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The aim of this article is to illustrate the experiences of Mennonites in
relation to education during and between the world wars and during the years
immediately following World War 1I. It is not the intent to provide a com-
prehensive account of such experiences, nor is the account necessarily balanced
in relation to all of Canada. Most of the information I was able to locate
in archives and libraries located in Winnipeg highlighted experiences in the
prairie provinces. It also became apparent to me that some important inci-
dents had not been collected and recorded, and it was necessary to ask a select-
ed sample of persons to relate their experiences and observations. The impact
of the world wars on education among Mennonites cannot be isolated from
other determining factors, some of which may have had greater influence that
the war itself. One can only speculate about how different the current state
of affairs in education among Mennonites might have been had Canada not
been involved in either of the two major wars.

Prior to World War II (WW II) most Mennonites in Canada were rural
people; today most are urban. Mechanization and automation would in any
case have reduced the need for manpower on farms. Young people would have
had to seek employment elsewhere, and would necessarily have sought train-
ing in order to qualify for employment other than on farms. Industrial de-
velopment, apart from its impact on agricultural methods, promoted the
service vocations and accelerated the urbanization of a nation. Rural people
everywhere migrated to the towns and cities for training and employment,
and quickly accommodated to urban life. By now large numbers of second
and third generation Mennonites are urbanites. No doubt the war economy
accelerated the urbanization process.

Prior to WW II most Mennonites who aspired to an education beyond
that of the elementary school entered what were seen as service-giving voca-
tions, such as teaching and nursing; some became doctors and dentists, and
a few became lawyers. Most of the teachers taught in ‘‘Mennonite’’ public
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schools, that is in one-room rural school communities which were either to-
tally or predominately Mennonite. The formation of larger administrative
school units since WW 11 brought most teachers into centralized multi-room
schools. Today, urban Mennonites exemplify a cross-section of employment
in a variety of professions and trades, such as may be found in larger towns
and cities. Obviously, urbanization itself has wrought an impact on educa-
tion among Mennonites. Some Mennonites have become totally assimilated
in the general cultural milieu, and most have been affected by the accultura-
tion process.

Events Related to World War I

Manitoba’s first school legislation, The Schoo! Act of 1871, provided for
a provincial Board of Education with equal representation of Catholics and
Protestants. The Protestant section of this Board offered subsidies to Men-
nonite private schools, to be available without any interference on the part
of the province. Some schools accepted the subsidy.! Though publicly sup-
ported denominational schools were abolished by The Public Schools Act of
1890, provisions were made in 1897 for bilingual schools, which would in-
clude English and any other second language. In his office as provincial in-
spector of Mennonite schools, H.H. Ewert persuaded many of the private
schools to become public bilingual schools. Other Mennonite schools retained
their German-language private school status.

The ‘‘absolute majority of the dominant group,”’ those of British origin,
was threatened by the mass immigration from the Continent at the turn of
the century.? Bilingual schools proved to be a hindrance to assimilation as
well as creating administrative difficulties. During WW I the resentment of
the dominant group was directed not only at the more recent immigrants,
but also at the French for whom the school language accommodations were
primarily introduced through a compromise negotiated between Prime
Minister Laurier and Premier Greenway in 1897. The school legislation of
1916 prohibited public bilingual schools and established English as the sole
language of instruction.

Some of the Mennonite public schools reverted back to private status. The
obligation to attend English-language only schools, whether public or pri-
vate, became a reality through the passing of compulsory school attendance
legislation in the same year. Similar legislation was passed in 1917 in Saskatch-
ewan. Attendance at German-language private schools was not acceptable
any longer. Severe enforcement in Manitoba and Saskatchewan did not oc-
cur until the end of the war, when noncompliant fathers were fined and some
went to jail. According to Adolf Ens as many as 5493 prosecutions were car-
ried out in Saskatchewan alone between 1918 and 1925.) The Mennonite
Privilegium was found to stand on contested ground, and the courts ruled
that Mennonites too were subject to provincial school legislation. As a con-
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sequence large numbers pulled up roots and emigrated to Mexico in the
1920s.4

