earlier their bishop, Rev. Johan P. Wall
 KDGFRQWDFWHGKLVYHU\JRRGIULHQG5REHUWR(ORUduy, a well-to-do land owner, about the possibility of buying
land. Elorduy had at that time offered to sell his hacienda,
called La Honda, to Rev. Johan P. Wall. However, the Mexican agrarian reform laws, and the demands by the agraristas
SHDVDQWV PDGHVXFKVDOHVULVN\,IDODQGRZQHUVROGODQGDV
Elorduy was considering, then according to Mexican law this
land would be considered surplus to the owner, and could be
claimed by agraristas. Because of the risks involved, the Durango colony at that time did not purchase land from Elorduy.
Discussions between Durango and Elorduy continued over
the years, and in the early 1960s, Peter Wall, the new bishop
and the son of Johan P. Wall, contacted Elorduy with an offer
to buy and Elorduy agreed to sell. However, he did not want
anybody to know about his plan to sell the land until he had
arranged all legal issues with the Agraria2I¿FHLQ0H[LFR
City. When Jakob K. Guenther, one of the Durango residents,
asked Elorduy whether everything about the sale had been
looked after, Elorduy responded with, “esta vida es de luchar´
WKLVOLIHLVDEDWWOH 
Most likely Elorduy was referring to the &HUWL¿FDGR GH
Inafectabilidad, DGRFXPHQWWKDWSUHYHQWVWKHFRQ¿VFDWLRQRI
land by agraristas, which always involved a very long bureaucratic process to acquire. In the case of this purchase from
Elorduy, Peter Wall had initially negotiated for about 29,000
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hectares of land. As conditions for providing the &HUWL¿FDGR
de Inafectibilidad, however, the government made a number of
stipulations. To avoid any agitation or a violent reaction from
the agraristas, the government demanded Elorduy leave 4,000
hectares, which would become the property of the government,
but which could be leased by peasants. Elorduy was also asked
to leave another 8,000 hectares for Pequenas Propiedades OLWHUDOO\µVPDOOSURSHUWLHV¶ WKDWLVODQGWKDWFRXOGEHGLYLGHGLQWR
small parcels and owned as private property by peasants. The
government further required that 1,000 hectares be donated to
the cowboys and other employees of the La Honda hacienda
as severance pay since with the sale of the estate they would
lose their jobs. In the end, Durango was able to purchase about
16,000 of the 29,000 hectares initially offered. Finally, with
these adjustments, the offer made by Roberto Elorduy to Rev.
-RKDQ3:DOO\HDUVHDUOLHUFRXOGEH¿QDOL]HGRQ$SULO
After the papers were signed and the settlement was estabOLVKHGELVKRS3HWHU:DOOSHUIRUPHGWKH¿UVWEDSWLVPWKH¿UVW
ZHGGLQJDQGWKH¿UVWIXQHUDOLQ/D+RQGD7KHSUREOHPZLWK
the agraristas ZDVKRZHYHUQRWTXLWH¿QLVKHG,QVOLJKWO\
more than a decade after the settlement was begun, some
SHDVDQWVWULHGWRFRQ¿VFDWHDSRUWLRQRIWKHODQGLQ/D+RQGD
Because of the &HUWL¿FDGRGH,QDIHFWLELOLGDG, the government
ruled that the agraristas had no legitimate further claim to the
La Honda colony lands, and intervened. It used the military

to forcibly transport the peasants to another location, where
they were given land.
In 1980 the candidate for governor of the state of Zacatecas
campaigned in the region. The La Honda Mennonite settlement
invited the candidate, plus neighbouring Mexicans, to a feast
at which Mennonites served everyone delicious food. The
expelled peasants from 1975 were there as well, and one of
them approached the Mennonites and said, “We were mean to
\RXZKHQZHLQYDGHG\RXUODQGDQGWRGD\\RXJLYHXVIRRG´
La Honda: 50 Jahre RXWOLQHVWKHVLJQL¿FDQWFKDQJHVWKH
settlement has undergone over the decades. For example, when
La Honda began, it only had the traditional Old Colony schools.
Today, La Honda has Old Colony schools, Kleine Gemeinde
schools, and schools supported by people from Germany. Those
residents who shied away from modernizing their schools left
to establish the Sabinal settlement in the northern part of the
state of Chihuahua.
The half century history of the La Honda Mennonite
VHWWOHPHQWH[HPSOL¿HVWKH2OG&RORQ\0HQQRQLWHV¶FRXUDJH
endurance, and willingness to expend huge amounts of hard
work to settle creatively in almost any setting. Enjoy reading
this great book!
David Friesen
Winkler, Manitoba/Cuauhtémoc, Chihuahua, Mexico

