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n o t e s

From the Editor
Aileen Friesen

In the publication history of Preservings certain themes regularly 
appear. For instance, at least five issues have focused on the 

topic of Mennonite migration, and our next three issues will 
add to that number. Yet the theme of alcohol within Mennonite 
communities has not been addressed in detail. Perhaps this is not 
surprising. Alcohol has often been viewed through the lens of 
morality, as a barometer of spiritual commitment, worldliness, 
or conservatism. It is also often hidden in the historical record, 
making the role of alcohol within the Mennonite community 
difficult to assess. Yet, from Mennonite-owned distilleries and 
taverns in Danzig and Russia to liquor licenses and hotels in 
Manitoba, the production, sale, and consumption of alcohol has 
been a defining feature of Mennonite life. And by the nineteenth 
century, organized opposition to alcohol found voice among 
Mennonites through abstinence and temperance movements, 
assigning a new significance to alcohol use as shorthand for the 
state of one’s salvation.

The spiritual dimension of this discussion cannot be over-
emphasized. Much of our information about the role of alcohol 
in community life can be found in the diaries of ministers who 
worried about the spiritual health of their flocks, carefully docu-
menting their sins. As Benjamin Wiebe demonstrates in his 
article “Alcohol and Abstinence: Mennonites in South Russia,” 
ministers were disturbed by what they perceived as growing 
alcohol consumption within Mennonite villages. While this 
perceived growth in licentiousness still needs to be quantitatively 
confirmed, we can document Mennonite entanglements with the 
outside world through events like the Crimean War and through 
the expansion of agricultural markets. This exposure to tempta-
tion coincided with the circulation of itinerant German pietists, 
proclaiming a relatively simple solution to Mennonite anxiety 
about the changes surrounding them: to abstain from alcohol. 

This solution, however, failed to consider not only the frailty 
of humanity, but also the economic significance of alcohol. As 
Glenn H. Penner shows in his article, alcohol sales were big 
business for Mennonite administrators in the Russian empire. 
Penner’s assertion that alcohol “generated at least half of the 
income of the [Chortitza] colony administration” is staggering. 
Without alcohol, many of the early initiatives of the colony’s 
administrators would have been more difficult; funds from alco-
hol helped build early colony life. 

It was not only administrators who benefited from alcohol 

sales; the establishment of distilleries and breweries could also 
profit individual families. As John D. Thiesen demonstrates 
in “Mennonite Nectar,” families made fortunes through the 
liquor trade, especially in the Vistula Delta. These families built 
distilling empires that lasted generations and immortalized 
Mennonites in surprising ways within German culture. While 
Mennonite brewers and distillers in Russia would not gain the 
same status, similar types of family fortunes grew in the colonies. 

Not all Mennonite communities, however, saw benefit in 
allowing alcohol sales. Albert Siemens and Hans Werner explore 
the case of Winkler, Manitoba, which debated the sale of alcohol 
in the community for over a century. Winkler’s journey from dry 
to moist to wet illustrates that Mennonites viewed access to alco-
hol as having community implications. As Werner demonstrates, 
within this debate about community were competing ideas about 
the meaning of progress. As public social spaces, hotel bars took 
on symbolic significance.  

Finding evidence of public consumption of alcohol is easier 
than documenting its domestic use, but Roland Sawatzky offers 
an approach to uncovering the role of alcohol within Mennonite 
homes in Manitoba’s East Reserve: the material culture of glass 
and ceramic bottles. He shows that alcohol entered Mennonite 
homes in bottles of medicine and vanilla extract, in addition to 
the more typical form of gin and beer bottles. Exploring the home 
as a site of consumption and pharmacies and groceries stores as 
access points for alcohol opens new avenues of research.

The impact of alcohol addiction on the individual and the 
family is the final topic explored in the theme articles in this 
issue. Kennert Giesbrecht provides insight into how Mennonite 
colonies in Latin America have addressed addiction in their 
communities through the treatment centres Luz en mi Camino 
(Light on my Path) in Cuauhtémoc, Mexico, and Guía de Paz 
(Guide of Peace) in Pailón, Bolivia. These facilities demonstrate 
a recognition of the complexity of addiction and the important 
role of families and communities in supporting individuals in 
their recovery. 

The economic, social, and religious approaches to alcohol 
production, sales, and consumption taken in this issue offer 
new perspectives on Mennonite ideas about identity, commun-
ity, and religiosity. Hopefully this is only the beginning of the 
conversation, as many topics related to this theme are waiting 
to be researched.  
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Proof in 
Material Culture

Mennonite Alcohol Consumption

Roland Sawatzky

Glass and ceramic bottles, even in a 
broken form, provide us with key 

information about the drinking habits 
of past societies. Historic Manitoba 
Mennonite communities are no excep-
tion, and collections from heritage 
institutions allow us to peer beyond the 
rhetoric around drinking, and look dir-
ectly at the drinks themselves. A survey 
of the collections at Mennonite Heritage 
Village (MHV) in Steinbach indicates 
Mennonites drank just about anything.1

The donors of the bottles in the MHV 
collection did not usually provide infor-
mation about who drank what. Some 
donors’ hometowns were noted, however, 
and they include Blumenort, Kleefeld, 
and Steinbach. A collection of liquor 
bottle fragments were excavated from the 
former village of Blumenhof, a mile west 
of Blumenort. Alcohol consumption was 
evidently not limited to the Mennonite 
East Reserve, though, and photographs 
of drinking and thriving hop vines have 
been sourced to the West Reserve.

In the bottle collection at MHV, we 
see evidence of gin, port, vanilla extract, 
ginger beer, and wondrous medicinal 
elixirs, though consumption of other bev-
erages cannot be ruled out. The bottles 
and their contents each have unique hist-
ories, which link to certain time periods 
and practices.

Gin was often delivered in olive green 

“gin case bottles,” which had a distinctive 
tapered appearance with squared sides, for 
efficient transportation in cases of twelve. 
Examples from the MHV collection can 
be dated to 1870–1920 (images 1, 2). 
These bottles could also contain other 
spirits, but gin was the most common. 

One bottle of Gibley’s gin that likely 
dates to the 1960s was prescribed by a  
Dr. Bernier to one Mr. Enns, and pur-
chased from the Steinbach pharmacy of 
McAdam and Selley (image 3). What 
condition was being treated remains 
unknown, and the pharmacist’s directions 
state only “As directed.” Centuries ago, gin 
was thought to treat kidney ailments.

Ginger beer bottles are simple 
earthenware ceramic vessels, and are well 
represented in the collection. Fragments 
were also found at the Blumenhof 
archaeological site from a bottle made 
by Doulton, in Lambeth, England  
(image 5). The alcohol content of ginger 
beer dropped from a high of 11 percent in 
the early 1800s to as low as 2 percent by 
the early twentieth century, when it was 
particularly popular in Canada. In 1935 
there were about a thousand ginger beer 
breweries in the country, including the  
E. L. Drewry brewery in Winnipeg  
(image 4).

Wine is represented in the collection 
by two large Bright’s glass jugs (image  6). 
These held port (20 percent alcohol), 

which was used as communion wine in a 
Steinbach church. Bright’s was established 
in Ontario in 1874, and by 1920 it was 
the largest wine producer (port and sherry 
only) in the British empire, producing 
over four million gallons a year. MHV also 
holds a beautiful wine decanter, decorated 
with blue, yellow, and white points of 
paint (image 7). It was given as a gift to 
a Mennonite woman from a relative in 
Steinbach in 1905.  

Vanilla extract, a common baking 
ingredient, had an alcohol content of up 
to 34 percent. Though it is impossible to 
determine exactly how it was used in the 
household beyond baking, it was an easily 
accessible source of alcohol (image 8). 

Finally, patent medicines were a source 
of alcohol for the whole family. The 
products seen in the extensive collection 
at MHV range from 14 percent alcohol 
(Forni’s Alpen Kraeuter, a very popular 
stomach remedy – image 9) to 69 percent 
(Rawleigh’s Anti-Pain Oil, for internal and 
external use, with instructions on how to 
administer it to children – image 10). 
Patent medicines were not actually pat-
ented of course, since this would require 
scrutiny of their contents, often dangerous 
or simply ineffectual. Patent medicines 
waned in use by the mid-twentieth 
century after rigorous tests and public 
exposure forced the removal of alcohol, 
cocaine, and opiates from the products.

MAID: MENNONITE HERITAGE ARCHIVES (MHA), 526-24-4.0
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There are many kinds of bottles in the 
collection, including large ceramic jugs 
with cork stoppers, clear glass hip flasks, 
and dark brown or green round bottles 
(images 11–14). Nearly any alcohol could 
be stored in these containers, either home-
brewed or purchased. 

Beyond the museum collection, the 
Neubergthal National Historic Site 
provides other evidence of local alcohol 
production and consumption. Hops, 
a common ingredient in beer brewing, 
have been growing in Neubergthal for 
many decades, although their particu-
lar variety is unknown (image 15). Two 
photographs from the Peter G. Hamm 
collection depict consumption of alco-
holic beverages in Neubergthal. One 
photo shows two local youth, Jakob Funk 
(left) and Dietrich Loewen (right), clink-
ing glasses while holding clear glass liquor 
bottles and cigars (image p. 7). The other 
shows a local October Schwienschlachte, a 
hog butchering event, in which two clear 
bottles with dark liquids are in evidence 
(image p. 2). This is likely a type of brandy. 
Liquor bottles, some partially full, were 
also found within the walls of the Friesen 
Housebarn (now restored), and several 
wooden crates of liquor and beer bottles 
were found in the attic of the Herdsman 
House.

From the evidence in these collec-
tions, it seems alcohol was used widely in 
Mennonite communities for a number 
of purposes: casual drinking, either pri-
vate or public (gin bottles, ginger beer 
bottles, beer bottles, wine decanter, hops, 
and other liquor bottles); communion 
(Bright’s jugs of port); self-care (labelled 
patent medicine bottles); and baking (van-
illa extract bottles). Of course, any of the 
religious, medicinal, or baking sources of 
alcohol could also be sampled on a casual 
basis. As with any museum collection, 
these bottles are only a tiny and likely 
incomplete sample of the quantities and 
types of alcohol used by Mennonite villa-
gers of the past.

1 Thank you to senior curator Andrea Klassen at the Mennonite 
Heritage Village for access to the collections, and to Margruite 
Krahn and Herb Heinrichs for their contributions.
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Roland Sawatzky is a curator of history at the Manitoba Museum. His research interests include the 
social meaning of material culture in Manitoba. 
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Liquor Licenses
Winkler of the 1890s

Albert Siemens

In 1893, the Winkler correspondent for 
the Morden Monitor joked that Plum 

Coulee had no drinking water because 
it had all been used to make whisky 
upstream, presumably for bootlegging 
throughout the West Reserve. That same 
year, Jacob Heiman, the owner of one 
of the two liquor stores in Morden, pro-
posed to open a “wholesale” liquor store in 
Winkler. At a formal hearing, objections 
were raised by unknown elements of the 
local business community. Never one to 
aggravate local opposition, Heiman with-
drew his application, but not before those 
who objected agreed to make a donation 
of twenty dollars to the newly established 
Morden Freemasons’ Hospital, his favour-
ite charity.1 The business community of 
Winkler also informally agreed not to 
support an application for a store in the 
next three years, and to give Heiman the 
first option to establish a wholesale liquor 
store in Winkler should this ever receive 
the community support required by law. 
This never happened; Winkler was to have 
no liquor store until the government of 
Manitoba opened one in 2013 under a 
much different set of rules. This was one 
area of retail activity that Winkler cheer-
fully relinquished to Plum Coulee and 
Morden for over a hundred years. Heiman 
was the ultimate victor, since he did not 
have to incur the costs of another store 
location, and Winklerites still shopped for 
alcohol at his store in Morden.

The pursuit of a license to serve 
liquor and beer by the glass in a barroom 

attached to a hotel, commonly called a 
retail license, followed a torturous route. 
It originated with the efforts of Nathan 
Taylor and his wife Sarah. Trained as a 
wagon maker, Nathan had immigrated to 
Canada in 1884; his wife came in 1886.2 
Their first business venture in Morden 
was a leased eight-room temperance hotel 

and restaurant located near the east end 
of North Railway Street. Although they 
catered banquets for social clubs such as 
the Orangemen and Freemasons, it was 
not a success. Financially they struggled, as 
noted by a local newspaper editor in early 
1894: “Having occasion lately to visit the 
Temperance Restaurant of Mr. N. Taylor, 

Stanley House was granted a license on July 30, 1897. For decades, it remained the only establish-
ment in Winkler that could serve alcohol.
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near the east end of Railway Street, we 
were much pleased with the comfortable, 
clean, tidy and homelike appearance in all 
its departments. We were much surprised 
when Mr. Taylor informed us that the 
patronage accorded to his establishment 
was not nearly as much as he had antici-
pated when he commenced business. This 
is not as it should be.”3

By August of 1894 the Taylors oper-
ated a non-licensed hotel and boarding 
house in Winkler, temporarily located 
in an unidentified building owned by 
local businessman T. J. Warnken, who 
ran an agricultural machine warehouse. 
The Morden Monitor was less than gen-
erous in its assessment of this business. 
“Yappie Yap,” the Winkler correspondent, 
wrote: “Mr. Nathan Taylor now belongs 
to the floating population of the town 
[Winkler]. Nathan is rigging up a tempor-
ary pea-nut stand, but soon expects a span 
new building, likewise a hand organ. He 
has struck the correct chord in starting a 
boarding house here. Mrs. Taylor will have 
to make a study of Mother Seigel’s receipt 
book for the fact is the blue blooded sports 
of this town have been tenderly reared.”4 
The expression pea-nut stand described a 
surreptitious, unlicensed bar, much like 
the term “blind pig.” It may have been 
little more than a board between two oil 
barrels, at the side of a dance floor, used 
for impromptu soirees, consisting of the 
cleanly swept planks of the grain ware-
house. In short, to set up a “pea-nut stand” 
meant to go into the bar business. And the 
term “hand organ” likely referred to the 
music that accompanied the drinking. As 
for the room and restaurant business, it 
had to compete with two boarding houses 
known as the Manitoba and the Leland, 
one of which was operated by Mrs. Seigel.5 
Taylor’s illicit pea-nut stand was Winkler’s 
first bar.

By 1896, the Taylor family was leas-
ing the hotel built by Valentine Winkler, 
which they named Palmer House. 
Business here also did not meet their goals 
– a failure they ascribed to the absence of 
a licensed bar. They attempted to rectify 
this situation when they applied for a retail 
liquor license. Under liquor licensing rules 
at the time in Manitoba, an application for 
a wholesale license, allowing for the sale of 
liquor by the bottle, would only be con-
sidered upon a written petition of sixteen 
or more of the twenty resident owners of 
property located closest to the proposed 
store site. The Morden Herald describes 
how the application was rejected at a hear-
ing on November 24, 1896, attended by 
Morden lawyers representing both sides of 
the matter, which turned on the question 
of who were the nearest twenty house-
holders, and on the qualification of one 
man who had not signed the petition and 
who had moved away after it had been 
submitted:

“The application for a Hotel License at 
Winkler was heard by the Commissioners 
there on Tuesday afternoon and evening 
and excited a good deal of interest as there 
were two Morden Lawyers engaged on the 
case, Mr. Lemon [pro] and Mr. McLaren 
[anti]. There was plenty of discussion 
as to who were qualified as household-
ers and who were the nearest twenty. In 
some cases parties were sent out to take 
exact measurements of distance. At last 
it came down to a question of one man 
who had not signed the petition for a 
license. The protest party had scored 
four out of the nearest twenty and if they 
could score this one also it would not 
leave sixteen signers for the license. The 
man had refused to sign the petition and 
had afterwards removed from the village 
after all the names were on the petition, 
but before the petition had been signed 

by the Commissioner and sent in, it was 
held he was one of the twenty qualified 
householders at the time required by the 
act, and the application for the license was 
therefore refused by the Board for want of 
sufficient signers.”6

This must have embittered the Taylors, 
as the following year they moved on and 
purchased a licensed hotel in Melita. Their 
Winkler business was taken over by Alex 
Kennedy, whose brother was the popu-
lar Morden hotelier John Kennedy, a fact 
that probably created a favourable impres-
sion among the liquor commissioners. 
Kennedy’s Stanley House, as the hotel was 
renamed, was granted a license on July 30, 
1897, after a hearing in Morden. The lack 
of controversy and easy approval suggests 
that the aura of the Kennedy name and 
perhaps the lobbying efforts of Valentine 
Winkler, who in 1891 was the first reeve 
of the municipality of Stanley, where 
Winkler was located, carried the day.7 One 
newspaper editor stated, “Mr. Kennedy 
is an experienced hotel man and will no 
doubt make a success of the Winkler 
establishment.”8 In October 1897 the 
same editor reported that Kennedy “had 
made the Stanley House one of the favor-
ite hostelries of the Northwest.”9

In the national referendum on prohibi-
tion of October 28, 1898, there were 28 
voters opposed to prohibition in Winkler, 
and 14 in favour, suggesting that most 
Winkler males were impressed with how 
Kennedy handled liquor service in the 
nascent urban centre. Four years later, in 
April 1902, the growing town voted 97 to 
22 against prohibition in the provincial 
referendum, a margin similar to Morden’s, 
indicating that opposition to liquor sales 
remained muted. In the pre-prohibition 
era (prior to 1916) no local-option poll 
occurred after the hotel license was issued 
in 1897. The existence of a hotel license 
was tolerated and the lack of a liquor 
store was accepted; the ready availability 
of “medicinal liquor” at pharmacies may 
have been a mitigating factor.

1 I refer readers to my extensive chapter on Heiman’s activities 
in Morden as a socially conscious resident, in Whisky Sales 
and Hotel Tales of the Mennonite West Reserve, 1873–1916 
(self-pub., Friesens, 2018). It is unclear whether each of the 
property holders was obliged to contribute twenty dollars, or 
if this was the total amount donated.

2 This information is extrapolated from the 1901 census, when 
they operated a hotel in Souris.

3 Morden Herald, Jan. 19, 1894.
4 Morden Monitor, Apr. 12, 1894.

5 Information on these establishments has drifted into 
obscurity.

6 Morden Herald, Nov. 27, 1896.
7 The license hearing was held in the office of M. B. Rombough, 

one of three liquor commissioners in the district, and the 
father-in-law of Valentine Winkler, who was the owner of the 
hotel building.

8 Morden Chronicle, June 24, 1897. See also Siemens, Whisky 
Sales, 200–205, for details on Alex Kennedy.

9 Morden Chronicle, Oct. 15, 1897.

Albert Siemens lives in Winkler and is an active 
local history buff. His roots in Manitoba go back 
to 1875, with the arrival of his great-grandparents 
and great-great-grandparents.
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Objections to  
Alcohol

The Rise and Fall of Temperance in Winkler

Hans Werner

A Google search using terms related 
to Mennonites and alcohol leaves 

the internet surfer with the impression 
that Mennonites are an austere group 
for whom many things are proscribed.1 
Abstaining from alcoholic beverages is 
certainly one characteristic that many 
“outsiders” consider to be part of what it 
means to be a Mennonite. One internet 
writer points out, however, that histor-
ically Mennonites “have always enjoyed 
producing and distributing alcohol, only 
interrupted by temperance.”2 As the writer 
suggests, Mennonites have a long history 
of producing brandy and other liquors, 
and for most of their history the con-
sumption of alcoholic beverages was part 
of Mennonite individual and commun-

ity life. The reputation that Mennonites 
have acquired for being teetotallers, at 
least officially, can be blamed on the tem-
perance movement that was embraced by 
some European Christians and by North 
Americans more broadly in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
migration of Mennonites to Manitoba 
in the 1870s took place during a rising 
wave of sentiment in North American 
society that lamented drunkenness and 
the related damage done to families and 
communities. While Mennonites gener-
ally stayed away from joining temperance 
societies, they were heavily influenced by 
these societal trends, which sharpened 
their consciences on the question of alco-
hol. The town, now city, of Winkler in 

Manitoba offers a window on the tensions 
and debates that accompanied the rise and 
fall of temperance and its varying influ-
ence among Mennonite groups.

In the nineteenth century Mennonite- 
owned dist i l ler ies  and drinking 
estab  lish ments were a feature of many 
villages in Russia. Despite involvement 
in alcohol production and consumption, 
Mennonite piety consistently pronounced 
excessive drinking, drunkenness, carous-
ing, and partying as sinful behaviours. 
One only needs to read the diaries of 
Jacob D. Epp and his father David, both 
ministers in Russia, to appreciate that 
moderation was not an attainable goal for 
everyone; religious leadership and congre-
gations regularly disciplined members for 
a variety of alcohol-related transgressions.3

The Kleine Gemeinde and the 
Mennonite Brethren were each formed 
to some extent in reaction to alcohol 
abuse. The Mennonite Brethren secession 
document, for instance, decried the “many 
covetous, drunkards and blasphemers 
with whom one shares the Lord’s Supper, 
for not only those are drunkards who are 
almost continually under the influence 
of liquor, but also those who occasionally 
gorge themselves with food and drink at 
markets and taverns.”4

Mennonites who came to Manitoba 
in the 1870s were primarily from the 
Kleine Gemeinde, and from the Bergthal, 

Visits from temperance-minded evangelists from the United States gave rise to the establishment of 
a Mennonite Brethren church in Winkler.
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Fuerstenland, and Chortitza colonies. 
The Kleine Gemeinde, who had already 
embraced temperance, but not total 
abstinence, settled on the East Reserve 
and Scratching River (Rosenort) settle-
ments. The Bergthaler settled on the East 
Reserve, with some of them moving to 
the eastern half of the West Reserve a few 
years after they arrived. The Fuerstenland 
and Old Colony migrants settled 
the western half of the West Reserve. 
The more conservative Fuerstenland, 

Bergthal, and Old Colony settlers had 
been less influenced by temperance when 
they arrived in Manitoba in the 1870s. 
These patterns of settlement and subse-
quent visits from temperance-minded 
evangelists from the United States in the 
1880s gave rise to the establishment of 
a Mennonite Brethren church on the 
West Reserve and stimulated temperance 
attitudes among the Bergthaler church 
members. These developments compli-
cated attitudes towards alcohol among 

Manitoba’s Mennonites.
In the 1890s, the CPR consented to 

establish a siding midway between the 
existing stations of Morden, eleven kilo-
metres to the west, and Plum Coulee to 
the east. The siding was called Winkler, 
after the Morden politician and business-
man Valentine Winkler. The early settlers 
of Winkler were Jewish and German 
merchants who established businesses at 
the new siding to capture the commer-
cial trade generated by the numerous 



Mennonite villages lying to the south and 
east of the new siding. There were num-
erous efforts to obtain a liquor license for 
the new town. However, the Mennonite 
Brethren and Bergthaler residents who 
had started to move into Winkler were 
opposed to the sale of liquor. By the late 
1890s the elders of these more liberal 
Mennonite groups decided that the evils of 
alcohol consumption were not consistent 
with modern and progressive views of 
Mennonite piety.5 While the Mennonite 

Brethren on the West Reserve promoted 
abstinence, the 1900 decision by the 
Bergthaler church leadership to remove 
Henry Rempel from its membership list if 
he continued to work in the Altona liquor 
store suggests that the Bergthaler had also 
become temperance-minded.6

Among the first commercial build-
ings established in Winkler was a hotel 
built in 1894. Over the next several years, 
hotel operators applied for but failed to 
obtain a license to sell liquor. In 1897, 
Alex Kennedy was granted a liquor license 
at Stanley House and this hotel offered 
Winkler residents their first opportun-
ity to consume and purchase liquor in 
the town.7 In spite of the opposition to 
alcohol by the Mennonite Brethren and, 
to a lesser extent, the Bergthaler church 
groups, Winkler voted decisively against 
prohibition in 1898 and again in the 1902 
provincial referendum, as did the rest of 
the West Reserve.8 J. W. Thompson’s study 
of prohibition in Manitoba suggests this 
early opposition was rooted in Mennonite 
suspicion “of attempts to subordinate their 
communities to government authority.”9 

Increasing Mennonite reservations 
about alcohol coincided with a rising tem-
perance movement in the rest of Manitoba 
and all over North America. Although 
there were prohibition plebiscites in 
1892, 1898, and 1902, the temperance 
movement had its first success during 
the First World War with the Manitoba 
Temperance Act. Under this act, people 
could no longer sell or purchase alcohol 
for consumption. Alcohol availability on 
the Prairies was reduced to 2.5-percent 
“prohibition” beer, and what could be 
obtained from illegal sources such as home 
stills and bootleggers.

Returning war veterans were instru-
mental in the reconsideration of 
prohibition laws in the early 1920s. The 
Moderation League argued for a relaxation 
of prohibition laws, and a province-wide 
referendum was held in June of 1923. 
Although the Jewish and non-Mennon-
ite German communities of Winkler were 
still a significant cultural force in the town, 

Mennonites now accounted for over 70 
percent of the population by the 1920s.10 
Temperance activity increased in Winkler 
in the years leading up to the 1923 refer-
endum, especially among the Mennonite 
Brethren youth group. Newspapers 
reported that the young people’s society 
held temperance programs in 1913 and 
1914, and at least three meetings were 
held in 1920.11 In the month before the 
referendum the Morden Times reported a 
larger meeting of temperance enthusiasts 
in the schoolhouse. In spite of consider-
able promotion of temperance in Winkler, 
the 1923 referendum resulted in the 
village going “wet.” Of the rather small 
number of people appearing at the polls, 
202 were in favour of liberalization, while 
142 were against.12

The “wet” vote in Winkler did not 
result in an increase in publicly available 
liquor. The subsequent 1928 Government 
Liquor Control Act allowed serving “by 
the glass.” In Winkler, liquor was only 
served in the men’s parlour in the Stanley 
Hotel.13 This hotel would become the 
focus of those who liked to have their 
drink, and of others who viewed alcohol 
as evidence of evil in the world. People 
who frequented the pub in the Stanley 
Hotel were considered to have cast their 
lot with the world – certainly not mem-
bers of church-going Mennonite society.