When WW I began, Mennonites were largely a rural people and general-
ly attracted only a passing interest of the general public. However the Rosthern
German English Academy (GEA) was not insulated within a Mennonite set-
tlement and did attract the attention of its neighbors. Some students attend-
ed the GEA in order to be out of sight from their own communities. As a
demonstration of its loyalty, the school had hoisted the British flag in 1915.
It may also have helped that a non-Mennonite Anglo-Saxon teacher had been
engaged in 1913 to teach English courses. Nevertheless, in 1915 the customary
property tax rebate was refused by the town of Rosthern.’ In some commu-
nities the names of school districts were anglicized.®

JT.M. Anderson, a Saskatchewan school inspector and later premier of
the province, deplored segregated settlements, parochial and bilingual schools,
including those of the Mennonites. He stressed the public task of Canadiani-
zation and assimilation of new Canadians — that is, immigrants whose mother
tongue was other than English.” (He did not foresee the eventual impact of
the French fact in western Canada.) At one time Anderson also resolved to
bar further Mennonite immigration.® E.K. Francis summed up the situation
succinctly as follows:

For, it was no more a question of educational standards which prompted the
authorities to destroy them [the parochial schools} once and for all, and to replace
them by English public schools. It was part of a consistent national policy aimed
at the assimilation of ethnics to safeguard national unity and cultural uniformi-
ty. In this policy the school figured prominently as the most effective means to
wean the children of immigrants away from the traditions of their group and to
indoctrinate them with the ideals and values of the dominant majority.’

Such was a ‘“national”’ policy only insofar as English Canada was con-
cerned, as a policy directed to the assimilation of ethnics also applied to the
French in western provinces and in Ontario. Predominately, these were provin-
cial policies, not necessarily articulated in policy papers, but part of the de-
bates in provincial legislatures, supported by the majority press, undergirded
in school law, and enforced — not always with success — by school inspec-
tors and other officials of departments of education.

In Ontario, as pointed out by Frank H. Epp, an emphasis on German
was no longer a point of contention for Mennonites, most of whom had resid-
ed in the province for several generations. But in Manitoba and Saskatche-
wan the reaction of some Mennonite groups was not dissimilar to that of
the French:

The more the government tied anglicization, patriotism, militarism and educa-
tion together in a single cultural package, the more the Mennonites were con-
vinced that German, religion, and the private school also belonged together,
inseparably linked.®
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Most of the Mennonites who remained in the prairie provinces accepted
the English language public school. Religion was taught in most of these
schools in German and towards the end of the school day as permitted by
school law. Some of the schools also provided additional instruction in Ger-
man, usually as an extension to the regular school day. The new wave of im-
migrants during the twenties accepted the status quo. The children attended
the public schools. Those who continued high school education in the pri-
vate schools in Gretna and Rosthern, though covering the provincial program
of studies, generally also became proficient in German through the added
curriculum provided by the schools.

As yet proportionately few Mennonite students attended the universities,
and most of those who did were teachers enhancing their education after hav-
ing obtained certification through preparation programs in the provincial Nor-
mal schools.

Antecedents to Public Attitudes Towards Mennonites during
WW 11

Frank Epp made an extensive analysis of the degree of empathy expressed
in the Mennonite press towards Germanism and National Socialism." Kirk-
connell compared the presses of several European-Canadians, including those
of the Mennonites. He found Walter Quiring expressing one of the more ex-
treme positions. Quiring accused ninety percent of the Mennonite clergy of
not recognizing ‘‘the signs of the times’’ — that is, a German ‘liberation’’
of Russia and stated his personal view as, “‘l intend to remain German, and
I intend to have my children and children’s children also remain German.’"?
On the other hand, Kirkconnell reported B.B. Janz as saying: ‘‘Be warned,
O my people! Have nothing to do with propaganda from over yonder!’’ and
H. Goerz as declaring: ““ . . it was not Germany that saved us from Com-
munism but Canada, because it opened its door to us and offered us a
home.”’? Kirkconnell found Mennonite papers lacking in editorial opinions,
suggesting that its editors did not provide leadership in challenging their read-
ers to weigh the issue at hand with greater caution and reason. However, he
explained the sentiments expressed by the writers in their papers as follows:
“‘As might be anticipated from their background of European experience, bit-
ter hatred of Communism colours all that is written. In the case of Men-
nonites, there is frequent insistence on noncombatancy (Wehrlosigkeit).”’!

