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Introduction 
 

During the Second World War a large number of Mennonites 
enlisted in the Canadian Armed Forces. This development was 
troubling to many who questioned the legitimacy of such people as 
Mennonites. In the ensuing years this story of departure from the 
foundational Mennonite tenets of faith was overshadowed by the 
moral victory of alternative service offered by Mennonite con-
scientious objectors. However, the issue has continued to linger in 
the fading history of twentieth century conflict, allowing for an un-
comfortable reality that cannot be disguised. As T. D. Regehr, 
Frank H. Epp and others have pointed out the Mennonites in Can-
ada during the Second World War were not united by their 
common confession of faith, but were divided along the lines of 
sacrifice, duty, theology and the practice of their traditional faith. 
Indeed, the most important works to date on the Mennonite enlist-
ments in the Second World War are Regehr’s article, “Lost Sons: 
The Canadian Mennonite Soldiers of World War II,”1 as well as the 
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chapter entitled “Wartime Alternative and Military Service” in 
Mennonites in Canada, 1939-1970: A People Transformed.2 These 
sources acknowledge the many Mennonite enlistments in the war.  

Just how many enlistments there were remains a question of 
contention. Employing the figures of historian Frank H. Epp, Re-
gehr asserts that 3,905 Mennonite boys enlisted in the army, 316 in 
the air force, and 232 in the navy, along with 55 Mennonite women 
who enlisted in the women’s corps.3 This total of 4,508 Mennonite 
enlistments in the Second World War, while generally accepted by 
Mennonite historians,4 may in fact not be high enough. Indeed, by 
combining the 4,508 names from Epp’s list with the 267 names 
compiled by Peter Lorenz Neufeld that were not found in the for-
mer,5 a total of 4,775 Canadian Mennonite enlistments is achieved. 
And while by Epp’s calculation that thirty-seven per cent of Men-
nonite draftees served militarily, the ratio of 4,775 enlistments 
versus 6,891 conscientious objectors indicates an even higher per-
centage, forty-one per cent, who actively participated in the war 
effort in Canada, whether voluntarily or by virtue of the draft.  

Thus, while Regehr, Epp and others have acknowledged this 
historic fact, Mennonite participation in the war may have been 
greater than often assumed. Certainly the public perception of 
Mennonite service, the pronouncement of Mennonite church lead-
ers and the testimonials of Mennonites from this period suggest 
that they may have been more fully involved in war-time service 
than popular perception has acknowledged. Moreover, church 
leaders themselves acknowledged that one reason for this high 
percentage of Mennonite involvement in the war might well stem 
from the history of Mennonites in Russia during the First World 
War when all enlistees were expected to render non-combatant 
service on the front lines. And combined with the increasing de-
gree of assimilation and the relative lack of sound teaching from 
church leaders, this figure of a forty-one per cent enlistment 
should not be surprising. It behoves us advocates for peace and 
nonviolence to more fully acknowledge this moment in Canadian 
Mennonite history.  

 
 

Mennonite Enlistment in the Canadian Armed Forces 
 
This problem in which Mennonites ignored their own boys who 

went to war had an early voice. As early as 1942 it was becoming 
clear to some that an inordinate number of Mennonites were en-
listing in the Royal Canadian Army (RCA).6 I. G. Neufeld, a 
historian of Mennonite faith and background, wrote about this 
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trend in the middle of the war and made attempts to track it. Of 
particular interest to Neufeld was the Battle of Hong Kong, fought 
in December of 1941, and reports of the participation of Mennonite 
combatants in the Canadian infantry battalions who had come to 
the aid of British troops. Neufeld made the point that of the ap-
proximately 1,900 Canadian soldiers in Hong Kong, consisting 
mostly of regiments from Manitoba, twenty-two were Mennonite 
and all of them were either killed or captured by the Japanese.7 
This contingent constitutes approximately 1.16 per cent of the Ca-
nadian soldiers who were in Hong Kong, at a time when 
Mennonites comprised 0.97 per cent (that is, 111,554 of 11,507,000) 
of the national population.8 One of Neufeld’s contacts applauded 
this involvement:  

 
This, considering the total at Hong Kong is quite a large percentage in 
fact: considering the population of Canada as a whole [this] speaks well 
for the effort our young men are making. It is only the talk about Men-
nonites not going to war, that’s causing whatever hard feeling there 
may be and not the lack of Mennonite recruits for regardless of what 
others may say our boys have joined up in as good a proportion as any 
other group.9 
 
Such figures, though garnered from a single battle, raised for 

Neufeld the interesting possibility that Mennonites were taking 
part in the Canadian war effort in proportionately large numbers. 
The figures from the Battle of Hong Kong showed Canadian Men-
nonites as fully representing their people in the Armed Forces, 
which obviously only included those who were draft-eligible. The 
Hong Kong numbers were clearly disproportionate to the Mennon-
ite war effort in its entirety, as it was well known that many of the 
men who had been drafted were currently serving at conscientious 
objector camps. The question was whether these figures were 
anomalous, or indicative of a significant representation of Mennon-
ites in the Armed Forces.  