While attitudes towards liquor changed 
little in the thirty years after prohibition, 
the complexion of the town changed dra-
matically. Winkler grew rapidly during 
the period after the Second World War 
with its population exceeding 1,600 in 
1956. The village became a town in 1954 
and by this time the community was over 
90 percent Mennonite in its ethnic com-
position.14 Changes were not limited to 
Winkler; there were also changes in the 
attitudes of neighbouring communities. 
The surrounding Anglo-Saxon municipal-
ities gradually lost their early temperance 
orientation and eventually voted for lib-
eralization of their liquor laws. Among 
Winkler’s Mennonites, however, tem-
perance attitudes remained strong. This 
was illustrated by Winkler’s second liquor 
referendum in 1957. 

The 1957 liquor referendum was called 

People who frequented the pub in the Stanley 
Hotel were considered to have cast their lot 
with the world. WINKLER HERITAGE ARCHIVES
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in response to recommendations of the 
Bracken Commission, which had been 
appointed by the Manitoba government 
to study liquor laws in the province. The 
commission recommended that new 
liquor referendums be held in the prov-
ince in any municipality where the local 
council passed a bylaw requesting such a 
referendum. Winkler’s town council voted 

to have a referendum on the question of 
expanding liquor outlets. Some of the 
town’s residents were insulted that the 
council would consider a vote necessary, 
but on June 26, 1957, the editor of the 
Winkler Progress remarked, “Although we 
are a Mennonite community, this news-
paper believes as did the Town Council 
that it is our duty as citizens and residents 
of Manitoba to express our wishes on 
the liquor question just as well as other 
Manitobans.” The paper also reminded 
its readers that Winkler’s voting “wet” in 
the referendum of the 1920s had been 
due to apathy and low voter turnout.15 
The results of the 1957 referendum left 
no doubt: Winkler became decisively 
“dry.” The Mennonite majority in the 
town voted solidly against liquor, and 
while the vote varied slightly with the 
four questions on the ballot, only fifty to 
sixty people registered their support for 
increased availability of liquor, whereas 
over 480 were against.16

The decisive results of the 1957 ref-
erendum ruled out any expansion of 
liquor availability in Winkler; however, 
the Stanley Hotel continued to provide 
its male customers with a place to quench 
their thirst. The men-only pub remained 
a feature of Winkler life until the 1970s. 
It provided a place for young Mennonite 
men to experience their first, and often 

only, taste of life outside the narrow con-
fines of Mennonite post-war religious 
culture. The men-only pub also illustrated 
the undesirable aspects of male drinking 
habits. In the 1950s, Mennonite women 
usually did not drive and were dependent 
on their husbands for the once-a-week 
trip into town for groceries on Friday or 
Saturday. Some of these women ended 
up waiting with their young children in 
parked vehicles outside the hotel, while 
their husbands drank inside with the men. 
Such scenes left an indelible impression on 
the rest of Winkler society and furthered 
the conviction that alcohol was evil.

The 1957 liquor referendum in Winkler 
laid the question to rest for fifteen years. 
During this time the hard-working town 
attracted many industries, particularly in 
the 1970s, which resulted in a doubling 
of its population between 1957 and 1976. 
Along with growth came a new owner for 
the Stanley Hotel who wanted to expand 
his operations. In 1971, this new owner 

initiated a liquor referendum by collecting 
the required names of 20 percent of the 
voters, and the town council duly called a 
referendum to coincide with the munici-
pal and school trustee elections in the fall. 
Municipal and school issues dominated 
Winkler’s attention and the liquor refer-
endum went down in resounding defeat. 
In an editorial after the referendum, the 
editor of the town’s Pembina Triangle 
Progress suggested that “the mellow taste 
of a good drink” had given way to “the 
bitter taste of defeat.” He went on to sug-
gest in sardonic language that Winkler 
residents would now be advised to press 
for a four-lane highway to neighbouring 
Morden: “The added lanes would make 
the 7-mile sojourn to the fine ‘drinking 
and dining’ establishments in our neigh-
bouring ‘backward town’ so much more 
pleasant.” The editor could not, however, 
deny the voice of the people and was 
forced to conclude that “the democratic 
process has spoken.”17

The 1971 referendum was the first in 
a series of attempts by the hotel owner to 
expand the varieties of liquor that could be 
served in his establishment. In addition to 
the 1971 referendum, he initiated referen-
dums in 1975, 1978, 1982, and 1985. He 
argued that the town would benefit from 
the presence of new and expanded hotel 
facilities and suggested that to be viable, 
such new facilities needed to have more 
opportunities to serve liquor. Despite the 
negative votes in the early 1970s, a new 
hotel was built in 1975 and the old Stanley 
Hotel was demolished in 1977, ending an 
era, and the men-only pub. The license 
issued to the new facility, while abiding 
by the Winkler liquor restrictions, permit-
ted women to join men in Winkler’s only 
public drinking establishment.

The hotel owner continued to appeal to 
Winkler’s desire for modernity and prog-
ress with promises of further expansion 
and more improvements to his establish-
ment if restrictions were relaxed. In 1978 
he hired a Winnipeg public relations 
consultant to manage the pro-liquor 
campaign. The consultant attempted to 
advance the arguments of his client while 
placating the religious sensibilities preva-
lent in the town. He suggested that the 

Winkler’s Bergthaler church also became temperance-minded.
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hotel owner’s “respect for his customers 
and also the religious beliefs of the pre-
dominately Mennonite community is still 
number one in [his] mind.”18 The besieged 
hotel owner also hired a private detective 
agency to monitor the counting of ballots, 
revealing that he had heard that church 
leaders “would try something.” The hotel 
owner’s fears were somewhat confirmed by 
the local police chief ’s comment that a lot 
of senior citizens had been bussed to the 
polls. A local Mennonite farmer alleged 
that people who voted against the refer-
endum “were told right from the pulpit” 
how to mark their ballots.19

The idea that liberalization of alcohol 
availability was synonymous with prog-
ress starkly contrasted with the view of 
the 1890s when progress was equated 
with temperance. Much of Winkler’s 
Mennonite community remained uncon-
vinced, arguing that family life and morals 
could not be sacrificed for progress and 
prosperity. The opposing view was that 
alcohol problems stemmed from abuse 
rather than use. The chairman of the 
town’s Ministerial Association, although 
himself not the pastor of a Mennonite 
church, was at the forefront of the cam-
paign against liberalization. The debate 
generated a great amount of interest, 
particularly in the 1985 referendum cam-
paign. Winklerites were often assisted in 
their considerations by contributions 
from neighbouring towns. A writer from 
Morden spearheaded the pro-liquor cam-
paign in the Pembina Times, suggesting 
that the choice of whether to drink should 
be left to the individual. On this basis he 
believed that Winkler residents should 
consider a “yes” vote in the referendum as 
a vote in favour of individual rights.20 A 
resident of neighbouring Altona thought 
that alcohol was most certainly a poison 
and that “descriptions of people ‘enjoying’ 
a ‘pleasant glass’ of poison are absurd.”21 
The debate went too far for some local 
clergy. The Lutheran pastor was com-
pelled to write a letter indicating that “too 
long, in my opinion, have the Christians 
of Winkler been told that [it] is their reli-
gious duty to defend the faith and fight 
the demon of alcohol by rejecting the 
liquor referendums.” The pastor went on 

to agree that scriptures made a distinction 
between use and abuse of alcohol, clearly 
condemning the latter and not forbidding 
the former. He also thought that he should 
be permitted to exercise his freedom to 
choose to drink “without having to go to 
another town first.”22

Moral aspects of the argument were 
countered with the fact that people in 

Winkler were drinking anyway. They were 
just travelling to Morden to do it. This 
theme ran through many of the arguments 
in favour of broadening liquor availability 
in Winkler. A Morden resident pointed 
out that the moral arguments could be 
more appreciated if “it were not known 
that some people who vote against the 
sale of liquor and wine in Winkler go to 
other communities to do their drinking.”23 
Throughout the debates of the 1970s and 
1980s people suggested that a lot of money 
was going to the neighbouring town of 
Morden. The hotel owner suggested in the 
1978 debate that more than 60 percent 
of the alcohol purchased in the Morden 
liquor store was sold to Winkler drinkers.24

Increasing tolerance of alcohol con-
sumption in Winkler began to make 
people feel uncomfortable with their pos-
ition when they faced the question at the 
polling booth. The inconsistency of regu-
larly voting against the expansion of liquor 

availability while travelling to Morden to 
purchase liquor may have contributed to a 
decline in voter participation at the polls. 
While opposition to the liberalization 
of liquor was steadily declining, people 
appeared reluctant to cross the moral line 
to vote in favour of liquor. Increasingly, 
people accepted the likelihood that in time 
the liquor referendum would be accepted. 

In 1982 the town’s secretary-treasurer 
and returning officer suggested that 
another nine years, or three more referen-
dums, should result in a positive vote.25 
Community growth and the increasing 
population of non-Mennonites would 
certainly produce a positive result; it was 
only a matter of how much time it would 
take. The editor of the Pembina Times 
prophesied in 1985 that Winkler’s “new 
generation will have resounding impact 
on the next liquor referendum.”26

The liquor referendum debates of the 
1970s and 1980s were important indi-
cators of changing attitudes of Winkler’s 
Mennonite population. The desire to be 
seen as a progressive, growing commun-
ity was in tension with traditional values 
of family and faith. Although many 
of Winkler’s people no longer felt that 
alcohol was inherently evil, they could 
not bring themselves to vote to liberal-
ize its sale. The way this growing part of 

Much of Winkler’s Mennonite community argued that family life and morals could not be sacrificed 
for progress and prosperity.

M
AID

: M
EN

N
O

N
ITE LIBRARY & ARCH

IVES (FRESN
O

), M
6-M

6-0068

MENNONITES & ALCOHOL 15



1 Portions of this article were published previously in Hans 
Werner, Living Between Worlds: A History of Winkler (Winkler: 
Winkler Heritage Society, 2006).

2 “Do Mennonites Believe That?,” https://dbldkr.com/
do- mennonites-believe-that/.

3 John B. Toews, trans. and ed., The Diaries of David Epp, 
1837–1843 (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2000) 
and Harvey L. Dyck, trans. and ed., A Mennonite in Russia: 
The Diaries of Jacob D. Epp, 1851–1880 (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1991).

4 Global Mennonite Encyclopedia Online (GAMEO), s.v. 
“Document of Secession (Mennonite Brethren Church, 1860).”

5 A brief discussion of the position of the Bergthaler church can 
be found in Esther Epp-Tiessen, Altona: The Story of a Prairie 
Town (Altona, MB: D. W. Friesen & Sons, 1982), 97–98. See also 
the entry for “Alcohol” in GAMEO for an overview of 
Mennonite views of liquor consumption.

6 Epp-Tiessen, Altona, 98.
7 See Albert Siemens, “Liquor Licenses: Winkler of the 1890s,” 

Preservings, no. 43 (2021), 9–10, and “84 Year Old Landmark 

Demolished in Winkler,” Pembina Times, Feb. 23, 1977.
8 Der Nordwesten, Apr. 10, 1902. The vote was 22 in favour of 

prohibition and 97 against.
9 J. W. Thompson, “The Prohibition Question in Manitoba, 

1892–1928” (master’s thesis, University of Manitoba, 1969), 
28.

10 E. K. Francis, In Search of Utopia: The Mennonites in Manitoba 
(Altona, MB: D. W. Friesen & Sons, 1955), 155.

11 Morden Times, July 17, 1913, Apr. 9, 1914, Aug. 5, 1920, Aug. 
19, 1920, Oct. 2, 1920, Oct. 21, 1920, May 30, 1930.

12 Morden Times, June 27, 1923.
13 Thompson, “Prohibition Question,” 105.
14 Population taken from “M.S.T.W. Development Plan Study: 

Background Studies for the Town of Winkler” (Manitoba: 
M.S.T.W. Planning District Board, 1980), 8.

15 “Local Liquor Option Friday,” Winkler Progress, June 26, 1957.
16 Town of Winkler Council Minutes, June 28, 1957.
17 Andy Elias, “How dry it still is!!,” Pembina Triangle Progress, 

Oct. 27, 1971.
18 Wes Rowson as quoted in “Future of Winkler Motor Inn 

Dependent on Liquor Referendum: Owner Calls Press 
Conference,” Pembina Times, Oct. 11, 1978. Emphasis in 
original.

19 “Fourth time in 21 Years: Winkler keeps bottles corked,” 
Winnipeg Free Press, Oct. 26, 1978.

20 Ray Timmerman, letters to the editor, “Use, Not Abuse,” 
Pembina Times, Sept. 24, 1985, and “A Personal Decision,” 
Oct. 15, 1985.

21 John E. Wall, letter to the editor, “Abuse of Body,” Pembina 
Times, Oct. 8, 1985.

22 G. A. Pera, letter to the editor, “Assumptions Challenged,” 
Pembina Times, Oct. 15, 1985.

23 Walter Latter, letter to the editor, “Replies Contain Errors,” 
Pembina Times, Oct. 15 ,1985.

24 “Will Winkler Go ‘Wet’?: That Same Old Question Just Keeps 
Coming Back,” Winnipeg Free Press, Oct. 12, 1978.

25 “Winkler Voters Deny Liquor Sales,” Pembina Times, Oct. 20, 
1982.

26 “Bury the Hatchet,” Pembina Times, Oct. 29, 1985.
27 Pembina Times, Oct. 29, 1991.

Winkler’s population expressed their views 
was by staying away from the polls.

In 1991 Winkler had another in its 
long series of referendums on the liquor 
question. The interval between referen-
dums had increased from the three years 
of the previous decades to seven years, 
and ironically the vote was held while 
construction crews were hard at work 
building a four-lane highway to Morden. 
The hotel owner who had initiated the 
earlier votes had moved on to Winnipeg 
and the hotel’s new operators again sug-

gested there would be expansions and 
further improvements if the result was 
favourable. Many of the same arguments 
that had been heard before were repeated, 
although with less intensity. The cartoon-
ist whose drawings graced the pages of the 
Pembina Times summed up the question 
of the referendum in his October 29, 
1991, cartoon, which had a drawing of 
a ballot with the choices: “Yes, I want 
to be able to buy alcohol in Winkler” 
or “No, I want to continue getting it in 
Morden.”27 The referendum again turned 

down almost all the proposals that would 
have authorized increased availability of 
alcohol in Winkler. On the question of 
the issuing of licenses for dining rooms, 
however, 50.5 percent of the voters indi-
cated their approval. Winkler had gone 
“moist.” In 2003, Winkler residents voted 
to further open the city to the sale of alco-
holic beverages, and 2013 saw the opening 
of a Liquor Mart. The long path back to 
the earlier position of acceptance that 
Mennonites had held regarding alcohol 
was completed. 

The alcohol question as it played out in 
Winkler presented a unique ethical prob-
lem for Mennonite Christians in Winkler. 
In the years from Winkler’s establishment 
to the 1920s, the response to the alcohol 
question seemed to have more to do with 
resisting government interference and 
other influences of the “world.” Alcohol 
seemed not to represent the “world’s” 
influence for many and the villagers did 
not endorse prohibition. Beginning in the 
1970s the desire to be viewed as a grow-
ing and progressive town combined with 
a gradual waning of abstinence as the only 
acceptable position for Christians began 
to erode the prohibition forces in the 
town. By 2003, the question had largely 
disappeared from the public stage and had 
become an individual ethical choice.

Hans Werner is an associate of the Centre for 
Transnational Mennonite Studies and a senior 
scholar at the University of Winnipeg. He is 
the author of several books, including The 
Constructed Mennonite (2013).

Newspaper editorials often claimed that people in Winkler were drinking – they were just travelling 
to Morden to do it.
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Mennonite Nectar
Alcohol Production in the Vistula Delta

John D. Thiesen

It might seem strange to readers that 
in the nineteenth and early twenti-

eth centuries Vistula Delta Mennonites 
were known for producing hard 
liquor: Danziger Goldwasser, Stobbe’s 
Machandel, and Krambambuli. These 
liquors were widely consumed in 
Germany and even made minor appear-
ances in well-known works of German 
literature. In one of Germany’s most 
frequently performed German plays, 
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s 1767 comedy 
Minna von Barnhelm, a main character 
drinks three (!) glasses of Goldwasser on an 
empty stomach first thing in the morning. 
The call for “Danziger, echter doppelter 
Lachs” in the original German isn’t really 
done justice by the English translation 
“real Danziger, double-distilled,” or “true 
Dantzig, real double-distilled.” 

Other areas of German culture, such as 
student drinking songs, sometimes made 
explicit references to Mennonites. For 
example, Christoph Friedrich Wedekind’s 
1745 poem praising distilled liquors from 
Danzig thanks the Vistula Mennonites for 
the creation of Krambambuli: 

Nun Bürger von dem 
Weichselstrande,

Ihr Mennonisten habet Dank,
Es geh euch wohl zu  
Schiff und Lande,

Gott segne euren Nectartrank.
Leb, edles Danzig, grün und blüh,
Tusch! Vivat dein Krambambuli.1

 

(Now citizens of the Vistula shore,
Your Mennonists deserve thanks,

May you prosper on ship and land,
God bless your nectar-drink.

Live, noble Danzig,  
green and blooming,

Sound a fanfare! Long live 
Krambambuli.)

Although people have distilled since 
ancient times, the widespread consump-
tion of distilled alcoholic beverages in 
Europe seems to have started in the fif-
teenth century. The distillation of liquor 
became common more recently than 
brewing and winemaking. Perhaps this 
is why Mennonites were so active in 
distilling, as the practice may have been 
less entrenched in the guild system than 
other occupations. Like the production 
of cheese, distilling was also a way of 
making use of and adding value to agri-
cultural raw materials produced by rural 
Mennonites in the Vistula Delta. A few 
Vistula Mennonites made vinegar, some 
varieties of which are made from distilled 
alcohol.2

In the West Prussian Mennonite census 
of 1776, forty-five out of 2,639 family 
units, 1.7 percent of the Mennonite 
population, were involved in distilling or 
marketing liquor. They far outnumbered 
the other alcohol-related occupations – 
there were just six brewers (one household 
did both).3 In the city of Königsberg, in 
East Prussia, distilling was even more 
dominant. In 1732, seven out of twenty-

one households were distillers, and several 
others also distilled and distributed dis-
tillery products alongside their primary 
occupations, such as lace-making and 
weaving. The large amount of taxes paid 
by the distillers protected their small 
Mennonite community from being 
expelled from East Prussia in 1732, when 
most other rural Mennonites were ordered 
to leave.4 

the salmon
On July 6, 1598, a Mennonite named 

Ambrosius Vermeulen was accepted as a 
citizen of Danzig, and soon began a tavern 
and distillery in the city. Vermeulen, who 
was from Lier, in present-day Belgium, 
had an appropriate first name, as ambro-
sia was the drink of the gods, conferring 
longevity. In the early eighteenth cen-
tury the business moved to a house in 
the Breitgasse (Ulica Szeroka) known by 
the salmon-shaped sign above its front 
door, from which the company took the 
name Der Lachs (the salmon).5 The dis-
tillery was passed down through several 
generations of a complex Mennonite 
family network. After a granddaughter 
of Vermeulen married a Wedling and 
their daughter married a Hekker, the 
firm became associated with the names 
Wedling and Hekker, which appeared on 
the labels of their liquor bottles. A Hekker 
daughter then married a Bestvater. This 
couple did not have children, and the firm 
seems to have passed out of Mennonite 
hands after their deaths in the early nine-
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teenth century.6 The distillery continued 
to operate into the twentieth century. 

The Lachs distillery made a variety 
of liquors, but the most widely known 
were Goldwasser and Krambambuli.7 
Goldwasser is an 80-proof, clear liqueur, 
slightly more viscous than water or alco-
hol, and spiced with cardamom, cloves, 
cinnamon, coriander, juniper, lavender, 
thyme, and maybe other flavours (the 
recipe likely evolved over time). The most 
distinctive feature is the food-grade gold 
flakes that float in the liquid, making its 
consumption visually conspicuous. Gold 
is not digested by the human body and 
is non-toxic. Krambambuli is a cherry 
liqueur popular in legendary German 
student drinking. 

The original distillery location in 
Danzig (Gdańsk) was occupied by a res-
taurant named Salmon until late 2019, 
with a menu that included Goldwasser 
and salmon. The building was then emp-
tied and a new restaurant opened, which 
has dropped the Salmon name but retains 
some of the previous decor and emphasizes 
its distillery heritage, serving Goldwasser, 
Machandel, Krambambuli, and several 
other liqueurs. 

The legal right to distill alcoholic bev-
erages in the town of Tiegenhof (Nowy 
Dwór Gdański) was attached to owner-
ship of a specific property since as early as 
1600. The property passed through several 
owners over the centuries, and the names 
of these that are known – Grunau, Wiebe, 
Thiessen, and Bestvater – could all have 
belonged to Mennonites. In 1763 Johann 
Donner became the owner. Donner was 
the father of Heinrich Donner, elder of 
the Orlofferfelde congregation and author 
of a congregational chronicle that is the 
source of many early stories about the 
Vistula Delta Mennonites. Heinrich’s son 
was another Johann Donner, who con-
tinued the chronicle and was also elder of 
the Orlofferfelde congregation.

The senior Johann Donner was mar-
ried to Adelgunde Hekker, whose brother 
was Dirk Hekker, the contemporaneous 
owner of the Lachs distillery in Danzig. 
These Frisian families – Hekker, Bestvater, 
Thiessen, Grunau, and Stobbe – were 
intermarried in an extremely complex net-

work that is very difficult to reconstruct 
clearly. The distilling business passed to 
Elder Heinrich Donner, whose first wife 
was Elisabeth Grunau and second wife 
was Elisabeth Stobbe. The oldest daugh-
ter, Adelgunde Donner, married Peter 
Stobbe, and the distillery passed down 
through their descendants until the late 
twentieth century.

The Stobbe name was attached to 
the distillery’s most famous product, 
Machandel.8 This is a clear, 76-proof gin 
derived from juniper berries. There was 
a well-known ritual for drinking it that 
began with a prune soaked in a dilution 
of the liquor. The prune was speared on a 
toothpick and put into a chilled glass, and 
cold Machandel was poured over it. The 
drinker would take the prune and eat it, 
retaining the pit in his mouth (the drink-
ers were always men). He would then 
drink the Machandel in one swallow while 
holding the toothpick, spit the pit back 
into the glass, set the glass down, break the 
toothpick, and put it into the glass. Failure 
to follow the ritual required the drinker to 
buy everyone another round. 

An anonymous article published in 
1954 titled “Machandel – A Noble Drink,” 
shows how entrenched Machandel had 
become in Mennonite culture. “Everyone 
who comes from the Vistula Delta knows 
Machandel,” it stated, “the genuine 
Stobbe Tiegenhöfer Machandel. Every 
farmer had a good supply of it in the 
house, and served this noble drink to the 
guest at every opportunity. If a farmer 
had a birthday, fifty to sixty people would 
come together, according to old Delta 
customs, since in Mennonite circles they 
would all be related. After drinking coffee 
and inspecting the cattle, the men went to 
the large upper room for a hearty game of 
skat, always four men at a table. Here they 
drank the popular Schnoddernas (runny 
nose). It went like this: A grog glass was 
filled with Machandel. A few pieces of 
sugar were added and stirred with a glass 
rod, which is why this drink is also known 
as ‘Machandel with the cudgel.’ The host 
took the first drink, a thumb’s width. Then 

he banged the table with his fist, as did the 
person sitting next to him. Then they both 
shook hands and the neighbour drank, 
again a thumb’s width. So then the glass 
made the rounds. When it had gone all 
the way around, the glass must be empty.

“Likewise in the tavern, only 
Machandel was drunk. In doing so, one 
had to observe the old manners and cus-
toms. Gladly Machandel was guzzled as 
‘Machandel with the plum.’ A dried plum 
was put into the glass, and the Machandel 
was poured onto it. It was the duty of every 
drinker to spit the plum pit back into the 
glass. Otherwise you paid for the next set, 
and strangers in particular fell victim. In 
the second round, the innkeeper took the 
plum pit out of the plum beforehand and 
arranged it so that the stranger received 
this glass. If he wanted to follow the rule 
and put the pit in the glass, he fell victim 
again, since there was no pit, and he had 
to pay for the third round.

“When the drainage or  dairy 
cooperative met, many farmers would 
come together in a tavern. When the 
session was over, ‘next-to-last pays’ was 
drunk. A litre of Machandel was poured 
into a wheat beer glass, and sugar was 
poured in and again stirred with the 
aforementioned glass rod. The table was 
pounded again, hands shaken, and the 

The Lachs distillery made a variety of liquors, but the most widely known were Goldwasser and 
Krambambuli. In the early eighteenth century the business was known by the salmon-shaped sign 
above its front door.

