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When the great day arrived, people from the neighbouring villages flocked in
on horseback, or in buggies, to see the wonderful sight of a modern harvester; and as
[ drove it, I was followed by a crowd critically examining the ground to see how much

grain}had been thrashed out, and their verdict was “not half so much as by hand work.”
The Russian peasants.following it were simply astounded [and] took off their caps and
crossed themselves, devoutly praying that they might not have been present at an
invention of the devil.'

Historical research on the history of Mennonites in Imperial Russia has
experienced a renaissance.* Using an ever expanding list of sources, scholars are
continuing the work of David G. Rempel and others in rounding out our understand-
ing of Mennonite society. However, given the new possibilities for research, much
more needs to be done. Today historians recognize the importance of studying the
Mennonite communities within the context of Imperial Russia.* In the past, peasants,
estate owners, and state officials have been portrayed as a supporting cast in adrama
played out on the limited stage of isolated Mennonite villages and estates. There
have of course been exceptions. The role played by Imperial administrators in the
inner landed crisis among Mennonites in the 1860s and 1870s has received the
scholarly attention it warrants.*

Less is known of relations between Mennonites and their more immediate
neighbours: the peasants, estate owners and other “colonists” of the southern
Ukraine, officially identified as New Russia until the Soviet period. Though one
might assume that ethnocentric Mennonite scholarship alone is responsible for the
benign neglect of research on the larger context of New Russia, this is not the case.
Soviet historians too have given scant attention to the southern Ukraine as a whole
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in the late Imperial period, and almost no attention to Mennonites or other ethnic
groups.® Thus the historian wishing to understand Mennonite relations with their
neighbours in New Russia must first identify some of the key features of that larger
society. Anattempt will be made here to sketch one such feature of this larger world,
and to illustrate its significance for understanding the Mennonite experience. In
essence, this article suggests that before one can assess how Mennonite lives
intersected with that of their peasant neighbours it is necessary to analyse and
understand the dynamics at work in New Russian peasant sectors. This article adopts
a long range view, spanning two hundred years from the eighteenth to the early
twentieth century.

The lands of the southern Ukraine to which the first Mennonites came in 1789
had only recently come under the control of St. Petersburg. For centuries this region
had been the home of sedentary Crimean Tatars, nomadic Nogai Tatars on the
prairies immediately north of the Crimea, and semi-nomadic Cossacks of the
Dnieper and Don rivers. Once under Imperial Russian control, authorities moved
quickly in the eighteenth century to relocate European colonists onto these sparsely
settled lands, while encouraging internal immigration as well.*Over 30,000 foreign-
ers — mainly from Central Europe — were persuaded to enter the Empire from
1762-1775, including Polish Jews, Albanians, Swedes, and a number of Germanic
peoples.” This number grew to approximately 100,000 by 1844, including 52,000
German Protestants, 27,000 Catholics (many of whom were also of Germanic
origin), and 21,411 Mennonites.®

In contrast to the carefully orchestrated settlement of foreigners, the initial
movement of Russians and Ukrainians into the region was largely spontaneous,
constantly outstripping the state’s efforts to control them. Though the formation of
the independent Zaporozhian Cossack host had been the most visible manifestation
of frontierindependence prior to the eighteenth century, fugitives continued to arrive
after Imperial authorities had established formal political control.” Many, such as the
dissident Dukhobors and Molokans, sought religious freedom, ' and in this regard
there was a connection between the settlement of Mennonites and Orthodox
sectarians in the southern Ukraine. Historian F.V. Livanov reported that Dukhobors
and Molokans deliberately sought to settle close to the Mennonite Molochnaya
colony afterits founding north of the Sea of Azov in 1804."' Relations between these
neighbors and Mennonites during the earliest stages of settlement appear to have
been positive.