Horse and Buggy Genius: Listening to
Mennonites Contest the Modern World
Royden Loewen.
Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2016, 256 pages, softcover, $27.95.
In this valuable book we hear ‘horse
and buggy Mennonites’ tell their story and
explain their way of life. The book is quite
strict about the term, ‘horse and buggy
Mennonites’; thus, it does not cover the
many Old Colony groups in Latin America
and in Canada who have accepted cars,
trucks, electricity, etc. Its focus is on about
8,000 Old Order Mennonites in Ontario,
and about 100,000 Old Colonists in Latin
America who do use the horse and buggy.
The book, based on some 250 extended interviews done by Loewen and seven graduate students, is perceptive, well-organized
and highly readable. It has two chapters on
WKH2OG2UGHUVDQG¿YHRQ2OG&RORQLVWV
and covers many aspects of their lives.
7KRXJKÀRZLQJIURPGLIIHUHQWKLVWRULFDO
streams, both the Old Orders and Old Colonists seek a way of life different from that of
‘modern’ societies with their emphases on consumption, speed,
competition, individual ascendancy, etc. They seek one marked
by greater communalism, mutual accountability, humility, and
patience, one where children grow up in proximity to their
parents and where the different aspects of life are more in
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harmony. To pursue this, both have held on
to distinctive languages, plain dress, simple
technology, and various social and religious
practises. For both, the one-thousand page
Martyrs Mirror, about the persecution of
the early Anabaptists, has kept the ideas of
self-denial and suffering alive.
One of Horse-and-Buggy Genius’
strengths is that it shows that these groups,
though often thought to resist all change,
have in fact made many changes in the
way they interact with their host societies.
Thus, in Ontario, as the cost of farm land,
even in outlying areas, became prohibitive
the Old Order groups went into farmyard
manufacturing. For this they accepted more
sophisticated tools and machines, as well as
telephones and computers, while carefully
circumscribing how these would be used.
Loewen notes that only by making such
limited accommodations with the larger society have they been
able to survive as a people separate from it.
For Old Colony groups in Latin America migration has
played a larger role. Again and again they have found land
and started new colonies despite innumerable pioneering

hardships and frequent legal complications. A basic reason is
that with large families, they need land for the next generation. At times they have also moved because people in their
parent colony began to accept more modern technology and,
in some instances, more evangelical religious teachings. They
have then tended to see migration as the only way they could
remain true to their baptismal commitment to the Ordnung.
Loewen says, “It is as if by migrating Old Colonists know they
DUHRQWKHULJKWSDWKQDUURZDQGGLI¿FXOW>«@>0@LJUDWLRQRIIHUVUHOLJLRXVKRSH´  
But like the Old Orders, the Old Colonists have also made
DGMXVWPHQWV7KH\KDYHGLYHUVL¿HGWKHLUIDUPLQJSUDFWLVHV±
often taking lessons from local inhabitants – and started small
industries. In Belize one Old Colonist is making rice machines
ZLWK-DSDQHVHPRWRUVIRUIDUPHUVLQ-DSDQ  ,Q0H[LFR
they have made accommodations in relation to the state’s social security system, its immunization programs, its support
for small farmers, etc. They have also accepted governmental
DVVLVWDQFHLQÀRRGLQJGLVDVWHUVDQGDWWLPHVKDYHVRXJKWSROLFH
and military protection. They do not vote and they tend not to
go to court to press their legal rights but their interaction has
moved a long way from the 1920s in Mexico when they did not
even register their marriages with civil authorities.
7KH ERRN QRWHV WKDW WKHVH JURXSV KDYH VLJQL¿FDQW LQWHUnal governing systems. For the Old Colonists, their historic
Waisenamt regulates inheritance practises reasonably well.
There is a certain social assistance for the poor. When they
start a colony, the poor are usually helped to acquire a little
more land than their own assets would justify. They are able
to do this because of their internal taxation system and because their legal land titles are held by the colony, not by the
individual farmers. Many colonies have vibrant cooperatives.
All of this is supported by their religious faith which is genuine and meaningful for many people though they tend not to
be very articulate about it. In sum, their resourcefulness and