The Mennonite immigrants of the twenties had fled the communist re-
gime which had deprived them of their lands and property. A new kinship
was felt for Germany, particularly by those who had experienced its hospi-
headtality while waiting for clearance to enter Canada. The Russian language,

which many of them had never mastered, would have no further relevance.
Culturally they were more in tune with the German than the Russian lan-

guage. The German language would continue to serve them well and the ac-
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commodation to the English would become essential mainly for their children.
With a sense of betrayal by their former homeland, but without a thought
of disloyalty to Canada, they felt sympathetic to Germany which stood as
a bulwark against advancing communism. Furthermore, most of the im-
migrants left behind family members and relatives with whom they had hoped
to be eventually reunited. The communist regime terminated all communica-
tion with their kin. It appeared to them that a restoration of contact, and
any possible release of their relatives might only come about through a victo-
ry of Germany over Russia.

Kirkconnell also examined the press of other German papers, and those
of several other European-Canadians, finding, for example, that ‘“Up to March
1939, the Ukrayinskiy Robitnik was openly favorable to Herr Hitler, as the
natural ’liberator’ of the Ukrainian nation. . . .’ Also Britain’s Lloyd Ge-
orge, following a visit to Germany in 1936, expressed positive convictions about
Hitler.'® Keyserlingk stated that Mackenzie King and his closest advisors
“‘showed marked sympathy for Hitler and his demands for changes in the
1919 Versailles settlement. King had visited Hitler in 1937 and came away with
a clear impression that Hitler was a man of peace . . . and was concerned
with the good of his people.”’"” Keyserlingk further concluded that in 1939
German Canadians ‘‘although classified legally as enemy aliens or persons
of enemy origin . . . were at the same time seen as opposed to Hitler as other
Canadians.”’!8

For many German Canadians, as well as Mennonites, German national
socialism meant opposition to a threatening communism, a new idealism,
a social and moral awakening, healthy employment for the young and a resto-
ration of old conservative values all of which impressed and found advocates
also among non-Mennonite religious leaders such as Oswald J. Smith."
Kirkconnell concluded that ‘‘It is evident that Mennonite opinion has been
in a turmoil, and that National Socialism has been tending to split that reli-
gious community wide open.”’? The same dilemma had been faced by Men-
nonites in Paraguay and other countries.?’ Any public (though not all
private) pro-German sentiments obviously ceased at the outbreak of WW 11
and the possibility of any ‘‘split”’ related to German political sentiments was
averted.

Kirkconnell had been ‘‘an officer under the Federal Department of Justice
in the handling of interned aliens in Canada during the Great War’’ and was
a professor at United College, Winnipeg, at the time he published his book
Canada, Europe and Hitler in the fall of 1939, a few months after the out-
break of war.22 His completed manuscript was amended with some additions
before going to print, including a chapter on ‘“Why Britain is at War,”’ in
which he expressed the view that

A clear distinction has been drawn between the German nation and the Nazi in-
cubus that bedevils it . . . Britain seeks to save not only the world but Germany
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itself from Hitler and Naziism . . . The present tragic conflict is not directed against
our Germanic kindred but against the aggressive menace of Nazidom.”

While not justifying the pro-German sentiments of some Mennonites dur-
ing the 1930s — some of which extended into the early years of the war —
from the perspective of saner minds, such as those of Kirkconnell, these must
be judged in the context of the times. Even so the reaction of Canadians of
British extraction to German speaking people, including the Mennonites, dur-
ing a time of war must also be understood in that context. It is not surprising
that suspicions would be aroused against people who espoused the German
language and at the same time requested exemption from war service.