There were other indications that a disproportionate number of 
Mennonite men were joining the military. When Neufeld began to 
search on a wider scale he wrote W. A. Tucker, the Member of Par-
liament (M. P.) for Rosthern, Saskatchewan, and was told that it 
would be “impossible” to track down the numbers of those enlisted 
in western Canada. Tucker suggested that the difficulty lay in the 
fact that the Mennonites who had enlisted would often write their 
religious affiliation as “United Church, Anglican or something 
else” in order to hide their apparent departure from the traditional 
faith.10 Neufeld was left estimating, likely from information pro-
vided by Mennonite leader B. B. Janz, that 1,000 active service 
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enlistments came out of western Canada’s Mennonite communities 
by the midpoint of the war. An M. P. from Fraser Valley, British 
Columbia, George A. Cruickshank, concurred with Janz’s sugges-
tion that a significant group of Mennonite men had enlisted from 
western Canada, especially noting the mass enlistments in some of 
the towns in his province that were heavily populated by Mennon-
ites . He further mentioned that he personally knew a number of 
Mennonite families with two or three sons serving overseas.11 

The wider media also reported on significant numbers of Men-
nonite men joining the military. In fact non-Mennonite newspapers 
reported on an increasing number of Mennonite names turning up 
in stories related to military service. On 11 April 1945, The Morden 
Times newspaper of Morden, Manitoba contained an article de-
scribing the activities of five brothers serving Canada in uniform.12 
Although the five Hoeppner brothers were not mentioned as Men-
nonites in the short article, their surname and the fact that they 
were stated as being from the heavily Mennonite-populated Mor-
den district was, to those of similar background, a giveaway as to 
the nature of their heritage. Similar accounts appeared in the na-
tional media. On 17 September 1943, The Globe and Mail carried 
the dual headline of “Mennonite Youth Break With Pacifism of Fa-
thers to Fight for Canada” and “Younger Generation Discards 
Yoke of Pacifism as Old Beliefs Fade Out.”13 The article boldly 
proclaimed that the non-resistant ways of the Mennonite people in 
Canada were coming to a rapid end, as the young Mennonites 
acknowledged the war and did their duty as Canadians, taking up 
arms despite the confused protests of their parents. The article did 
not attempt to simply show that there were Mennonites who were 
willing to fight. Rather, it portrayed the non-resistance of the 
Mennonites as a thing of the past, with the new generation usher-
ing in a new age of the patriotic bearing of arms: 

 
The Mennonite people, as a whole, had sought for years to outlaw war. 
Now their young people will tell you that that is a very fine thought, 
“but we have to fight sometimes to be able to do it.” That’s when this 
new generation gets around to pointing to their record to show you that 
they are willing to fight; that they are entitled to be called Canadians, 
just like your neighbours; and the old-style beliefs of their parents are 
something that are slowly fading from the picture.14 
 
The Globe and Mail article focused in particular on the town of 

Herbert, Saskatchewan, and even more specifically on a Mennon-
ite family in which five out of nine sons were fighting overseas. 
Nevertheless, the article was emblematic of the fact that the shift 
in Mennonite wartime participation was becoming noticeable. And 
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it pointed to the trend of military service by the Mennonites in 
Herbert as representative of the growing pattern in the Canadian 
Mennonite community as a whole.15 

It was not simply inquisitive Mennonites or the wider media 
who were taking notice. The Canadian government, which, with the 
National Resources Mobilization Act of 1940, began to slowly im-
plement a plan calling forth larger numbers of men for military 
service, also began to pay closer attention to the state of their 
Mennonite draftees. Although historians have emphasized how 
Mennonite leaders outlined their non-resistant intentions to the 
government, it was the actions of the young men on which the gov-
ernment was focused. It was the task of mobilization boards across 
the country to recruit young men for military service and the 
boards paid close attention to the attitudes and patterns being dis-
played by young recruits.16  

While officially and publicly staunch in their adherence to non-
resistance, these young Mennonite men’s actual response to the 
mobilization efforts of the government described a different reali-
ty. The mobilization boards hoped to divide the official position of 
the leaders and the practical actions of the young, draft-eligible 
men who were already showing a propensity towards departure 
from their traditional stance. Ken Reddig cites Judge J. E. Ad-
amson of the Manitoba mobilization board as carefully observing 
the concessions that many Mennonites were making and attempt-
ing to exploit them in his recruiting efforts: “I am not overlooking 
the fact that a considerable number of young Mennonites have en-
listed,” Adamson stated during a speech in Steinbach, Manitoba, 
before a group of Mennonite draftees, many of whom were about to 
apply for CO status.17 This position of the Mennonites was one of 
particular interest to the boards. 

