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Mennonites have often been unwilling participants in conflicts between 
warring armies, in spite of their non-resistant principles. Many "Dutch" Men- 
nonites who settled in Danzig (Gdansk) and Polish Prussia in the sixteenth 
century were refugees from the bitter religious wars between the Catholic 
Hapsburgs and Protestant Dutch. Danzig and the Polish lands, however, were 
not to prove havens of peace. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries Mennonites faced invading armies, sieges and periods of occupa- 
tion by foreign troops as the region was overrun by Swedish, Prussian and 
Russian troops.' The first Mennonite emigrants to settle in Russia after 1789 
thus understood the ordeals of war from personal experience. During the next 
twenty-five years an even greater upheaval occurred as Napoleon attempted 
to dominate European affairs and French and allied armies wrought havoc 
across large areas of Europe. Prussian Mennonites experienced the full force 
of this onslaught, and even the colonists settled in distant Russia were 
obliged to contribute to Russia's dcfcnce against the invading French.' Be- 
tween 1790 and 1815, an entire generation grew to adulthood in Europe 
knowing little of peace and security: 

War  present, war threatened, war in prospect, war not long past, war in every 
known shape and form, war happening to someone else even if not just then to 
you yourself, and talk of war as the ultimate conditioner of your existence-this 
was the common European experience of that ep0ch.j 

While many Mennonites who migrated to New Russia up to the 1820s 
had some personal experience of war, the next generation, born and raised in 
Russia, grew to maturity in an atmosphere of relative peace. Russia though 
was a militaristic state.4 Its army had helped free Europe from the Napoleonic 
yoke, its emperors often gloried in military display and staffed their court and 
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bureaucracies with military officers. Between 1820 and 1850 Russian armies 
were involved in a number of campaigns in the Caucasus region (1 829-1 864) 
and in Central Asia (1839-1843,1847-1853) as the Empire was expanded 
eastwards. There also was war with Persia and Turkey (1826-1829), the 
suppression of the Polish insurrection (1830-1831) and in 1849 military 
intervention in Hungary to destroy the uprising against Austrian rule. Every- 
where, Russian armies appeared victorious. 

Living in New Russia Mennonites were largely isolated from these 
events, although sometimes, like other colonists, they contributed aid to the 
g ~ v e r n m e n t . ~  During the 1850s, however, war broke out between Russia and 
a number of European states, with the major theatre of fighting situated in the 
Crimea, very close to the main Mennonite settlements. Suddenly a new 
generation had to come to terms with war. The outcome of the Crimean War 
(from now on referred to as the War), resulted in the defeat of Russian troops 
on Russian soil, a defeat which was to have a major impact on the future 
direction of Russian society and consequently on the Mennonites. 

Politically the War was the result of Britain and France's attempts to 
prevent the expansion of Russian influence in the Near East and southeastern 
Europe. Russia's rulers had long dreamed of seizing Constantinople and the 
Straits separating the Black Sea and the Mediterranean from the Ottomans. 
They would then control the Black Sea, gain access to the Mediterranean, 
dominate the Balkans and so fulfill Russia's destiny as a major power in 
European affairs. In 1853 the outbreak of hostilities between Russian and 
Turkish forces alarmed both the British and the French governments. Follow- 
ing the failure of diplomatic efforts, the British and French allied themselves 
with the Turks and early in 1854 declared war on Russia. Allied fleets entered 
the Baltic and Black Seas and in September an allied army landed in the 
Crimea.6 

The aim of the invasion was to seize the Russian naval base at Sevas- 
topol. Strategically the Russians faced a number of difficulties in defending 
Sevastopol and repulsing the allies. Considerable forces had to be maintained 
in northern Russia to prevent an allied landing on the Baltic coast. Moreover, 
uncertainty concerning the neutrality of Prussia, and especially Austria, 
meant that troops had to be maintained on Russia's long western borders. The 
army assigned to southern Russia also faced problems. New Russia was still 
sparsely populated and underdeveloped; communications were poor and the 
movement of troops and supplies proved extremely difficult. Whereas the 
allies could supply their armies by sea in a matter of weeks from western 
Europe, the movement of troops and supplies overland from central Russia 
often took months. 