Expressions of anti-Mennonite Sentiment Affecting Education
during WW 11

In Alberta, Canadian Legion branches lobbied for the abolition of Ger-
man language courses in high schools and universities. Under public pres-
sure some city councils terminated the employment of ‘‘aliens’ (German,
Italian, and in some cases also Ukrainians). Though sentiments were direct-
ed mainly against Mennonites, Hutterites and Doukhobors, this anti-German
sentiment was ‘‘relatively benign’’ compared to the treatment Japanese Cana-
dians received.?* The latter continued following the conclusion of
hostilities.?

Editors of local newspapers in Alberta queried whether the German lan-
guage should be allowed to be used. In Vauxhall, Alberta, two Mennonite
churches burned down on June 18, 1940.2¢ Public opinion was directed
against anything German in relation to Mennonites, whether this be in their
churches, their private schools, or any other church-related instructional ac-
tivity. All instruction in the Menno Bible Institute (Didsbury, Alberta) had
been in German until the war began, and the surrounding community was
displeased with ‘‘a German Bible School run by pacifist Mennonites.’? The
Bible School in Drake, Saskatchewan, was raided by members of the Canadi-
an Corps Association, and one teacher was driven out of town.?®

Police investigated a rumor about weapons being kept in the Niagara Unit-
ed Mennonite Church and also requested a justification for its Saturday Ger-
man School.?® Bishop J. H. Janzen reported that even prior to the outbreak
of the war, police had searched the Mennonite church in Virgil following
rumors alleging that it stored explosives.’® In several public schools in the
Niagara area some Mennonite children suffered verbal abuse from classmates.

Similar events occurred in the USA, where some teachers resigned rather
than sell war savings stamps. One school district superintendent ordered the
principal not to speak to his pupils about his nonresistant principles. Some
persons lost jobs because of their refusal to buy war bonds. Some churches
were treated with yellow paint and a nuisance bomb was exploded on the front
porch of a Mennonite bishop.*
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In April, 1987, I sent letters to thirty-four persons across Canada about
two-thirds of whom had retired — all persons who had first-hand experiences
during the WW 1I years, and most of whom are well known in Mennonite
circles. As there is no complete record available of the experiences of all who
were involved in education during the war years, the responses of the twenty-
two persons who replied may serve to illustrate the nature of their experiences.

In the fall of 1942 all teachers in Manitoba were specifically directed by
the Minister of Education to sell war savings stamps in schools, and were
warned by Department officials that a record was being kept of those who
did not do s0.** At the time, early in 1943, 1 explained in writing my reason
for not doing so, and was immediately called before the Discipline Commit-
tee of the Department, which recommended to the Minister that my certifi-
cate be cancelled.® During the rest of that school term a number of teachers
lost their certificates for no reason other than their declaration as conscien-
tious objectors to participation in war. Subsequently the Minister changed
the Department’s policy, and beginning September of 1943 Mennonite CO
teachers were ‘‘frozen’’ to their positions with part of their salaries being desig-
nated to the Red Cross.

Some teachers were harassed by provincial school inspectors for any teach-
ing in German, albeit as permitted under school law, and some stopped such
teaching upon the insistence of the inspectors. Some were visited by the RCMP
who investigated the extent of German teaching or involvement. Upon the
pressure of a school inspector a teacher in southern Manitoba was relieved
of his position because he had taught German, although not in contraven-
tion of school regulations. A Saskatchewan Normal school student was ad-
vised to accept a teaching position after only three months of preparation,
as the principal explained to him that as a conscientious objector he would
not receive a certificate upon completion of the term. Other male students
were refused admission to Normal School, but directed to enlist. An Alberta
student was not permitted to continue his education due to his confession
of faith, even though he had been declared medically unfit for service.

Several Mennonite students and teachers, including myself, refused an offer
to receive free university training, which inevitably would have led to an obli-
gation to join the services, but instead chose to work on farms, in mines,
or in the forest service.