The actions of the Mennonites during the Second World War 
countered their own traditions to such an extent that it created 
confusion among the Mennonites as well as in those observing 
them. In his letter to I. G. Neufeld, M. P. Cruickshank wrote, “[a]s 
you no doubt are aware a large number of young men from Yarrow 
and Abbotsford have volunteered for service and I do not see why 
the Mennonites do not publish this list as they are being very un-
fairly criticized at the present.” Cruickshank admired the way in 
which the Mennonites were beginning to serve their country in 
military service and rued the wasted opportunity in making the in-
formation more widely known.18 The Globe and Mail somewhat 
more astutely commented that given the importance of the peace 
witness to Mennonite identity, rather than receiving a sense of 
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pride from high numbers of enlistments, “to the old [Mennonite] 
folks it is all very bewildering.”19 

 
 

Compromise, Conflict, and Conformity 
 

Regardless of personal perspectives on the legitimacy of mili-
tary service as a worthy sacrifice, and regardless of the motives of 
those who enlisted, the advent of the mass enlistments is a transi-
tion point in Canadian Mennonite history. In a meeting of the 
Peace Problems Committee of the Mennonite Church in 1942 lead-
ers described the gravity of Mennonite enlistments by appealing to 
the government’s own perspective of active service. The Mennon-
ite leaders understood that service in the military was an all-
encompassing effort, and that enlistment, even with the intention 
of conscientious objection within the service, meant the possibility 
of combat:  

 
You have a variety of appeals for service such as – Postal army service, 
mechanics, ambulance corps, dental and medical corps, professional 
engineers, radio and wireless operators. In world war No. 1 many of 
those services were called non-combatant but we are advised in world 
war No. 2 there is no such a service department in the Canadian army 
and if you accept service in his Majesties’ [sic] Army, Navy, or Air 
Force you are in the Military and subject to orders…we need to recog-
nize once [and] for all that there is no such a thing as doing service in 
any phase of the Military and yet be out [of service] because the War 
department has made it plain that we are either in or out and there is 
no such a thing as doing service without basic training and a call to any 
duty if an emergency arises.20 
 
The Mennonite leaders during the Second World War recog-

nized that there were many different ways in which Mennonites 
were enlisting. However, they regarded any form of active service 
as a departure from the accepted Mennonite stance. The fact that 
over forty-one per cent of those called into service in the Second 
World War chose to enlist, regardless of the nature of their indi-
vidual service, was a deeply important occurrence in the history of 
the Mennonite church, suggesting important social, cultural and 
political factors at work. 
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Russian Legacy 
 

The association of Mennonites with military service during the 
Second World War was not unprecedented given the previous ex-
periences of Mennonites in Russia. One set of such experiences 
centred on the 4 November 1870 announcement of Tsar Alexander 
II that his government intended “to require military service of all 
classes in the nation”21 and the subsequent migration of one third 
of the Mennonites in Russia to North America. This narrative also 
recounted that two-thirds of the community remained, resigning 
themselves to the fact that they would now have to render some 
form of national service.22 Of those who emigrated from the colo-
nies and made their way to North America, 7,442 ended up in 
Canada.23  

A second wave of immigrants would arrive in Canada from Rus-
sia (or the Soviet Union as it was renamed) in the 1920s. While 
both groups of immigrants had shared almost a century of commu-
nity establishment on the Ukrainian steppes, by the time that they 
were reunited in Canada after the Russian Revolution they had 
undergone distinctive formative experiences. Indeed, they would 
become distinguished from each other by the names Kanadier 
(Canadians) and Russländer (Russians), denoting the 1870s and 
1920s immigrants, respectively.24 These vastly different experi-
ences of the 1870s and 1920s Mennonites, added together with a 
third experience by Swiss-American descendant Mennonites in 
Ontario, meant that significant divisions characterized the differ-
ent groups of Mennonites in Canada. These divisions would have 
severe consequences for the Mennonite peace position during the 
Second World War. 

By fleeing Russia when they did, the Kanadier managed to 
avoid government service, thereby avoiding military involvement 
and any association with violence. Their time in Canada leading up 
to the Second World War, similarly, would be free of significant 
government interference. The two-thirds who stayed in Russia, on 
the other hand, accepted government involvement, serving in the 
Sanitätsdienst (medical corps)25 and the Forsteidienst, a forestry 
service with military undertones.26 As their young men were draft-
ed into these services and the communities found themselves 
increasingly forced to interact with the government, the Mennon-
ites wrestled with their thoughts on military service.27 There were 
stirrings among the community that perhaps certain forms of vio-
lence were unavoidable; perhaps those Mennonites who might 
choose to bear arms in self-defence or military service should not 
be condemned.28 Such voices represented a small minority of Men-
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nonites, but their influence would carry on into Canada during the 
Second World War.  

In a 1939 letter, Ontario Mennonite leader, S. F. Coffman, him-
self descended from the long-settled Swiss Ontario Mennonites 
who had arrived from Pennsylvania in significant numbers after 
1800, observed that “Some of those people are trying to introduce 
the Russian method into [North] America. We do not ask for such 
experiences. Our attitude differs from that and we may continue to 
take the position we have taken in the past. They may profit by our 
experiences.”29 Clearly, by the Second World War, the Canadian 
Mennonites were firmly divided as to the nature of non-resistance.  