Heinrich Stobbe (undated), manufacturer of 
Tiegenhöfer Machandel.
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glass went around. After farmer Wiens 
drank, then farmer Harder. If Harder 
finished it, Wiens had to pay. If there was 
a stingy farmer who did not want to pay, 
then he drank the remainder himself. He 
often deceived himself, as the wheat beer 
glass flared out wider at the bottom. So the 
cheapskate got drunk first.”9 

opposition
Temperance was uncommon among 

Vistula Mennonites, but there was 
some participation in local temperance 
groups, mostly by Mennonites who also 
participated in non-Mennonite mission 
societies. The Ellerwald and Rosenort 
church school libraries included publica-
tions from the local temperance society.10

Bernhard Regier, a minister at 
Heubuden, became a temperance 
advocate. Apparently, a group in his con-
gregation tried to have him deposed as 

minister for his anti-alcohol advocacy.11 
Regier continued his temperance position 
after he migrated to the United States 
in 1880 and became a minister at First 
Mennonite Church in Newton, Kansas, 
a congregation founded primarily by  

Vistula Mennonites. The congregation 
became strongly opposed to alcohol. At 
times, this stance conflicted with its belief 
in biblical inerrancy, for instance, when 
some members insisted that the use of 
grape juice for communion was unbib-
lical. It is unclear exactly when grape juice 
was first used instead of wine; there was a 
long transitional period when both were 
served. Wine continued to be served to 
some persons as late as 1965.12 Another 
congregation of Vistula Mennonites, 
First Mennonite of Beatrice, Nebraska, 
switched from wine to grape juice by con-
gregational vote in 1958.13 Another early 
Kansas Mennonite advocate for temper-
ance, Jacob G. Ewert, came to Hillsboro, 
Kansas, from the Vistula Valley congrega-
tion of Deutsch Kazun as a young child.14

today
Both Goldwasser  and Stobbe 

Machandel continued to be manufactured 
well into the twentieth century by revived 
or successor companies of the originals. 
Both now have gone out of production, 
although they have imitators, and a Stobbe 
descendant continues to make a “Stobbe 
1776” liquor. The history of Mennonite 
liquor is still celebrated in the former 
Lachs restaurant, now Winne Grone, and 
in the restaurant Gdański Bowke, which 
encourages drinking Machandel accord-
ing to the traditional ritual.15

This anonymous article, “Machandel – A Noble Drink,” shows how entrenched Machandel had 
become in Mennonite culture.

1 Stress on the second syllable. Der Krambambulist: Ein Lob-
Gedicht über die Gebrannten Wasser im Lachs zu Danzig, 
dritte vermehrte und verbesserte Herausgab (n.p., 1747).

2 The Mennonite census of 1776 showed two vinegar makers. 
Glenn Penner, “The Complete Census of Mennonites in West 
Prussia,” http://mennonitegenealogy.com/prussia/1776_
West_Prussia_Census.pdf. In Kaldowe there was a vinegar 
brewery, founded in 1732 by a Jacob Entz, which soon came 
into ownership by a Sudermann family. This business does 
not show up on the 1776 census. A. Driedger, “Aus der 
Geschichte der Mennonitengemeinde Heubuden,” Menno-
nitische Blätter, May 1939, 38.

3 Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online (GAMEO), 
s.v. “Alcohol Among the Mennonites of Northeast Germany,” 
by Kurt Kauenhoven; Penner, “1776 Census.”

4 Erich Randt, Die Mennoniten in Ostpreußen und Litauen bis 
zum Jahre 1772 (Königsberg: Otto Kümmel, 1912), 72.

5 Joachim Bahlcke, “Die Danziger Liqueur-Fabrik ‘Der Lachs’: 
Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Brauwesens in der 
Ostseemetropole,” Westpreußen-Jahrbuch 49 (1999): 100.

6 Much of the family story is detailed in Clara Bestvater, “Das 
Geschlecht Bestvater,” Der Mennonit, Dec. 1956, 186–7, and 
Jan. 1957, 10–11.

7 A price list from 1791 listed 97 different varieties. Bahlcke, 105.
8 Stress on the second syllable. The Machandel story is detailed 

in Peter Backhaus, Stobbe Machandel: Von Tiegenhof/
Westpreußen über Oldenburg in Oldenburg nach Wunsiedel/
Fichtelgebirge (Barsbüttel: Backhaus, 2000).

9 Der Westpreusse, Apr. 15, 1954, 15. Der Westpreusse 
newspaper was produced after World War II for former 
residents of the Vistula Delta.

10 Mark Jantzen, Mennonite German Soldiers: Nation, Religion, 
and Family in the Prussian East, 1772–1880 (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 173. Driedger, “Aus der 
Geschichte,” mentions a temperance society in connection 
with Bible, tract, and mission societies in the Heubuden 
region (p. 59).

11 John D. Thiesen, Prussian Roots, Kansas Branches: A History 
of First Mennonite Church of Newton (Newton, KS: Historical 
Committee of First Mennonite Church, 1986), 20.

12 Thiesen, Prussian Roots, Kansas Branches, 113–114.
13 God’s Love in Action: The Mennonite Community of Beatrice, 

Nebraska, 1876-1976 (Beatrice, NE: Beatrice Mennonite 
Church and First Mennonite Church, 1978), 57.

14 GAMEO, s.v. “Ewert, Jacob G. (1874–1923),” by Christian Neff 
and J. W. Nickel.

15 “Lost Traditions Revived: Machandel,” In Your Pocket City 
Guides, https://www.inyourpocket.com/gdansk/lost 
-traditions-revived-machandel_71233f.

John D. Thiesen is an archivist and co-director 
of libraries at Bethel College, in North Newton, 
Kansas. He is the co-editor of European Menno - 
nites and the Holocaust (2020).
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Alcohol Production
In the Chortitza and Bergthal Colonies

Glenn H. Penner

In Ukrainian and Russian archives we 
have found a wealth of sources explor-

ing how the Mennonites in the Chortitza 
and Bergthal colonies established alcohol 
production. These documents reveal how 
Mennonites interacted with various levels 
of the Russian administration over the 
issue of alcohol and provide examples of 
Mennonites winding up in trouble for not 
following the rules. Unfortunately, many 
of these records are written in older, highly 
bureaucratic, and very messy handwritten 
German and Russian, and are difficult, 
or in some cases impossible, to translate.1

background
By the time of the exodus of Dutch 

Anabaptists into the northern part of the 
kingdom of Poland in the sixteenth cen-
tury,2 brandy production was relatively 
widespread in the Netherlands. Prussian 
Mennonite historian and genealogist Kurt 
Kauenhoven has claimed that the distilling 
of brandy was one of the crafts that early 
Mennonites brought with them from the 
Netherlands. The first known Mennonite 
distiller was Ambrosius Vermeulen of 
Danzig, who started distilling in 1598.3 By 
1661, nine out of forty-seven Mennonite 
families living in Danzig were in the 
brandy distillation business.4 A sales con-
tract from the year 1618 states: “Peter 
Paulsen has sold . . . to Jacob Jantzen from 
Emden [in the Netherlands] a half Morgen 
[about two-thirds of an acre] of rented 
land from his farm in Beyershorst . . . and 
it is granted upon his insistent request, 

that he be allowed to build a brandy dis-
tillery there.”5 Over the next two centuries 
brandy distilling became popular among 
the Mennonite population. By the time 
Mennonites migrated to Russia, they were 
well known for their Branntwein (brandy).

We know little about the produc-
tion and consumption of alcohol by 
Low German Mennonites from the 
time they arrived in northern Poland in 
the 1500s until the Prussian period in 
1772. Contrary to popular belief, most 
Mennonites who lived in West Prussia 
were not landowners. Instead, they 
“possessed” their land through heredi-
tary land leases of twenty to fifty years. 
Typically, entire villages would be leased 
by groups of families from the Crown, the 
nobility, local cities (Danzig or Elbing, 
for example), the Catholic or Lutheran 

church, or wealthy estate owners. The 
landlord often owned the local estab-
lishment that produced or sold alcoholic 
beverages in or near the village. The land-
lord usually included a clause in the rental 
contract which required the tenants to 
purchase their alcoholic beverages from 
the landlord’s establishment or Schenke,6 
and prohibited the tenants from produ-
cing alcohol for their own use or for sale.

Since Mennonites were not heavy con-
sumers of alcohol and were sought-after 
tenants, a clause was often included in the 
contract which would allow them to pro-
duce their own alcoholic beverages, but 
not for sale. For example, a contract for 
the village of Platenhof, later renewed in 
1654 for another forty years, allowed the 
tenants to brew beer for their own use.7 
A document from 1627 names Abraham 
Wiebe and Paul Dick, likely Mennonites, 
as representatives of the Platenhof ten-
ants.8 A contract from the year 1725 for 
the village of Tiegenhagen allowed the 
tenants to bake bread and brew beer for 
their own needs.9 According to the village 
descriptions found in the 1772–73 census 
of West Prussia, many of the villages in the 
Elbing territory were forbidden to brew 
their own beer or distill their own brandy 
and were required to obtain these from the 
city of Elbing.10 These beverages were sold 
through the local Krug (tavern or inn). 
The village was then taxed 30 groschen 
per Tonne (barrel) of beer and 1 groschen 
per Stoof (about 1.25 litres) of brandy. 
All the villages found in Gerhard Kling’s 
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In 1863, Heinrich Janzen (1811–1887) founded a 
brewery in Schoenwiese.
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transcription of the census were allowed 
to brew their own “Schemper,” which 
seems to refer to homemade wine, but not 
for sale (and therefore it was not taxed). 
Most villages in the Elbing district had an 
inn. The only innkeeper (Krueger) listed, 
who appears to have been a Mennonite, 
was Claas Dyck of Krebsfeld. Over time, 
more Mennonites established their own 
breweries and taverns. It has been claimed 
that Jacob Hoeppner, one of the two dele-
gates who travelled to Russia to identify 
locations for Mennonite settlement, was 
an innkeeper and a general store owner 
(Hakenbuedner) in Bohnsack before 
moving to Russia.11

A few of the early immigrants to the 
Chortitza colony had backgrounds in 
brewing or distilling. Isaac Toews (b. 
1739), who immigrated in 1789 and 
lived outside the colony, was a brandy dis-
tiller from Danzig. He eventually moved 
to Volhynia and his profession there is 
unknown.12 Martin Hamm (1740–1806), 
who immigrated in 1803, was a brandy 
distiller in Janischau, West Prussia.13 Jacob 
Wiens (1774–1810), who also arrived in 
Chortitza in 1803, was listed in Einlage in 
1808 as a vinegar and beer brewer.14 

the first decade 
The Privilegium granted to delegates 

Hoeppner and Johann Bartsch in 1787 

makes no mention of alcohol.15 This 
Privilegium was mostly concerned with 
settlement conditions. It is likely that the 
early Chortitza Mennonites brewed their 
own beer and wine, which were relatively 
straightforward processes. A document 
from these early years indicates that 
the Mennonites of Schoenwiese were 
forbidden to sell wine.16 Likely such a 
prohibition was issued because the 
Russian authorities had learned that the 
Schoenwieser were selling wine to people 
outside the Mennonite settlement. Since 
the colony did not yet have a distillery, 
spirits were likely purchased through 
local Russian sources. In a 1798 report, 
Samuel Kontenius, who would eventu-
ally become the head of the Guardianship 
Committee for Foreign Settlers, stated 
that the Chortitza colony, which con-
sisted of ten villages at that time, had 
eight “drinking houses.” These establish-
ments paid 600 rubles annually to the 
colony for a lease, and for the right to sell 
alcoholic beverages. Such fees were used 
to support the community shepherds and 
the leftover money was used to buy bulls 
for the colony herds. 

It is possible that some people exter-
nal to the colony leased these taverns. 
Among the various sources of commun-
ity income, distilleries or breweries were 
not mentioned in the report. It seems 

likely that most alcoholic beverages, 
especially distilled spirits, were imported 
from outside the colony. 17 For example, 
on January 31, 1801, the widow of an 
unnamed merchant complained to the 
Guardianship Committee that Jacob 
Hoeppner owed her 100 rubles for two 
wine barrels full of vodka, purchased 
during Lent in 1800.18

Since a significant number of 
Mennonites were involved in the 
brewing, distillation, or sale of alco-
holic beverages in West Prussia, the 
Mennonites who immigrated to Russia 
made a point of including a related 
term in the well-known Privilegium of 
1800.19 Point 4 of this Privilegium states: 
“By right of ownership We permit the 
Mennonites to enjoy all the fruits of their 
land and fishing, to brew beer and vinegar, 
to distill corn-brandy, not only for their 
own consumption, but also for retail sale on 
their land” [italics mine]. The Privilegium 
was signed by Tsar Paul I on September 6, 
1800; by October, the Chortitza Aeltester 
Johann Wiebe was already involved in 
negotiating a brandy lease (Brandwein 
Pacht).20 It is unclear if this lease involved 
the establishment of a distillery or simply 
the selling of brandy. Unfortunately, only 
one document from the correspondence 
between Wiebe and the Guardianship 
Committee has survived. 

A few decades after the founding of the Chortitza colony many of its villages had taverns, including Einlage.
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A few decades after the founding of the Chortitza colony many of its villages had taverns, including Einlage.

colony administration
Although villages elected their own 

mayors after being established, the 
administration of the Chortitza colony 
was controlled by the colony church 
until the Guardianship Committee set 
up an election of a colony district mayor 
(Oberschulze) in late 1800.21 After this 
election, the colony administration was, 
in theory, independent of the church. 
The new district mayor, Peter Siemens, 
took office in 1801. Under his admin-
istration the lease money went into the 
coffers of the colony. Apparently, the 
people of Kronsweide were unhappy with 
this arrangement and the village mayor, 
Heinrich Janzen, visited Siemens on May 
21, 1801, to complain that Jacob Goertz 
was paying 70 rubles for the right to sell 
brandy at the tavern in Kronsweide, but 
the village was not entitled to any of the 
rent money. The following day Goertz 
visited Siemens to complain that the 
village administration was not allowing 
him to sell brandy. Siemens then visited 
Kronsweide to set things straight. It is not 
clear exactly what happened at this point. 
There appears to have been a physical 
altercation in which Siemens was struck. 
As a result, the Guardianship Committee 
ordered Mayor Janzen, together with 
councillors (Beisitzer) Cornelius Pauls, 
Georg Siemens, and Isaac Heinrichs to 

be placed in the stockade in the village of 
Chortitza for a day followed by eight days 
of community ditch digging.22

A 1802 report on colonist activities 
contains the first recorded reference to the 
building of a distillery in Chortitza and a 
tavern in Schoenwiese.23 The next related 
reference, in the 1810 census of the colony, 
is to a “Brand Haus” rented by Gerhard 
Martens in the village of Chortitza (prop-
erty number 36).24 The census records 
show that, in addition to his family (wife, 
three sons, and two daughters), he had five 
male servants in his household. This is an 
unusually high number, and they were 
likely involved in the distilling business. 
In May and November of 1811, census 
lists show that he had nine servants in his 
household.25 By May 1813 he had moved 
to Einlage and had only two servants, and 
in later censuses he is listed as a tailor.26

According to a state document, in 1813 
taverns were operating in Einlage (leased 
by Jacob von Kampen), Neuenburg 
(Jacob Derksen), Kronsweide (Franz 
Pauls), Schoenhorst (Wilhelm Friesen), 
Neuendorf (Johann Bergmann), Insel 
Chortitza (Dirk Neufeld), Chortitza 
(David Epp [written as “Ek”]), Nieder-
Chortitza (Johann Braun), and Rosenthal 
(Wilhelm Siemens).27 Leasing and com-
mission income for these locations 
amounted to 487.75 rubles. A distillery 
contract brought in 500 rubles and distil-
lery sales brought in an additional 1,148 
rubles. Thus, the total income for the 
Chortitza colony from brandy sales and 
leasing of the distillery and taverns for the 
year 1813 was 2,136 rubles. This was 58 
percent of the total income of the colony! 
The next highest source was the sale of 
wool (721 rubles), followed by the sale of 
silk (514 rubles), and imposed fines (120 
rubles). All other sources (hay, fishing, 
water mill, etc.) brought in less than 100 
rubles each.

Unfortunately, this document does not 
give the location of the distillery. A statis-
tical overview of the Chortitza colony for 
1819, presented by P. M. Friesen in his vast 
history of the Mennonites in Russia, men-
tioned, without any details, a beer brewery 
and a brandy distillery among the public 
buildings in the colony.28 David H. Epp’s 

biography of Heinrich Heese indicated 
that during Heese’s time as the Chortitza 
colony secretary (Gebietsschreiber) around 
1818–1829, investors were removed from 
the failed distillery. Again, the location of 
the distillery is not given.29 

None of the available documents 
contain any indication that the church 
leadership was opposed to the distillation 
of brandy or brewing of wine and beer 
in the colonies. The leasing of distiller-
ies, wineries, taverns, and brandy/wine/
beer shops generated huge profits for the 
colony. The churches themselves had no 
income. If a new church building was 
needed, the funds came from membership 
levies (and volunteer labour), the colony 
coffers, and whatever money could be 
obtained from the imperial Russian state.

kronsgarten
The Mennonite village of Kronsgarten 

was located a considerable distance to the 
north of the Chortitza colony, near the city 
of Ekaterinoslav (now Dnipro, Ukraine). 
Kronsgarten and the nearby Lutheran 
village of Josephsthal were part of the 
Ekaterinoslav administrative district, 
whereas the Chortitza colony was part 
of the Aleksandrovsk (later Zaporozh’e, 
now Zaporizhzhia) district. Both were 
under the authority of the Guardianship 
Committee and part of Ekaterinoslav 
province within New Russia. As a result, 
Kronsgarten was rarely included in census 
records, and other lists for the Chortitza 
colony; it was usually included together 
with Josephsthal in the Guardianship 
Committee records found in the Odesa 
(Odessa) and Dnipro (Dnepropetrovsk) 
archives.

In 1801, the Kronsgarten mayor, 
Jacob Bartel, requested permission from 
the Guardianship Committee to build 
a brandy distillery in the village.30 This 
request was granted with the stipulations 
that the contractor build the distillery at 
his own expense, the contract be for no 
more than three years, the brandy not be 
sold at other locations, and the condi-
tions of the contract be reported to the 
Guardianship Committee. Kronsgarten 
was the site of a distillery and brewery for 
the next several generations.
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Little is known about the history of 
this distillery and brewery. For many 
years, Peter Block (1797–1878),31 who 
was the leading minister, had the lease. 
He also operated an inn, likely with an 
accompanying tavern. His brother-in-
law Heinrich Plennert (1809–1867)32 
had the lease during the years 1847–49.33 
The wives of Block and Plennert were sis-
ters, and daughters of the minister Johann 
Bartel (1764–1813).34 In 1847 Johann 
Schroeder, a German colonist from 
Josephsthal, purchased the beer and wine 
brewing contract for ten years at a cost 
of 100 rubles per year.35 In 1859, Peter 
Klassen of Kronsgarten purchased these 
rights for a four year term (1860–1864).36

einlage
By 1813, the Chortitza village of 

Einlage had a tavern. It also had a distil-
lery; however, we do not know the date 
of its construction. Two documents from 
1827 mention the distillery. The first is a 
description of buildings in the Chortitza 
colony, indicating that Einlage had one 
distillery and an associated residence. 
One structure was built of wood and the 
other was of Fachwerk (timber frame) con-
struction. Einlage also had a tavern built 
of wood. All buildings belonged to the 
colony.37 

The first known contract for the 
leasing of the Einlage distillery started 
in 1827.38 The contract was drawn up 
the year before with renter Cornelius 
Heinrichs (1782–1828). It stated: “In 
the year One Thousand Eight Hundred 
and Twenty-Six, on the 9th of December, 
the Chortitza Gebietsamt has made a 
contract with the Anwohner39 of colony 
Kronsweide, Landwirth [landowner] 
Cornelius Heinrichs, to rent the distillery 
business that serves the sixteen villages of 
the Chortitza area located in the province 
of Ekaterinoslav, under the following 
conditions:
“1.The sale of brandy, also beer, mead, 
and wine in the sixteen colonies will be 
handed over in rent to Heinrichs for four 
consecutive years starting this coming 
February 10, 1827, until the same date of 
the year 1831.
“2. He will receive a residence in the 

colony of Einlage as well as a house for the 
making of brandy, a cellar for storage and 
the equipment for the making of brandy, 
etc., of which there will be an inventory 
made on the tenth of February. He will 
be responsible for the maintenance of 
the equipment and will hand them over 
in a useful state at the end of his rental 
agreement. He may not build any new 
buildings or subtract the expenses from 
his rent without previously receiving per-
mission from the municipal office.
“3. Should by any chance – God forbid 
that it would happen – a fire or other dis-
aster not caused by his or his employees’ 
negligence destroy or damage the property 
he would not need to pay the expenses 
but he would be asked to pay the going 
fire insurance equivalent to 15 Huben [1 
Huben = 41.5 acres] to the Gebietsamt. 
“4. The renter has to provide good brandy 
at all times and sell it in the prescribed 
amounts, to avoid being penalized. No 
one in this area is allowed to buy brandy 
or other drinks in other locations [outside 
the colony]. Should the renter become 
aware of this the culprits will be punished 
accordingly.
“5. The renter may not, without permission 
from the Gebietsamt, hire outsiders as wait-
ers, nor loan drinks to someone in order 
to raise money for his rent; however, the 
Gebietsamt will assist him in every way pos-
sible to help raise the money for the rent.
“6. Should the renter through forbidden 
sale of brandy to outsiders diminish his 
privileges or suffer a loss, he alone will 
be held responsible and will not receive a 
reduction of his rent.
“7. The renter is obliged to take payment 
from the Mennonites of the Chortitza area 
in the common silver coins without a pre-
mium [or surcharge].
“8. For the rent of above mentioned 
drinks Heinrichs has agreed to pay 
the Gebietsamt a yearly sum of three 
thousand one hundred rubles, to be 
paid in equal sums every third part of 
the year [four months], paid ahead of 
time upon his entrance, which has to be 
paid without delay, and when the rental 
agreement is signed he has to pay one 
thousand rubles as a security deposit to 
the Gebietsamt, which will remain in the 

Office until his rent is completed. 
“As a promise to maintain all these 

conditions the renter, Cornelius 
Heinrichs, has signed personally. Signed 
by Cornoelius Heinrichs, Gebiets Vorsteher 
Penner, Gebiets Beysitzer Pauls and Gebiets 
Beysitzer Redekop.”

An inventory of equipment was also 
provided, which was used in the fol-
lowing process: First, the grain had to 
be malted, which involved allowing the 
grain to germinate, in order for enzymes 
to be released that converted the starch 
into sugar. The malt was then roasted in 
a kiln. The malted and roasted grain was 
then fermented, using the appropriate 
yeast to turn the sugar into ethanol. At 
this point one had a type of unfinished 
beer (called the mash). This mash was 
then distilled, and the distillate was 
stored in barrels. Although the German-
language documents repeatedly call the 
result “Branntwein” (brandy), it was 
actually a type of whisky. Brandy is made 
by distillation of wine. Russian-language 
documents use terms like “hot wine” 
(brandy) or “hot drinks” (any type of dis-
tilled liquor). The Privilegium of 1800 
specifically gave the Mennonites permis-
sion to distill grain mash.

Cornelius Heinrichs died in 1828 
and his widow married Julius Janzen 
(1805–1876), also of Kronsweide. Janzen 
renewed the lease in 1831. At the end of 
this contract Janzen and the Gebietsamt 
had a dispute regarding the assessment 
of the equipment and facility. This led to 
seven years of unpleasant correspondence 
between the parties. 

Leasing of the distillery and associated 
sales was done by auction. For the 1835–39 
rental agreement, the bidders were Jacob 
Wiebe (Neuendorf ), Johann Neustaedter 
(Einlage), Julius Janzen (Kronsweide), 
Jacob Harder (Schoenhorst), and Julius 
Siemens (Schoenwiese). Harder narrowly 
outbid Janzen (3,550 to 3,500 rubles).40 

Johann Fast received the next lease, pre-
sumably for 1839–43.41 Fast (incorrectly 
called Faust) was accused by a misguided 
Russian state bureaucrat of not paying 
taxes on the brandy he was distilling and 
selling. Over a two-year period this issue 
worked its way through the Guardianship 
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Committee up to the Russian Senate 
and then back down through the 
Guardianship Committee. In the end, 
the right of Mennonites to produce and 
sell alcohol within their own settlements 
was confirmed. For the term 1843–47, 
we only know that in 1842 Julius Janzen 
indicated his intent to obtain the con-
tract.42 Nothing has been found on the 
1847–51 rental term. In the spring of 
1845 the Chortitza colony experienced 
the worst flood since its founding. 
Einlage, which was right on the Dnieper 
River, was particularly hard-hit. The 

situation was so bad that the village was 
completely relocated. The distillery had 
damages assessed at 2,409 rubles and was 
rebuilt using bricks.43 Julius Janzen once 
again leased the distillery during the term 
1851–55. The contract unfortunately is 
missing from the Odesa archives.44 During 
the 1855–59 term Bernhard Rempel 
had the contract. The bidders for the 
1859–63 contract were Heinrich Heese 
(Ekaterinoslav), Abraham Neustaedter 
(Einlage), and Cornelius Heinrichs 
(Einlage), son of the Cornelius Heinrichs 
who held the first known lease.45 The con-

tract went to Neustaedter with a bid of 
3,225 rubles.

later developments 
Mennonites were evidently not above 

bootlegging or obtaining cheap alco-
hol from outside their own settlement. 
Historian David G. Rempel men-
tioned that “in 1825–6 various levels 
of Mennonite and Russian authorities 
considered what to do with a Mennonite 
woman from Insel Khortitsa named Liske 
[Elisabeth – her identity is unknown], who 
had sold a half-bucket of illicit spirits to 

Inventory of the buildings and appliances pertaining to the brandy and beer breweries  
situated in the colony of Einlage, rented to Cornelius Heinrichs for a four-year term  

starting February 10, 1827, until the same date in 1831, were as follows:

no. description  rubles

1. A dwelling place with a beer-brewery under one roof made of wood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1650.00
2. A brandy distillery also made of wood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 800.00
3. A small new tavern made of wood with an ice-cellar underneath . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 300.00
4. A cellar with earthen roof, in it a wooden chute with two wooden barriers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150.00
5. A “Sarei” [storage place?] covered with 32 new boards’ worth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 75.00
6. Five large “Braukiefen” with 12 iron rings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 240.00
7. A malt kiln made from bricks with a box made of boards beside it . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 300.00
8. A wooden trough with plywood along both sides, necessary for brewing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.00
9.  Eight wooden chutes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8.00
10.  One wooden funnel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.00
11. A new well with pump and a water pail with iron handle and surrounded by two iron bands . . . . . . . . . . . 60.00
12. One iron fire hook . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.50
13. A wooden ladder . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.50
14. A cauldron closed in with bricks [presumably the actual still] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150.00
15.  A “Kiefen” dug into the ground with two iron rings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12.00
16. A small pump with three iron rings and an iron rod . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20.00
17. Two half barrels and one with floor and tub . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7.00
18. An iron dipper and two iron pump pails. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.00 
19. Two wooden measures, one for each pail . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.00
20. A wooden sprinkling can . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.00
21. Two wooden dippers with two iron rings on each . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.00

  total   3793.00
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a resident of Voznesenskoe named Joseph 
Bugutskii.”46 Her case worked its way 
through the Guardianship Committee 
to the Senate in St. Petersburg but was 
dismissed since the cost of bringing her 
to the capital for a trial was not worth 
the trouble. Minister David Epp (1781–
1843) noted that during a Bruderschaft 
(brotherhood) meeting, the issue of 
Dirk Rempel and Wilhelm Friesen of 
Schoenhorst secretly purchasing liquor 
in Michailovka was raised.47

Jacob Wall of Neuendorf (1807–1860) 
mentioned beer brewing several times 
in his diary. On four occasions between 
1847 and 1851 he indicated that Jacob 
Berg (1791–1881) brewed beer.48 Berg 
sold his brewery and adjoining houses in 
Neuendorf to Franz Peters (1816–1892) 
for 8,000 rubles. Wall also mentioned a 
Peter Berg, who moved to Chortitza to 
brew beer on April 7, 1853. This was likely 
Peter Berg (1831–1912), the son of the 
aforementioned Jacob Berg. Interestingly, 
Wall indicated that on December 21, 
1850, the brewery was given orders 
from Ekaterinoslav (the Guardianship 
Committee) that it needed permission 
to brew beer. Presumably it was brewing 
without permission.