A soldier intent on interrupting the Bible School in Didsbury changed
his mind when the students helped him get his mired car out of the muddy
road at the school. A heavy tax imposed on the same school was dropped
when the principal appealed to the local member of the Legislative Assembly.

One respondent wrote that proportionately few teachers in southern
Manitoba had been admonished for their teaching German in the schools.
Apparently the experience of teachers was determined in part by the charac-
ter of the incumbent school inspector and the attitudes prevalent in the school
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community. Schools located in communities which included non-Mennonites,
or which were adjacent to non-Mennonite districts, were more likely to be
subject to suspicion or criticism.

At an annual meeting of the Manitoba Teachers’ Society during the war
years a motion had been put forward by one local association that all Men-
nonites be barred from teaching. A Winnipeg school principal rose to de-
fend the courage of Mennonite teachers who were able to live by their
convictions. The motion then was defeated.’* An Ontario respondent who
taught during the war years and also served in the forest camps responded
as follows: ‘I did not experience any problems from non-Mennonite people.
It was apparent we had to keep a low profile and as long as there was no
provocation people generally remained as friendly as before.”’ It must be un-
derstood that most negative experiences of Mennonites were not due to an
inherent malice on the part of their non-Mennonite neighbors and officials.
Such are the anticipated concomitants of a nationalistic and patriotic fervor
evoked in the citizens of a country at war.

Mennonite Accommodations During WW 11

The accommodation of Mennonites to external pressures depended on
the particular circumstances. Some teachers left their schools to be directed
to alternative service in forest camps and hospitals. Some schools dropped
the instruction of German for the duration of the war. The Bible School in
Didsbury continued instruction in German, but also introduced English in-
struction in some courses. Teaching of pacifist doctrines was continued. In
contradiction to his earlier teaching, a Bible School teacher in southern
Manitoba actively supported the purchase of war bonds. Some teachers, like
myself, enlisted under the noncombatant service provisions introduced in order
to accommodate conscientious objectors. Others joined active military service.

Some Mennonite schools had received assistance in the supply of Ger-
man literature for school use through German consulates and other German
agencies. Other literature materials had been purchased from German pub-
lishers. Some of this material contained highly patriotic content which exalt-
ed the Third Reich. Such now became an embarrassment to the schools.

1 was a Grade XII student at the Gretna Mennonite Collegiate when the
war broke out. I recall Principal G.H. Peters, who taught the senior German
literature courses, directing our class to cut out and discard the portion of
the literature book which reflected Hitler’s Germany. Though pro-German
in culture and language, Peters was most emphatic about one’s loyalty to one’s
country of citizenship and his teaching bore no hint of German nationalism.
The annual graduation ceremonies and school festivals (Schulfeste) had En-
glish content, but continued to be predominantly German during that year.
However, the Wednesday ‘‘German day’’ (Deutscher Tag) during which stu-
dents had been exhorted to speak only German during the forenoon and af-
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ternoon recess periods, was discontinued. Yet the alumni newsletter Ich Sende
Euch, which originated about 1942, continued in German during those years
and into the 1950s. Religious instruction at the MCI continued to stress the
Mennonite pacifist position.?® Concern was expressed also at the Elim Bi-
ble School, Altona, regarding the propaganda in German literature received
during the late 1930s.3¢

As an accommodation, the German-English Academy in 1940 changed
its name to Rosthern Academy. Principal K.G. Toews developed close per-
sonal ties with the local school inspector, a WW I veteran, and attended pub-
lic teacher conventions. David Toews explained to the critics that the
Mennonite desire to keep the German language was no different from that
of French Catholics to keep French,?” and that such cultural affinity did not
undermine their loyalty as Canadian citizens, nor was it of a political na-
ture.?® It was also helpful that the Rosthern community knew that an alum-
nus of the school, Peter Dyck, by 1941 was involved in Mennonite-sponsored
war relief in England.® No doubt the purchase of war bonds by Rosthern
residents and the fact that a number of Mennonite men had joined the armed
forces provided for a more favorable disposition towards the school.*