The implications of their division would only begin to be felt by 
the midway point of the war. Kanadier and Swiss Ontario leaders 
believed that the strong tradition of avoidance of military partici-
pation had been compromised. The large numbers of Mennonite 
men enlisting in the Canadian Armed Forces shocked these leaders 
and many believed that the enlistment figures reflected a changing 
perception on the acceptability of violence. They sensed that the 
line between the acceptance and non-acceptance of the teachings 
of Christ was beginning to blur among many of the young Mennon-
ites. They came to believe that this compromise had begun two 
decades prior in Russia with the formation and activity of the 
Mennonite Selbstschutz (“self-defence” or “self-protection”), a mi-
litia in operation from October 1918 to March 1919,30 involving up 
to three thousand men and inflicting death upon hundreds of 
Ukrainian anarchists.31 

Some historians agree with this perception. John B. Toews sur-
mises that it was the Selbstschutz that first saw the Mennonites 
depart from their consistent adherence to non-violent principles in 
large numbers: “[T]he Selbstschutz represented a massive partici-
pation in armed violence unknown to a group whose loyalty to the 
peace principle had remained intact for 400 years.”32 Later in Can-
ada, younger relatives of these men who had chosen self-defence 
were called to fight the overt aggression of Nazi-ruled Germany. 
Self-defence, it had been reasoned prior to the Selbstschutz, was a 
necessary evil which did not compromise the peace tradition. As Al 
Reimer states in his recollection of the Second World War, “Some 
of the most respected ministers led the way, arguing that non-
resistance didn’t apply in this dire emergency.”33 Judge Adamson 
and other mobilization board officials exploited this perception 
among Mennonite leaders; they emphasized that the war with Hit-
ler was one of self-defence in which the Germans were the 
aggressors. If they were not stopped they would eventually attack 
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Canada as well. In light of this, Canadians who fought in the war 
were acting in self-defence.34  

It is not surprising, therefore, that by the Second World War the 
steadfast refusal to engage in fighting was softening. The attitudes 
toward non-resistance proclaimed in the home had the ability to af-
firm or seriously compromise the wartime reaction of Mennonite 
youth. One Mennonite bishop offered these remarks before a large 
group of leaders: “The pure gospel is still being preached from the 
pulpit, but how many homes have we where fathers are ashamed to 
call the family to worship, to read the Word of God and to pray? 
Where shall we land? From where did the ‘Self-defense Army’ 
(Selbstschutz) originate?”35 To his mind, the Selbstschutz had con-
tributed to this mitigation, regardless of the attitudes of its 
members by the time that they reached Canada.  
 
 

Empty Leadership 
 

Even as the Canadian Mennonites faced a violent precedent in 
the Second World War, their leaders proved unable to effectively 
direct their young men and women with regard to the peace posi-
tion. Prior to the Second World War, the Mennonite leaders had 
the opportunity to maintain their peace witness as a nationwide 
community in Canada. The historic peace position of the Kanadier 
before the Canadian government, for example, had been estab-
lished by their Privilegium of 1873. While the government in the 
1940s did not accommodate this peace stance, the precedent had 
nevertheless been set for Mennonite refusal to accept military ser-
vice. In the First World War, Mennonite leaders had guardedly 
watched the moves made by their government. When it was de-
manded that the men between the ages of sixteen and sixty-five 
register for national service cards, a precursor to conscription, the 
Mennonite leaders responded with clarity to both their own men 
and to the government: they would not allow themselves to be sub-
ject to service.36 When language of “exception” and “exemption” 
within the Military Service Act of 191737 raised suspicions,38 Men-
nonite leaders sought legal opinion and then brought their findings 
before the government as a group, united in their convictions and 
well informed as to their rights.39 These experiences in the First 
World War taught these Kanadiar Mennonites that they had rights 
with regard to their peace tradition which could be upheld before 
the law and before their government.  

Twenty years later, with the outbreak of a second global con-
flict, the Mennonites found themselves once again called to re-
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establish their peace tradition before the government. Historian 
Frank H. Epp writes that Canadian Mennonites had been warned 
at the end of the First World War that the government might 
equivocate on their exemption status, as the government had made 
it clear that the immigrants from the 1870s and those from the 
1920s carried unequal rights.40 However, unlike Mennonite leaders 
during the First World War, the leaders during the Second chose 
not to research their historic peace position or present it to the 
government as a unified body before war broke out. Though their 
American counterparts made a strong case to their government be-
fore the war, dialoguing with them in the calm before the storm,41 
the Canadians waited too long. By the time they were somewhat 
ready to try to re-establish their position before the government, 
the war had already started; they were deeply divided and their 
quiet, equivocating voices were not heard.42 Indeed, the divisions 
among Canadian Mennonite leaders themselves ran deep. In Expe-
riences of the Mennonites of Canada During the Second World 
War: 1939-1940, editor David Reimer laconically remarks, “[w]e 
regret to learn from the minutes of October 14 and 28, 1940, that 
the first and the latter immigrated Mennonites fell out on account 
of various experiences and opinions, and consequently two differ-
ent divisions were being formed.”43 The different war-time 
experiences of the Kanadier and the Russländer, for example, 
caused some Canadian government officials to argue that the two 
groups should be considered separately. Most significantly, their 
variant views on alternative military service caused such bickering 
that it distracted from the task of finding viable service solutions 
for their young men and women.44 