self-reliance and their ability to make selective accommodaWLRQVZKLOHUHPDLQLQJFRPPLWWHGWRWKHLUVHHPLQJO\GLI¿FXOW
way of life is the ‘genius’ referred to in the book’s title.
/RHZHQ GRHV QRW GHQ\ GLI¿FXOW LVVXHV IRU H[DPSOH WKDW
these Old Colony people in Latin America do not teach the
language of their host societies in their schools as the Old
Orders in Canada do. Further, he notes that those who leave
for Canada or the United States are “almost always driven by
SRYHUW\´   7KLV LV HYLGHQW DOVR LQ .HUU\ )DVW¶V UHSRUWV
of the taped interviews done in the 1970s in Ontario by Ron
Sawatsky. It is also what I have heard in my forty years of helping returnees acquire Canadian citizenship. Along with poverty
there has sometimes been bitterness about the religious system
WKDWSUHFOXGHGRSWLRQV/RHZHQQRWHVWKHVHDQGRWKHUGLI¿FXOW
issues but does not dwell on them. His focus is on those for
whom that traditional way of life has sort of ‘worked,’ not on
those for whom it has not. I do not fault Loewen for focussing
on the former. That story has received far too little attention.
But readers, in now learning to appreciate that story, should
not deny the latter.
The book’s subtitle about Mennonites ‘contesting’ the
modern world alludes to something profoundly important.
Modernity needs to be ‘contested’, at many levels; it is certainly
not ‘working’ well. But is the horse and buggy way of life the
only way, or even the best way, of contesting modernity? What
about the sizeable Old Colony church in Ontario whose wise
leaders have done remarkably well in creating an alternative?
What about us urban Mennonites who also try to resist aspects
of modernity? Obviously the book cannot address all such
questions but they should be kept in mind.
'HVSLWHWKHVHTXDOL¿FDWLRQV,KRSHWKLVERRNZLOOUHFHLYH
the wide readership it deserves.
Bill Janzen
Ottawa, ON

Sons and Mothers:
Stories from Mennonite Men
Mary Ann Loewen, ed. Regina, Saskatchewan:
University of Regina Press, 2015, 144 pages, softcover, $19.95.
“Have Mennonite men
had the opportunity to write
DERXW WKHLU PRWKHUV"´ $W
the Winnipeg book launch
of Mothering Mennonites,
a collection of essays by
wome n w r it i ng about
WKHLUPRWKHUV 5DFKHO(SS
Buller and Kerry Fast,
HGLWRUV VRPHRQHLQWKHDXGLHQFHWKUHZRXWWKLVTXHVWLRQ,W
caught the ear of Mary Ann Loewen, who teaches Academic
Writing at the University of Winnipeg. After struggling somewhat with the question of whether men writing about women
would constitute a kind of gender cultural appropriation—she
GHFLGHGWKDWLWZRXOGQ¶W²VKHSURFHHGHGWREHFRPHD³FRD[HU´

and solicit such stories from men. This collection is the result.
Twelve contributors were found, with styles ranging from
essay to story-telling to poetry. All are articulate and thoughtful, some are lyrical, none are bitter or accusatory. We could
VD\WKDWHYHU\ZULWHUREH\VWKH¿IWKFRPPDQGPHQWKRQRXULQJ
his mother in his own way.
Many of these accounts are written from the perspective of
³WKHRWKHUVLGH´²WKDWLVWKHZULWHU¶VPRWKHULVGHFHDVHGDQG
he has this space now, this absence of the physical person who
JDYHELUWKWRKLPLQZKLFKKHFDQUHÀHFWDQGFRQVLGHU0RVW
of these Mennonite sons write of the tension arising in their
relationships with their mothers when it came to religion. The
mothers wanted to raise God-fearing boys, good Christians.
The boys, for their part, and in varying degrees, resisted this
agenda.
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The story of this resistance forms the upward arc of the
narrative. John Rempel and his two siblings rebelled against
the constrictions of their conservative church environment,
and their mother “felt she must have been a failure as a mother
DQGDEHOLHYHU´-RVLDK1HXIHOGDVHOIGHVFULEHG³ZDQGHULQJ
VRQ´ZLWKDGHYRXWPRWKHUTXRWHVDSRUWLRQRIDOHWWHUIURP
her: “What breaks my heart is the realization that even though
I can dedicate my life to teaching my children to think wisely
and use their reason, to be kind and caring of others . . . I
FDQQRWWHDFK>WKHP@WRORYHWKH/RUG´1DWKDQ.OLSSHQVWHLQ¶V
mother LaVerna was committed to teaching her children the
virtues of hard work, helping neighbours, and resisting worldly
temptations of every kind; encouraging her children to think
of one Bible verse for every twenty dandelions they picked. As
an adolescent, he rebelled, yearning for his mother to say: “It’s
okay. It’s normal to want to react this way. You’re not a bad
SHUVRQ´/XNDV7KLHVVHQIRXQGWKDW³WREH0HQQRQLWHZDVWR
KDYH\RXUKXPDQLW\GHQLHGLQIDYRXURIDQDXVWHUHVSLULWXDOLW\´
Andrew Martin, growing up in a family environment of conÀLFWEHWZHHQKLVSDUHQWVDQGDFKXUFKHQYLURQPHQWRISHULRGLF
revival meetings instilling in him an anxious and guilty unrest,
later judged his mother for not giving him more reassurance
and protection. Patrick Friesen recalls the arguments he had
with his mother on the subject of religion and how she would
sometimes employ “the old martyrdom technique . . . wonderLQJLI,NQHZKRZP\LGHDVKXUWRWKHUSHRSOH´
But, in all of these accounts, the arc of the mother-son
relationship continues; rebellion and religious differences do
not sever the binding ties, love prevails. Rempel gives communion to his mother in the last part of her life. Lois Neufeld
tells Josiah: “I do have a lot of faith that God will complete the
ZRUN+HKDVEHJXQLQ\RX´.OLSSHQVWHLQKDYLQJGHVFULEHGKLV
PRWKHUDVD³IRUWUHVV´FRQFOXGHV³,KDYHOHDUQHGWKDWZDOOVDUH
for support, security, and protection . . . the heavy gates never
VZXQJVKXWRQPH´7KLHVVHQ¶VPRWKHUDSSDUHQWO\XQDODUPHG
by his declared atheism, continues to invite him to church.
Martin comes to see that his mother’s shortcomings, whatever
they might have been, are outweighed by her unfaltering love.
Friesen, still engaging with his aged mother after so many years
RIZKDWKHFDOOV³FRQÀLFWLQJIUHHGRPV´EHWZHHQWKHPVHHVWKH
UROHVUHYHUVHDVKHEHFRPHVWKH³SDUHQW´ZKRKDVWRDUUDQJH