In response to war engendered sentiments, a Bible school conducted in
the basement of a church in Leamington by Heinrich J. Janzen was discon-
tinued in 1940,* and in 1944 J. H. Janzen in Waterloo discontinued even-
ing Bible instruction introduced in 1936.*> In Alberta, Mennonites closed
German-language Bible and Saturday schools and also German libraries. Some
rural churches discontinued the use of German. German ethnic clubs were
also closed for the duration.® Attendance at the Menno Bible Institute,
Didsbury, dropped during the war years due to young men being called to
the CO camps. Instruction in English was introduced in some of the classes
by 1944.% As early as 1936 B. B. Janz had consulted with Premier Aberhart
regarding the establishment of a private school in Coaldale. With the out-
break of the war these plans were laid aside until January 1945, and a school
was opened in 1946. Due to a lack of sufficient support the school was closed
in 1964.%

In anticipation of an impending war, Mennonite leaders from across Cana-
da met in Winkler, Manitoba, on May 15, 1939. At this meeting reference
was made to an earlier discussion held in Chicago on March 10-11, 1939, which
had been attended by some of the delegates meeting in Winkler. The Win-
kler meeting framed a message to ‘‘His Most Gracious Majesty George VI,
King of Canada,” which concluded with the salutation, ‘‘Your reign may al-
ways be remembered rather because of its accomplishments in the ways of
peace than in the achievements in war.”’* The Winkler meeting did not ar-
rive at a concensus about an approach to Ottawa, and was divided in opin-
ion more or less between the earlier and more conservative Mennonites and
the later immigrants holding more liberal views. The earlier (Kanadier) had
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left Russia in order to be free of any entanglements with government demands
in education and any service required by the government. The latter (Russ-
laender) had accommodated themselves to the russification of their schools
and had also provided service in the medical units (Sanitaetsdienst) during
WW 1, and supported approaching Ottawa to make such provisions in the
event of another conflict. Separate presentations were made to federal authori-
ties. The conservative group, under the determined and able leadership of
Bishop David Schulz of Manitoba, preferred to achieve complete exemption
for Mennonite men from any kind of service away from home, but failing
such, that no service be related to the military, including that of the medical
corps.*

The Manitoba group, usually under the leadership of Bishop David Schulz,
held about forty meetings either as bishops or ministers, the last of which
was recorded for August 1946. Its major agenda concerned the men in the
forest camps. At a meeting in April 1943, first mention was made of teachers
being released from their schools due to their CO status, and subsequently
a submission on their behalf was made to the Minister of Education.®
Though Mennonite men were again able to retain their teaching positions
as of September, 1943, first reference to such was made in the minutes of
the meeting of January 7, 1944, which also reported that cadet training would
not be required of Mennonite schools, but that males of service age would
not be permitted to take teacher training nor to teach on a permit.® The
minutes indicate that the Manitoba committee was concerned mainly with
those who were in the forest camps and with those who had been committed
to jails. It gave little attention to the plight of the CO teachers. It reflected
the rural orientation of the leaders, most of whom were farmers.!

Developments Subsequent to 1945

In 1946 the Rosthern Academy was renamed Rosthern Junior College, part-
ly for the purpose of seeking affiliation with the University of Saskatche-
wan. However, ‘‘the climate was not conducive for the affiliation of a
pacifist-oriented school with the university.’’>> The cancelled certificates of
most Mennonite teachers were restored about 1946 and thereafter. However,
resentment towards Mennonite teachers continued in some centres for some
years following the cessation of the war.’® For example, a Saskatchewan
teacher who applied for a city position in 1950 was informed by the superin-
tendent that Mennonites were not being hired. This person later served as
principal for many years in the Edmonton public school district. A Manito-
ba teacher, whose certificate had been cancelled in spite of having received
awards from the Department of Education for meritorious teaching, follow-
ing the war invited a member of the Discipline Committee which had recom-
mended the cancellation of his certificate, as a guest in his Winnipeg class-
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room. The teacher recounted that, ‘‘for half the period (the guest) tried to
explain and apologize how wrong officials had been in those days in dealing
with teachers who had tried to uphold a peace witness through their con-
scientious status.”’