The allied landing was successful in spite of Russian resistance and the 
Russians were forced to retreat. Sevastopol, refortified by the Russians, was 
besieged by the allies throughout 1854 and into the sunllner of 1855. Both 
armies were heavily reinforced until by the summer of 1855 175,000 allied 





troops faced 170,000 Russian defenders in Sevastopol and considerable troop 
co~lcelltratio~ls elsewhere in the Crimea and southern Russia.' 

The first record of the Mennonites' response to the War involved the con- 
tribution of money to aid suffering and wounded soldiers in March/April 
1854. Whetller these contributions were entirely voluntary, or had been 
"requested" or "expected" by the authorities is unclear. Similar donations, 
however, were forwarded by other settlers administered, like the Mennonites, 
by the Guardians Committee of the Ministry of State Domains, the govern- 
ment agency which controlled the affairs of foreign colonists. The District 
Office in each colony appears to have calculated a suitable levy, which in 
Khortitsa amounted to five silver rubles per full farm and one ruble per 
l~ousehold (Br.arzdhof-a dwelling assessable for taxation purpo~es ) .~  The 
Khortitsa colonists managed to raise 4,387 silver rubles 64 kopecks.' How 
the Molochnaia authorities calculated contributio~ls is not recorded, but a 
total of 7,500 silver rubles was raised while the Mennonites of the Mariupol 
District (Bergthal) gave an additional 772 rubles. l o  In all the Me~lno~lites 
raised over 12,000 silver rubles. Their contributions were dutifully acknowl- 
edged by the authorities in official statements of gratitude, published in the 
colonists' newspaper." 

Earlier, in January 1854, the Molochnaia Mennonites had seen troops 
marching south to the Crimea. In February the authorities ordered each 
village to provide wagons to transport soldiers across the Molochnaia River. 
' T h e s e  were troops of the 17th Infantry Division, enroute from their peace- 
time headquarters at Nizhnii Novgorod.13 Heavy winter snows had fallen and 
an early thaw caused rivers, streams and dams to overflow. Large areas of 
ground became waterlogged. The colonists recalled this period (March to 
April 1854) as the W a s s e r p o d ~ ~ o d , ~ ~  a time when lives were lost as Mennon- 
ite drivers struggled to aid the troops.15 Delayed by the atrocious conditions, 
the 2nd Brigade of the Division was fed "delicious fare" in Mennonite homes 
and each battalion received a hundred hams as an "Easter gift." Once across 
the Moloch~laia River, the Division's progress was again assisted near Me- 
litopol by a bridge built at the personal expense of the Mennonite estate 
owner Johann Cornies of Tashchenak.'%fter the war Major General Volkov 
of the Tarutinski Regiment, part of the 17th Division, raised an impressive 
monument in Neu Halbstadt to colnmemorate the Mennonites' assistance 
during this difficult period.17 

The IChortitsa Mennonites also were ordered to supply five hundred 
wagons and drivers to transport troops and supplies from the city of Ekateri- 
noslav in the spring of 1854. Each farm had to supply a wagon, as did groups 
of cottagers (An~iohner) who were also required to contribute towards ex- 
penses. In May the District Office received orders to supply labour to im- 
prove the post road near the colony so troops and supplies could move easily 
towards the Crimea. Later, in January 1855, the Khortitsa authorities were 
instructed to repair the bridge between Schoenwiese and A l e x a n d r o ~ s k . ~ ~  

Although the enemy did not invade the Crimea until September 1854, the 
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Russians had suspected possible moves against their positions as early as 
1853. This accounts for the movement of troops early in 1854. By July the 
Russians were aware that the allies intended to attack Sevastopol and addi- 
tional troops were ordered south, although most did not arrive until after the 
allied landing and the first major battle at the Alma River on the 8/20 
September." 

In tlie summer of 1854 the problem of supplying the troops became ob- 
vious. By September the Russians had 50,000 troops in the Crimean Penin- 
sula but their Provisions' Com~nission was small and poorly managed. The 
Crimea, for large parts of the interior, was arid and barren, sparsely populated 
and quite inadequate for supplying the large numbers of troops and animals 
massed in the area. Cossaclcs foraged off the country, raided villages and 
looted estates, making the situation worse."' The transport system was in 
chaos. Roads to the interior, from where most supplies had to come, were 
inadequate. The heavy Russian wagons bogged down or collapsed under tlie 
strain; draft animals died on the journey and the supplies wliich did arrive 
were often spoiled. To improve the situation tlie new Russian Commander, 
General Prince M.D. Gorchakov, appointed a skilled Intendant, General F.K. 
Zatler, to reorganize tlie supply system." 