In 1845, a brewery was started in 
Einlage. It produced 1,500 buckets of 

beer annually. The Einlage brewery dis-
appeared early enough that, by the time 
of the post–Second World War flight of 
the Mennonites from the village, there 
was no living memory of when it ceased 
functioning, or its location.49

The Gemeindeberichte der Schwarzmeer 
Deutschen of 1848 indicated that the dis-
tillery paid 770 rubles in annual rent and 
that the four breweries in the colony paid 
700 rubles per year.50

On February 27, 1853, the landowners 
of the village of Schoenwiese agreed 
to invest 1,239.95 rubles to construct 
an inn (guesthouse and tavern).51 The 
GRANDMA database profile for Heinrich 
Janzen (1811–1887) states he founded a 
brewery in Schoenwiese in 1863, which 
was shut down by the government in 
1914.52 The profile for his son Heinrich 
(1848–1905) indicates he also ran the 
brewery. It is unknown if there was a con-
nection between the tavern built in 1853 
and the brewery owned by the Janzens. 

the bergthal colony
The Bergthal colony, established in 

1836, was smaller than Chortitza. There is 
no evidence that a distillery existed in the 
Bergthal colony. As a result, the Bergthal 
people had to obtain their liquor from 
outside the colony and were required to 

pay the appropriate taxes and follow the 
rules and regulations about transportation 
of alcohol. The following incident illus-
trates the problems that could arise. 

In March of 1840 the Bergthal 
Mennonite Jacob Harder purchased 
five barrels of liquor from the Russian 
estate owner and military officer Mikhail 
Korostovtsev of Timofeyevka.53 These 
barrels were transported to the Bergthal 
colony by Jacob Friesen, Peter Sawatzky, 
Gerhard Janzen, Heinrich Falk, and Jacob 
Sawatszky. The transport was stopped near 
the German village of Grunau and the 
drivers were accused of consuming two 
buckets of the liquor during transit. Their 
crime was not the consumption of the 
liquor itself, but the fact that some of the 
liquor had been removed during transpor-
tation. As reported to the Guardianship 
Committee, the men were arrested and 
required to testify before the Greek court 
in Mariupol. Unfortunately, it is not 
known what happened to the five Bergthal 
men or the confiscated liquor, which was 
assessed at 75 kopeks per bucket (total 
value of 195 rubles) and taxed at 30 
kopeks per bucket. The five confiscated 
barrels contained 196.8 buckets (at forty 
buckets per barrel that should have been 
two hundred buckets). A bit of a reality 
check is necessary: two Russian buckets is 

In addition to beer, the Janzen brewery in Schoenwiese would eventually produce lemonade, fruit water, and seltzer.  

G
LEN

N
 H

. PEN
N

ER

MENNONITES & ALCOHOL 27



1 I would like to thank Helen Ens of Winnipeg for translating 
some of the German-language documents used in this article. 
I would also like to thank Wilhelm Friesen of Detmold, 
Germany, for translating several important Russian-language 
documents into German.

2 This area became part of the province of West Prussia in 1772 
and is now mostly in the Pomeranian Voivodeship in Poland. 
Henceforth it will simply be referred to as “Prussia.”

3 Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, s.v. 
“Alcohol Among the Mennonites of Northern Germany,” by 
Kurt Kauenhoven. See also John Thiesen’s article in this issue.

4 Horst Penner, “Verzeichnis der Mennoniten, die im Jahr 
1661 innerhalb der Stadt Danzig, vorm Hohen Tor und auf 
der Neugarten wohnten,” Mennonitischen Geschichts-
blaetter 24 (1967): 46. Digital version at https://www.
mennonitegenealogy.com/prussia/1661_Danzig.html.

5 Horst Penner, Ansiedler mennonitischer Niederlaender im 
Weichselmuendungsgebiet von der Mitte des 16. 
Jahrhunderts bis zum Begin der preussischen Zeit, 2nd ed. 
(Weierhof: Mennonitischen Geschichtsverein, 1963), 7.

6 Norman Davies, God’s Playground: A History of Poland in Two 
Volumes, vol. 1, The Origins to 1795, rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 333. A Schenke was a shop for the 
distribution of alcoholic beverages that might also provide 
space for their consumption. In the latter case the English 
word “tavern” is appropriate.

7 Jozef Paczkowski, Opis Królewszcryzn w województwach 
Chelminskim, Pomorskim i Malborskim w roku 1664 (Toruń: 
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equal to about 25 litres, which is five litres 
of liquor per person. That quantity should 
have left these men nearly comatose! In 
the interviews of the arresting officers or 
the other witnesses, there is no mention 
of the Mennonite men being intoxicated. 
At no point were they accused of stealing 
and selling the missing liquor, which was 
the main reason why the rule was there in 
the first place.

According to the Privilegium, the 
Mennonites were allowed to produce 
and sell their own brandy, but only 
within their colonies. Any alcohol trans-
ported outside of the colony was subject 
to taxation. This included transporta-
tion between non-adjacent Mennonite 
settlements. As a result, the Bergthal 
Mennonites were required to pay taxes 
on alcohol even when it was acquired 

from the nearest Mennonite-owned 
distillery, which was in the Molotschna 
colony. A document from 1849 shows 
that Jacob Wiens of Bergthal village was 
importing liquor from Jacob Martens, 
who owned the distillery in Halbstadt.54 
This liquor was sold at the local tavern, 
also in Bergthal village.

Leases for the right to sell alcohol in 
the villages of Bergthal and Schoenfeld 
were given within a year of the founding 
of these colonies.55 The Bergthal colony 
also had a brewery, located in the village 
of Bergthal, which was constructed in 
1841 at a cost of 809 rubles for the brew-
ery and 401 rubles for the Schenke.56 
These facilities were initially run by 
Wilhelm Rempel and Jacob Braun, who 
paid 1,210 rubles rent in 1842. The 
description of a document missing from 

the Odesa archives states that the brewery 
at Bergthal was reconstructed sometime 
between 1859 and 1862.57

conclusion
The distilling and brewing enterprises 

in the Russian Mennonite settlements 
have been largely overlooked. Yet within a 
decade of the founding of Chortitza, eight 
of its ten villages had a tavern, and during 
the colony’s early decades, the leasing of 
breweries and the distillery and the sale 
of alcohol generated at least half of the 
income of the colony administration.

Glenn H. Penner is a retired chemistry professor 
interested in the early history of Mennonites 
in Prussia and Russia. He has been an active 
genealogical researcher since 1974 and works 
out of his office at the Mennonite Heritage 
Archives in Winnipeg.
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Alcohol  
and Abstinence

Mennonites in South Russia

Benjamin Wiebe

The Mennonites brought a long trad-
ition of alcohol production to Russia. 

Over several generations in Prussia, they 
distilled brandy and also produced wine. 
In 1660, for example, there were thirty-six 
distillers of brandy in the city of Danzig, 
who seemed to be more successful in their 
business than their competitors, despite 

tax disadvantages.1 Brandy distilling was 
almost exclusively a Mennonite trade; a 
Catholic brandy distiller, for example, was 
considered a “Catholic Mennist.”2

Despite great poverty in the colonies of 
Chortitza and Molotschna, distilleries and 
breweries were among the first businesses 
established in the colonies. Privileges from 

the state made this rapid development 
possible, as well as direct financial sup-
port from the Guardianship Committee 
for Foreign Settlers.3 The date of construc-
tion of the first distillery in the colony of 
Molotschna, founded in 1804, is not clear; 
however, a distillery existed by 1810.4 By 
1806 there was a brewery in Fuerstenau.5 

Mennonites had a tradition of consuming alcohol during their annual pig slaughter.
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In Halbstadt, a brewery was established 
in 1809 and in 1832, the Neufeld family’s 
Beer, Vinegar and Lemonade Factory, 
opened.6

Beer, wine, and brandy could be pur-
chased in local taverns. Many of the 
villages probably had taverns, although 
their existence can be hard to confirm. 
In the Chortitza colony, the settlers who 
had just arrived from Prussia likely built 
a tavern in Kronsweide in the 1790s.7 

Possibly this was the same tavern later 
operated by Abraham Neustaedter from 
Old Kronsweide.8 In the Molotschna 
colony we know a tavern existed in 

Rueckenau, as Philipp Isaak (1832–1878) 
acquired the property and converted it 
into a meeting house for the Mennonite 
Brethren congregation.9 Tiegerweide and 
Lichtenau each had a tavern by 1885,10 
and Gnadenfeld had one by 1886.11

alcohol consumption
In literature written and read by 

Mennonites, their economic success, 
and that of other German colonists, was 

often attributed to their comparatively 
restrained consumption of alcohol. For 
example, the Odessaer Zeitung repro-
duced a letter by a Russian who had lived 

in the German colonies or near them 
for twenty-five years. According to him, 
German colonists drank less schnapps and 
farmed better than their Russian neigh-
bours. He claimed that Russians would 
prefer to drink magarytsch, a wine, instead 
of working.12 The difference between 
the groups could be seen in their social 
events. Whereas a German wedding lasted 
only one day, a Russian wedding lasted 
ten days, during which more than three 
hundred litres of schnapps and a lot of 
wine was consumed. This excessive drink-
ing resulted in fights, sometimes with a 
fatal outcome. According to the author, 
German colonists did not celebrate 
“schnapps ceremonies” – baptisms and 
funerals took place without alcohol. He 
also claimed that although every German 
village had a tavern, drunk people were 
not seen, and the income of the German 
taverns would be much lower compared to 
the income of their Russian counterparts.13

Die Mennonitische Rundschau claimed 
that the “national vice of the Russians is 
binge drinking.” It argued that a change in 
the situation was unrealistic as long as the 
liquor tax existed.14 An anonymous author 
in the newspaper Die Friedensstimme 
viewed the Mennonite colonies as an 
“island of sobriety” in the midst of an 
“ocean of brandy.” However, the author 
worried that the consumption of alcohol 
by young people endangered the entire 
social and economic life on this “island.”15 
At least in public, and in comparison 
with neighbouring Russian villages, 
Mennonites appeared to drink less exces-
sively. Nonetheless, some Mennonites 
regularly got drunk outside the colony as 
they attended fairs and festivals in neigh-
bouring towns, such as Aleksandrovsk, 
east of the Chortitza colony.16

In his diary, the minister David Epp 
(1781–1843) recorded a significant 
number of people who drank alcohol 
excessively and were reprimanded by him 
or by other church elders.17 Looking back 
over the year of 1838, he wrote: “The 
profligacy of youth intensifies as does the 
drinking – no, guzzling – of liquor and the 
dancing at weddings. Love has grown cold 
in many. Few measures have been taken 
to curb these excesses and many are ignor-

In Halbstadt, the Neufeld family’s Beer, Vinegar and Lemonade Factory opened in 1932.
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ing them.”18 At the end of 1841 he noted: 
“Immorality seems to have the upper 
hand. Adultery, unethical behaviour, 
dances at weddings, and annual fairs – all 
this seems to be the order of the day.”19

The exposure of Mennonites to 
Russian drinking culture deepened with 
the Crimean War (1853–1856). The 
first Russian soldiers passed through the 
colonies in 1854. Mennonites quartered 
troops, supplying them with food and 

brandy, and caring for their wounded.20 
During this time, young men were often 
on the road for weeks transporting sol-
diers. They were certainly influenced by 
the Russian soldiers’ sense of morality and 
their enormous alcohol consumption.21 To 
make matters worse, a cholera epidemic 
ravaged southeastern Europe during this 
period and typhus was rampant in the war 
zones.22 The soldiers believed daily con-
sumption of brandy would protect them 
from infection.23

Starting in the middle of the nine-
teenth century, strong criticism of 
alcohol consumption could be heard 
within Mennonite communities. Deposed 
Ohrloff elder Heinrich Wiens (1800–
1872) strongly rebuked drunkenness in 
1847.24 Bernhard Harder (1882–1884), 
a minister from the Mennonite congrega-
tion of Ohrloff-Halbstadt, also admitted 
that when old sermons were read aloud, 
in order not to offend, terms like “to swill” 
(saufen) were replaced by the word “to 
drink” (trinken). He firmly condemned 

what he perceived as widespread drunken-
ness among Mennonites.25 In his diary, lay 
minister Jacob Epp recorded on numer-
ous occasions witnessing people drinking 
excessively.26 For example, he noted after 
a wedding celebration in 1865, “As we 
left we could hear drinking songs echoing 
through the house where the Lord’s name 
had been spoken in song and prayer only 
yesterday. How can this be acceptable to 
Christ? We are guilty of such hypocrisy.”27

Representatives of the Mennonite 
Brethren Church, established in 1860, 
also criticized the community. They did 
not denounce alcohol consumption per 
se, but rather objected to the lax way in 
which the Mennonite clergy dealt with its 
abuse. Jacob Bekker (1826–1908), one of 
the founders of the Mennonite Brethren 
movement, viewed the presence of a dis-
tillery and numerous taverns as a sign 
of spiritual decline among Mennonites. 
Especially at the annual pig slaughtering 
ceremony, copious amounts of schnapps 
were consumed. Alcohol was also con-
sumed at weddings after the preacher had 
left. Taverns in neighbouring Russian 
villages were also frequented by young 
men and women who were members of 
the church, and the clergy feigned ignor-
ance. According to Bekker, “sensuality” 
prevailed throughout the Mennonite 
colonies during the first half of the nine-
teenth century.28

Even as Mennonite society became 
more sensitive to the issue of alcohol, 
there were repeated tragic incidents. 
For example, in Tiegerweide some 
Mennonites physically attacked a group of 
Russians after a tavern visit. In Lichtenau, 
a brawl broke out after young people 
from Altonau visited a tavern.29 In 1906 
in Elisabethal, Karl Siebert killed a man 
named Gerh. Thiessen and seriously 
injured his son, after drinking wine.30

abstinence efforts
The idea of abstinence from alcohol did 

not gain currency in the Mennonite world 
of southern Russia, even though there 
were repeated calls for moderation. The 
Kleine Gemeinde movement, founded by 
Klaas Reimer in 1812, rejected all brandy 
drinking.31 In a strict sense, however, this 

was merely moderation, not complete 
abstinence.

The issue of alcohol abuse in the 
Mennonite colonies can also be seen as a 
factor in the formation of the Mennonite 
Brethren Church. The 1860 letter of 
resignation by the founding members 
of the church criticized the religiosity of 
members of the kirchliche congregation, 
including their alcohol consumption. For 
the Mennonite Brethren, it was reprehen-

sible that habitual drinkers participated in 
the Lord’s Supper and that people drank 
at occasional celebrations. They were par-
ticularly critical that spiritual leaders of 
the congregation were present on such 
occasions.32 Franz Isaak (1816–1899), 
a minister of the Ohrloff-Petershagen 
congregation, wrote in his diary that the 
spiritual condition of the Mennonites was 
“even worse than the brothers who had 
left describe it,” because some were proud 
to be a “hero in drinking.”33 Members of 
the Mennonite Brethren congregation 
stretched their definition of drunkards 
to include not just people who regularly 
drank to excess, “but also those who get 
drunk and eat their fill now and then 
or at fairs and drinking parties.”34 The 
Mennonite Brethren required its mem-
bers to abstain from drinking alcohol and 
smoking tobacco. A. H. Unruh, in his his-
tory of the Mennonite Brethren, viewed 
this requirement as following the resolu-
tions of the Mennonite congregations in 
West Friesland in 1639, which forbade the 
visiting of taverns and drinking “spiritu-

Bernhard Harder (pictured with his wife Katharina) 
firmly condemned what he perceived as wide-
spread drunkenness among Mennonites.

Abraham Kroeker (pictured with his family) 
was the editor of the newspaper Die Friedens-
stimme, which published countless articles  
to promote abstinence.
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ous beverages” and smoking tobacco.35 By 
1910, however, some congregations no 
longer strictly adhered to this principle.36

The idea of abstinence reached the 
colonies mainly through the influence 
of foreign missionaries and preachers. 
Although the Mennonites lived in rela-
tive isolation, they had contact with 
people of various evangelical persua-

sions throughout the nineteenth century. 
The South German Pietists as well as 
Methodists, Presbyterians, and Quakers, 
for example, established personal contacts 
in the Mennonite colonies through their 
cooperation in the Russian Bible Society 
and their visits to the colonies.37

In 1819, not long after the founding of 
the colonies of Chortitza and Molotschna, 
Quakers Stephen Grellet (1773–1855) 
and William Allen (1770–1843) visited 
the Mennonites; they would maintain 
intensive contact for many years.38 Allen 
included a section on drunkenness in 
his book of scripture lessons for schools 
operating under the Lancasterian model 
in Russia.39

John Melville (1802–1886) was a 
Scotsman who lived in southern Russia 
from 1837, distributing Bibles and tracts 
for the British and Foreign Bible Society. 
He was a strict Presbyterian and a strong 

advocate of the temperance movement. 
He was able to convince some Mennonite 
clergy of his position.40 Ernst Ferdinand 
Stroeter, a German Methodist, professor 
of theology, and advocate of abstinence, 
also visited and lectured to Mennonites 
on several occasions.41 His writings were 
read among Mennonites.42 Jakob Vetter, 
a preacher from Germany, visited the 
Molotschna and Chortitza colonies from 
December 1906 and into the new year.43 
He categorically rejected alcohol after 
attending a “church feast” celebrating “the 
sin of drunkenness.”44

Ernst Gebhardt (1832–1899), a 
Methodist preacher and songwriter, was 
editor of the journal Der Mäßigkeitsfreund 
(The temperance friend), and also had 
contact with Mennonites.45 Johann 
Gerhard Oncken (1800–1884), the 
founder of the continental European 
Baptist movement and of the first tem-
perance society in Germany, visited 
Mennonites and also influenced them 
through his writings.46

The South German pietist Eduard 
Wuest (1818–1859) likely had the great-
est influence on advancing the idea of 
abstinence among Mennonites.47 While 
still studying theology in Tübingen he was 
thrown into jail for drunkenness, making 
noise in the streets, and disobeying the 
police.48 In Murrhardt and Rietenau, 
Wuest became acquainted with the Pietist 
movement and began to lead an increas-
ingly conservative lifestyle.49 By the time 
he visited the Russian empire, Wuest had 
stopped drinking brandy. He spoke at 
the annual meeting of the Gnadenfeld 
Temperance Union.50

Wuest’s interactions with Mennonites 
helped to stimulate discussion about alco-
hol consumption. Before Wuest, some 
Mennonites claimed that morality was at 
such a low level that festivities such as “pig 
slaughters, year-end accounts in the village 
office, weddings, and similar occasions” 
were often used as excuses for “drinking 
bouts.”51 Under his guidance, the customs 
and traditions changed in many villages; 
at weddings only one glass of wine at most 
was passed around.52

It was not only the rather short-
l ived stays of  foreign preachers 

and missionaries that influenced 
Mennonites. Developments in the vil-
lage of Gnadenfeld played a decisive role. 
Gnadenfeld was created by Mennonites 
from Brenkenhofswalde (Neumark) 
who settled in the Russian empire as a 
whole village in 1835. This non-trad-
itional Mennonite community was more 
open than others to innovations such as 
freely preached sermons, Sunday school, 
missions targeting Gentiles and Jews, 
and annual missionary festivals. Elder 
Friedrich W. Lange (1800–1864) founded 
an abstinence society in the 1840s, “which 
had well-attended monthly meetings, and 
through its activities persuaded many a 
notorious drunkard to turn from his 
vicious ways.”53 Gnadenfeld was also the 
first Mennonite village to ban taverns and 
to seek ways to reduce alcohol consump-
tion by distributing anti-alcohol tracts and 
collecting signatures of teetotallers, while 
clergy visited individuals and tried to win 
them over to the temperance movement.54 
These types of innovations led to criticism 
in the surrounding Mennonite villages, 
including by the clergy.55

Abraham Kroeker (1863–1944), a 
Mennonite Brethren minister and the  
editor of the newspaper Die Friedens-
stimme, also performed a central role in 
promoting abstinence. For Kroeker, the 
alcohol problem was not as widespread 
among Mennonites as it was among 
Russians, but it was on the rise. Kroeker 
criticized what he perceived as indiffer-
ence and inaction among Mennonites 
regarding alcohol addiction. He viewed 
the preaching of the gospel as the most 
effective tool, through which other tem-
perance organizations, like the Blue Cross 
and the Salvation Army, had already 
achieved some success. The closing of 
taverns would also be effective, which the 
villages could legally do. Kroeker felt the 
youth could be saved if they were pro-
tected from the “opportunity to drink.”56

Die Friedensstimme published count-
less articles to encourage abstinence and 
to warn against alcohol consumption. In 
these articles, the moral, medical, and 
economic advantages of abstinence were 
explained. For instance, it was stated that 
drinking would lead to an increased risk 
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The Crimean War (memorialized in a monu-
ment in Neu Halbstadt), encouraged interaction 
between Russian soldiers and Mennonites, which 
sparked an increase in Mennonite consumption 
of alcohol.
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Ernst Ferdinand Stroeter, a German Methodist, professor of theology, and advocate of abstinence, lectured to Mennonites at faith conferences.
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of cancer or cause health problems in off-
spring.57 As a deterrent, the newspaper 
reported on the accidents caused by 
drinking, such as drowning after exces-
sive consumption.58 In 1912, it was noted 
that at a public festival near Halbstadt, 
which was organized on the occasion 
of the visit of an airplane, no alcoholic 
beverages were offered.59 Kroeker was 
pleased that the First World War had 
caused the sale of brandy to be pro-
hibited. He believed that people would 
realize that a life without alcohol was 
better and abstinence would have “bene-

ficial effects in all conceivable areas.”60

By the latter part of the nineteenth 
century, the worldwide abstinence move-
ment had reached Mennonites in South 
Russia. At the beginning of the twentieth 
century, there were efforts to abolish tav-
erns in the colonies. In 1910, some villages 
in the Molotschna colony sent a request 
to the governor to ban private liquor out-
lets in their villages, which was approved 
and carried out.61 In 1907, according to 
the Mennonitisches Jahrbuch, taverns and 
“brandy sales points” no longer existed 
in Mennonite villages.62 This statement, 

however, was contradicted by the con-
tinued presence the next year of a wine 
cellar, a beer hall, and a tavern in Neu-
Halbstadt.63 In the village of Chortitza, 
one could still buy alcoholic beverages at 
a local inn in 1910, and a beer store still 
existed in Neu-Halbstadt in 1914.64
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Addiction and Recovery
Mennonites in Mexico and Bolivia

Kennert Giesbrecht

Two important social service cen-
tres have been established in Latin 

American Mennonite colonies over the 
past twenty years: Luz en mi Camino 
(Light on my Path) in Cuauhtémoc, 
Mexico, and Guía de Paz (Guide of Peace) 
in Pailón, Bolivia. Both centres pursue a 
similar goal: to help people suffering from 
addiction.

Luz en mi Camino opened in May 
2003 in the village of Reinland, Manitoba 
Colony. Its aim was to help people who 
had sunk into addiction, particularly with 
alcohol. Leaders in the colonies saw how 
many adults and children who had fallen 
victim to addiction could not find their 
way out on their own. With this problem 
in mind, the construction of Luz en mi 
Camino began.

The facility has been there for just over 
seventeen years. During these years, hun-
dreds of men and women have sought help 
in their fight against addiction. Others 
have been taken to the facility against their 
will, and have also found support.

According to its mission statement, 
Luz en mi Camino is a Christian centre. 
It works “with prevention, as well as com-
batting addictions.” At the centre, the staff 
members offer “physical, mental, and 
spiritual help” to their patients. Their 
aim is to help people so that they can be 
“stronger and healthier for their families 
and society.”