The state’s acceptance of a plurality of settlers at this time reflected both the
desire to populate the southern Ukraine rapidly, and the awareness that it lacked the
means to regulate immigration. Authorities were concerned about the potential for
social instability that such a diversity could create, and therefore relied heavily on
noble estate owners to exercise social control and political stability in the south, and
to that end provided generous land grants to nobles willing to relocate there. The
average size of estates granted was enormous. To cite one example, 94 nobles
received estate grants in 1776 in Ekaterinoslav district (in which the bulk of Khortitsa
Mennonite villages would be founded 13 years later) at an average of 10,800 acres.
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The challenge of establishing estate economies on these massive holdings was
coupled with the difficulties faced in attracting serfs to settle on private lands.'> The
average estate in Ekaterinoslav province in 1858 had only 67 serfs, and 52 serfs in
Tavrida province. Such low numbers, and the constant possibility that mistreated
serfs would migrate elsewhere, forced nobles to provide more generous living
arrangements for their serfs than occured elsewhere in the empire. Accounts suggest
that these serfs were allowed to cultivate as great a portion of demesne lands as they
wished until the abolition of serfdom in 1861."

While estate owners, serfs and colonists played important roles in the New
Russian countryside, almost two-thirds of the rural populace comprised peasants
living relatively independent lives on state owned lands. Officially identified as state
peasants until 1866, they included Crimean and Nogai Tatars, single homesteaders
(odnodvortsy), and several hundred thousand peasants who had been settled in
military colonies in the northern reaches of New Russia. In almost all cases apart
from the indigenous Tatars, these peasants had been granted fiscal exemptions in
New Russiainexchange for military and other services."* Amongthese, forexample,
the “Dniepr pilots” would have been close neighbours to the Khortitsa Mennonites.
These peasants were freed from all fiscal and military obligations, and supplied with
generous land allotments, in exchange for service in guiding boats and barges
through the Dniepr rapids. " Further, thousands of other peasants were resettled here
by state authorities to alleviate the land crisis of the central Russian provinces.'®

The oldest state peasant villages, dating back to the last quarter of the
eighteenth century, had been founded alongside sources of water in southern
Ukraine, especially along the Bug and Dniepr rivers and their tributaries. As such
locations were limited in this otherwise arid region, these villages grew to an often
enormous size, dwarfing serf settlements. 35 state peasant villages in Kherson
province averaged over 500 dwellings by 1859, and the number of such villages had
grown to 97 by the late 1880s. By that time, Bol’shoi Tokmak, situated beside the
Mennonite Molochnaya settlement, had over 2,000 homes and 13,000 inhabitants."”

New Russian rural society was, then, exceedingly varied and complex in its
origins and early development. Yet the great scholar V.E. Postnikov noted that, in
addition to differences between state peasants and serfs, one could nevertheless
identify more generic characteristics of a New Russian peasant society as it evolved
in the late nineteenth century.'® Stated most succinctly, New Russian peasants
experienced relatively favourable conditions until the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, whereafter an increased sense of vulnerability placed them on a collision
course with other landowners in the region, including Mennonite daughter colonists
and estate owners.

New Russian peasants continued to flourish even after their “emancipa-
tion” in the reforms of the 1860s — even as the provincial gentry found itself in
difficulties. State peasants benefitted from initial settlement grants in the
legislation of 1866 which allowed most households as late as 1877 to average
approximately 40 acres; this was more than adequate for their needs. Conse-
quently, many villages continued to allow peasant households in their villages
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to seize and cultivate land on the principle of “squatters’ rights.
Here is an example taken from a mainland district in close proximity to the
Mennonite settlement of Molochnaya:

With the abundance of land and the weak development of field crops, collisions
between peasants were not possible... Whoever was richer and found it too comforting
to manage their households on the fields closest to the village departed to the farthest
fields or to “reserve” lands where they constructed a farm [khutor], dug a well, and
ploughed and sowed what he wanted.

State peasants, then, had lands that were large enough to allow for the
establishment of new settlements at the most distant portion of their collective
landholdings.