Upon being released from active service as a conscientious objector in
the Dental Corps, an army officer expressed the concern that I not teach his-
tory, lest I subject students to my views. However, my certificate had been
reinstated by 1946 without my having made an application. Years later, on
July 2, 1975, I wrote to the Deputy Minister of Education in Manitoba re-
questing that my case be reopened and that I be given the opportunity to
appear in person before the Discipline Committee once more. My request
included the statement: ‘‘Nothing changed with respect to the position I held
on the basis of conviction and conscience between the time my certificate
was cancelled and the time my certificate was reinstated. Since that was the
case, I hold that the first decision was based in the context of the then politi-
cal climate, understandable in a time of war, and not based rationally or in
justice.”’ I received a reply within three weeks stating that the Minister had
approved that my file ‘‘be cleared and that my certificate be considered to
have been in full force from the date of first issuance.’’>*

Mennonite educational efforts continued throughout WW 1I and gained
increased momentum when war-related concerns subsided. Both Bible and
private high schools experienced increased enrollments after the war as the
men from the CO camps returned home. Some schools required enlarging
as a consequence, yet some schools experienced increased enrollments even
prior to the cessation of the war.’® Some schools made special efforts to as-
sist the non-English speaking immigrant children.’ Those Saturday schools
and German libraries which had been closed were reopened and the German
language again was emphasized.?’

One respondent, a retired Manitoba teacher, was of the opinion that WW
II contributed to a reduction of interest in the German language among Men-
nonites. Such does not seem to have been the case immediately following the
war. Many of those whose discourse with each other was in English, but who
came from German-speaking homes, also gave their active support to addi-
tional instruction in German in the schools and churches.

Mennonite educational organizational activities resumed with new vigor.
On behalf of the Education Council of the Conference of Mennonites in Cana-
da, Paul Schaefer reported on a meeting of about 300 Mennonite teachers
from across Canada.’® Then, on August 17 and 18, 1949, Mennonite teachers
from several provinces met at a conference held at the Mennonite Mission
Camp in Springstein, Manitoba. The theme of the conference concerned the
instruction of German and religion in schools, including Mennonite public
schools.”

In Manitoba, a movement in which G. H. Peters, former principal of the
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Gretna Mennonite Collegiate, was prominent, brought into being the Men-
nonite Society for the Nurture and Preservation of the German Language
(mennonitischer Verein zur Erhaltung der deutschen Muttersprache) in
1952.%0 Chapters were also established in Mennonite communities in some
of the other provinces. The immigration of Mennonites following WW 11 es-
tablished a need for the continued use of the German language. University
of Manitoba professors Steinhauer and Stirk were supportive of this develop-
ment, particularly because they hoped more Mennonite students would pur-
sue studies in German.%

The Mennonite Teachers Conference (Mennonitische Lehrerkonferenz),
founded in 1929, was discontinued during the war but reorganized in 1953
with a focus on the teaching of German and religion. Also, in 1957 the Men-
nonite Education Committee (das mennonitische Bildungskomitee) was
formed to promote the teaching of German and religion in the ‘‘Mennonite”’
schools in Manitoba.® Trustees of ‘‘Mennonite’ public school boards, with
the unofficial concurrence of the Minister of Education, contributed to the
salary of a Mennonite inspector who helped to develop curriculum materials
for instruction in German and religion, and who observed instruction in the
schools. Former public school teacher David K. Duerksen and then Peter Rem-
pel acted in this capacity in the 1960s.%

The improved post-war economy, due to the industrial activity prompted
by the war itself, and in provinces like Alberta enhanced by the discovery
of oil and gas, made possible improvements in transportation and school pro-
grams. Larger school district units were created, and children were bussed
to larger school centres. Such consolidation created problems for the Amish
in the USA,% and in Alberta for the Holdeman congregations. As long as
Holdeman children comprised the majority within a public school district,
they felt that they had some control over the education of their children. When
that changed, they opted for private schools for their children.® The same
concerns held for the Old Order Amish and Old Order Mennonites in On-
tario, which established a network of private elementary schools in the 1950s.
The most conservative groups elected the historical pattern of distancing them-
selves from modern influences by moving to Mexico, Paraguay and Bolivia,5
and others settled at Fort Vermilion beyond the reach of public school
authorities.