Young Mennonites simply were not receiving adequate direc-
tion from their leaders on how to approach the service called of 
them by their government. The leaders understood the necessity of 
providing guidance for their young people. At perhaps the first 
meeting between Kanadier and Russländer leaders on May 15th, 
1939 in Winkler, Manitoba, the leaders had made four resolutions 
which they held to be important in preparation for the war. Among 
these was a statement concerning the desperate need for the prin-
ciples of non-resistance, which had been passed down through the 
centuries, to be taught more explicitly, as they were in danger of 
being lost. The leaders were united in their view that “We feel it to 
be urgently necessary to much more fully teach the doctrines of 
non-resistance in our churches and especially to our young peo-
ple.”45 

Though they were very much consumed with finding alterna-
tives to military service, deep divisions between the various 
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Mennonite groups prevented their leaders from actually introduc-
ing practical solutions. There were options for the Menno-nites; the 
alternative service camps, for example, drew nearly 7,000 Men-
nonites. However, there were thousands of others for whom the 
lack of direction and aid from their leaders prevented them from 
exploring a similar route. This leadership seemed unable to edu-
cate their young people in the ways of the non-resistance. This 
failure is reflected both in the number of Mennonites who were 
unable to convince the mobilization board judges that they had 
true non-resistance convictions, and by the large numbers who tru-
ly lacked non-resistance convictions and were content to serve in 
any way deemed necessary by their government. The chance to 
educate the younger generations in the traditional ways of peace 
had passed as thousands of the Mennonites flocked to enlist, even-
tually returning home to communities which would struggle to 
accept their decision, ostracizing them and pushing them further 
from a crucial element of their own faith heritage. 
 
 

Canadianization 
 

The divisions between the Kanadier and Russländer were prob-
lematic in providing education in the peace tradition, as well as 
service solutions for all of their young people. But as in the United 
States, the assimilation of the Mennonites to the ways of the host 
society also played a key role in their willingness to enlist.46 Polar-
izing elements were at play before the war: while many 
Mennonites retreated into their culturally German background 
with the rise of the Third Reich, others pulled away from their 
ethnic background as they merged into Canadian culture. The 
young people in particular found themselves drawn into Canadian 
modes of thought. In this development the Kanadier and Russ-
länder were on similar trajectories despite immigrating half a cen-
tury apart. The conservative Kanadier were finally beginning to 
succumb to the pressures of assimilation which sociologists at the 
time noted to be imminent in such people groups in Canada, while 
the more liberal Russländer were similarly assimilating despite 
having arrived far later. 

That many Mennonites were retreating into a form of German-
ism had an ostracizing effect on many young people, who faced 
suspicion and even anger by their countrymen and women. That 
some Mennonites were indeed Nazi sympathizers somewhat legit-
imized these suspicions.47 Some young Mennonites thus felt 
compelled to prove their Canadian loyalties in light of the dubious 
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loyalties of some of their community members. Other Mennonites 
simply chose to enlist with a sense of national obligation. Yet oth-
ers were impacted by their more immediate history of embracing 
self-defence in the anarchy of post-revolution Russia. Both the em-
bracing of the will of the Canadian state, as well as violence in 
Russia, had made their way into the Mennonite church in Canada.  

 
 

A Nuanced Perspective 
 

This history blurred the lines between non-resistance and self-
defence, between violence and nonviolence. Indeed a wide range of 
perspective on the issue of violence can be found among Mennon-
ite servicemen and women. Many of the enlistees were intentional 
in their wishes not to fight; they still subscribed to the basic prin-
ciples of non-resistance and did not favour the war. Many 
considered themselves to be conscientious objectors despite their 
service,48 insisting that they would not under any circumstances 
bear arms, though they wished to serve their country. Yet the 
Armed Forces’ records listing the personnel makes no distinction 
between the various types of service. Only the memories of enlist-
ees, including those related in interviews, can tell this story 

Bill Friesen, for example, describes how his own platoon in the 
medical corps consisted of twenty Mennonites out of a total of for-
ty-two men.49 Their unit, he says, was granted “restricted” status, 
meaning that they were not forced to bear arms in training. How-
ever, after they began to mobilize for their service in England, they 
were simply amalgamated into the rest of the army and no longer 
identified by their restricted status. As Friesen relates it, though 
the men in his platoon considered themselves to be COs, they were 
indistinguishable from the other men. His discharge papers, issued 
on 17 July 1946, state simply that he “Served on Active Service 
with the Canadian Army,” making him and his Mennonite CO com-
rades in his platoon indistinguishable from any other member of 
the RCA.50  