At first glance, former serfs appear to have been worse off in the aftermath of
their emancipation in 1861, as their allotments had been reduced to an average of
18 acres per household, or less than half that of state peasant allotments.” And yet,
given the manner in which estate owners avoided becoming directly involved in
estate management by flooding the market with land for lease in the 1860s, former
serfs did have adequate and affordable access to arable land.? Indeed the high rate
of redemption payments for allotment land — under the terms of the emancipation
former serfs had been expected to pay for all lands that they had received —
motivated former serfs to lease estate lands rather than pay the taxes owing on village
holdings.”

Several factors, especially that of demographic change, accounted for an
abrupt increase in peasant difficulties after the 1870s. While population densities in
New Russia were still relatively low compared with central Russian and Ukrainian
provinces, no other region experienced similarly dramatic increases before 1900.*
New Russia doubled its population between 1863 and 1897, surpassing the six
million mark by the latter date.?* This dramatic population increase led to decreased
per capita peasant land allotments and an increased reliance by peasants on
supplemental income. At the same time, New Russia lost its role as a frontier within
the empire, as is indicated by the beginning of peasant emigration from New Russia
to Siberia in the 1890s.%

Peasant responses to mounting demographic pressures took other forms as
well.” Official statistics indicate, and contemporaries confirm, that peasant grain
yields increased from 1880 to 1900.% This was achieved in part through the adoption
of new agrarian practices as peasants outpaced estate owners in the replacement of
oxen with horses in field labour.” Peasants were also acquiring ploughs, reapers, and
other implements which made possible more rapid and effective cultivation.

Yet New Russian peasants never relied totally on allotment lands for their
livelihood, and most of their difficulties began beyond the village holdings.
Supplemental income came traditionally from the large scale leasing of private
estate lands, as well as seasonal employment on local estates. Peasants in
Pavlograd district of Ekaterinoslav province, for example, increased their leased
holdings from 92,880 acres in 1886 to 180,000 acres in 1905 in an effort to offset
demands made by population increases.?! Fully 44% of all private estate holdings
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were leased out in the neighbouring district of Alexandrovsk by 1900.%

Land values rose accordingly. Previous lease rates of 80 kopecks to 1 ruble/
desiatin in Berdiansk district had jumped to 3-4 rubles in the mid 1890s and to 25
rubles after 1900. By the latter year, a desiatin of land was selling for 250 rubles,
whereas it had cost only 15 to 20 rubles in the 1880s.%

Escalating land values were only partially attributable to a greater demand for
land from the peasants. Also important was the recent spurt in land purchasing and
leasing by the region’s Mennonites who played a distinct role in the region’s
unfolding agrarian revolution of the late nineteenth century. Key here was an
inheritance system unique to them within the region,* by which Mennonite landed
property was considered indivisible.

Not surprisingly, the maintenance of this system resulted in intense societal
discord as many siblings and their kin were left without asecure economic base. Over
60% of Mennonite families in the Molochnaya settlement were landless as of 1841,
and little improvement could be noted two decades later.™ However, years of
discussion within the Mennonite villages, along with the appeal to and intervention
of Imperial authorities in St. Petersburg, culminated in a remarkable solution. As part
of it, the original Mennonite settlements of Khortitsa and Molochnaya established
villages for Mennonite landless on tens of thousands of acres of land which were
either purchased or leased long term from the nobility.*

The founding of these so-called “daughter colonies,” or v1llage settlemnents,
was accompanied by a spurt in private estate purchasing by Mennonites and others.
By the 1890s, for example, foreign colonist estates accounted for over 724,000 acres
in the districts immediately north of the Crimea, with many of these new estates
going to Mennonites. By that same time, Germans (officially including Mennonites)
had purchased an additional 540,000 acres in the Crimea itself for village settle-
ment.”’