The Mennonites offered supplies to the army: food for the soldiers and 
hay and other feed for horses. In October 1854 2,225 pzrd (36,446 kg) of 
~ ~ ( l i l ~ n i . i ,  a toasted rusk which was an essential item of a soldier's diet, as well 
as a quantity of butter was volunteered by the Khortitsa settlers who also 
offered to transport the foodstuffs to tlie Crirnea. Later, in November, the 
Guardians Committee directed the Kliortitsa colonists to transport 130,000 
p~rd of srrk1zar.i (2,129 tonnes) to the Crimea and in December two hundred 
wagons set out on the arduous journey." I11 September tlie Moloclinaia 
authorities were required to supply one wagon for every tell farms in the 
colony. Some wagons were loaded with troops, others with supplies, and in 
the autumn of 1854 4,000 wagons loaded with hay travelled from Molochnaia 
to the Cri1nea.I3 

By the winter of 1854 the Mennonites had grown accustomed to fulfill- 
ing official requests to ferry troops and to haul supplies. Their farm wagons, 
sturdily built of wood and iron, their horses, strong, healthy and well har- 
nessed, were soon recognized by the authorities as ideally s ~ ~ i t e d  for supply 
duties. The colonists' wagons already possessed a good reputation for their 
robustness in New Russia and beyond, and the wagon making industry had 
flourished in the colonies since the 1830s." The wagons were undoubtedly 
better suited to the task of supplying the army than the average peasant's 
wagon, usually powered by oxen." Even the colonists' wagons, however, 
needed some modification for the long journey as most were designed for 
short trips around the farm and fields. Canvas covers were constructed to 
protect the loads and additional co~nforts installed for the drivers.'" 

Usually each wagon had two drivers, sometimes a young son or a hired 
man, more often a cottager. Each wagon team was responsible for its own 



food, coolcing utensils and fodder for the horses. The village mayor selected 
a leader and villagers travelled in convoy, joining other village groups along 
the way. The Mennonites travelled together wherever possible, sometimes 
associating with other colonists engaged in the podvod . Drivers frequently 
became separated from their convoys and returned home alone or with other 
groiIps. 

It would appear that supply instructions came from the Ministry of State 
Domains as directives to tlie Guardians Committee, who then ordered the 
District Office to instruct village authorities to organize wagons and supplies. 
These were the normal channels of official communication to foreign colo- 
nists and would not have been openly questioned. In Molochnaia the Agricul- 
ture Union played an important role in organizing supplies and transport- 
not surprisingly, as during the 1840s Johann Cornies had made the Union 
responsible for much of the colony's affairs." While the military directly 
requisitioned peasant goods and ordered peasant work brigades to haul sup- 
plies," there is no evidence that Mennonites were subject to direct military 
command, except in the immediate war zone. Cossack escorts, however, were 
later assigned to some Mennonite convoys." Though not directly under 
military orders, the colonists effectively had been drafted for military serv- 
ice, albeit in a non-combative role. 

Soinetimes goods carried to the front originated in the colony; at otlier 
times tlie supplies were collected from centres to which drivers were di- 
rected. Goods were occasionally transported to other depots. In February 
1885, for instance, the Khortitsa colonists were ordered to ferry supplies to 
Perelcop, b ~ ~ t  were allowed to unload at Berislav and return 1~01ne.~~ '  As the 
siege of Sevastopol intensified, the army's supply situation in the Crimea 
became more critical. In 1855 the number of trips the colonists had to make, 
and the time drivers were absent from home, increased significantly. Some 
Mennonites went all the way to the besieged port, usually unloading their 
supplies on tlie northern shore as the main town was subject to alrnost 
continuous bombardment. Otherwise supplies were unloaded at towns along 
the road to Sevastopol, at Duvanki, Bakhchiserai and Simferopol. The dis- 
tance by road from Ekaterinoslav, just north of ICIiortitsa, to Sevastopol was 
523 versts (558 lcms), from Melitopol, sout11 of Molochnaia, it was 3 14 i~er-sts 
(335 kms) and from Perekop 205 vel-sts (219 kms).'l But the time taken to 
complete a journey varied enormously. In winter tlie roads were often frozen 
and covered with snow; in the spring they turned to a niuddy quagmire, as 
they did after heavy rain. The unsealed roads were deeply rutted and pot- 
holed, and in summer dust became a major nuisance. Drivers had great 
difficulty locating water for themselves and their horses in arid parts of the 
Crimea. To hinder progress further, tlie roads were often crowded with other 
transport columns and troops. Roadsides were littered with broken carts, 
discarded property, abandoned supplies and dead animals, swollen and rot- 
ting in the ditclies." Once in the Crimea drivers were occasionally delayed by 
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requests to transport supplies to other locations. Some return trips took 
twenty-five to thirty days from Molochnaia; others up to fifty. 