A number of other distinctions divide the Canadian Mennonite 
enlistee experience. The first division is between those who were 
willing to fight and those who adhered to the Mennonite principles 
of non-resistance in their personal actions even within the Armed 
Forces. This divide is illustrated in the responses of Peter 
Engbrecht, a Sergeant in the Canadian Royal Air Force who served 
as a gunner in the 424 (“Tiger”) Squadron, Number 6 Group of 
Bomber Command, and Bill Friesen of the RCA medical corps. By 
the end of the war, Engbrecht would be officially credited with five 
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and-a-half confirmed kills and two “probables,” although his per-
sonal count stood at nine. Engbrecht would be known as a 
Canadian war hero, awarded the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal and 
decorated on the battlefield by King George. The only ace in the 
RCAF who was not a pilot, he would eventually be acknowledged 
with a Parliament Hill fly-past and parade.51 Engbrecht had been 
willing to bear arms, stating that he decided to enlist because he 
realized that “Canada deserved fighting for.”52 Friesen, on the oth-
er hand, had stated before the mobilization board that he did not 
desire to fight but wished to do anything else necessary to take 
part, which would eventually lead him into the restricted medical 
corps.53 

The process of enlistment in the Armed Forces for these two 
men also followed divergent routes. Engbrecht recalls that he had 
desperately wanted to join the Armed Forces once the war broke 
out. He was opposed by his home congregation, the Whitewater 
Mennonite Church in Manitoba, which saw his hopes to join the 
fighting as directly opposing their pacifist stance. However, after 
consulting with his family and his Mennonite bishop, Engbrecht 
eventually enlisted in March 1941. Similarly, Jake Froese of Virgil, 
Ontario remembers being eager to volunteer for service, in fact so 
much so that he, along with a few friends, tried to enlist at the age 
of sixteen: “They looked at our age and they said, ‘Just come back 
in a few years time.’”54 He did, and ended up in the European thea-
tre of war serving as a scout in the infantry.  

In contrast with Engbrecht and Froese, many Mennonites wait-
ed until they were drafted to make their decision to enlist, whether 
in combatant or non-combatant units. Bill Friesen, for example, 
did not share this initial fervour. Waiting until the draft had been 
initiated by the Canadian government, Friesen says he responded 
to the call from the army in November 1941. At that point he and 
his brother chose to make use of their potential privileges as Men-
nonites by seeking out conscientious objector status. As they were 
from Ontario, they were ordered to stand trial in order to prove 
their claim. However, at the trial, rather than try for conscientious 
objector status Friesen and his brother stated that they “did not 
come there to be tossed into jail or go to bush camp but…wanted to 
help relieve the suffering in the medical field.”55 At that point the 
mobilization board officer left his seat and put his arms around the 
brothers, asking them if they truly meant what they had said. They 
assured him of their sincerity, and they were enlisted into the Roy-
al Canadian Army in the Medical Corps on 2 December 1943.56 

Pacifists who joined the Armed Forces took a wide range of 
routes to do so. Many of these enlistees had initially applied for 
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conscientious objector status and ended up in the service due to 
varying circumstances and convictions. In some cases, conscien-
tious objector status was denied to the young men. For example, 
Peter Boldt, a Mennonite from Calgary, Alberta, ended up serving 
in the air force from 1943 until 1946 despite his convictions that 
killing was wrong and that the war was a vain pursuit. Boldt’s ap-
plication for conscientious objector status was rejected and his 
only alternative to enlistment was jail. Enlisting, he wrote to a 
Mennonite leader stating, “I am a real C.O. in uniform.”57 In other 
cases conscientious objector status was granted, but the individual 
chose to enlist in active service in either combatant or non-
combatant units anyway. One Mennonite from St. Catharines, On-
tario began as a conscientious objector, but after realizing that he 
could not make enough money, he enlisted in the army. He re-
mained consistent, however, in his conviction that his desire was 
not to kill.58 

While the Mennonite enlistees’ experiences were varied and 
many of the men maintained a non-resistance perspective, the very 
fact of their enlistment is a major departure from the traditional 
Mennonite community and a historically significant shift in per-
spective. In early Anabaptist and then early Mennonite teachings, 
participation not only in armies but in any form of government 
service was thought to be contrary to following Christ. As Hans J. 
Hillerbrand writes, “The emphatic Anabaptist affirmation that no 
true Christian can participate in a government position, must be 
seen – in light of its early existence and uncompromising represen-
tation – as one of the major points of the ‘Anabaptist Vision.’”59 
During the war, the Mennonite leaders were aware of this vision as 
they struggled to maintain their non-resistance faith confession in 
the traditional ways. Although some Mennonites were enlisting in 
non-combatant roles, many of the leaders, particularly but not ex-
clusively the Kanadier, felt that enlisting and then attempting to be 
placed into a non-combatant role was not a viable solution. Their 
very association with the government, and especially the efforts of 
the government in the war, was still regarded by many as full par-
ticipation in military service.  