Revolutionary change in Mennonite agrarian practices in the second half of
the nineteenth century also had animmediate,if ambivalent, impact on the region’s
peasants. One way to measure change in Mennonite agricultural practices is in the
rise of cultivated land among Mennonite farmers. James Urry notes that “before
1840 in Molotschna only 5 to 10 dessiatins had been cultivated, mainly for self-
sustenance; by 1865 this land had increased to 25 dessiatins as commercial crops
were sown; by 1888 45 dessiatins were cultivated.” Increased cultivation had been
stimulated by the rise in grain cultivation, and the corresponding adoption of labour
saving technology.*® Whereas Mennonites adopted labour intensive practices in the
first half of the nineteenth century, the switch to capital intensive agriculture after
the 1850s lessened the need for hired labour, especially when compared to the less

- efficiently managed estates of the Russian nobility.* The Mennonites” widespread
adoption of reapers, steel shared ploughs, and threshing machines, along with their
active participation in estate management, meant that the advantage had shifted
rapidly away from local peasants by the 1890s.* This new found prosperity in estate
and colonist agriculture is revealed by the fact that a small labour market was rarely
noted after 1890, whereas it had been an oft cited complaint earlier.*’ The region’s
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Home of the Wilhelm Dyck family, Millerovo, South Russia, 1906

(Photo Credit: Mennonite Heritage Centre Archives)
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peasantry viewed these circumstances negatively, and initially focused their anger
on the thousands of migratory labourers who annually arrived from the northern
Ukrainian and Russian provinces.*

The steady increase of Mennonites with intensive agrarian practices now
residenton private estates and villages throughout New Russia, accentuated tensions
with local peasant neighbours who were hard pressed for land. This was less so with
Mennonites from the “mother colonies” of Khortitsa and Molochnaya who had long
been positively regarded as agricultural innovators not only by state officials,* but
also by peasants living in adjoining villages. Several reasons account for these
positive relations. As noted above, the Molochnaya Mennonite settlement had
attracted Orthodox sectarians to settle nearby. Among these, Molokans were also
influenced by contacts with other non-Orthodox Christians, including the Quaker
William Allen, in 1800. Molokans and Dukhobors were considered more industri-
ous than Orthodox peasants, and this may partly explain why they readily adopted
Mennonite agricultural innovations. Neighbouring peasants also relied on Mennon-
ite artisans to repair implements, whereas in some villages contact with the
Mennonite firms stimulated similar peasant artisan initiative.* As a result, the
transformation of Mennonite agriculture in the late 19th century resulted in a parallel
development among peasant neighbours who lived alongside Mennonite settle-
ments for generations. Going through the changes together reinforced civil rela-
tions.*

Such was not the experience, however, with peasants living on or near recently
acquired Mennonite landholdings, resulting in the removal of noble estate lands
from the rental market; a market upon which peasants had long depended. This was
especially the case with those peasants (desiatinshchiki ) who had received no land,
or so-called “beggarly allotments,” at the time of their emancipation, making them
completely dependent on lease arrangements.”® Although Mennonites viewed
themselves as agricultural innovators in these newly acquired daughter colonies, and
although their practices would have paralleled those used in the Molochnaya and
Khortitsa settlements, peasants considered their role to be that of usurpers constrict-
ing peasant livelihood.¥’

Growing peasant friction in southern Ukraine at the dawn of the twentieth
century, then, was the result of increased difficulties in obtaining the supplemental
incomes necessary to eke out an existence.*” These tensions were first manifested
inarguments betweenrich and poor peasants over access to village allotment lands.®
Rapidly escalating land values in Berdiansk district (home of the Molochnaya
Mennonite settlement) caused local correspondents to comment that “traditional
village life is disintegrating into two enemy camps, and the struggle between them
currently occupies the leading place in rural public life [v obshchestvennoi zhizni
derevni 1. Contemporary allotment figures conceal the fact that the mass of poorer
peasants, because of insufficient seed, livestock, or machinery, were annually
compelled to lease out their lands to more prosperous fellow villagers. Relations
between villagers were often further embittered when peasants attempted to lease
outthe same land parcels to several differentleasersin exchange for seed advances.”!
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Social tensions within the village spilled over into matters of general
management, including the question of whether land division should be based on the
number of living souls or on the number of souls registered in the census of 1858.
The difficulty in determining the manner of land division was such that villages
delayed making a decision on land redistribution, and tensions increased.™ If a
consensus had emerged among New Russia’s allotment peasants in the late
nineteenth century, it was that the problems causing these intra-village tensions
originated in rapidly changing agrarian practices outside of their communal
holdings, and that internal social tensions could be eased if the problems outside the
village were solved. This is exactly what the region’s peasants would seek to do in
1905, and again in 1917, when they engaged in *‘black’ repartitioning of all land.