In November 1854, the military drafted 6,000 peasant wagons into serv- 
ice, but by December only 2,000 were still serviceable; by the summer of 
1855 over 125,000 peasant and colonist wagons had been drafted.3' The 
actual number of convoys involving Mennonites is uncertain, but one report 
suggests that between 1854 and 1855 seven to eight groups left Molocl~naia.'~ 
During 1855, the period of most intense activity, the Molochnaia colonists 
sent 9,617 wagon loads with 56,604 chetver-t (169,812 litres or 322,643 
bushels) of provisions including 35,000 cl7etvei-t (105,000 litres or 199,500 
bushels) of animal feed (oats and hay).3' 

Soon Mennonites were also returning from the Crimea with sick and 
wounded soldiers. Many were casualties of the fighting, but outbreaks of dis- 
ease required large numbers of soldiers to be evacuated. Scurvy, dysentery, 
cholera and typhus were among the most common illnesses. The exact number 
of casualties due to fighting and disease is unknown, but a recent estimate 
suggests that between 406,000 and 450,000 Russians died as a result of war 
between 1853 and 1856.'6 

The first major battle at the Alma River (8120 September 1854) occurred 
shortly after the landings, and the Russians suffered 6,000 casualties. The 
medical services proved hopelessly inadequate and hundreds of dead, dying 
and wounded were left unattended for days on the battlefield." The early 
allied attacks on Sevastopol, and the fighting at Balaclava in early October as 
the allies attempted to encircle the port, produced more casualties. But the 
Russian offensive which resulted in the Battle of Inkerman (24 OctoberJ9 
November) produced the highest number of dead and wounded. 35,000 
Russian troops were engaged, of whom 10,000 became casualties and another 
2,000 were killed or wounded in allied attacks on Sevastopol during the same 
period. Once again medical services were unable to cope with the situation, 
and soldiers died for want of help as a handful of doctors attempted to save 
lives.7x 

The appalling medical situation called for immediate action. Civilian 
doctors volunteered their help, the most important being N.I. Pirogov who 
held the Chair of Surgery at the St. Petersburg Academy of Medicine and 
Surgery. He arrived in the Cri~nea in November 1854 and soon reorganized 
medical  service^.^' At the same time a group of nurses arrived, organized by 
Pirogov with the support of the Tsar's sister, the Grand Duchess Yelena 
P a v l ~ v n a . " ~  

As early as October 1854, Russian officials had thanked Mennonites for 
their assistance to the sick and wounded." 111 early December 1854 the Mol- 
ochnaia colonists offered to take 1,520 wounded back to their colony, while 
by the end of the month Khortitsa took 357.4' Eventually, over 5,000 Russian 
soldiers were cared for in the Mennonite colonies.-" At least one hospital was 
located in the Mennonite village of Gnadenfeld in Molochnaia, but many 
colonists also took soldiers into their own homes to r e c ~ p e r a t e . ~ ~  Similar 



assistance was provided by other foreign colonists in New Russia. Three 
hospitals for instance were established in Prischib, the major administrative 
centre in the Molochnaia "German" colony, to the west of the Mennonite 
township of H a l b ~ t a d t . ~ ~  

The Russian military, and especially the medical personnel, had nothing 
but praise for the colonists' efforts.46 Whereas the unsprung Russian peasant 
wagons could carry only two or three patients in great discomfort, the colo- 
nists' sprung wagons could carry up to eight in relative comfort. Each 
convoy, sometimes made up of 150 wagons, was accompanied by a doctor 
and nurses if they were available.47 