Currently, Luz en mi Camino’s facilities 
can house thirty-five men and twenty-five 
women. In 2019, 159 men participated in 

their three-month course. As an informa-
tion leaflet from the centre states, many 
come thinking that God does not love 
them and that their life has little mean-
ing. They are desperate. Many have lost 
their sense of self-worth and believe that 
no one loves or cares about them. For these 
reasons, the centre tries to make clear to 
the patients that all people are worthy and 
of equal value in the eyes of God. No one 
is too far lost.

To keep such an operation going one 
needs finances and people to help. At 

present, Luz en mi Camino has about 
thirty paid workers, only some of whom 
are employed full-time. There are also 
dozens of volunteers who help for a few 
hours or for one day a week. There are 
close to fifty couples who volunteer at the 
centre, according to David Peters, who 
serves on the management committee. 

The goal is to keep the patients at the 
centre for three months. The first month 
is often very difficult, as patients struggle 
to overcome their addiction. Many stum-
ble in the first few weeks, as their bodies 

Luz en mi Camino opened in May 2003 in the village of Reinland, Manitoba Colony. Its aim was to 
help people with addiction.
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must overcome their need for addictive 
substances. During this time, doctors and 
other health professionals attend to their 
medical needs. Once this initial hurdle 
has been overcome, the core of the addic-
tion can be tackled more effectively. The 
patients must attend different classes every 
day. Generally, they are spread out over 
the whole day so as not to be too tiring. 
Physical activities are also planned. For 
example, Luz en mi Camino has a car-
pentry workshop where young people and 
men build different things with wood. 
They try to make this activity as mean-

ingful as possible. Very often they build 
boxes or crates for the apple growers in 
the area. The women’s activity is sewing.

All patients are given free time when 
they can simply “switch off” from every-
thing. Sometimes evening singing or 
testimony sessions are organized. Other 
times, speakers come to the centre and 
bring the patients encouraging messages 
or sermons. Fighting addiction is not easy, 
and some people at the centre are there for 

their second or third time. Many leave Luz 
en mi Camino full of hope and joy after 
three months, but then fall back into the 
clutches of addiction. Others, however, 
remain steadfast and, with the help of 
the centre, stay completely free of their 
addiction.

Over the years, the work of Luz en 
mi Camino expanded as the centre rec-
ognized that it was necessary to work 
preventively with addictions. As Peters 
notes, “Very often you can prevent a 
problem or a lot of tension by working 
preventively. If you can help people early 

enough and they accept this help, then it 
does not have to come to the point where 
a person throws away or destroys their life 
completely. For this reason, and with this 
aim, we have also set up the ‘help centre.’ 
There we do marriage counselling and 
other counselling. Through this we try to 
help in such situations where there might 
be problems in the marriage that could 
easily lead to very bad and sad situations. 
Through this help, we try to prevent 

people from falling into addictions.”
It is also important to work with the 

patients who have completed the three-
month program. If they are released 
unattended, there is a great danger that 
they will fall back into their addiction. 
For this reason, a “rebuilding centre” has 
been founded, where the patients are cared 
for after their stay at Luz en mi Camino. 
Among other things, the rebuilding centre 
organizes conferences or camps where all 
those who have been at Luz en mi Camino 
are invited. Families, friends, relatives, and 
other interested people are also invited to 

help support former patients in their fight 
against addiction.

The Luz en mi Camino Committee 
is looking to improve its services to the 
community. They dream about how they 
can do more to help people in the col-
onies live better lives. According to Peters, 
“Sometimes we think that there is a lack 
of facilities where certain people could be 
kept for longer than just three months. 
There . . . they could work properly and 

The Luz en mi Camino Committee dreams about how to help people in the colonies live a better life.
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at the same time be further strengthened 
in their transformation. Many would 
become stronger in this way and would 
not fall behind so easily. Many leave the 
centre with good intentions, but they 
are still too weak and cannot resist the 
challenges.” 

Over the years, many things at Luz 
en mi Camino have improved, but there 
is more work to be done. For example, 
the centre is still viewed negatively or 
suspiciously by many colony residents. 
However, as Peters notes, today fewer 
people hold this view.

Finances are another challenge for 
the Luz en mi Camino Committee. The 
patients or their families are expected to 
cover about 20 percent of the expenses. 
Another 40 percent comes from friends, 
relatives, or other supporters. The remain-
ing 40 percent is collected through 
fundraising or other sources, such as 
churches or businesses in the colonies, 
and donors from abroad. Peters notes it is 
always a challenge to find enough money.

The addictions centre in Bolivia faces 
many similar issues. Guía de Paz officially 
opened on January 13, 2013. Klas B. 
Rempel, one of the founding members, 
recalls that they had long seen the need for 
such a facility: “Many people in the col-
onies were addicted. They often had other 
problems they could not cope with. Some 
of them sought help in Santa Cruz from 
different health institutions. But these 
were all in Spanish and this often made it 
even harder for the sick [who speak Low 
German] to find help.” Others were so 
desperate that they travelled abroad, espe-

cially to Mexico, for treatment.
Whenever they saw this need, the ques-

tion arose, why not set up such a help 
centre in Bolivia? Eventually, a group of 
people travelled to look at facilities else-
where. With the support of interested 
communities, colonies, and other organ-
izations, they bought a piece of land and 
started to build a facility.

The founders were motivated to help 
those people who are broken and sick. 

And they found such people everywhere, 
in all the colonies, in every village. The 
Bible verses Isaiah 61:1–2 gradually 
became their guiding principle. The verses 
say: “The Spirit of the Lord God is upon 
me, because the Lord has anointed me. 
He has sent me to bring good news to the 
wretched, to bind up the broken-hearted, 
to proclaim liberty to the captives and 
freedom to the unborn, to proclaim a year 
of the Lord’s favour and a day of vengeance 
from God, to comfort all who mourn.”

Guía de Paz has room for about twenty 
men and twenty women. Sometimes it is 

completely full, other times it is almost 
empty. “There have been times when 
we were almost empty and we thought, 
maybe we have helped everyone and one 
day this facility will be redundant. But 
then there comes another time when 
we are completely occupied,” reflects 
Rempel. The centre has never been com-
pletely empty.

Some patients are addicted to alcohol 
or drugs, others to medication. The extent 

Isaiah 61:1–2 is the guiding principle of Guía de Paz, an addictions centre in Pailón, Bolivia.
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of this last addiction only became known 
to those who run Guía de Paz once they 
began to encounter this type of addiction 
within the community. Some use all their 
means and contacts to obtain narcotics. 
These people experience severe with-
drawal symptoms when they suddenly do 
not have pills, alcohol, or drugs at their 
disposal.

As is the case with such a centre, people 
who arrive often have to heal from more 
than just addiction. Sometimes it is 
marital or family problems, and some-
times they are searching for peace in their 
hearts. Some are deeply disappointed in 
themselves and therefore feel a lack of self-
worth. Those working at Guía de Paz try 
to address all of these problems. This is 
not easy, and they do not always succeed. 
Sometimes patients have to be sent some-
where else in the hope that they will find 
the support that they need.

As with all such private institutions, 
funding is difficult to find. The patients 
are supposed to pay something when they 
arrive, but much of the centre’s finances 
come from donations. A couple of times 
a year, the operating committee organizes 
a fundraising event. As Rempel explains, 
“There are also communities and colonies 

that make a fixed contribution to Guía de 
Paz. A few communities have also taken 
on the payment of a worker, for example, 
which is also a huge help. So far, we have 
always had enough money. God has 
blessed us abundantly in this regard.”

As with most institutions, Guía de Paz 
has its share of problems, and opponents as 
well. According to Rempel, “In some col-
onies and communities in Bolivia, people 
are very much discouraged from seeking 
help from Guía de Paz. Unfortunately, lies 
are often used to give the institution a bad 
name. They tell things that are not true 
at all. They exaggerate and use all means 
to tarnish the reputation of Guía de Paz.” 
Rempel believes that this negative attitude 
is largely due to people not knowing or 
understanding what Guía de Paz does. 
“We are concerned with people, we want 
to help them get rid of addiction. That 
is the most important goal. Once people 
realize and understand that, then they can 
suddenly affirm and support the work at 
the centre,” says Rempel.

It is gratifying to see that many patients 
overcome their addiction. About 70 
percent of those who complete the three-
month program report that they have not 
relapsed even years later. About 10 per-

cent come back for a second or third time. 
Some even decide to stay longer than the 
three months. They have overcome the 
addiction, but they fear that they will not 
be strong or steadfast enough once they 
are “out in the open.”

Officials at Guía de Paz hope that in the 
future they will be able to do even more 
for the people who have gone through the 
program. “We want to support them more 
in their transition, do more follow-up 
work,” says Rempel. For those who work 
at the centre “it is very important that they 
have people in their lives who build them 
up and support them, otherwise there is 
a greater risk that they will fall back into 
their old habits of life.”

This past January a home was opened 
near Guía de Paz where the children of 
patients at the centre could be accom-
modated. This is important in cases 
where both parents need help. Now 
children always come to Guía de Paz on 
Sunday to spend time with their par-
ents. This creates many joyful moments. 

Kennert Giesbrecht is the editor of Die 
Mennonitische Post. He grew up in Menno 
Colony in Paraguay and has travelled exten-
sively throughout Latin America.

Guía de Paz's facilities can house up to forty people for three-month stays.
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The Political Life 
of Jacob Penner

Dan Dyck

In the last issue of Preservings, I explored 
how Jacob P. Penner, a Russian 

Mennonite with Mennonite Brethren 
and Kleine Gemeinde family roots, immi-
grated to Canada, established a family, and 
became active politically as a commun-
ist. These years must have been a blur 
for Penner. He was roundly defeated in a 
1921 run for federal office, and again in 
1927 for provincial office. In 1931 and 
1932 he ran for mayor and was again both 
times defeated.

During his 1931 run, Penner and two 
other communist candidates, running 
for alderman and for the school board, 
released a platform that would fight for 
cash relief for single and married unem-

ployed workers, regardless of residential 
or other qualifications. In a promise 
extending well beyond municipal jurisdic-
tion, Penner declared that the provincial 
and federal governments would cover 
the costs of his unemployment benefits 
scheme. The group would also work for 
a minimum wage of twenty-five dollars 
per week, a seven-hour workday, a five-
day work week, and the right to belong 
to the union of their choice. Universal 
free healthcare and free education from 
primary school through university were 
additional pillars of the platform.1

elected to serve
In 1932, Penner also took a run at a seat 

in the provincial legislature, picking up 
1,106 votes in his losing effort. In 1933, 
he was tapped as a communist candidate 
when Leslie Morris was stricken from 
the ballot on a technicality. Penner won 
and assumed his seat on city council on 
January 2, 1934.2 Upon being elected to 
office, Penner quit his job as a bookkeeper 
at the Workers’ and Farmers’ Cooperative 
and became a full-time alderman. He 
received a salary of thirty dollars a month. 
His job at the co-op had been paying 
twenty-five dollars a week. As a married 
father of five, he was now making less than 
he had earned as a single adult in his first 
teaching job in Altona almost thirty years 
earlier. Most of the other elected alder-
men had commercial interests or jobs and 
continued with their paid work outside 
council chambers. Penner, however, dedi-
cated his complete attention to the needs 
of his constituents. As he told his wife, 
Rose, “I was elected to serve the people 
and I cannot do that part-time!”3 

As a city councillor Penner was fre-
quently called upon by constituents to 
assist in getting access to relief aid. This 
sometimes led to comical situations, as his 
son recalled: “When, shortly after Dad’s 
election, we got our first phone and his 
name appeared in the 1934 phone dir-
ectory, there was only one other Penner 
listed, and he was also Jacob Penner. This 
other Jacob Penner, who lived just a short 
distance away on Inkster Boulevard, was a 
chimney sweep who could not understand 
why he was so constantly being asked for 
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help with relief problems! (And, of course, 
not infrequently, we had to turn down 
requests to have chimneys swept.)”4 

In his early years as alderman, Penner 
won the right for men on relief to picket. 
In 1934, when the mayor was absent from 
a meeting, Penner cast the deciding vote 
on a motion for a 20 percent increase of 
the food allowance in the schedule of relief 
rates. Mayor Ralph Webb – a long-time 
rival of Penner – used his chairman’s vote 
at a later meeting to cause a review of the 
increase. Eventually a compromise was 
reached for a 9 percent increase.5

Penner’s German-Russian back-
ground was free license for his political 
opponents to label him as a radical, a 
revolutionary, a Bolshevist, and more. 

In Winnipeg, these identities were dan-
gerous. According to Stefan Epp-Koop, 
the 1907 Immigration Act allowed local 
municipalities “to request the depor-
tation of any immigrant who became 
a public charge.” In Winnipeg, people 
who were considered “political rad-
icals” also were sometimes deported. 
Deportations happened so frequently 
that some European consuls “inquired 
into why so many of their citizens were 

being deported from Winnipeg.”6

In his new office as alderman Penner 
worked with the Independent Labour 
Party to end the practice of deporting 
the unemployed. Penner joined alder-
men Thomas Flye, Morris Gray, and 
John Blumberg in raising the issue at city 
council, and under their pressure it was 
revealed that the city was using its depor-
tation powers excessively. Other aldermen 
began to question the practice, and those 
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who had previously supported automatic 
deportation for economic reasons became 
convinced it was an “apparent betrayal of 
British principles of fair play and justice.” 
In January 1934, the council decided to 
cease reporting public charge cases due 
to unemployment to the Department of 
Immigration.7

Penner also pushed to relieve the plight 
of workers. During a lengthy and violent 
strike at the Western Packing Company 
in 1934, Penner condemned sweatshop 
conditions at the plant. On April 4, 1934, 
Penner and communist school trustee 
Andrew Bileski addressed two thousand 
Winnipeg citizens who gathered at the 
packing plant in support of attempts by 
the workers to unionize.8 Epp-Koop notes 
that as an alderman “Penner twice put 
forward motions to protect strikers from 
police intimidation while picketing.”9 
In 1935, Penner, along with councillor 
Martin Forkin, pressured city council to 

limit their interactions with the Winnipeg 
Free Press and the Winnipeg Tribune in 
solidarity with the strike by their typo-
graphical unions. The council agreed 
and the unionists, who didn’t always 
support the position of the communists, 
expressed their gratitude for such support 
on council.10

Penner was considered a deviant pol-
itical outlier in civic politics. His elected 
colleagues were highly suspicious of his 
ideological intentions; his background in 
Russia only added another layer of doubt. 
Even within party ranks, Communist 
Party leaders expressed concern about the 
high representation of Eastern Europeans 
among the party’s members. According to 
Epp-Koop, while key national party lead-
ers “enjoyed celebrating Jacob Penner’s 
victories, they thought he was not the 
party’s ideal standard bearer on city coun-
cil because he was not Anglo-Saxon.”11

During the 1935 federal election 

the Penner family residence at 347 
Lansdowne Avenue became Communist 
Party headquarters. A “Vote Tim Buck” 
sign on the front lawn became a target of 
rotten tomatoes (Buck was the national 
party leader and the local candidate).12 
Even though the family supported Buck, 
tensions existed. As Roland Penner, Jacob’s 
son, remembered: “One day Buck stopped 
[in] when Jacob wasn’t home and Rose 
cornered him demanding some financial 
support, which he promised but never 
gave – quite a hypocrite. We were all 
sworn to secrecy; Dad would have been 
mortified.”13 

In the early years of the Nazi regime, 
Penner was an outspoken opponent of fas-
cism. In March 1934 he helped organize 
the Anti-Fascist League of Winnipeg.14 
The Canadian version of the Nazi party, 
the Canadian Nationalist Party, had 
a presence in Winnipeg, and paraded 
through streets wearing Nazi brown shirts 
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Penner was sent to an internment camp at Kananaskis, Alberta.
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and bearing swastikas.15 Communist 
aldermen accused Mayor Ralph Webb of 
showing tolerance to fascist organizations, 
while he made it his personal mission to 
eradicate communists. He lobbied the 
federal government to deport commun-
ist agitators and even provided a list of 
names to the Minister of Immigration of 
Winnipeg communists who had travelled 
to Moscow. According to Penner’s son 
Norman, Webb said that if deportation 
were not possible he would “throw them 
into the Red River with Jake Penner being 
the first to go.”16

imprisoned
The Second World War heightened sus-

picions about anyone who did not support 
the war or mainstream political parties. 
Jacob Penner fit both those criteria. Being 
a Russian immigrant of German descent 
only added fuel to the fire, since Nazi 
Germany and Communist Russia had 
signed a non-aggression pact. Though 
Penner was strongly anti-fascist and thus 
anti-Nazi, his political ideology and eth-
nicity made him suspect.

The Liberal federal government of 
William Lyon Mackenzie King was con-
cerned about political and security threats. 
In 1939 it issued the Defence of Canada 
Regulations, a set of emergency meas-
ures with sweeping powers implemented 
under the War Measures Act. Section 21 
of the regulations allowed the Minister of 
Justice, Ernest Lapointe, to detain with-
out charge anyone who might act “in any 
manner prejudicial to the public safety or 
the safety of the State.”17 The Communist 
Party of Canada was banned under the 
order. Fascists, communists, opponents 
of conscription (mostly French speakers 
from Quebec), German Canadians, Italian 
Canadians, labour leaders, Japanese new-
comers, and others were placed under a 
magnifying glass.18 Anyone deemed a sec-
urity risk could be arrested and detained 
as a prisoner of war. 

On June 11, 1940, eight police officers 
in two cruiser cars arrived at the Penner 
home to arrest Jacob.19 Calm and digni-
fied, he asked to use the bathroom first. 
In passing, he discreetly handed Rose 
some papers from his pocket that held 

the names of other locals who might be 
at risk.20 Penner was taken into interim 
custody at the Headingley jail, where “he 
was intimidated and terrorized by prison 
guards with bullwhips and guns.”21 Penner 
had the distinction of being the first 
Canadian communist imprisoned during 
the Second World War under the Defence 
of Canada Regulations.22

He was initially sent to an internment 
camp at Kananaskis, Alberta. Here he and 
other communists were housed with fas-
cists and Nazis who harshly abused them 
and even threatened their lives. This, 
maintained Penner, was the most difficult 
part of his incarceration. Together with 
a group of communist sympathizers, he 
appealed to the camp commander for sep-

arate housing. As a result, the group was 
transferred to a military base at Petawawa, 
Ontario. When the train of detain-
ees moved east toward Winnipeg, they 
dropped notes to train yard workers whom 
they knew would be supportive. Friends 
and family got word that the train was 
coming to Winnipeg with detained fath-
ers and husbands and organized a meeting 

in the CPR yards. However, authorities 
got wind of the plan and shunted the car 
off to a secluded siding. “All we could do 
was wave and hope that our fathers and 
parents could see their loved ones,” said 
Roland. Jacob Penner would be trans-
ferred one more time, to a facility in Hull, 
Quebec, for unknown reasons.23

In detention Penner endeared himself 
to his fellow inmates. One recollected: 
“We imposed our own self-discipline 
on such matters as keeping neat, tidy 
and clean. In this respect we all admired 
Jacob Penner, the Communist Alderman 
from Winnipeg, already well advanced in 
years. His orderly, calm and methodical 
way of tackling all tasks and problems set 
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an example for all of us.”24 A souvenir of 
Penner’s internment was a songbook he 
compiled for his fellow prisoners. Written 
in fine penmanship, the songbook held 
lyrics in German, Russian, French, and 
English, representing an eclectic mix of 
music hall ballads, revolutionary songs, 
and union songs.25

Attitudes toward Penner’s internment 
changed when the Soviets entered the war 
in the summer of 1941 on the side of the 
Allied powers. Winnipeg politicians from 
across the political spectrum advocated 
for his release.26 Penner was released in 
early September 1942.27 Headed home, 
he found himself by coincidence on the 
same westbound train to Winnipeg as 
his son Norman. During Jacob’s intern-
ment, Norman had married and moved 
to Toronto; he and his new wife were on 
their first trip to Winnipeg as a couple. 

In Winnipeg, Jacob would receive the 
welcome of a lifetime. His son Roland 
recalled, “There were close to 5,000 people 
who came to greet my father, including 
every City Councillor who had earlier 
voted to take his council seat away.”28 
Greeters also included members of the 
provincial legislature, the press, and “even 
the head of the Mennonite Church.”29 In 
the October election of that year, Penner 
again ran for council, landing at the top 
of the polls. Roland ascribed this to his 
“record of fighting so conscientiously for 
the rights of the working people, par-
ticularly during the late Depression.”30 
The empathy his fellow politicians and 
other community leaders had expressed 
for Penner during and immediately after 
his imprisonment would subside once he 
was back in office and fighting for human 
rights under the banner of his communist 
ideology.

For Penner’s supporters, his polit-
ical internment further cemented his 
reputation as a deeply principled man. 
Granddaughter Cathy Gulkin writes: 
“Jacob was well known for his impressive 
integrity which I believe also resulted from 
his Mennonite upbringing. When the War 
Measures Act was declared in Canada, the 
other leaders of the Communist Party of 
Canada went into hiding to avoid arrest. 
Jacob refused to do that.”31

political legacy
Over time Penner’s principled char-

acter became more widely known. His 
pursuit of elected office showed no hint 
of being motivated by desire for personal 
advancement. While appeals for help to 
some aldermen were unheard, brushed 
off, or ignored, Penner was attentive to 
his constituents. This was recognized 

by his political opponents. At a meeting 
of the Ukrainian Conservative Party, a 
man complained that his appearance at 
city council for help with a problem had 
yielded no results. The president told him, 
“Why don’t you go see Jake Penner? Jake 
Penner will do anything you want if it is 
at all possible.”32 

Penner was very popular among his 
constituents in the city’s impoverished 
North End. He attracted support from 
across party and religious lines. Michael 
Harris, a Winnipeg Free Press reporter 
who covered the ethnic and labour beats, 
recounted a conversation with one of 
Penner’s constituents at the Ukrainian 
Labour Temple on Pritchard Avenue. 
In an undated anecdote, Harris asked 
the man how Penner always got voted 
back in even though there were not 
many communists in his ward. The man 
replied, “The people from St. Vladimir 
Cathedral, from St. Nicholas Church, 

from all these places, they go and vote for 
Penner because he is their friend. He helps 
them. Not nobody else.” Harris observed: 
“They’re Catholics and they’re Orthodox 
and they’re Protestant and of every dif-
ferent religion and of different political 
views – they supported him as alderman 
because he gave them service. He was their 
man. . . . He just helped a man because he 

needed help.”33

According to historian Brian McKillop, 
Penner’s political approach reflected his 
“ethic of conscience,” an ethic that finds 
its expression in movements that seek to 
effect major social change. He did not see 
politics as only a means of organization 
and administration, but rather as a means 
of applying moral and ethical philosophies 
to improve the human standard of living. 
Such an ethic is a bulwark against the dis-
couragement of defeat; losing an election 
may shake a party, but the validity of a 
movement is not measured at the ballot 
box. “Politics” for Penner was not an 
activity worth of stigma, as it might be for 
some; it was “the touchstone of ethics.”34 

Mennonites and their church leaders 
must have been flummoxed by Penner’s 
political participation. Penner’s ancestral 
Mennonite church on his father’s side, 
the Kleine Gemeinde, viewed anyone 
affiliated with government as suspect. 

Penner's North End ward was home to the Ukrainian Labour Temple, a centre of Ukrainian political 
radicalism and cultural activity.

ARCH
IVES O

F M
AN

ITO
BA, PEO

PLE’S CO
-O

PERATIVE LIM
ITED

 FO
N

D
S, PR2008-47, [CA. 1935], P7144/3

MENNONITES & ALCOHOL 43



Ron Dueck, of Kleine Gemeinde back-
ground, remarks, “We sort of took a dim 
view of being joined with government 
forces. . . . We were leery of people who 
rose up too high in power.”35 Whereas 
Mennonites looked askance at politics 
and felt threatened by and feared social-
ism, Penner saw opportunity for equality 
in lifting up the vulnerable and the mar-
ginalized from oppression.

Tainted by his atheism and commun-
ist ideology, the Mennonite community 
has taken little notice of Penner’s contri-
butions to the history of Winnipeg civic 
politics. Equal unemployment benefits 
for all, social housing, the right to form 
labour unions, free education at all levels, 
and a minimum wage are just some of the 
goals Penner repeatedly fought for during 
his decades as a municipal politician. Such 

goals are central to Christian ideas of social 
justice, and are shared by many progressive 
Mennonites today.

On the occasion of his retirement, at 
eighty-one years old, Penner delivered an 
emotional farewell to his city council col-
leagues. According to the Free Press, “He 
warned council that unless man practices 
peace on earth and goodwill toward men, 
‘the most stirring message man has ever 
received,’ we will perish.”36 Penner died 
after a brief illness on August 28, 1965, in 
Winnipeg. The epitaph on his headstone 
in Brookside Cemetery reads: “Beloved 
Champion of Justice, Peace and Socialism. 
‘For he had a Glowing Dream.’”