What can one say about the role played by Mennonites in the larger drama
unfolding in southern Ukraine at this time? Several observations seem appropriate:

By 1900 Mennonites had reached a point where a combination of factors
jeopardised their continued wellbeing in the Empire. Most peasants with whom
Mennonites would have interacted in the late Imperial period would have considered
them to be a part of “privileged Russia.”> There were certainly grounds for that
impression. Almost all Mennonites believed, for example, in private as opposed to
communal property rights. Furthermore, Mennonites seemed to incorporate most of
the values of the Imperial justice system into their own, rather than subvert it with
contrary internal norms, as happened in peasant communities throughout the
Empire.> While this does not mean that Mennonites had become individualists
lacking in community solidarity, it does suggest that their values and practices
alienated Ukrainian peasant neighbours.

Even so, Mennonites by 1900 had become fearfully aware of the strict limits
to their association with privileged Russia. Contemporary Mennonite writers clearly
saw that the rise of Russian nationalism presented an “awesome external [force]”;
and it was this formidable threat which was unleashed during World War . Despite
Mennonite efforts to portray themselves as loyal subjects of the Empire, the intense
nationalist fervour evoked at that time, and the discriminatory legislation of 1915-
17 which resulted from it, demonstrated the degree to which privileged society had
identified these erstwhile Dutch Anabaptists as German foreigners.>’

Peasant neighbours formed their impressions of Mennonites primarily upon
social and economic bases, and here the results were ambivalent. On the one had,
the older colonies of Molochnaya and Khortitsa had established favourable relations
with peasants in adjoining villages, some of whom were Orthodox sectarians who
had deliberately settled close to Mennonites. These peasant villagers adopted many
of the agrarian innovations introduced by Mennonites in the second half of the
nineteenth century, and thereby maintained positive relations. On the other hand,
negative relations appear to have existed between peasants and newly formed
Mennonite estates and daughter colonies. In these cases, Mennonites entered new
rural microcosms with meteor-like speed, giving neighbouring peasants little time
to adjust to the abrupt removal of lease lands upon which they had previously relied.
Mennonites also had little difficulty finding sufficient agricultural labourers for their
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economies in the rising tide of seasonal migrants from the north, itself a source of
anger to local peasants. Feelings of usurpation and resentment, therefore, would
have been strong in peasant villages of the southern Ukraine.

Lastly, itis one of theironies of history that Mennonites lived as model citizens
of the Empire and still lost out after 1917—hence their lingering sense of injustice.
They prided themselves on being good subjects, and had evenrelied on Imperial help
to sort out a bitter landed crisis. Its resolution through the establishment of daughter
colonies brought internal social peace to Mennonite villages for the first time in
decades. Itis also clear that, within their settlements, Mennonites strove to maintain
a sence of community cohesion. One can also appreciate their desire to maximize
efficiency and profits by using labour saving technology and to work the land
themselves rather than lease it out to adjoining peasant villages.

Such conditions may not have presented any difficulties to the Molokan and
Dukhobor settlements beside the Molochnaya. But by 1900, the majority of peasant
neighbours considered Mennonite communities to be a part of a privileged Russia
in which peasants had no stake and with which they had even less patience. Over a
century of development had left Mennonites between a rock and a hard place,
alienated from both privileged Russia and peasant Ukraine.
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