The Russians attempted to evacuate all their sick and wounded to base 
hospitals in the Crimea or southern Russia. As the siege of Sevastopol inten- 
sified, casualties increased; by the early summer of 1855 there were 65,000 
soldiers requiring medical assistance and during the final assault on the town 
in September 1855 the Russians suffered 13,000 c a ~ u a l t i e s . ~ W n e  source 
reported that between March and October 1855, 88,000 sick and wounded 
were transferred from Sevastopol to base hospitals, while in Simferopol 
alone there were 113,000 patients.49 Dressing stations and operating hospitals 
in Sevastopol were places of horror, as the accounts of Leo Tolstoy testify.jO 
But the base hospitals away from the front, such as those at Kherson and 
Nikolayev, were far from havens of safety for the wounded. Some hospital 
administrators, like many regimental supply officers, were c o r r ~ p t . ~ '  The 
treatment soldiers received was often rudimentary and the crowded, unsani- 
tary conditions were a breeding ground for disease. In 1855, 23% of all 
patients in Simferopol hospitals died, while in Nikolayev in the early months 
of 1856 the death rate soared to 43%.j2 It is little wonder that doctors and 
soldiers preferred the colonies to military hospitals, as the chances of a 
patient's survival were so much better. 

Both the allied and Russian armies suffered terribly from sudden out- 
breaks of infectious disease. As the weather warmed, especially in June and 
July 1855, cholera broke out among troops and civilians. Some Mennonites 
also came down with the infection and died."The worse killer, however, was 
typhus which plagued the army from October through December, killing 
many patients already weak from wounds or other infections." One Mennon- 
ite who discovered a nice piece of cloth by the road, soon discarded it when 
he found it infested with lice." Infestation of clothing and hair by lice was the 
main means by which typhus was transmitted and the wounded, often in- 
fested and infected, brought disease to the colonies causing other Mennonite 
deaths.j5 

Prisoners of war were also transported by the colonists.j7 An English 
sergeant of the 23rd Regiment of Foot, captured at Inkerman, stayed briefly 
with a Mennonite family in Einlage, Khortitsa. In his diary he noted that he 
was well fed, was asked to record his name and regiment along with other 
prisoners in a Mennonite book and requested to present some of his military 
buttons to his I ~ o s t s . ~ ~  A Khortitsa diarist recorded transporting English and 
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French prisoners-of-war in early December and this English sergeant may 
have been among their number.j9 Besides opening their homes to Russian 
wounded and allied prisoners, the Mennonites also provided refuge to people 
fleeing the War. The allied navies controlled the Black Sea and to prevent the 
Russians supplying their forces across the Sea of Azov an allied naval 
squadron entered its waters in May 1855. Coastal shipping was attacked, the 
coastal ports shelled and landing parties put ashore to destroy grain stores 
ar  l  warehouse^.^^ Mariupol was attacked and also Berdiansk, a port which 
contained a flourishing Mennonite community of merchants whose property 
was damaged.61 Many of the citizens of the coastal ports fled inland, some 
finding refi~ge in the colonies. The Mennonite settlers in the Mariupol area 
(Bergthal) received non-Mennonites into their homes while many of the 
Mennonite merchants fled to Mo10chnaia.~~ 

The War was thus a time of considerable disruption in the colonies and 
provided a host of new problems, experiences, and challenges. The War 
brought tl~ousands of outsiders into the colonies: marching troops, colonists 
and peasants moving supplies, refugees and others. Many Mennonites, 
however, particularly those in Molochnaia, had grown accustomed over the 
previous decade to meeting exotic visitors who journeyed to wonder at the 
Mennonite transformation of the once barren steppe.63 A number of Mennon- 
ites had travelled beyond the colonies to trade or to act as advisors to other 
foreign colonists, Jewish settlers or model peasants. Some had even ventured 
into the Crimea, as far as Simferopol, which was an important market centre 
and the seat of the Taurida provincial government. The War provided many 
more Mennonites with an opportunity to travel beyond tlie narrow confines 
of their local village and colony where most had expected to spend their 
entire lives. Many of the hundreds of Mennonites involved directly in trans- 
porting supplies were extremely young, some mere boys. Heinrich Dirks was 
only thirteen when he accompanied his father to Sevastopol, where he ven- 
tured into the town; Jacob Unruh was only fifteen." To the young it was a 
time of great adventure, and tlie young men involved would recall their 
experiences for the rest of their lives.h5 Their accounts, written long after- 
wards, recapture their sense of excitement at being involved in the struggle 
between powerful nations; the sights and sounds of war, colourful military 
uniforms, heavy guns, exotic peoples and places, distant mountain land- 
scapes. The hardships and experiences they shared with other Mennonites 011 
the trail often established new friendships which endured long after tlie War 
ended. 