 
 

Reluctant Acknowledgment 
 

From the perspective of many in the Mennonite community who 
held to the more traditional beliefs in non-resistance, the Menno-
nites who served in the military were seen as undermining the 
larger faith tradition. These reckless young Mennonites were seen 
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as harming their own people. In direct contrast with the views of 
Canadian society at large, said the most stalwart of the non-
resistant leaders, it was the COs who had exemplified selfless sac-
rifice. Not surprisingly, the two groups regularly received very 
different receptions upon their return to their communities. As 
Henry Neufeld recalled: “[Conscientious objectors] were wel-
comed back with open arms by church and community, the return-
ing military men were not.”60 For the Mennonite servicemen and 
women, homecoming was often a matter of shame.  

The very presence of those who served in the military, both in 
their churches and their communities, would be squelched. In 
some churches, enlistees were not welcomed back into the fellow-
ship. In other cases they were allowed to come back to the church 
only after publicly confessing the sin of their acquiescence to the 
military. Some strongly Mennonite towns made it difficult for vet-
erans to remain living in the community. Veteran Jake Neisteter 
remembered returning to Winkler, Manitoba: “People shunned 
you. Veterans were the last ones to be considered for jobs. All the 
clothes I had after five years in the army were uniforms, but when 
I went to church in my uniform, they threw me out.” He found that 
he was expected to apologize if he wished to join the church.61  

Even the funerals for Mennonite soldiers revealed this attitude. 
Often, Mennonite communities simply did not know how to handle 
their returning dead who had been killed for a cause which they 
did not esteem. Bergthaler Mennonite Church historian Henry J. 
Gerbrandt acknowledged the way that his church struggled with 
the sacrifice which many of their young men had made:  

 
Funeral services for boys who had died in battle were always embar-
rassing. Pallbearers or honor guards would be Canadian Legion men, 
and Mennonite ministers were somewhat tongue-tied, to say the least. 
One minister had the courage to be totally honest according to his un-
derstanding and conviction. When the coffin was lowered he intoned in 
a solemn voice, “…and death and hell were cast into the lake of fire.”62 
 
Al Reimer recalls similar war-time experiences as a young boy 

growing up in the overwhelmingly Mennonite town of Steinbach, 
Manitoba. The Mennonites who had enlisted were, in some cases, 
better left forgotten in the mind of the community, a fact not lost 
on the young enlisted men. Many wished the young servicemen to 
be neglected and received the distain of the enlisted men. Reimer 
recounts an interaction between his community and a young re-
cruit: 
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I have an even more vivid memory of a young Mennonite soldier … 
standing arrogantly in our churchyard one Sunday morning in full mili-
tary dress complete with a long, wicked-looking dress sword … basking 
in the envy of the older youths and defiantly returning the disapproving 
stares of older people … I guessed even then that he had only come to 
mortify his elders. And he had not miscalculated. Had a Martian sud-
denly dropped into our midst he could not have created a more startling 
or alien effect.63 

 
In a third instance, David Ewert and Colin Neufeld describe the 

funeral of John Ewert, a radar instructor in the air force, as some-
thing of a balancing act between the desire of the RCAF to honor 
his service and the attempts of his own family to graciously decline 
full military honors while still allowing the air force to attend the 
funeral in an official capacity. The end result was the presence of 
an air force honor guard at the funeral at Coaldale Mennonite 
Brethren Church, as well as a military gravestone, while the family 
wrestled for decades with questions as to the faith of their fallen 
son due to the divergent choices leading to his death.64  

A non-resistant people found the thought of their own children 
involving themselves in the military difficult to handle. Many 
Mennonites viewed those who had enlisted but refused to bear 
arms as indistinguishable from those who had openly joined as 
combatants. The compromise of military service in any form was 
seen as the same breach of the historic peace principle.65 During 
the war, the sight of a military uniform (with a sword, no less) was 
shocking to Mennonite sensibilities. Youth who chose to serve in 
the military in non-combatant roles, adhering to the principles of 
non-resistance, were seen as compromising in the eyes of the older 
Mennonites. 

In the half century following the Second World War, Mennon-
ites continued to struggle with reminders of war or Mennonite 
participation therein. Communities across Canada sat quietly un-
der the blanket of silence that covered the stories of military 
service during the war years. Indeed, every stirring of acknowl-
edgment was felt deeply. The raising of cenotaphs in memory of 
those who died during the war was seen as an inappropriate glori-
fication of sacrifices made in war. In Altona, Manitoba, a conflict 
ensued after the installation of a war memorial in 1995. Letters in 
local newspapers, as well as in Canadian-wide Mennonite publica-
tions, were written to protest the memorial.66 A war memorial in 
Winkler, Manitoba, dedicated in 1999, raised similar ire among 
many residents.67 As was the case during and immediately after 
the Second World War, Mennonites continued to declare that “the 
conscientious objectors who did not go to war were the heroes, not 
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the war veterans.”68 The pain experienced by some of the veterans, 
as well as the hurt of those who felt that their own faith tradition 
had been undermined by the veterans, remained. 