for her to go to a seniors’ home. His very fear, that taking this
action might constitute a kind of abandonment of his mother,
reveals the continuing deep connection between them.
Other stories in this collection follow a somewhat different
OLQHDWKHPHRIPRWKHUVWKURXJKWKHLUVDFUL¿FHRUH[DPSOH
paving the way for their sons to pursue lives as artists or acaGHPLFV3DXO7LHVVHQ¿QGVWKDWKLVPRWKHU¶V³YLYLGUHFROOHFWLRQV
and projections made room for what eventually developed into
VRPH RI P\ RZQ SUHVXSSRVLWLRQV DQG DI¿UPDWLRQV´ 0DU\
Dyck, mother of Howard Dyck, was a southern Manitoba farm
wife and mother who loved singing and music; it was her son,
similarly gifted, who made a career out of these gifts as a longtime classical music host on CBC radio and international choir
conductor: “I was and represented everything she could never
EH´,QVWHDGRIUHVHQWLQJKLPIRUHPERG\LQJWKHOLIHVKHKHUVHOI
had missed, she took pride and joy in his accomplishments.
Other pieces in this collection don’t fall so neatly into the
categories I have created in writing this review. In a long
poem, Christoff Engbrecht captures a midnight moment of
connection with his mother, who sews his torn jeans and bids
him farewell with a rough, affectionate blessing: “‘Now get
outta here’ / putting her hand to my face / ‘and have a good
WLPHWRQLJKW¶´/OR\G5DW]ODIIFKURQLFOHVWKHSK\VLFDOGHFOLQH
RIKLVDJLQJPRWKHUKHU³UHVXUUHFWLRQ´²VKHPDNHVDUHPDUNable recovery—and then a decline again. He mourns her loss,
even before her death: “How bare the prairie stretches around
KHU HPSW\ KRXVH LQ WKH ODWH 1RYHPEHU DIWHUQRRQ´ 0LFKDHO
Goertzen speaks in images and symbols of his mother in her
LOOQHVV/LVWHQLQJWRKHUKH¿QGVWKDW³KHUODQJXDJHDQGKHU
body no longer conform to the structures I admire: rationality
DQGKHDOWK´%\URQ5HPSHOYLRODWHVDOOUXOHVRI0HQQRQLWHV
solemnity and earnestness by laughing at his now-deceased
mother for her obsession with appearances—while profoundly
honouring her attitude of joy and acceptance, including her
FHOHEUDWLRQRIKLP³6KHFRQ¿UPHGWKDW,ZDVLQGHHGWKH
most talented, most beautiful child on this earth. If I would
MXVWJHWWKRVHWHHWK¿[HG´
Ralph Friesen,
Nelson, BC.