Those who came close to the scenes of fighting were often fascinated by 
the awesome beauty of war: the night sky lighted up by shells, the colour, the 
noise and acrid smell of e ~ p l o s i v e s . ~ ~ u t  such experiences were tempered by 
a realisation of the destructive properties of modern weapons. Heinrich Dirks 
recalled seeing the burnt and twisted remains of human bodies, spread out on 
army greatcoats, torn apart by high  explosive^.^^ An apprentice blacksmith in 
Moloclinaia who attempted to dismantle a shell taken back to the colonies, 



destroyed the smithy and killed h i m ~ e l f . ~ W e a r  the site of the Battle of Alma, 
a Russian youth who attempted to retrieve a boot discovered it was still 
attached to a decomposing leg.6y Johann Goosen of the Molochnaia village of 
Wernersdorf saw frozen corpses stacked in piles awaiting the spring thaw for 
burial.70 

Away from the discipline of their parents and congregational leaders, 
many younger Mennonites acquired unsavoury habits: 

These boys were told to smoke and also drink brandy to ward off contagious 
diseases. Father said this did very little good but rather caused them to form 
disagreeable habits. They also acquired the use of profane language from their 
rough companions. When they returned home they felt quite out of place with the 
other boys of the village. Soon they all agreed to break their undesirable habits 
acquired in the war. Father said war did not tend to improve mankind." 

At least one account also reports anti-semitism among Russian soldiers, un- 
fortunately common at this period, and this too may have been a new expe- 
rience for many Mennoni te~.~"  

Evidence of the economic cost of the War to the colonists is contradic- 
tory. No further large gifts of money appear to have been demanded or given 
beyond the sums raised in 1854.73 Individual colonists undoubtedly contrib- 
uted gifts of produce and even money, while every householder was required 
to supply wagons and labour. Established patterns of production and distribu- 
tion were obviously disrupted or curtailed due to the War, although poor 
harvests and a locust plague in 1855 prevent a proper calculation of the costs 
of the War from available figures. Grain for instance could not be exported 
through the coastal ports blockaded by the allied navies. However, the large 
number of troops in southern Russia, and the high prices offered for food- 
stuffs, easily compensated for any loss of overseas marltets. There was also 
the additional demand for hay to feed the large number of horses used by the 
military .74 

Hermann Niebuhr, the Khortitsa mill owner, recalled the War as tlie first 
"golden age of milling," as the high prices paid for flour helped secure his 
family's fortune.75 Daniel Peters, also of Khortitsa, kept a large sheep flock 
outside the colony and during the War he exchanged sheep, weight for 
weight, for animals driven south to supply the troops. After their long journey 
these sheep were often emaciated, so Peters quickly increased the size of his 
flock. Later he sold the now fattened animals, undoubtedly at a handsome 
profit, back to the army who were always short of supplies. The War also 
secured Peters' fortune and he wisely invested his money in land and became 
an estate ~ w n e r . ~ T T h e  War, and the widespread corruption among regimental 
supply officers, created numerous opportunities for p ~ o f i t e e r i n g . ~ ~  While 
there is no direct evidence of Mennonite involvement in such activities, there 
is for otlier foreign colonists. Friedrich Fein of the "German" Molochnaia 
colonies amassed a fortune selling hay, a fortune he too invested in land after 
tlie War.7x 
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Even a modest Mennonite artisan or farmer could profit from the War. 
Wool, which was still a major product of the colonies, was in demand for 
uniforms. The wagon industry boomed, almost doubling output between 
1853 and 1855.7y Blacksmiths, leather workers and saddlers were kept busy 
repairing wagons and harness worn and damaged on tlie long journeys. 
Soldiers' boots and uniforms needed repairing. Farmers found a ready market 
among the troops for their household produce: butter, cheese, hams, fruit and 
honey. On trips to tlie Crimea many drivers took extra supplies with them for 
sale, returning with their purses full of ~noney .~"  I11 Khortitsa the District 
Office was ordered to arrest those operating taverns and selling vodka in its 
area.x1 