In 2000, Jacob Penner’s name was 
somewhat elevated when city council 
dedicated a park to him. The vote did 
not occur without objection. Councillor 
Garth Steek opposed the gesture, saying, 
“My grandparents came to Canada from 
Russia to escape communist oppression. 
So did a lot of people and it’s objec-
tionable to name a park after someone 
who represented that way of thinking.” 
Councillor Dan Vandal responded, “The 
Cold War is over. He devoted his life to 
the community.”37

Dan Dyck is a self-directed student of history. 
He is distantly related to Jacob Penner through 
both his parents’ lineages. This was discovered 
midway through the research for this project.
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Admonishment  
and Joy Deferred

Four Sermons of Aeltester Abraham L. Dueck

Ralph Friesen

a shoe box
On a visit to a family member years ago, 
I asked him whether he had any old 
documents that might be of interest. 
He rummaged around in a closet and 
emerged with a shoe box containing a 
couple of frayed 4½ × 7–inch booklets. 
They proved to be sermons, written in 
the old-style German Schrift, by Abraham 
L. Dueck (1841–1899), my great-grand-
father, once Aeltester of the Kleine 
Gemeinde in Manitoba. It seemed he had 
left the sermons in the care of his son-
in-law, my grandfather Klaas R. Friesen 
(1870–1942), who became a minister in 
the same Gemeinde.

Unable to read the old Schrift, but 
curious, I took the booklets home. I 
found another sermon in the Evangelical 
Mennonite Church archives, and a fourth 
in a family history, Abraham L. and 
Elizabeth Dueck and their Descendants, 
1841–1965. I kept them in a file folder 
for several years. One day, I decided to 
find out what they contained, and thus 
find out more about the life of my ances-
tor. These words written in his own hand 
held an allure for me, and from time to 
time I would open those booklets and 
leaf through hopefully as if they would 
magically reveal something. Finally, after 
several false starts, I began transcribing, 
one word and often one letter at a time. To 
my surprise I found that I could do this. 
Over time I ended up with transcriptions, 
including one which the late Bernadette 

Toews Plett of Steinbach completed with 
skill and devotion. I then translated all 
four sermons. The one published in the 
family history was numbered 22, evidence 
that my great-grandfather wrote many 
more than the ones in my possession. But 
these four were all I had. Later I learned 

that Gruenfeld (Kleefeld), Manitoba, 
historian Henry Fast had collected and 
translated Dueck’s letters, and these also 
provided glimpses into his thinking and 
the events of his life.

Dueck was the son of a Kleine 
Gemeinde minister, Johann Dueck 
(1801–1866), and Helena Loewen 
(1806–1879). He was born in Fischau, 
Molotschna, moved to Muntau with his 
parents, and after marrying Elisabeth 
Rempel (1841–1901) moved again to 

Gnadenthal and then to Annafeld in 
Borosenko colony. In Annafeld he was 
one of the three highest-assessed farmers 
and served as the fire insurance admin-
istrator (Brandaeltester) and possibly as 
village mayor (Schulz).1 He immigrated 
to Canada with his family in 1874. They 
settled in Gruenfeld, where Dueck was 
a song leader for nine years before being 
elected deacon in 1891 and minister in 
1893. He was chosen as Aeltester in 1896.

the lectionary
The four sermons, in the order that 

they would have been preached in any 
calendar year, are: Advent (text Romans 
13:11–14, written November 1896), 
Epiphany (entitled “Three Holy Kings,” 
text Matthew 2:1–12, December 1895), 
Discipleship (text Galatians 5:22–24, 
February 1896) and Preparatory to 
Communion (text Isaiah 55:1–2, April 
1896).

As was the practice in his time, Dueck 
preached – that is, read – the sermons 
in different communities on the East 
Reserve, and in Rosenort on the West 
Reserve. One sermon would be deliv-
ered multiple times. (This had also 
been the practice in South Russia.) At 
the end of the sermon on discipleship, 
he notes that it was given on four occa-
sions: “1896, May 3, Steinbach / 1897, 
January 9, Rosenort / 1897, January 17, 
Gruenfeld / 1898, January 9, Blumenort.” 
He probably adhered at least partially to 
a lectionary, prescribing scripture read-
ings for particular days on the calendar. 
Donald Stoesz has demonstrated that a 
broad range of Mennonite denomina-
tions in Manitoba, the Kleine Gemeinde 
included, relied on a lectionary borrowed 
from the Lutherans that goes as far back 
as Pope Gregory I in the sixth century.2 
Dueck’s sermons, therefore, were not 
chosen just according to personal whim. 
He was always writing in context, echoing 
themes found in his predecessors’ texts 
and in much earlier Mennonite literature, 
though not referencing these influences 
directly. The only literary references in his 
sermons are to scripture or to anonymous 
“poets” – writers of Gesangbuch songs.

“Each one who from  
his heart wants to attain  

this can take pleasure  
in this inexpressible joy,  
if he also, in this time of 
grace, works out his own 

salvation with fear  
and trembling.”
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life’s two dimensions
For Dueck, as for his Mennonite fore-

bears, life consisted of two dimensions: 
“the world” and the Kingdom of God. 
When we come into this life, we come 
into the world, which is essentially an evil 
place, and thence we begin our pilgrimage 
to the Kingdom of God, which at times 

seems to denote a Christian community 
on earth, and at other times heaven in the 
afterlife. Although we are in the world, as 
Christians we are obliged to fight against it 
with all our might. Life is a struggle which 
ends only upon death. The world, in the 
words of seventeenth-century Dutch 
preacher Peter Peters, belongs to the devil 
and all the evils which accompany him, 
such as pride, greed, sensuality, a quarrel-
some spirit, discord, dissension, and envy.3 
When something is labelled weltlich, or 
worldly, all these things are implied. The 
world is “out there,” in city life, or in the 
larger society of non-Mennonites, but it 
also exists within the community in the 
form of everyday human foibles. It exists 
even in the guise of pietistic styles of wor-
ship: “Our fallen nature and the lusts of 
the world always fight against and hinder 

us . . . and therefore we have reason to 
daily crucify and die to sin. The world-
liness of the so-called Christians is seen 
with their appearance of holy worship in 
singing, ear-pleasing teaching, exultation 
and audible loud prayer, and many other 
unsuitable things.”4 Dueck’s concern, 
ecclesiastically and socially, was to main-
tain and strengthen the proven faith and 
way of life of his forbears.

Christians needed to understand the 
dangers of this world not just to resist 
temptations of the flesh, but also in rela-
tion to the arc of time. Time began with 
creation as recorded in Genesis, and will 
end as foretold in Revelation and by Jesus 
himself. Dueck believed that humanity 
was living in a period just preceding the 
end of the world, which would be marked 
not only by the literal destruction of the 
earth, but – and more importantly – by 
the second coming of Christ in the clouds, 
followed by a great Judgment Day when 
everyone would have to account for them-
selves: “O that we might, with yearning 
urgency, endure the requirement to wait 
for the glorious, last appearance of the 
Lord in these last, danger-filled times, 
since we realize that the time for the ful-
fillment of this prophecy has almost come 
to an end” (Advent).

We are not only caught in the irrevers-
ible march of time; we are living in the end 
times, and it is only by God’s grace, which 
should never be taken for granted, that the 
Last Judgment has not already come, with 
eternal punishment for those who failed 
in faith and obedience. Dueck’s pleas 
for attentiveness echo those of the Old 
Testament prophets: “Also in this time 
the Lord Jesus has, above all, given in the 
gospel so many warnings, admonitions, 
and wakening calls as parables, examples, 
and illustrations, for our well-being and 
the salvation of our souls . . . and so today 
I also cry to you: repent! So that, when 
the Lord comes to pass his judgment, we, 
as poor sinners, may enter into blessed 
heaven.” He understood post-judg-
ment life as time going on without end: 
“Eternity is a time such that one hundred 
years may be compared to being only a 
drop of water in the sea” (Communion).

Dueck showed no interest in mil-

lennialist teachings popular among the 
more pietistic Mennonite Brethren, 
and avoided any mention of scenarios 
of apocalypse and blood. He preferred 
to describe the joys which the faithful 
believer can anticipate. He concluded his 
communion sermon with a vision of an 
ideal fellowship: “How dear and pleasant 
that company will be for all who will sit 
at God’s table in heaven to eat this meal, 
from morning until evening, from mid-
night until noonday.”

penance
Dueck’s themes in these four ser-

mons fall in line with those of other 
Kleine Gemeinde and Old Colony min-
isters. Sermons were Vermahnungen, 
admonitions and warnings of the dan-
gers of spiritual deterioration or error. 
This approach persisted well into the 
mid-twentieth century. One Old Colony 
Mennonite remarked: “You do not go 
to church to enjoy ease and comfort but 
to do penance for your sins.”5 The lack 
of any ornamentation inside the church 
building, the hard, backless benches, and 
the seemingly endless length of the service 
were all intended to reinforce this idea.

Penance, to be sure, was a repeated 
motif for Dueck, and the main theme of 
his Advent sermon on Romans 13:11–14. 
Donald Stoesz has illustrated that sermons 
on this text were part of the conservative 
Mennonite lectionary related to Advent. 
Chortitzer minister David M. Stoesz 
(1870–1934) preached on this text in 
Rhineland, Manitoba, in late November 
or early December multiple times.

Dueck draws upon the prototypical 
Biblical repentance tale, the story of Noah 
and the great flood. God sees humanity’s 
evil and feels “remorse that he had put 
mankind on the earth, people who did not 
want to submit any more to his punish-
ment and rule.” God requires obedience, 
above all. Although he wishes to show 
mercy, he punishes the disobedient and 
requires of humans that they accept this 
scheme of things. In his great patience, 
God gives his children time to come to 
repentance, with many warnings of the 
consequences of refusal. But he will not 
be patient forever.

Abraham L. Dueck, once Aeltester of the Kleine 
Gemeinde in Manitoba, left his sermons in the 
care of his son-in-law.

RALPH
 FRIESEN
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Dueck urged his listeners to exam-
ine themselves for evidence of sin and 
endure the attendant emotional pain. 
In his Epiphany sermon he pleads with 
them to “awaken from sin’s sleep, and 
through true remorse and repentance 
seek the dear Saviour.” The emotion 
accompanying repentance is remorse, “a 
gnawing distress arising from a sense of 
guilt for past wrongs.”6 Zacchaeus, the 
tax collector, heard Jesus’s appeal and was 
“moved and grieved to repent of his sin,” 
and then “it was through his deep feeling 
that [he] was filled with joy and rapture” 
(Communion).

Dueck recognizes that his challenge 
will meet with resistance: “Does it not 
often happen that, even when, in pitying 
tones, we are spoken to of our short time 
on earth, it is so hard for us to admit? How 
often we seek to diminish, how hard it 
is for us to confess, how indifferent we 
are then to wrongdoing – and how agree-
able the remission of sins before God” 
(Communion)

In passing, Dueck voices his suspicion 
of the tendency to dodge around remorse 
and escape into the embrace of forgive-
ness. Overly facile forgiveness, isolated 
from a sense of personal moral respons-
ibility, leads to complacency and “great 
misfortune.” Penance requires sincer-
ity, humility, and “childlike hearts” and 
becomes habitual to the faithful Christian. 
“For the whole of our lives” it demon-
strates to God “the change in our lives” 
(Epiphany).

root of evil
Of what, exactly, did Dueck expect his 

congregation to repent? He rarely men-
tions specific shortcomings or offences, 
resorting instead to generalities or lists 
from scripture. The “earthly” and “tem-
poral” are contrasted with the “heavenly” 
and “eternal.” “Earthly” seems to be a 
catch-all word for the material world of 
making money, building shelter, buying 
clothing, and so on. Dueck would cer-
tainly have endorsed all such activities as 
necessary for life; his warnings are about 
getting overly attached to them so that 
they become ends in themselves. In his 
letters he makes the standard “confession” 

common in the correspondence of his 
co-religionists: “Physically we are fairly 
well. In the spiritual sense we are hurting 
and daily need to cry to the Physician for 
help.” He goes on, however, to report spe-
cifically on physical things: “The harvest 
was fairly good. We got 10 to 18 bushels 
per acre for wheat; barley and oats 20 to 
30 bushels per acre. Potatoes yielded 10 to 

26 bushels per bushel of seed. The wheat 
price is up to $1.00/bus. Oats from $.50 
to —? bus. Potatoes sell for $1.10 to 1.30/
bus. Eggs sell for 30 to 35 cents/doz.”7

He also did not hesitate to press a friend 
to collect money owing him in South 
Russia: “Last year because of the poor har-
vest out there I did not pressure the debt to 
be paid, but this year with a good harvest I 
believe that the debts can be quickly taken 
care of. Also, because the grain prices are 
high, could the debts together with the 
interest be paid without delay? Please 
remind the debtors to respond. Please also 
inform us when the money can be sent as 
we will need the money this spring.”8

Evidently, when Dueck says we should 
not be too attached to the temporal and 
the earthly, he does not mean that we 
should ignore the practical imperatives 
of life, including commercial exchanges. 
But how do we find the line between 
allowable attachment and over-attach-
ment? He doesn’t say. Nor does he say that 
there is no happiness to be found in this 
world; only that, whatever we do find, it 
is not the greatest happiness. We should 
be aware, always, that “here have we no 
continuing city, but we seek one to come” 
(Hebrews 13:14, Epiphany). Also, we 
are “strangers and pilgrims on the earth” 
(Hebrews 11:13). Dueck was not alone in 
citing these classic passages, often quoted 
by conservative Mennonites in warning 

against weltlich temptations.
For Dueck and the Kleine Gemeinde in 

general, perhaps the greatest temptation, 
to be most strongly resisted, was material 
wealth. Among the Mennonites of South 
Russia prior to the 1870s migration to 
North America, some were poor and a sig-
nificant number were landless. In general, 
however, the Mennonites made great gains 

in material wealth and were much richer 
than their Russian peasant counterparts. 
Their basic economic activity was farm-
ing, but milling and manufacturing were 
common, and even farmers traded grain 
in international markets. Small-scale mer-
chandising took hold as well. Among the 
Kleine Gemeinde, who by the 1860s had 
moved as a group to Borosenko colony, 
the majority were reasonably well off, and 
a small minority could have been desig-
nated as “wealthy.”

In The Way to the City of Peace (1625), 
Peter Peters warns against Gierigkeit, 
translated variously as “greediness, cov-
etousness, avarice, desire for great wealth 
or power.” In medieval times, of course, 
greed was one of the seven deadly sins. For 
Peters it is “the root of all evil,”9 echoing 
1 Timothy 6:10.10 Gierigkeit is greed, but 
also implies something broader, a sort of 
bottomless desire. Such desire attaches 
itself to the things of this earth, and to 
life itself, and if given free rein it leads a 
person away from God. In Dueck’s words, 
“if we give room in ourselves for greed, 
the root of all evil, and by which the soul 
at last is destroyed, through this people 
are easily compelled away from the good” 
(Communion). With solid understanding 
of human nature he observes further: “The 
earthly does not give satisfaction, for when 
such a person has much, he always craves 
more, for just when he has had one of his 

“O that we might, with yearning urgency, endure the  
requirement to wait for the glorious, last appearance of the Lord 
in these last, danger-filled times, since we realize that the time 
for the fulfillment of this prophecy has almost come to an end.”
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desires fulfilled, then many other desires 
come to play in his mind” (Communion).

This topic continued to be preached 
among the Kleine Gemeinde well into 
the twentieth century. On July 21, 1912, 
Cornelius L. Friesen gave “a powerful mes-
sage about riches and the love of money” 
in Rosenort, pleading with his listeners to 
read Peter Peters on the subject.11

The wealthiest individual to hear 
Dueck’s warnings was Steinbach merchant 
Klaas R. Reimer (1837–1906), a grandson 
of Kleine Gemeinde founder Klaas Reimer 

(1770–1838). By 1893, K. R. Reimer’s 
general store had annual sales of more 
than $14,000, a figure that kept growing 
in succeeding years.12 Meanwhile, his sons 
opened a variety of successful businesses, 
including a cheese factory, a lumber yard, 
and a lucrative general store called the H. 
W. Reimer Store. Other entrepreneurs 
began dealing in farm implements, and a 
large flour mill was also erected. In 1895 
church leaders paid Reimer a visit to 
admonish him for his business dealings.13 
Quite possibly Dueck, an elected minister 
by then, was present. In any case, such 

admonitions were powerless to prevent the 
growth of a thriving business class among 
the Manitoba Kleine Gemeinde, centred 
in Steinbach.

Ironically, the church leaders’ con-
tinued opposition to materialism probably 
contributed to the formation of a new, 
more business-friendly Gemeinde called 
the Bruderthaler (later the Evangelical 
Mennonite Brethren and now the 
Fellowship of Evangelical Bible Churches) 
in 1897. Adding to the irony was the fact 
that the driving force behind the upstart 
church was Dueck’s brother-in-law 
Heinrich Rempel (1855–1926), whom 
Abraham and Elisabeth had sponsored to 
come to Canada in the 1880s.

Dueck also disapproved of the over-
reaching ambition of Jacob Penner 
(1828–1889), husband of his sister 
Helena. Penner owned many thousand 
desiatiny of land in Russia, large herds of 
cattle and horses, and a “very large massive 
two-storey dwelling house built of kilned 
bricks.”14 By 1896 the Penner estate was 
in financial straits, and Dueck could not 
refrain from commenting: “Had our dear 
brother-in-law striven after the kingdom 
of God and his righteousness and not tried 
to be the big nobleman, his farm would 
not have been as large.”15 And, by implica-
tion, his financial and spiritual fall would 
not have been so precipitous.

For Dueck, the folly of a life given 
over to the accumulation of wealth is 
underlined by the simple fact of human 
mortality: “How often does it happen, 
that one who has wholly dedicated him-
self to the things of this world, and has 

immersed himself entirely in the cares 
and business of this life, meets his death?” 
(Discipleship).

crucify the flesh
Greed was a component of a larger 

category of sin called “the fleshly,” 
encompassing sensuality, pleasure-seek-
ing, desire, and even aesthetic impulses. 
Christians must constantly “fight and 
struggle violently against our flesh and 
its lusts and desires” (Advent). Years ear-
lier, Heinrich Balzer, a Kleine Gemeinde 
minister at Orloff, Molotschna, made a 
list of behaviours among the Molotschna 
Mennonites which might well serve as 
a model for Dueck’s definition of “our 
flesh”: “Pride, ostentation, vanity, greed 
for money and lust for wealth, avarice, 
drunkenness, luxury, vicious life, mas-
querades, obscene songs, gambling, and 
above all the miserable smoking of tobacco 
– they all have become the passionate 
habits of the Mennonites.”16

The Kleine Gemeinde did its best to 
stamp out all such behaviours and create 
a church “without spot or wrinkle.” They 
fell short, but by Dueck’s time they had 
created a community where these “habits” 
(except for “lust for wealth”) had almost 
been stamped out or driven underground. 
As Aeltester, Dueck was a guardian, trying 
to ensure that these behaviours did not 
make a resurgence.

At times Dueck must have felt like a 
prophet crying in the wilderness. He 
could only decry the prodigal behaviour 
of Isaac B. Plett, married to his daughter 
Elisabeth: “He left on July 28 [1896] with 
his team for Winnipeg, a week after her 
confinement, at which he was not present. 
His reason for leaving his wife and family 
and to justify his action was that she did 
not cease to admonish him to turn from 
his ways. He sold his team and wagon in 
Morris in order to get more money to 
travel and together with money he had 
gotten in improper ways he had a total 
sum of $500 to $600 to travel from one 
city to another on the train. As it seems, 
he spent his life in all kinds of pleasure, 
frivolity, and ungodly activities in every 
large city like Omaha, Chicago, and others 
till he spent his money.”17

Dueck was faithful especially to the teaching 
of Peter Peters, who pointed out that true 
Christian love does not seek self-interest, but 
the well-being of one’s neighbour.

“If we give room in 
ourselves for greed, the root 
of all evil, and by which 

the soul at last is destroyed, 
through this people are 
easily compelled away 

from the good.”
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Plett, along with some friends, had 
travelled to the Chicago World’s Fair 
(the very name condemns the event!) in 
1893. Unlike almost everyone else in his 
community he did not struggle against his 
own desires, but went over to the “enemy” 
and immersed himself in the very world 
against which he had been so strongly 
warned. He left the church, or was excom-
municated from it, and died an outcast 
in 1933. Instead of having “crucified 
the flesh” – the phrase, from the apostle 
Paul, is frequently quoted by Dueck – he 
indulged it, and for that, it might be said, 
he was himself crucified. Neither words of 
persuasion nor the threat of eternal pun-
ishment were incentive enough to bring 
him back into the fold.

Neither Balzer nor Dueck gave much 
attention to gluttony, which their Catholic 
antecedents had labelled a deadly sin. 
Peter Peters had repeatedly lamented of 
the wealthy Dutch Mennonites of his 
day that “their belly is their god.”18 But 
with the passage of time, the importance 
of this sin diminished. Denied so many 
other pleasures, the Mennonites seemed 
to have tacitly allowed themselves this one. 
Both the merchant Klaas R. Reimer and 
Dueck’s brother Peter weighed more than 
three hundred pounds.

Dueck also concerned himself with 
minor sins, such as gossiping, reaching 

into the Apocrypha for his guiding words: 
“Sirach 19 gives us a beautiful teaching, 
where he says if you hear wicked gossip, do 
not repeat it, for keeping silent will not do 
you any harm” (Communion).19 Maybe 
the teaching was beautiful to him because 
of its understatedness, which suited his 
mild-mannered personality. But he shores 
up his point with a more imperative pas-

sage from Paul: “There shall be no debate 
nor envy, wrath nor quarrelsomeness, 
slander nor tale-bearing, nor any insur-
rection. 2 Corinthians 12.” The faithful 
shall not rush to judgment even when 
they hear slander against themselves, “but 
rather speak to your neighbour so that he 
does not do it anymore” (Communion). 
In a conflict-avoidant communal culture, 
gossip would have been standard practice, 
and the admonition to confront others 
directly would probably not have had 
much effect.

pride
Balzer put “pride” at the head of his list 

of Molotschna Mennonite transgressions. 
For the early Anabaptist writers pride was 
the quintessential sin, and Dueck gives 
it due attention. “Are there not many 
among us,” he asks rhetorically, “with 
proud and arrogant hearts, clouded and 
darkened with opulence and self-love?” 
(Epiphany). By today’s standards, this 
“opulence” would have been so subdued 
as to be unrecognizable, but apparently 
it had to be warned against. Pride could 
take different forms – overemphasis on 
personal appearance and fine clothing, 
seeing others’ faults but not one’s own, 
wilful insistence on being right, refusal 
to repent of wrongdoing, or striving for 
superiority in relationships. All of these 

attitudes and behaviours warranted con-
demnation, and Dueck includes them all 
in his sermons. Perhaps his most salient 
point is this: “We should not think of 
ourselves as greater than what we deserve” 
(Advent). We must cultivate the key virtue 
of humility, a nuanced idea expressed 
variously as Demuetigkeit, Armseligkeit, 
Niedrigkeit, and Geringheit (modesty, 

earnestness, lowliness, and humbleness). 
The self must be crucified.

Dueck is faithful especially to the 
teaching of Peter Peters, who points 
out that true Christian love does not 
seek self-interest, but the well-being of 
one’s neighbour.20 The early Anabaptist 
vision of the Kingdom of God on earth 
required a spirit of submission from the 
entire community, sometimes known 
as Gelassenheit, a term which has earned 
its own entry in the Global Anabaptist 
Mennonite Encyclopedia Online, where 
it is defined as “self-surrender, resignation 
in God’s will, yieldedness to God’s will, 
self-abandonment, the (passive) opening 
to God’s will, including the readiness to 
suffer for the sake of God, also peace and 
calmness of mind.”

For Dueck, the purpose of this 
self-surrender mainly seems to have been 
“peace” – harmony and unity among the 
community of believers.21 He saw this 
community as an island in the midst of 
a sea of sin, constantly encroached upon 
by technological innovations, entertain-
ments, and ornaments of various kinds. It 
was pride that prompted church members 
to give in to the devil’s temptations, or 
even actively pursue them, and so come 
into conflict with the elders. It was pride 
that prompted individuals to dispute 
over debts or slander or diverse interpret-
ations of scripture. Even those who live 
righteously are not immune from pride; 
indeed, they might be especially subject to 
it, persuading themselves “that they obey 
all of God’s commands . . . and therefore 
hear every wake-up voice as meant only 
for others” (Advent).

People could not hope to conceal 
wrongdoings from the eye of an all-see-
ing God. They might think that family 
members or neighbours or church elders 
do not see their sins, but they cannot com-
fort themselves with this delusion: “Let us 
never [like Herod] try to conceal things 
and think, ‘God does not see it.’ All things 
are naked and opened unto his eyes. We 
must also set aside all reckonings. So let us 
not try to avoid the truth with our words 
or actions – before him everything which 
in us is so deeply hidden is as clear as day-
light” (Epiphany). This “searchlight” God 

“Does it not often happen that, even when, in pitying  
tones, we are spoken to of our short time on earth, it is so hard for 
us to admit? How often we seek to diminish, how hard it is for us 

to confess, how indifferent we are then to wrongdoing –  
and how agreeable the remission of sins before God.”
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was a powerful agent of social control, and 
Dueck had no qualms about invoking 
him. After all, the Enemy could not be 
underestimated in his constant efforts to 
lead one astray.

fear and joy
Historically, Anabaptist writers did not 

emphasize the doctrine of original sin as it 
was articulated by the Catholic Church. 
Specifically, the Anabaptists, opposed 
as they were to infant baptism, rejected 
the teaching that infants, if not baptized, 
were in danger of eternal punishment. 
Writing to his brother Bernhard, Dueck 
gives deceased children a place in heaven: 
“Scarlet fever is found among the children, 
especially among the 2- to 6-year-olds. 
Among some parents the count of their 
children has decreased. The Lord has not 
only taken one or two but sometimes three 
of these precious ones into his kingdom.”22

While still in Russia, four of Abraham 
and Elisabeth’s offspring had died in 
infancy or childhood. In Canada, their 
last-born, Katharina, died as a one-year-
old. Dueck believed that God’s grace 
extended to them all. Nevertheless, like 
his spiritual forbears, he also believed 
that humans had a sinful nature, passed 
on through the disobedience of Adam 
and Eve. Christ appeared in the world 
“to save us poor sinners from the devil 
and hell, where we all, through Adam’s 
fall, lay so miserably imprisoned in 
death’s deepest darkness, covered by a 
dense cloud of damnation” (Epiphany). 
Dueck even uses the term “original sin” 
(Erbsuende) on one occasion, calling it 
a “poison” whose only antidote is God’s 
grace (Advent). Each such reference is 
followed by gratitude for God’s love and 
mercy which overcomes sinfulness.