Prairie Pioneers: Schönthal Revisited
Mary Neufeld. Winnipeg: Manitoba
Mennonite Historical Society, 2016, 138 pages, softcover, $20.00.
In this volume the author, who will be known to the
Mennonite audience for her biography of her father Ältester
Wilhelm H. Falk, stakes out a much wider context in which
to examine her roots, and in the process provides a history of
her ancestral village, Schönthal, which lay just northwest of
Altona. As Adolf Ens notes in his Foreword, this book makes
a valuable contribution to the study of West Reserve villages,
and will interest both descendants of the original settlers and
history buffs in general.
7KH WHUP ³0HQQRQLWH :HVW 5HVHUYH´ RIWHQ UHIHUV WR WKH
Reserve that was created west of the Red River in 1875, and
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then settled by Mennonites directly from the Old Chortitz
&RORQ\LQ5XVVLD QRZ8NUDLQH ,WLVSHUKDSVXVHIXOWRSRLQW
out here that the Mennonite settlement on the West Reserve
KDGWZRGLVWLQFWFRPSRQHQWV¿UVWWKH2OG&RORQ\VHWWOHUVZKR
arrived as early as July 1875, and established about thirty-six
villages by the time the 1880 Census was taken, and second,
WKH%HUJWKDOHUVHWWOHUVZKR¿UVWVHWWOHGRQWKH(DVW5HVHUYHDQG
began migrating to the eastern portion of the West Reserve in
about 1879-81, with some scattered families coming earlier and
some later. This book is a history of the second type of West
Reserve village; i.e., a village that was established by families

IURPWKH%HUJWKDO&RORQ\ 8NUDLQH IDPLOLHVWKDWKDGDOUHDG\
SLRQHHUHGRQFHLQ0DQLWRED RQWKH(DVW5HVHUYH DQGVWDUWHG
from scratch a second time west of the Red River.
The Introduction focuses on the land itself, noting that
before the arrival of the Mennonites the land that became the
West Reserve had been inhabited at least seasonally by various
Indigenous groups. Neufeld provides background on Treaty
  DQGFRPPHQWVRQWKHOHVVWKDQIRUWKULJKWPDQQHU
in which the Federal Government delivered on the promises
inherent in the agreement.
The second and more substantial part consists of write-ups
on family groupings, listing ten groups into which the twentyone original pioneer families belonged. These familial relationships are outlined in some detail, with information about
ancestry, extended family, marriages, children, and deaths, and
are supplemented with photos of pioneers
and often buildings that constituted the
village or surrounding homesteads. Coincidentally one of the pioneer families is
the direct ancestor of this reviewer. This
will be an excellent resource for families
who trace their roots back to Schönthal.
,Q WKH FDVH RI $EUDP '\FN 6U IDPLO\
JURXS   WKH LQIRUPDWLRQ LQFOXGHV WKH
name of the village on the East Reserve
ZKHUHWKHIDPLO\¿UVWVHWWOHG QHDU7DQQHQDX ,WZRXOGKDYHEHHQRILQWHUHVWWR
do the same for more of the families, since
DOPRVWDOORIWKHP¿UVWVHWWOHGLQYLOODJHV
on the East Reserve before abandoning
their homesteads there and starting over
on the West Reserve.
A third part deals with the development of the village, including its administration, midwives, schools, and churches.
Without getting into the emotions aroused by the event, Neufeld
discusses the church schism that occurred in the early 1890s,
a split that fractured the GemeindeLQWRWZRSDUWVWKH¿UVWOHG
by Rev. Johan Funk who claimed the name Bergthaler, and
the second, a majority group that elected a new bishop who
lived in Sommerfeld and so became known as the Sommerfeld
Gemeinde.
In somewhat greater detail, Neufeld provides information
RQWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIWKHORFDOVFKRROUHIHUULQJVSHFL¿FDOO\
to School Registers now held at the Manitoba Archives. An
especially notable feature is the translation and inclusion of
letters printed in the Mennonitische Rundschau during the
debate about the implementation of District Schools. Several
OHWWHUV LQWUDQVODWLRQ KDYHEHHQSXEOLVKHGLQWKHLUHQWLUHW\
giving both a sense of the issues, and a bit of the voice of the
protagonists. These letters will provide a new level of insight
into the troubling times that the school issue aroused. The
section is followed by a discussion of Schönthal teachers who
made contributions that well exceeded that of the norm, and in
VHYHUDOFDVHVEHFDPHQRWDEOH¿UVWVLQ:HVWHUQ&DQDGD$FDVH
in point is Dr. Cornelius W. Wiebe, teacher, doctor, Member
of the Manitoba Legislative Assembly, Order of Canada, and
much more.
6FK|QWKDOZDVDVLJQL¿FDQW%HUJWKDOYLOODJHLQSDUWEHFDXVH
RI WKH QRWDEOH ¿JXUHV WKDW DURVH IURP LWV UDQNV DQG SOD\HG
LPSRUWDQW UROHV LQ WKH ODUJHU FRPPXQLW\ 1HXIHOG LGHQWL¿HV