In an editorial column in the Canadian Mennonite magazine in 
1998, Ellie Reimer wrote of the conflict that was connected to mili-
tary service in the Mennonite community and the need to address 
the neglect of the servicemen: 

 
We don’t know what to do with Mennonite war veterans. For many 
years, it was a source of shame for Mennonite parents to admit their 
sons were on active duty in the war. And when they were killed in ac-
tion, quite often the grieving families were left to mourn alone. When 
the fortunate survivors returned, there was little celebration and even 
less room in our Mennonite community for them. They were mocked 
and sneered at, shunned and excommunicated. Their sacrifices for 
their country were ignored. Fifty years is a long time to wait for recog-
nition.69 
 
Some Mennonite Second World War veterans proudly speak of 

their time in service of Canada, take part in local Legionnaires 
groups and display their war memorabilia around their houses. 
However, many other veterans find themselves still constrained by 
the pressures of the Mennonite community. This experience was 
apparent in a series of interviews I conducted, as some of the vet-
erans expressed concerns about creating tensions in the 
community by sharing their experiences, and one of the veterans 
requested that his name and any identifying features be withheld. 
He felt that it would be better not to risk reawakening any resent-
ment within the Mennonite community towards veterans by 
speaking of his war experiences. A few of the men interviewed also 
mentioned that no Mennonites outside of their immediate family 
had ever asked them about the war. As Frank H. Epp began to col-
lect information regarding the Mennonites in the Second World 
War, Mennonite veteran Dick P. Sawatsky noted a similar senti-
ment, writing, “To my knowledge this is the first time anyone has 
asked for a personal contribution from us, the Mennonite boys who 
chose to go into active overseas service in World War II.”70 They 
are burdened with the sense that they should be ashamed of their 
time of service and are unable to voice their memories and experi-
ences. In 1974 Second World War veteran Herman Rempel wrote a 
short paper, entitled “Mennonite Mavericks,” concerning his fel-
low Mennonite servicemen and women. Rempel attempted “to 
persuade the reader not to be too judgmental of these Canadian 
Mennonites but rather to consider the contribution they made in 
their various roles. Many gave the supreme sacrifice which so far 
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has never been publicly acknowledged by Mennonites officially.”71 
The perceived need to ask his readers not to condemn the veterans 
for their service may be perplexing to Canadian Mennonites, but it 
is a reality which persists.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 

While Mennonites have been tempted to ignore what they view 
as the somewhat ignominious side of their community’s involve-
ment in the war, it is irresponsible to regard the large number of 
enlistees as simply a group of men who rejected Mennonite princi-
ples. Many of the young Mennonites, insufficiently led by their 
quarrelling leaders, took the matter of their conscience into their 
own hands and offered their own solutions to the problem of non-
resistance, duty and sacrifice. These Mennonites are not easily 
identifiable in any official manner, but they must be acknowledged 
nonetheless. Arguably, the men who attempted to serve within the 
Canadian Armed Forces as conscientious objectors best exempli-
fied Mennonite tradition, combining the objection to violence with 
a willingness to sacrifice. Where they did not embody their Men-
nonite heritage was in their individualism. Their inability to act 
within a fellowship of mutually supporting believers, however, is 
indicative of the fact that the Mennonite church in Canada during 
the Second World War was not prepared to act as a community, let 
alone as one which was willing to exemplify both sacrifice and 
non-violent resistance.  

The Mennonites have a storied peace tradition since their be-
ginnings with the rise of the Anabaptists in the midst of the 
Protestant Reformation. Their acceptance of the teachings of Jesus 
as both practical and necessary, in the midst of a world which 
largely finds these teachings both chimerical and unreasonable, 
has caused them to tread a difficult path over the centuries. Theirs 
is a history of the inability to reconcile themselves to government, 
as well as one of persecution and flight. This was true of the Men-
nonite people in Russia in the 1870s, as many fled at the realization 
that they would have to compromise their convictions were they to 
remain in the old homeland. The two-thirds of their population who 
stayed put did so prepared to adjust old teachings. Almost seventy 
years later these choices reflected collectively in the Mennonite 
community across Canada. While their decisions are surprising in 
light of their history as a whole, in light of their more immediate 
experiences in Russia they are less so. The Mennonites in Canada 
during the Second World War were a product of their own choices 
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both in Canada and in Russia in the previous decades. Though 
their many enlistments in the Armed Forces during the war would 
not seem to cohere with the ideals of their traditions, they are cer-
tainly representative of the state of the Mennonite people in 
Canada in the mid-twentieth century. Even so, this story has been 
allowed to fade back into the recesses of history. The question that 
remains is to what extent the peace tradition truly remains intact 
among the Canadian Mennonites. Perhaps the Canadian Mennon-
ites were the most visible group among the conscientious objectors 
in the Second World War, but their subscription to the peace tradi-
tions for which they were known was by no means overwhelming. 
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