In the late 1950s the Manitoba Government launched a program of local
unit reorganization and the underwriting of new high schools throughout the
province. Its Royal Commission, which in 1959 provided a rationale for such
development, also recommended grants for private schools, though the first
such grants were not introduced for another two decades.®® An inter-
Mennonite meeting was held in Winnipeg about 1960 when papers were
presented on the question of whether or not to accept government grants for
private schools. Perhaps forgotten was the fact that some Mennonite private
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schools had been recipients of Government support prior to 1900.%° In 1963
the Corporation of Rosthern Junior College was uncertain whether to press
for provincial grants in support of its school. Under the Thatcher govern-
ment, grants for private high schools in Saskatchewan became available in
1965.

Today such grants are generally accepted without question, and most Men-
nonites are no longer under the apprehension that receiving such support calls
forth unwanted interference by provincial authorities. Mennonite colleges have
also explored the possibility of receiving Government assistance — after all,
several are affiliated with public universities. Also, Mennonites today are found
in increasing numbers as civil servants in provincial departments of educa-
tion, and also as MLAs and MPs. Mennonites have become part of the
decision-making and administrative structures in the public as well as their
own private domain.

Even during the war, building plans for private schools or their extension
were made in several provinces. Frank H. Epp contended that, ‘“The world
war psychology made private schools more desirable than ever while the war
economy made them more possible than ever before,’” and the ‘‘need to
confirm basic Mennonite principles through education became an urgent is-
sue with many parents and students.’’”?

Mennonite private schools were established for group maintenance and
the survival of a way of life and faith, but also to provide schooling where
public schools had not been established. Post-War II developments in private
schools were not so much directed against assimilative forces, as to assist in
the process of religious, intellectual and philosophical acculturation, and to
make relevant Christian choices in today’s world.

When General McArthur made the pronouncement that Japan needed
missionaries, mission boards considered sending more missionaries, and some
Bible schools responded by introducing special preparatory courses. Though
the General Conference Mission Board had decided to send five, a total of
ten were sent.”

Though the peace research movement suffered a set-back during WW 11,
it blossomed following the war, and by 1971 at least 150 institutions in 40
countries were engaged in peace-related research, including peace-related pro-
grams introduced in more than a dozen Mennonite educational institutions,
colleges and schools in the USA and Canada.™

Concluding Comment

The events during and following WW I in part affected the events during
and following WW 11 with respect to Mennonite education. The emphasis
on the use of German was dampened and the expansion of private schools
was restrained during both wars. An influx of immigrants during the 1920s
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added to the need for and the promotion of private schools and the use of
German as the language of instruction. The new influx of Mennonite im-
migrants following WW 1I contributed to an extended life for the use of Ger-
man in private schools, and probably provided the essential incentive for a
revival of Saturday German schools and the establishment of organizations
for the promotion of German and for the continued religious instruction in
German in many communities.

Had the world wars not happened, the massive immigration movements
before and after WW 11 would probably not have occurred. Both sets of im-
migrants were of liberal and progressive orientation. Parents influenced their
children to continue their education beyond high school. Also, they were con-
cerned that their children should retain their Mennonite heritage, and hence
private schools were favored by many.

Industrialization and the subsequent urbanization of Canada’s popula-
tion was accelerated by WW II. Mennonite youth flocked to the cities, and
most of the new immigrants settled in the cities soon after their arrival. Thus
a large proportion of Mennonites have become subject to a major accultura-
tion process, and considerable numbers also captive to assimilation forces.
No longer could private schools serve the former function of preserving ‘‘sepa-
ratedness’’ from the rest of society. Schools and colleges faced the challenge
of preparing students to be Christian Mennonites in the world and in any
trade or profession, and to prepare men and women for service in a variety
of needs in any part of the world.
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