and give short summaries of the life story and contribution of
several notables. Again, a case in point is John J. Siemens in
business, establishing the Co-op movement in the area, and
Ältester David Schultz, in the ecclesiastic domain, not to mention Ältester Wilhelm Falk himself.
7KHORFDWLRQVRIWZRFHPHWHULHVVSHFL¿FWR6FK|QWKDODUH
given and the names of the people buried there are listed. Other
EXULDOSORWVLGHQWL¿HGZLWKWKHDUHDDUHDOVRPHQWLRQHGEULHÀ\
The last section of the book explores the changes that inHYLWDEO\HQJXOIHGWKHRSHQ¿HOGYLOODJHDQGHYHQWXDOO\REOLWHUated it. Here Neufeld provides more general information and
comments on the trends and developments that produced the
dissolution of the village and the end of the era.
The book ends with an array of seven excellent appendices,
giving tables of settlers, school teachers and trustees, reeves
and councillors, and some unusual images
of a Sunday School register of 1912, and
a preaching rotation for 1914. Endnotes
document the sources clearly and provide
KDQGOHVIRUFRQ¿UPDWLRQRIGDWDRUIXUWKHU
research by readers.
This book is an excellent example of
the village history genre, giving detailed
information on the families that settled
there, and background on the institutions
and notable contribution of the village to
the history of the area. The book is based
RQH[WHQVLYHXVHRIKRPHVWHDGPLFUR¿OP
records, a personal knowledge of the area
and its people, as well as the published
literature on the topic of West Reserve village development. In general the style of
the book is non-academic, even chatty, as
WKHDXWKRUIUHTXHQWO\XVHVWKH¿UVWSHUVRQ
to engage the reader and to advance the
narrative, and is easily accessible to the average reader. The
photographs break up the narrative in an attractive way, and
provide effective visual sidebars to the information. Prairie
Pioneer: Schönthal Revisited could well serve as a template
for further village histories still to be done.
Ernest N. Braun,
Niverville, Manitoba

Have you researched
your family history?
tƌŝƚĞĂŶĂƌƟĐůĞĨŽƌŽƵƌ

&ĂŵŝůǇ,ŝƐƚŽƌǇƐĞĐƟŽŶŝŶWƌĞƐĞƌǀŝŶŐƐ͘
WůĞĂƐĞĞŝƚŚĞƌƐĞŶĚƵƐŝŵĂŐĞƐĂŶĚƚĞǆƚ
ƐĞƉĂƌĂƚĞůǇŝŶĞŝƚŚĞƌŚĂƌĚĐŽƉǇŽƌĞůĞĐƚƌŽŶŝĐĂůůǇ͘
ŽŶƚĂĐƚƵƐŝĨǇŽƵŶĞĞĚŚĞůƉƉƵƫŶŐŝƚĂůůƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ͘
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News
“Facebook” of a century past: New access to
Mennonitische Rundschau Index Vol. 4
The long-awaited volume four subject and author index to
the internationally read Mennonitische Rundschau has been
FRPSOHWHGWKDQNVWR%HUW)ULHVHQZLWK¿QDQFLDOVXSSRUWIURP
the D.F. Plett Historical Research Foundation. The 1,394-page
LQGH[SURYLGHVVLPSOL¿HGDFFHVVWRWKH*HUPDQODQJXDJHSDSHU
in the years 1910–1919. Friesen indexed the periodical with a
¿QHWRRWKHGFRPEVRWKDWUHVHDUFKHUVFRXOG¿QGWKHSURYHUELDO
³QHHGOHLQDKD\VWDFN´7KHLQGH[UHSUHVHQWVDQLQWHOOHFWXDO
organization of the vast and varied contents in the paper.
Friesen believes that providing an index was urgent because
increasingly fewer people in North America have the skills
to read the German language, especially in the Gothic script.
This index is designed for the English reader, giving students,
VFKRODUVJHQHDORJLVWVFRPPXQLW\KLVWRULDQVQRYHOLVWV¿OP
producers, etc. pointers to information they want, which makes
working through the archaic font manageable.