“We poor humans, fundamentally cor-
rupt,” should be filled with joy to know 
that we are recipients of divine grace, 
bestowed through Christ’s sacrifice: “To 
such a great happiness we . . . are called by 
the loving Redeemer, who left his throne, 
and in loving compassion, and in the 
lowliest way, came into this sad world to 
suffer and die and give his precious blood 
as payment for us” (Discipleship). But we 
dare not be passive recipients of grace; we 

must act. Dueck articulates a core con-
cept for the Kleine Gemeinde: “Each 
one who from his heart wants to attain 
this can take pleasure in this inexpress-
ible joy, if he also, in this time of grace, 
works out his own salvation with fear 

and trembling” (Discipleship). Seventy 
years earlier, Aeltester Abraham Friesen 
declared that we must live “not in the fear 
of the world, but out of the fear of God 
before whom I must at all times work out 
my salvation with fear and trembling, 
Philippians 2:12.”23

We should be joyful; we should be 
afraid. It is a double bind. Over again 
Dueck tells his audience of their inherit-
ance of salvation, and each time he follows 
with a reminder that this great gift is con-
ditional, and they must never assume 
they are secure in claiming it. We are to 
be Rechtschaffend, righteous, upstanding, 
and then leave the rest to God.

At the same time, Dueck could be pro-
fuse in describing the reward awaiting 
the faithful, who have a “holy inheritance 
linked forever to eternal joy, pleasure, 
and rejoicing,” a “homeland which is 
above” (Discipleship). Eternal pleasure – 
the German word here is Wollust, which 
often translates as voluptuousness or lust 
– seems an incongruous enticement for a 
strictly monogamous, sexually repressed 
culture. Joy could be imagined, but had 
to be postponed until after death: “Forever 
remain my light, Jesus my joy, until the 
last day dawns after the ending of all sor-
rows, and I, clothed in white, leap for joy, 
singing without ceasing, made whole by 
God” (Epiphany). Dueck borrows the 

wording from the book of Revelation.
As long as we draw breath, we are not 

safe from the Enemy’s snares: “You cannot 
have confidence in eternal salvation, 
though I dearly hope that all of us may 
attain it” (Communion). Remarkably, 
Dueck’s own brother, Peter, took pretty 
much the opposite view: “It is sad that 
today, many people in so-called Christian 
circles say you cannot, must not, know 
how you rate with God, whether you are 
under grace, or condemnation; whether 
you have peace with God or not. But 
this is because they are not sincere, and 
consequently don’t experience the peace 
which God gives, even as they don’t earn-
estly desire the same. These people count 
it as foolishness when a faithful believer 
speaks about eternal salvation and claims 
to possess it.”24

understanding and 
reason

The question of how the holy scriptures 
should be interpreted was at the centre of 
Mennonite religion and was also Dueck’s 
concern. Everyone was expected to read 
the Bible but variant opinions and inter-
pretations were not wanted. Instead, it 
was anticipated that each person would 
come to the correct understanding, as long 
as he or she had conquered self-pride. A 
prideful attitude would lead to error: “The 
unbelieving Jews” at the time of Christ 
had been led by their own “wisdom, 
will, or reason, which is also followed 
now by all deluded Christians who turn 
the teaching of the gospel to their own 
reasoning, always making mistakes, and 
becoming blinded so that they love the 
darkness more than the light” (Advent). It 
was therefore “highly necessary that man 
examines himself sharply.”

In his mistrust of reason, Dueck fol-
lows Balzer. In his treatise on Verstand 
und Vernunft (understanding and reason), 
Balzer argued that natural reason, a prod-
uct of the secular intellect, could only 
mislead the sincere Christian, who was to 
be guided instead by understanding, the 
“mind illuminated by the Holy Spirit.”25 
And this was not an individual but rather a 
collective pursuit, as Dueck describes: “For 
only he will be guided to heaven by God’s 

“When a person sincerely 
seeks God with his whole 
and true heart, God will 
not allow him to remain 
in error, but rather will 
help him on the right  
way to Jesus Christ.”
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pure word who is eager, in all honourable-
ness, to receive it, and accept it with an 
undivided heart. Who is also ready gladly 
to participate in the gatherings of the 
true believers whenever possible, who are 
agreed on basic principles, so as to receive 
the correct beliefs in God and our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and to live in accordance 
with these” (Advent).

Dueck often speaks of Rechtglaeubigen: 
true believers who follow the scriptures 
in a manner consonant with the Kleine 
Gemeinde orthodoxy. Such belief is not 
arrived at by conventional study. “All 
outward knowledge or learning, with-
out God-given wisdom, is of no use in 
coming to know the Lord, but rather is 
a detriment” (Epiphany). For the Kleine 
Gemeinde, a limited primary school 

education, enough for children to learn 
reading, writing, and basic arithmetic, so 
that in turn they could read the Bible and 
conduct a farm economy, was enough. 
More was too much. And it was always 
“understanding,” and not “reason,” that 
Dueck sought to employ when composing 
his sermons. Such understanding requires 
a childlike mind. At the same time, the 
arguments in his sermons are logically 
developed in a rather unchildlike “if this, 
then that” pattern. Passages from the 
Bible, of course, are his starting point.

Surprisingly, for one steeped in trad-
ition, Dueck frequently speaks of seeking 
God, or seeking the truth. He also insisted 
on an experiential faith, not just one that 
follows the rules. He believed that all 
humans possess a desire to know God. 
“Everyone,” he says, “may experience 
and feed his soul’s hunger. See and taste 
this sweet food of heaven, hidden in our 

Jesus’s dear breast, and all of the abun-
dance enjoyed by a hungry or thirsty soul” 
(Epiphany). The sensual imagery here is 
not typical for Dueck, but does seem to 
show that he was influenced by the very 
pietists he vocally opposed. Seeking is 
an active decision, arrived at through 
repentance and faith: “When a person sin-
cerely seeks God with his whole and true 
heart, God will not allow him to remain in 
error, but rather will help him on the right 
way to Jesus Christ” (Epiphany).

Historical events threw people’s 
assumptions of doctrinal correctness into 
doubt. The fact that half the community 
in Gruenfeld had left the Kleine Gemeinde 
in the early 1880s and embraced the 
teachings of John Holdeman shook the 
confidence of those who remained. The 

pressure to find true Biblical meaning 
increased: “We have very good reasons, in 
this our troubled time, to prove every spirit 
which appears with this word of God, to 
see if they teach living and behaving in 
accordance with it” (Advent). Dueck was 
more explicit in his letters: “It is necessary 
in these last sad times to continually call 
on the Helper and Giver of all good things 
for mercy to see with open eyes that we 
might not be led astray. The Lord himself 
said in Matt. 24 that there will be great 
distress unequalled from the beginning of 
the world till now. There will rise up false 
Christs and false prophets who perform 
great signs and wonders to deceive even 
the elect if possible. O yes, Satan in these 
times clothes himself in words of scripture 
and appears as an angel of light.”26

In another letter he observes, “One 
baptizes to the front, the other backward, 
and each seeks to accord this with the holy 

scripture and they can, because of the 
outer picture or sign, not work together. 
Each party thinks the other is unworthy. 
Yes, each says, ‘Here is Christ.’”27 His frus-
tration is clear, but finally he is unable to 
clarify the matter. Different Christians 
interpret the Bible differently. Which 
way is true?

metaphor
Unschooled though he was, Dueck 

still knew that not everything in the Bible 
could be taken at face value. The scriptures 
may contain meanings which cannot be 
penetrated with normal reasoning or lit-
eral reading. At the time of Jesus’s birth 
“the high priests and learned scribes knew, 
from the holy word, that Jesus, the new 
king, had to be born in Bethlehem. But 
what did it help them to know this when 
they stayed in Jerusalem and did not go 
to Bethlehem, having only the literal 
awareness of the holy writings and exter-
nal knowledge” (Epiphany). And further: 
“Let us not read the holy writ only with 
a literal knowledge, but rather consider 
that through it we are brought to Christ” 
(Epiphany). Dueck’s entire reading of the 
story of Christ’s birth and the visit of the 
Magi is literal but also allegorical; he reads 
it as history but also at a deeper level for its 
spiritual meaning.

He knew that writers use literary 
devices – metaphors, images, symbols – to 
convey thoughts and experiences or to give 
colour and energy to the facts being pre-
sented. He tries to bring home the story of 
the Magi by urging his listeners to “give to 
him [Jesus] the frankincense of our faith 
in God, [the gold of our] devout prayers, 
and the myrrh of our true penitence and 
conversion.” A little further on he varies 
the comparisons: “the gold of belief, the 
frankincense of prayer, and the myrrh of 
true penitence.” His inspiration for this 
symbolic reading seems to have come from 
the prayer of an unnamed poet whom he 
quotes: “As our myrrh we give patience 
and repentance.”

Dueck seems to have worried that 
his unsophisticated listeners might not 
understand figurative language. He 
quotes Jesus speaking to the woman at 
the well, saying “whoever drinks of the 

“Let us never [like Herod] try to conceal things  
and think, ‘God does not see it.’ All things are naked  

and opened unto his eyes. We must also set aside all reckonings.  
So let us not try to avoid the truth with our words  
or actions – before him everything which in us is  

so deeply hidden is as clear as daylight.”
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water that I give will never thirst again,” 
and feels compelled to explain that 
“this and other passages like it speak of 
spiritual eating and drinking, of which 
Christ also often spoke, with the inten-
tion of giving examples of the spiritual 
through bodily eating and drinking” 
(Communion). “All of these and other 
sayings we must understand spiritually,” 
he continues. Ironically, he was likely 
completely unaware that he was a practi-
tioner of an ancient allegorical method.28

conclusion
At times, when translating Dueck’s ser-

mons, I found myself awash in abstract 
concepts, repetitions, and run-on sen-
tences. I wondered whether his listeners 
might have had an experience something 
like mine, being overwhelmed and finally 
lulled to sleep under the relentless slow 
avalanche of admonishment. Or did they 

actually listen, and take heed and inspir-
ation? I imagine that the precepts and 
scripture passages sank into their uncon-
scious minds and wove themselves into 
the fabric of their everyday lives. I am glad 
to have had the opportunity to stop the 
action, as it were, and parse the meaning 
in Great-grandfather’s writings, and in this 
way come to know at least a part of him.

By the time he reached the age of fifty-
eight, Abraham Dueck, sick with a serious 
kidney ailment, was indeed tired of life. 
By 1899, he had been predeceased by all 
of his siblings. In a letter to a cousin, he 
lamented: “Now I, as the least of my sib-
lings, am the only one left to stay in this 
evil world.”29 And then his turn came, as 
described by his grandson Isaac D. Plett: 
“‘I guess that you will want to see Grandpa 
die.’ Those words struck my ears. It was 
July 18, 1899, in the late afternoon. I was 
shoved into the room along with others. 

We all stood by the bed. Age 12 at the 
time, I was seized by the earnestness of 
the moment. On the wall at the foot end 
of the bed hung the big clock, and at the 
other end stood Dr. Harrison with his 
snow white beard and hair. The last min-
utes went by quickly and then I heard the 
doctor say, in English: ‘It is all over now.’ 
I can still see him pressing Grandfather’s 
eyelids shut. Then I looked at the clock 
and saw the hour hand pointing at 4.”30

Ironically, although Dueck held a life-
long anger toward John Holdeman for 
coming and splitting his Gemeinde in 
two, “the Holdemans’ Peter Toews pub-
licly celebrated what the Kleine Gemeinde 
themselves would not dare, that ‘we need 
not consider him lost for he showed in 
word and deed that he was righteous.’”31 
He had often spoken of his desire for 
“that homeland with no tears, where the 
conqueror has prepared a city of noble 
peace, a hope for all who have fought for 
so long and all life-weary wanderers, where 
no one will get tired of life any more” 
(Discipleship).

Ralph Friesen is an amateur historian with 
a special interest in the Kleine Gemeinde. 
He has contributed numerous articles to 
Preservings and is the author of Between 
Earth and Sky: Steinbach, the First 50 Years, 
which won the Margaret McWilliams Award for 
excellence in local history, Manitoba. He also 
co-authored an inter-generational family hist-
ory, Abraham S. Friesen, Steinbach Pioneer, and 
recently published a memoir, Dad, God, and Me.

“Our fallen nature and the lusts of the world always  
fight against and hinder us . . . and therefore we have reason 
to daily crucify and die to sin. The worldliness of the so-called 

Christians is seen with their appearance of holy worship in 
singing, ear-pleasing teaching, exultation and audible  

loud prayer, and many other unsuitable things.”
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A Mennonite  
Travelogue

Martin B. Fast in South Russia

Katherine Peters Yamada

On his 1908 tour of the Mennonite 
colonies in South Russia (present-

day Ukraine), Martin B. Fast, then the 
editor of Die Mennonitsche Rundschau, vis-
ited family and friends in the Molotschna 
colony and made new acquaintances in 
Crimea. He recorded his travels in the 
book Reisebericht und Kurze Geschichte 
der Mennoniten (A travelogue and brief 

history of the Mennonites), which has 
been recently translated.1

During the first half of this trip, cov-
ered in the last issue of Preservings, Fast 
visited many villages in the Molotschna 
colony. A few weeks into the trip, he 
boarded a train bound for Berdyansk, 
on the Sea of Azov. In this picturesque 
city, Molotschna Mennonites shipped 

their wheat and other produce to market. 
Beginning in the 1840s, some Mennonites 
moved to this city and settled in what was 
known as the German Quarter.2 One of 
these Mennonites was Cornelius Jansen, 
a prominent grain merchant, who lived 
in the city until 1873, when he left with 
his family for North America. His young 
son, Peter, purchased a large property in 
Nebraska, raised sheep, and later founded 
the town of Jansen. Fast, who was also a 
young man when his family arrived in the 
United States in 1877, had lived near the 
sheep ranch and had come to know Peter.

While in Berdyansk, Fast visited 
another family of grain merchants, the 
Sudermans. Fast wrote that as a young 
boy he had seen their yard and their large 
wheat warehouse while delivering wheat 
with his father. He brought them greet-
ings from his “friend and neighbour Peter 
Jansen” and was warmly welcomed inside 
for coffee.

He also visited a colleague, Heinrich 
Abram Ediger, co-editor of the Mennonite 
periodical Der Botschafter. Later Fast 

Fast visited the bazaar in Berdyansk to get a taste of his childhood.
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visited the bazaar, as he had been look-
ing forward to tasting the little prianiki 
(Pfefferkuchen). As it turned out, the 
market no longer sold gingerbread cook-
ies and Fast had to purchase “something 
similar” to relive his childhood memory.

to sevastopol
On a June evening, he boarded a 

steamer headed for Kerch. There he trans-
ferred to a “beautiful ship” to travel along 
the south coast of the Crimean Peninsula 
to Sevastopol. Fast informed his readers 
that “Crimea is a wonderful bit of land, 
which plays an important role in world 
history. . . . There is probably no spot on 
earth on which more blood has been shed 
in order to possess it than Crimea – per-
haps Palestine.”

Early in the morning the steamer 
docked in Yalta. “Yes, Yalta – what Russian 
child has not heard about the splendours 
of Yalta and Livadia?” He described the 
view as he left the ship and walked up 
a nearby hill: “The buildings lie hidden 

under high trees. On the highest point 
stood a beautiful little church.” Fast 
entered and listened to the chanting of the 
priests. Soon the ship sounded its signal 
for departure and they passed slowly by 
Livadia. “The Russian imperial family 
has its beautiful palace here. When in St. 
Petersburg the ground is frozen solid, the 
roses bloom here.”

One thing impressed him. “From Yalta 
to far past Livadia, you see numerous 
sentry booths; many of them lie hidden in 
the thickets, others stand out in the open. 
There the guards in the grey cloaks of the 
Tsar walk back and forth and see to it that 
the ‘Little Father’ and his large entourage 
can live in safety.”

Sevastopol finally came into view. Fast 
wrote, “The Black Sea, the bay, the inlets 
and the harbour all lie in a remarkable 
location and it seems impossible that an 
enemy could ever storm and conquer this 
city.” He disembarked and hired a car-
riage to take him up the hill to visit P. M. 
Friesen, who lived among “the Baptists.” 

The carriage stopped at a stately house 
with a small sign on the door: “Petro 
Martinovich Friesen.”

P. M. Friesen had left Molotschna 
colony after teaching and serving as princi-
pal in the secondary school (Zentralschule) 
in Halbstadt. He was also active in the 

Fast's ship sailed slowly past the tsar's palace, Livadia, in Yalta.

Fast visited Peter M. and Susanna Friesen in 
Sevastopol.
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Mennonite Brethren Church. In 1884 he 
was ordained as a minister and he later 
wrote the church’s confession of faith. 
Fluent in the Russian language, he had 
moved to Sevastopol to serve in a Russian 
evangelical church. His home became a 
gathering place for Mennonite students.3

Fast had never met P. M. and Susanna 
Friesen, but he had seen photographs of 
them and recognized these “dear people” 
immediately. As he recalled, “Their hos-
pitality made me feel very comfortable 
in their home. I observed their activities, 
saw the converted Russians and how they 
all sought advice from ‘Petrushka’ [the 
diminutive of Peter].” He also saw how 
the two Russian congregations requested 
and valued Friesen’s advice on the conduct 
of holy communion and other religious 
topics.

Fast and his host shared some of their 
experiences and had coffee and cake under 
the shady arbour. Later that year, Fast 
wrote in the Rundschau that Friesen was 

“the mainspring of the evangelical move-
ment among the Russians searching for 
salvation.” P. M. Friesen took issue with 
this characterization. Fast addressed this in 
his travelogue: “When Br. Friesen read this 
in the Rundschau, he did not believe this 
to be correct and asked me to withdraw 
the statement. I am doing that, because, 
as I am well aware, as he writes, the Holy 
Ghost is the mainspring of the movement. 
However, in the sense in which I wrote 
it and in those circumstances, Br. Friesen 
can be considered the instrument in God’s 
hand (that is, mainspring). Especially in 
the organization, the founding, and the 
support of Russian congregations, he has 
contributed a great deal through his efforts 
to the good of the cause.”

historic sites
After a good night’s rest, Fast and his 

guide, a Miss Esau, hired a cab to see the 
sights of the world-famous city. They 
drove out to Chersonesus and then to 

the Soldiers’ Museum. Fast was affected 
by what he saw: “Here you see the hor-
rible consequences of the Crimean War. 
Generals, officers, and ordinary soldiers in 
life-size wax and bronze figures. The old 
lances, rifles, and sabres told a tragic story; 
even the axe of the poor Ratnik [warrior] 
can be seen there. . . . I had to think over 
and over again – how horrible war is! The 
question oppresses me: ‘Lord, how long 
must we wait until the time comes when 
people don’t learn war any more and no 
people raise the sword against others?’”

The next day, Olga Friesen, P. M.’s 
daughter, took him to visit the cemetery. 
Fast commented: “There lie buried the 
poor soldiers who fell in the Crimean 
War. On this hill, covered with bushes, 
you see graves with 100 and 1,000 in one 
grave!” Among the many graves was that 
of General Eduard von Totleben, whom 
Fast vividly recalled from his visit to the 
colonies in 1874. “A very expensive statue 
has been set on his grave. He talked to 

Fast met many relatives as he travelled through South Russia, including members of his wife's family.

TH
IESEN

 FAM
ILY ARCH

IVES

MENNONITES & ALCOHOL 55



our people to persuade them to stay in 
the country and accept military obliga-
tion. He maintained at the time that, 
although freedom of conscience did exist 
in America, eventually Mennonites in 
America would be forced to serve in the 
military.”

They also saw the Siege of Sevastopol 
panorama created by artist Franz 
Roubaud. It had been unveiled in 1905, 
three years before Fast’s visit.4 In the 
panorama he tried to orient himself and 
find the spot on which “our fathers and 
grandfathers stood with their wagons in 
the ‘time of podvod’ [Russian for supply].”

to spat
After they returned to the Friesen home, 

Fast bade his hosts farewell and then 
took the train to Spat. This town, estab-
lished in 1881, was new to him. Near a 
recently constructed railway line, Spat had 
developed into the largest Mennonite vil-
lage in Crimea.5 Fast visited the Langeman 

machine factory, which employed sixty-
three people. They had just finished 
building eighty-one threshing machines. 
“The ones with 10 horsepower cost 
1,200 rubles. These threshing machines, 
powered by horses, are very simply con-
structed. Most farmers have one standing 
in or near their large barn.”

He reported that Spat was a beautiful 
village with a wide street. “The Mennonites 
have built a secondary school. This school 
is nicely equipped and cost 15,000 rubles. 
Two desiatiny of land [about five acres] and 
three residences for the teachers belong to 
the school. . . . The seating for the students 
was already Americanized – two students 
per seat.” A meeting was set for Wednesday 
morning. “Br. Huebert made the opening 
and then I was permitted to speak to the 
attentive listeners.”

Later, he boarded a train bound for 
Melitopol, an important trade centre just 
south of Molotschna. Mennonite families 
had formed a small community around 

1840 and established a Mennonite church 
supported by local estate owners.6 As Fast 
recalled, “The carriage driver knew where 
the nemtsi [Germans] lived and took me 
there.” It was a considerable distance from 
the train station to the German street, but 
they finally arrived at the spacious house 
of J. Neufeld, next to a large steam-driven 
mill. Fast asked the carriage driver to wait 
and went up to the door.

He learned that Neufeld’s wife had gone 
with Abr. Klaassen and his family to their 
estate in Crimea. Klaassen owned a steam-
driven mill that ground “1,500 bushels 
every 24 hours.” At the time, “flour cost 5 
rubles, 25 kopecks for 100 pounds. They 
produce eight different kinds of flour.” 
Although Neufeld was alone, he hosted 
Fast “graciously.” After coffee, Neufeld 
took him to the park. As Fast wrote, “It 
is really beautiful; I had hardly expected 
anything like it. The leading men of the 
city, which included my host, have built 
an extra fine bathhouse there. An artificial 

In Spat, Fast visited the Langeman machine factory, which employed sixty-three people. 
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In Alt Berdyansk, Fast witnessed how those who stayed after the 1870s migration adapted to forestry service.
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well fills a basin built of cement with clear 
water. We played around to our hearts’ 
content in the water, which was just warm 
enough.”

to alt berdyansk
Fast stayed overnight at the Neufelds’, 

and the next morning Neufeld’s friend, 
Brother Enns, picked them up in a car-
riage driven by his Russian coachman. 
They made their way to the forestry pro-
ject, set up in the 1870s to provide an 
alternative to military service for young 
Mennonite men. The men grew trees and 
planted them in open land throughout 
South Russia. “Every year many improved 
trees both for fruit and for forests were 
given free of charge to the Russians living 
in the neighborhood to create in them a 
desire to plant orchards and woods.”7

The visitors were welcomed by Wilh. 
Loewen, preacher and agriculturist at Alt 
Berdyansk, and shown the buildings and 
the equipment. “The young men were 
divided into groups and were expected to 
take care of themselves. I saw how they 
cooked Pflaumenmus [plum butter], 

baked ‘Schnetki’ [biscuits], and made 
themselves useful with the housework.”

From there they drove through a former 
model village laid out years before by 
Johann Cornies. According to Fast, “It 
was to serve as a pattern and example for 
the Russians. The beautiful houses, which 
were built after a German plan, with metal 
roofs, etc., showed how prosperous the 
peasants had become.” Leaving the vil-
lage, Fast saw the large stone marking the 
border with Molotschna, which Cornies 
had set up a hundred years before. He 
commented: “We found ourselves once 
more on German soil.” 

to ohrloff
The next Sunday morning, Fast 

attended a service at the Mennonite 
church in Ohrloff. His father had grown 
up in this church. “As a young boy I had 
been to church in Ohrloff twice and when 
we drove into the yard I looked at the old 
building with a certain reverence. Here my 
father and grandfather had often kneeled 
in reverence to pray. Here more than 
1,000 young people had promised God 

on their knees before many witnesses to 
walk a new life from that moment on!” 
At the church, Fast discovered that “dear 
Elder Abr. Goerz had driven to Neukirch 
to administer holy communion. Br. Joh. 
Wiens of Rosenort gave the opening and 
then I was permitted to speak to the con-
gregation. I felt myself richly blessed.”

The next day, he went to Halbstadt 
with Wilh. Janzen to attend a Bible study 
conference. Fast commented, “For me, it 
was interesting and stimulating to greet 
and listen to men of whom I had often 
heard or read.” That evening he drove 
to Rueckenau to visit Brother and Sister 
Pet. Braun, who lived on a farm previously 
owned by Franz Martens. Martens, who 
had bought the farm from Joh. Dick, had 
torn down all the old buildings and put 
up modern ones. After Martens died, 
the Brauns bought the place for 20,050 
rubles. Fast learned that “there was general 
astonishment” over this sale price; “how-
ever, today 25,000 rubles for a farm in 
Rueckenau is quite common.”

He also visited Brother and Sister 
Heinrich Martens, and had a “short but 
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beautiful devotion.” Sister Martens had 
just recently made a trip to Crimea. “All 
too soon the time came that I had to leave 
for Tiegerweide for the funeral of a cousin, 
Frau Dick (nee Katharina Fast).” Brother 
Martens drove him to Tiegerweide, the 
village where Fast was born in 1857. His 
uncle had cleaned out the barn for the 
funeral. Brother Jakob Wiens gave the 
funeral sermon. Then the coffin was put 
onto a wagon and the horses were led by 
two men to the cemetery. “Three of my 
little brothers and sisters also lie buried 
there.” After coffee at the home of the 
deceased, Fast spoke to those gathered.

to schoensee
The next morning Jul. Barkman and 

Korn. Boschman drove him almost due 
north to Schoensee, which in 1908 was 
a tree-filled village on the south bank of 
the Tokmak River.8 Fast needed to settle a 
small inheritance for someone in Kansas 
and was welcomed very cordially by the 
Dicks. They walked to the local church, 

which was a small, plain, wood-sided 
structure built in 1831 in the Prussian 
Bethaus tradition.9 Fast found this old 
building to be fascinating. The year after 
his visit, it was replaced by a large ornate 
building.

They also walked over to the cemetery, 
high up on the “other side of the sand-
pit,” then returned to his hosts. His visit 
ended in typical Mennonite fashion, as 
some neighbours came over for lunch, and 
after a nap, a large carriage was harnessed 
and the Dicks took Fast to Halbstadt.

In Halbstadt, he visited the Walls. Fast 
had some physical concerns, and early 
the next morning, Brother Wall sent Fast 
to his cousin, Abr. Wall, a well-known 
doctor in Halbstadt. When they arrived, 
they saw vehicles lined up, filled with men, 
women, and children who had spent the 
night waiting with their ailments. As Fast 
recalled, “I had only a short time with Dr. 

Wall, but I was very happy to get to know 
him. He is a brother of the dear Elder 
C. M. Wall of Henderson, Nebraska. He 
gave me some brotherly advice.” 

to schoenfeld
Saturday morning, Fast went to 

the station in Prischib; he planned to 
visit Mennonites living to the north 
of Molotschna, in the settlement of 
Schoenfeld. Because of heavy rains, the 
train was late and it was nearly evening 
by the time he arrived in Sofievka, a town 
with a small Mennonite community.10 
Brother Enns from Tiegenhof sent his 
son to pick Fast up. He was given a hearty 
welcome and “felt right at home.” Sunday 
morning, before they left for church in 
nearby Rosenhof, they took a walk in a 
well-kept garden.

The Rosenhof church, built in 1880, 
was attended by people who lived on 

The land of the Memrik settlement formerly belong to a Russian nobleman. Mennonite youth 
enjoyed gathering at the family’s chapel.

Fast visited the Molotschna village of Schoensee to settle a small inheritance for someone in Kansas.
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neighbouring estates.11 At the church, 
Fast was greeted by Isaak Thiessen and 
Rev. Epp and was asked to speak to the 
congregation, which included many of 
the wealthy landowners. From the pulpit 
he said, “May the loving God bless our 
fellowship together.”

After his time in the Schoenfeld settle-
ment, Thiessen and his son drove Fast 
towards Aleksandrovsk, one of seven 
city-fortresses built in 1770, after the war 
with Turkey, to protect the southern ter-
ritories.12 Fast stopped at the home of Jul. 
Siemens, the mayor of Schoenwiese, and 
had lunch.

on the dnieper
After lunch, Siemens sent Fast down 

to the Dnieper River landing where 
he boarded a small steamship bound 
upstream for Chortitza. On the steamship, 
his thoughts turned to history: “At the 
place where the river divides, I was shown 
a huge rock in the water, where Empress 
Katharina [Catherine II], at the time our 
forefathers settled on the Dnieper 122 
years ago, stopped with her entourage 
and had tea.” 

The slowness of Fast’s trip caused him 
to become restless. He was saved when a 
“dear man came up and spoke to me in a 

friendly fashion. It was David Kroeger, the 
man who makes the wall clocks with the 
long pendulum – the old-fashioned way.” 
By the time they had arrived at Chortitza, 
Kroger had invited him to his house in 
Rosenthal.

Fast laughed after seeing the winding 
streets of the village. As he wrote, “I don’t 
want to insult anyone, but they certainly 
didn’t have a Cornies around to lay out the 
village plan when they built these houses.” 
He toured Kroeger’s clock factory, located 
in his yard, and admired the clocks: “The 
clocks were really beautiful. They were 
also starting to manufacture machines.” 
He was very tempted to purchase one and 
take it home, but didn’t know how much 
duty “Uncle Sam” would make him pay 
at customs.

to chortitza
In the morning, Fast went to look up 

his agent, H. Borm, who owned a spacious 
bookstore. “I was pleased to get to know 
him personally. We have done a lot of busi-
ness together in the last five years.” Fast 
then went to the house where he thought 
the famous Privilegium had been preserved 
“as a little gem.” He learned, however, that 
the document was now stored at the court-
house. In the courthouse, Fast reflected 
on the significance of this document: “Of 
course, it has lost its value since 1870; 
that is, the assured privileges, which were 
supposed to last forever, have been with-
drawn by the Tsar. However, it is a good 
thing that one can see the document now 
and then, to remind us of that wonder-
ful time.” He was permitted to take it to 
another room and look at it all by himself. 
“It is really a splendid specimen for the 
time in which it was prepared. I had been 
told how long the authorized representa-
tives had to wait until it was ready – almost 
two years!” Fast continued, “Of course I 
had read the contents often as a young 
boy and had copied it for myself and for 
others. . . . I read it and when I got to Point 
5 and read it, I had to give an involuntary 
sigh. Oh, my God! Point 5 reads: ‘On the 
lands belonging to the Mennonites we 
forbid the construction by outsiders of 
taverns and bars that serve brandy. We also 
forbid the sale of brandy and the owner-

Fast visited Gulai’pole, where his aunt lived along with her foster daughter’s family (pictured above).
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ship of taverns without the consent of the 
Mennonites.’ What happened then is not 
that an outside evil slithered its way into 
the villages of the Mennonites, but rather 
that the Mennonites brought in unrefined 
spirits on their own, then later built distil-
leries, and with that not only violated the 
indirect suggestion of the highest author-
ity but acted against their own well-being. 
And of course the consequences are not 
wanting.”

a cemetery
Fast and a companion then went to 

the old cemetery in Chortitza where they 
saw some of the oldest Mennonite graves 
in Russia. He reflected: “There lie buried 
many of the old heroes, who did so much 
and put up with so much in order to bring 
our forefathers to this land of freedom – to 
Russia.”

They also visited a large memorial 
statue. Fast commented: “It is beauti-
ful and a silent witness that reminds us 
of the past.” The statue, a marble obel-
isk, surrounded by a white iron fence, 

commemorated Johann Bartsch, one of 
the two delegates who arranged for the 
Mennonite exodus from Prussia to South 
Russia. The first to arrive in Chortitza were 
unhappy with the land and laid the blame 
on these delegates. Both were excommuni-
cated from the church, although Bartsch 
was later reinstated.13 Fast reflected that 
Bartsch was both beloved and honoured 
– hated and vilified, “as happens to men 
who have sacrificed more than the average 
person, which still happens today.” Fast 
did not mention Hoeppner, the other 
delegate.

to memrik colony
Next Fast headed into an unfamil-

iar territory, the Memrik colony, which 
had been established in 1884. The land, 
purchased from two noblemen, was 
located about two hundred kilometres 
east of the Chortitza colony. “The land 
was then mostly unbroken prairie, but of 
exceptional quality.”14 When Fast arrived 
at the railroad station in Zhelannoe, he 
saw a carriage belonging to a Heinrichs 

who owned a steam-driven mill in nearby 
Kotlyarevka. He persuaded the Russian 
coachman to take him along. Fast was 
going to see his cousin, Martin Barkman, 
son of Kornelius Barkman, the “last of 
my grandfather Martin Barkman’s nine 
children.”

The next morning he drove to another 
village, Alexanderhof, established in 1885, 
to visit more cousins. That evening they 
went to Karpovka to visit Gerhard Wiens, 
who was half American and had rented 
property at 40 rubles per desiatina (2.2 
acres). The following day, he was invited 
to a gathering of brethren in Kotlyarevka. 
The Mennonite Brethren had constructed 
a church there ten years before. Isaak Fast, 
an elder, received him “heartily” and Fast 
spoke to the group. Afterwards, a number 
of new converts were tested about their 
beliefs.

After bidding farewell, the Barkmans 
took him to the train station in Zhelannoe 
and he left for Gulai’pole to visit his fath-
er’s youngest sister, Justina Fast Nachtigall. 
Fast recognized her immediately and 

Peter D. Kroeger with brother Johann D. Kroeger (1894–1942) in the Kroeger factory, ca 1921.
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learned that his aunt had a foster daugh-
ter who was married and had “several 
lively children.” Early the next morning 
he was back at the station, headed for 
Grossweide. Through Elder D. Nickel, 
notices were sent out that the editor of 
the Rundschau would be preaching at the 
school that afternoon. They “were richly 
blessed in the gathering.”

to tiegerweide
Fast made his way to Tiegerweide, 

where he had many conversations and 
visits: “I was welcomed everywhere. 
Now and then I was given a token of my 
visit and packed them in my suitcase.” A 
farewell event was scheduled for Sunday 
morning. When Fast arrived at the school, 
he was “quite astonished to find the whole 

village congregation – with few exceptions 
– gathered there.” For the final time, Fast 
spoke to “the dear people of Tiegerweide. 
My wish is that our being together may 
have been a blessing and remain such until 
we see each other again.”

At noon, they went to his uncle’s 
house. Several friends, from Kleefeld and 
Alexanderkrone, from Prangenau and 
Alexanderwohl, plus quite a few neigh-
bours, gathered for the noon meal. “The 
time seemed too short to say all that we 
wanted to – our heart was so full and so 
moved.”

Fast began his journey home by taking 
a train south to Sevastopol, where he again 
went to P. M. Friesen’s home. “I felt very 
much at home with the Friesens. Peter had 
chosen a prominent place for his home 
and the view from the balcony is really 
beautiful. Sister Friesen, in motherly fash-
ion, put all my laundry in good order.” 
After bidding them farewell, he was 
driven to the harbour, where he boarded 
a steamer for Odessa. 

In Odessa, he bought a train ticket 
for Berlin and then sailed from Bremen. 
Back in Elkhart, he greeted his family and 
returned to his desk at the Rundschau, 
before travelling to several Mennonite 
communities to attend conferences and 
deliver the results of the commissions 
and messages he had received from 
Mennonites in South Russia.

1 Martin B. Fast’s Reisebericht und kurze Geschichte der 
Mennoniten (Scottdale, PA, 1909), was translated by George 
Reimer, of Minneapolis. His parents escaped from the Soviet 
Union through China and immigrated to the United States 
shortly before his birth in 1931. For over three decades he 
taught German and Russian to high school students. He died 
unexpectedly in late 2019.

2 Rudy P. Friesen with Edith E. Friesen, Building on the Past: 
Mennonite Architecture, Landscape and Settlements in 
Russia/Ukraine (Winnipeg: Raduga Publications, 2004), 680.

3 Global Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online (GAMEO), 
s.v. “Friesen, Peter Martin (1849-1914),” by H. P. Toews and 
Cornelius Krahn.

4 Wikipedia, s.v. “Franz Roubaud,” last modified Mar. 23, 2019.
5 Friesen, Building on the Past, 410.
6 Ibid., 697–98.
7 GAMEO, s.v. “Forsteidienst,” by Abraham Braun, Th. Block, and 

Lawrence Klippenstein.
8 Friesen, Building on the Past, 364.
9 Ibid., 364.
10 Ibid., 708.
11 Ibid., 466.
12 Ibid., 666.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid., 539.

Tiegerweide was one of Fast's final stops before he left for Sevastopol. 

Katherine Peters Yamada is a journalism graduate of Fresno State College in Fresno, California. She 
has written numerous family histories and has searched for her roots in Holland, Prussia, and Russia. 
Martin B. Fast was her great-uncle.
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Whisky Sales and Hotel 
Tales of the Mennonite West 
Reserve, 1873–1916
By Albert Siemens

Altona: Friesens, 2018

pp. 306. Hardcover

Reviewed by Blake Hamm

In Whisky Sales and Hotel Tales, 
Albert Siemens gives significant 
attention to a topic not often dis-
cussed in Mennonite scholarship, 
making a welcome contribution to 
the literature on the early years of 
Mennonite life in Manitoba. In this 
researched study, Siemens exam-
ines the hotels and bar rooms of 
towns in and surrounding the 
Mennonite West Reserve. To prop-
erly capture this regional history, 
Siemens covers neighbouring 
locales outside the West Reserve, 
such as Morden and Emerson, and 
even includes communities across 
the border in the United States. 

Siemens’s methodology adds 
context and insight to our under-
standing of the early period of 
Manitoba Mennonite history. He 
examines a wide cast of persons, 
ranging from police officers, hotel 
owners, and politicians to smug-
glers in the frontier era. 

Siemens covers not just the 
business and social aspects of 
hotels and alcohol sales, but the 
political and legal dimensions as 
well. Though the book’s focus is 
on the Mennonite West Reserve, 
many of the individuals featured 
are non-Mennonite. Mennonites 

in this period were not as insular 
as some might think. Siemens 
succeeds in both fine-grained 
research and situating Mennonites 
in the larger scope of Manitoba 
history.

Siemens challenges percep-
tions surrounding Mennonites 
and alcohol. In a chapter exam-
ining Mennonite mores, he traces 
involvement with alcohol as far 
back as their sojourn in Poland, 
where Mennonites were known 
for their brandy making. In Russia, 
they received the express right 
from the Tsar to brew beer, and 
when Mennonites moved to 
Paraguay from Canada in 1927, 
they negotiated that alcohol 
could not be sold within a cer-
tain distance from the colonies. 
That Mennonites have tended to 
abstain from alcohol and shy away 
from its consumption and produc-
tion has been a relatively recent 
phenomenon. Siemens examines 
changes in Mennonite norms 
about alcohol, and in the process 
dispels long-held misconceptions.

The strengths of Siemens’s work 
lie in its rigour and sheer amount 
of detail. The book covers a con-
siderable geographic area over a 
period of more than four decades. 
Through exhaustive research, 
Siemens brings new sources to 
light. Siemens is uniquely qualified 
to write on this topic, having first-
hand experience running a hotel 
in the town of Winkler, where he 
encountered local opposition to 
his efforts to gain permission to 
sell wine and spirits in its bar.

The book does have its flaws. 
Though it presents itself as a ser-
ious historical study, it could be 
more accessible to the general 
reader. There are several instan-
ces where lengthy paragraphs and 
sentences could be shortened to 
assist with the flow of the text. 
As well, the organization within 
the book might be improved 
with more subsections, indenta-
tions, and visual cues. This would 
help the general reader follow 
Siemens’s detailed account. 

There are also some typos and 
inconsistencies within the text 
that might have been avoided by 

more copy-editing. For example, 
the town of Carman is mis-
spelled as Carmen, and the same 
person is referred to as both a 
Member of Legislative Assembly 
and, incorrectly, as a Member of 
Provincial Parliament. The inclu-
sion of an index would have been 
a welcome addition, too.

This is an important contribu-
tion not only to Mennonite history, 
but Manitoba history as well, offer-
ing an enhanced understanding of 
the Manitoba in which Mennonites 
arrived as immigrants, and subse-
quently partook in fully as citizens.

Menno-Nightcaps:
Cocktails Inspired by that 
Odd Ethno-Religious Group 
You Keep Mistaking for the 
Amish, Quakers or Mormons
By S. L. Klassen

Victoria: Touchwood Editions, 2021

pp. 168. Hardcover

Reviewed by Jeff Friesen

Menno-Nightcaps is a frivolous 
and thoroughly enjoyable explor-
ation of the history of Mennonites 
through cocktail recipes. Inspired 
by her comedic work blogging 
and tweeting as The Drunken 
Mennonite, Sherri Klassen has 
compiled seventy-seven recipes 
that each focus on a particu-
lar component of Mennonite 
faith and life from the Radical 
Reformation onward.  Starting with 
the wider context out of which the 
first Anabaptists emerged (“Death 
in the Age of Reform”) and ending 
with a reflection on Russian 
Mennonite desserts (“Daut Oolt 

Plauts”) Klassen take readers on 
a “booze-soaked romp through 
the oddities of our history and cul-
ture” (3). It is a hilarious yet weirdly 
informative reading of Mennonite 
history and libations.

Klassen attempts to write this 
book holding together two seem-
ingly disparate literary genres: 
the cocktail recipe book and 
Mennonite history. The book is 
structured in a fashion similar to 
other, more traditional cocktail 
books. In addition to the recipes 
there are helpful descriptions of 
the tools and glassware needed 
to successfully make, serve, and 
consume cocktails, and notes 
on Mennonite drinking etiquette 
(“Just raise your glass and say, 
‘To the peacemakers.’” (9)). In the 
back there are recipes for various 
bitters, syrups, and non-alcoholic 
mocktails. Menno-Nightcaps 
functions, at least in part, like any 
other cocktail book you may find 
at your local bookstore.

But that is not all you will find 
here. This is also a thoroughly 
researched and knowledgeable 
account of the complexities of 
Mennonite life in Europe and 
North America through the cen-
turies. Each page of the book 
contains one small snapshot 
of Mennonite life. In the first 
section, “Anabaptist Imbibing,” 
Klassen takes us through the early 
Anabaptist beginnings, touching 
on everything from polygenesis 
(“Poly-Gin-and-Juice”), to the 
Schleitheim Confession (“The 
Schleitside”), to lesser-known 
Anabaptists like Margret Hottinger 
(“Margret Hottingwallbanger”). 
The second section of the book 
focuses on central, though dis-
puted, tenets of Mennonite faith, 
bringing focus on such topics 
as pacifism (“The Peaceable 
Gimlet”), Gelassenheit (“A Glass of 
Gelassenheit”), and the swearing 
of oaths (“Let Your Yes Be a Yes 
and Your No Mojito”). In “Moved 
by the Spirits,” Klassen crafts reci-
pes detailing key schismatic and 
migratory moments. We learn 
about the Frisian and Flemish dis-
putes of the late sixteenth century 
(“Frisian Bluster”), the rise of the 
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Amish (“Rum-Springa Cocktail”), 
and even Mennonite co-exist-
ence among Muslims in Turkestan 
(“Remember the Khanate”). Things 
wrap with “Quiet in the Liquor 
Cabinet.” Here Klassen looks 
more closely at the habits and 
cultural forms that have made 
up a large part of Mennonite life 
in Europe and North America. 
We read about knack-ing sot 
(“Knacksot and Tonic”), crokinole 
(“Crokimule”), and my personal 
favourite, Plumemooss, which 
Klassen accurately describes 
as a “soupy mess of old fruit” 
(“PlumeMimosa”).

In bringing together her two 
literary genres, Klassen pre-
sents Mennonite life in North 
America and Europe as never 
settled, and this is where Menno-
Nightcaps really shines. As Klassen 
puts it, “Do not, however, strain 
yourself, critical reader, in trying 
to discern an authentic Mennonite 
culture in any of these forms. We 
are many and varied and prone 
to adapt to our surroundings” 
(109). Klassen invites the reader 
to take pleasure in the elements 
of Mennonite life she discusses, 
without essentializing what it 
means to be Mennonite. Drink it 
all in and enjoy.

Mennonite Low German 
Dictionary /
Mennonitisch-Plattdeutsches 
Wörterbuch
Revised ed. 

By Jack Thiessen

New Bothwell, MB: The Friends of 

Jack Thiessen, 2018

pp. xxix + 520. Softcover

Reviewed by Kerry Fast

Plautdietsch:
Wedabok—Wörterbuch—
Dictionary.
By Jack Thiessen. Edited by Heinrich 

Siemens and Ernest Braun

5th extended ed.

Bonn: Tweeback Verlag, 2019

pp. 888. Softcover

Reviewed by Kerry Fast

I have long enjoyed Jack Thiessen’s 
Mennonite Low German Dic tionary 
/ Mennonitisch-Plattdeutsches 
Wörterbuch. I purchased a copy 
of the first edition shortly after it 
came out in 2003. I have enjoyed 
learning about Plautdietsch 
grammar and the history of 
the language, and I continue to 
occasionally page through the 
dictionary, randomly picking 
words to see whether I know 
them, what they mean, and how 
to pronounce them. I suspect 
many readers of Preservings 
who own the dictionary do so as 
well to maintain a connection to 
the language of their family and 
people.

But I have also been using 
Plautdietsch dictionaries on and 
off for a long time in my work, 
whether I am reading or trans-
lating Plautdietsch material, or 
transcribing Plautdietsch inter-
views. Over the years, I have 
relied primarily on Thiessen’s 
dictionary and Ed H. Zacharias’s 
Ons Ieeschtet Wieedabuak. They 
have different word lists, which 
means together they are much 
more substantial resources. 
Those who have no knowledge of 
Plautdietsch and those who are 
fluent, will, undoubtedly, use this 
dictionary differently than I do. 

But its usefulness and importance 
are not in question.

Mennonite Low German con-
tains a short account of the 
history of Plautdietsch and a 
more extended description of 
Plautdietsch grammar, in addi-
tion to the Plautdietsch and 
English lists of words. It provides 
German and English definitions 
in its Plautdietsch word list, and 
Plautdietsch definitions in its 
English word list. 

Thiessen hopes this work will be 
a “definitive dictionary” (xxv) and 
claims to have consulted all “Low 
German dialect dictionaries.” But 
the word list in Tweeback Verlag’s 
Plautdietsch would indicate 
otherwise. It has incorporated 
words from Zacharias’s dictionary 
and Adi Stöckl’s Huachdietsch-
Plautdietsch Rejista “so that 
not only the European and 
Canadian, but also Latin American 
Plautdietsch, were given con-
sideration” (9). Although in doing 
so, it omits words from Thiessen’s 
earlier editions, this is a welcome 
beginning to a more inclusive 
understanding of Plautdietsch in 
its entirety.

The first edition of Mennonite 
Low German had problems of
consistency in spelling, alpha-

betization, and commentary; 
the number of errors is beyond 
belief. Although many of these 
have been corrected in the 
revised edition, I wish the Friends 
of Jack Thiessen, who published 
it, had been still more meticu-
lous in their editing, as mistakes 
and inconsistencies remain. 

The publisher of Plautdietsch 
has done a much better job in 
eliminating errors and making 
the dictionary more useable. It has 
removed the distracting apostro-
phes that were used in Mennonite 
Low German to designate com-
pound words, and consistently 
uses periods to separate the lan-
guages in definitions. The fact 
that Plautdietsch invested in three 
editors to go over the word lists 
may account for this. Labelled 
as a fifth edition, in that it is the 
fifth publication of a Thiessen dic-
tionary, Plautdietsch replaces the 
English-Plautdietsch part with a 
new German-Plautdietsch part.

These dictionaries are “a life’s 
work” and a “labour of love” 
(Plautdietsch, 9) on the part of 
Thiessen. I, for one, am extremely 
grateful for all the work that has 
gone into compiling and publish-
ing these two dictionaries.

Russlaender 
Mennonites
War, Dislocation & New Beginnings

Call for Papers

The

July 2023

This centenary conference invites papers from a 

variety of disciplines that explore the experiences 

of the Russlaender, from the development of their 

communities in late imperial 

Russia, through their 

experience of war, revolution, 

and upheaval in the early 

Soviet Union, and finally their 

subsequent immigration 

and formation of new 

communities in Canada.  CTMS.UWINNIPEG.CA
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In the Next Issue

In our June issue, Preservings 

will be publishing Robyn 

Sneath’s translation of the 

first volume of Rev. Isaak 

Dyck’s memoir Emigration 

from Canada to Mexico.

PLETT FOUNDATION
D.F. Plett Historical Research Foundation

Interested 
in Studying 
Mennonite 
History?

The Plett Foundation  
offers graduate, postdoctoral,  

and short-term visiting  
fellowships. 

Apply for a Plett 
Foundation Fellowship

DEADLINE FEBRUARY 15 
plettfoundation.orgctms.uwinnipeg.ca

CTMS CONFERENCE

Call for Papers

Departing 
Canada

Encountering Latin 
America

October 21–22, 2022 

The conference committee invites 

papers that explore the development 

of Mennonite life on the Canadian 

Prairies, the factors that drove 

emigration from Canada in 1922, 

the establishment and evolution of 

Mennonite communities in Mexico 

and Paraguay, and the subsequent 

migration of Mennonites from Mexico 

to other regions of Latin America.

Submissions of manuscripts may be 
sent to the editor, Aileen Friesen, by 
email to ai.friesen@uwinnipeg.ca, or via 
mail to the Plett Foundation, University 
of Winnipeg, 515 Portage Avenue, 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, R3B 2E9. If sending 
material electronically, please be sure 
to submit high-resolution photographs. 
They should be at least 2 MB in size. 

  

If you are interested in 

contributing an article on 

any of our future themes – 

the 1922 Mennonite Exodus 

to Mexico, Mennonites and 

Natural Disasters, the Making 

of the Russlaender, When the 

Kanadier Met the Russlaender, 

or Mennonites and Humour – 

please email Aileen Friesen.   

We also invite the submission 

of articles, biographies, local 

histories, and reflections, 

as well as translated diaries, 

letters, and other archival 

materials, for publication on 

topics related to Mennonite 

history, especially pertaining to 

Low German–speaking com-

munities in the Americas.



Share your
History
WITH YOUR CHILD  
OR GRANDCHILD
MENNONITE HISTORY FOR  
YOUNG PEOPLE MAKES A PERFECT  
EDUCATIONAL GIFT!

Buy just one or get all four books. Read  
engaging stories that show the historical life of 
Mennonites in Russia, Mexico, and Canada.

Written in an accessible 
language to engage children 
and adults in Mennonite 
history, these fully coloured 
books depict Mennonite life 
through stories, historical 
photographs, and maps.   