If the index were taken apart and laid out, it would cover 820
square meters of space. In contrast, the paper that Friesen read
was published once a week and had sixteen pages and covers
5,491 square meters. The index is now the key to accessing
the contents in the paper. In 1910–1919, the Mennonitische
Rundschau was published in Scottdale, Pa. The paper began
publishing in 1878 and ended in Winnipeg in 2007, making
it one of North America’s longest-running German-language
papers.
It was the Facebook of 100 years ago. It was a forum where
average people would write about their family and community
so that relations in the next province or continent could stay
connected. As the Mennonite community spread from Russia to
Canada and the U.S., the Rundschau kept the inter-Mennonite
web of family and friends connected. The creation of this index
has been six years in the making and accompanies volumes 1–3,
5 and 6. Friesen has been the workhorse behind the indexing
SURMHFWWKDWVDZLWV¿UVWYROXPHSXEOLVKHGLQFRYHULQJ
the 1880–1889 decade. He is responsible for volumes 1–4.
The index itself shows the vast range of topics people were
writing about: farming, war, weddings, anniversaries, courtship, health, births, deaths, earth quakes, blizzards, missions,
worship, airships, dreams, Eskimos, insects and discipleship,
to name a few.
—Conrad Stoesz is archivist at the Centre for MB Studies.
7KLVDUWLFOH¿UVWDSSHDUHGLQWKHMennonite Historian.

Archivist Conrad Stoesz, holding the bound copies of the
Mennonitsche Rundschau.
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Mennonite Archival Image Database – A growing resource
The Mennonite Archival Image Database is growing and
with it, extending its reach for people looking for rare images.
2Q WKH HYH RI LWV ¿UVW DQQLYHUVDU\ WKH 0HQQRQLWH $UFKLYDO
,PDJH'DWDEDVH 0$,' ZHOFRPHVWKH0HQQRQLWH/LEUDU\ 
$UFKLYHVDW)UHVQR3DFL¿F8QLYHUVLW\ 0/ $ DVRXUQHZHVW
archival partner. ML&A is the eighth MAID partner and the
¿UVWRXWVLGH&DQDGDZKLFKHQKDQFHV0$,' VYLVLRQRIEHing a source for "the discovery of photographs of Mennonite
life from around the world." MAID's eight partners have now
collectively uploaded over 82,000 photographic descriptions
LQWRRXU,QWHUQHWDFFHVVLEOHGDWDEDVH DUFKLYHVPKVFFD QHDUO\
19,000 of these have scanned images attached.
With each new partner the Mennonite family and network
becomes larger and stronger. Archival photo experts from each
centre help provide valuable information about photos in their
own collection and collaborate with other partners improving
WKH FRQWH[WXDO NQRZOHGJH RI YDULRXV FROOHFWLRQV EHQH¿WLQJ
everyone. Over time, and as families and their records scatter,
information becomes lost. However, as photo experts work at
posting and describing photos, connections between photos
that are held in different archives are found. It is not uncommon for two, three, or four archivists to be in discussion on a
series of photos. Each archivist can supply important pieces
of the puzzle that brings us collectively closer to identifying a
photo or people in the photo. Each archivist has long standing
knowledge, and networks that can be tapped to help identify

Archival Student Assistant, Anneli Carlson hard at work scanning photographs at Mennonite Library and Archives, Fresno, CA.

people, places and events. Through the collaborative network
of MAID and its partners, the Mennonite community of yesterday is slowly being re-constituted.
The Mennonite Archival Image Database is a project of
the Mennonite Historical Society of Canada. It was launched
in 2015 by seven original partners: the Centre for Mennonite
%UHWKUHQ6WXGLHV :LQQLSHJ WKH0HQQRQLWH$UFKLYHVRI2QWDULRWKH0HQQRQLWH+HULWDJH&HQWUH :LQQLSHJ WKH')3OHWW
Historical Research Foundation, and the Mennonite Historical
Societies of Alberta, British Columbia, and Saskatchewan.
Visit MAID at https://archives.mhsc.ca/
For more information contact:
Laureen Harder-Gissing, lhardergissing@uwaterloo.ca or
Conrad Stoesz, Conrad.stoesz@mbchurches.ca

Palliser program aids Mennonite community
Reprinted from the Lethbridge Herald,
www.lethbridgeherald.com
By Kuhl, Nick on November 8, 2016.
Craig Albrecht
Communications Specialist – Palliser Regional Schools
The subject matter was a departure from the usual lessons
taught at John Davidson School, but Principal Janice Loitz
knew the information evening would prove invaluable all the
same.
The Palliser school, which offers an alternative program
for families of Low German-speaking Mennonite students,
provided parents the opportunity to learn about various community services available to them as well as information on
KHDOWK\OLIHVW\OHVSROLFHUHODWLRQVKXQWLQJDQG¿VKLQJUHJXODWLRQVDQGVDIH¿UHDUPKDQGOLQJ
Creating greater awareness of such issues was key, but Loitz
said the Low German information evening was also about
building trust and relationships. It is imperative, she added,
for home and school to work together as a community.
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“When the family supports the school and the education of
their children, it has a direct impact on the attitude of the child
WRZDUGVKLVRUKHUHGXFDWLRQ´VKHVDLG³$SRVLWLYHUHODWLRQship regardless of background or language is essential and we
GH¿QLWHO\ZRUNWRNHHSWKLVUHODWLRQVKLSRSHQDQGSRVLWLYH´
Community Health representative Tina Fielding, one of
the organizers of the event, said some of the information is
available to the LGM community elsewhere. It was hoped
there might be greater buy-in, however, by offering messages
from multiple support agencies, in the evening, and after the
farming season was done so the whole family could be present.
Since language is often a barrier for the LGM community
to access such information, all sessions were offered in, or
translated into, Low German.
Fielding was hired by Alberta Health Services to work
solely with LGM clients in southern Alberta. She has roots
in that community, and said her family would have welcomed
such support.
“In building relationships and building trust, it opens the
doors for them to become more involved in the community and
takes away the fear that we are trying to assimilate them into
WKH&DQDGLDQFXOWXUHDQGZHZDQWWKHPWRORVHWKHLUKHULWDJH´
said Fielding.
She recalled teachers during her formative years who went
that extra mile, and can’t emphasize enough the impact educators can have on LGM families.
“The kids bring home this sense of trust and community
from the school and in turn the families feel more comfortable

WRFRPHWRWKHVFKRRODQGDVNWKHTXHVWLRQVWKH\QHHGWR´VDLG
Fielding.
Among others involved in organizing the information evening were Palliser Regional Schools, Alberta Hunter Education
and 40-Mile Community Adult Learning. Fielding praised
the work of Dan Doerksen, Palliser’s Low-German-speaking
Mennonite liaison worker.
“They’ve always had good things to say about Dan and how
he has supported them and how he likes to build relationships
ZLWKWKHPDQGKRZKHOLNHVWRMHVWDQGKDYHIXQ´VKHVDLG
“And that’s a huge thing in this community because they love
to laugh and make jokes. “
Palliser Regional Schools offers alternative programs for
families of a Low German-speaking Mennonite background
at John Davidson School, Barons School, Huntsville School
and Carmangay Outreach.
At all the LGM alternative programs, students learn English
and study a regular Alberta program of studies in English. In
addition, students learn High German.
The learning environment is sensitive to the Low German
Mennonite culture. They also have staff who speak Low German to assist with communication with parents and may offer
them English classes.
For a German language brochure on Palliser Regional
Schools’ alternative programs for families of Low Germanspeaking Mennonites, go to http://www.pallisersd.ab.ca/
download/286.

Mennonite History for Young People

Leaving Canada:
The Journey to Mexico
Available at:
MCC Thrift on Kent, 50 Kent Ave., Kitchener, ON
MCS Aylmer Resource Centre, 16 Talbot St. E., Aylmer, ON
Books 2 Fabrics, 25 Oak St. E., Leamington, ON
MennoMex, 49919 Talbot Line, Aylmer, ON
MCC New to You Thrift Shop, 55 Main St. S., Milverton, ON
Die Mennonitische Post, 383 Main St., Steinbach, MB
Mennonite Heritage Village, 231 PTH 12 N., Steinbach, MB

Price: $5.00
(Plus shipping costs, if applicable)
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Preservings
Dear Friends:
With this mailing, the D. F. Plett Historical Research
Foundation is pleased to be able to provide another issue of
Preservings. Through it we hope to continue the vision of
Delbert Plett to help readers better understand and appreciate
their Mennonite heritage.
We also invite you to contribute articles, biographies, or
news. You may know of people whose story should be told
in these pages. Maybe grandparents, relatives, or neighbours’
stories would be of interest to our readers. Please contact
us about writing such stories, or let us know who might be
able to do so. We depend upon many willing writers for the
content of the paper.

Subscription Form
I wish to subscribe to Preservings for

For subscriptions and address changes, write:
Andrea Dyck,
D. F. Plett Historical Research Foundation,
University of Winnipeg,
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