Although for many the War brought prosperity, there were also costs. 
The requirement to supply wagons and drivers fell unequally 011 the conimu- 
nity. A prosperous farmer could spare a wagon and horses. He could hire a 
man, or better a youth, to haul his goods, tlius maintaining farm production 
while also taking advantage of wartime eco~lomic conditions. But a poor 
cottager or craftsman could little afford the time or the wagons and horses 
(which many did not possess anyway). In place of supplying a wagon and 
team many cottagers were required to pay a levy and provide labour service. 
A Khortitsa resident, obviously a cottager, kept a careful account of these 
costs. Between Marcli 1854 and March 1855 he paid out over 100 rubles, 
although he received some expenses back from the govern~nent.~' Apparently 
the government paid drivers 50 kopecks a day and by the elid of tlie War the 
Molochnaia colonists had received 169,835 rubles 22 liopeclcs in wages." 
How much of this money reached the cottagers is unclear. What is clear, 
l~owever, is that tlie cottagers bore an unequal share of the burden of tlie War 
in terms of time, costs and dangers of the yod~lod. Many placed their lives at 
risk on tlie journey and some never returned. Families who lost a healthy son, 
or worse, a household head, soon found themselves in difficulty, especially 
if they were poor and lacked resources. It was the already well-off who 
mostly profited from the War, not the poor. The War tlius accentuated many 
of the existing eco~lomic and social disparities in the colonies and contributed 
to tlie bad feelings between landowners and landless which were to erupt into 
open confro~ltatio~l after 1 860.84 

How Mennonites at tlie time felt about tlie War and their i~ivolvernent is 
difficult to gather from available sources. The patriotic outpourings in rather 
dubious verse of tlie noted school teacher Heinricli Heese, have been inter- 
preted as representative of wider colnmunity opinion. During the War Heese 
wrote a number of poems calling on the colonists to support the Russian 
cause. His language is often intemperate and his opinions suspect; there are 
hints of messianism when he compares the War to a struggle between Holy 
Russia and the satanic forces of darkness epito~nised by the French Emperor 
Napoleon 111, the reembodiment of the anti-Christ Napoleon Bonaparte, and 
tlie evil of a "democratically" governed England." Heese though was neither 
born nor raised a Mennonite, having joined the faith as an adult. As an 



administrator, and particularly as a teacher of the Russian language, he had 
been exposed to tlie policies of Official Nationality promoted by Nicholas 1's 
Minister of Education, Coulit Uvarov. Such ideas are clearly reflected in his 
poems, but the majority of colonists would not have been aware of such 
s e n t i ~ n e n t s . ~ ~ e r t a i n l y  P.M. Friesen's claim that the Mennonite community 
"took the same stance as Heese" in a show of patriotic loyalty, should be 
treated with ~au t ion .~ '  

For the majority of the colonists direct i~ivolvement in military conflict 
was not only a new experience, but also sometliing for which they were 
poorly prepared. The Mennonite Privilegium of 1800 exempted Mennonites 
from being forced into military service against their will and from quartering 
troops "except when they passed through" their settlements." In fact there 
was nothing very special about these rights, as they were similar to those 
granted to all foreign colonists under the provisions of Catherine the Great's 
1763 Manifesto inviting foreigners to settle in R u s ~ i a . ~ '  Mennonites and 
other colonists were only required to assist troops with quartering if and 
when they passed through their settlements. It appears unlikely that "quarter- 
ing" extended to physically transporting troops and supplies, and there was 
certainly no requirement for the colonists to provide wagons, teams and 
drivers to supply troops distant from their settlements. As it is quite clear that 
the Mennonites were required to provide these services on official instruc- 
tions, one can only assume tliat the provisions, and certainly the spirit, of the 
colonists' Manifesto and the Mennonite Privilegiu~n had been breached. 

To most Mennonites, however, their legal rights and obligations were 
probably unclear. By the 1850s they were used to obeying official commands 
communicated to them through their organs of "self government." Tlie orders 
issued by the Guardians Committee came directly from the Ministry of State 
D o r n a i n ~ . ~ ~ '  Those concerning the War as formulated by the Committee ap- 
pear to have been comprehensive and specific. Eventually even the mode of 
transport and care of tlie wounded were covered by instructions. For tlieir 
part. most Mennonites probably did not question their instructions, which 
were seen to emanate from Imperial commands. The Tsar and other high 
officials were viewed as benevolent protectors of Mennonite interests. But 
such views are not the same as patriotism. M e h ~  onite respect for authority k was based on a long-standing servile attitude towar ruling elites. Tlie estab- 
lished estates were viewed as somehow ordained by&vidence, part of the 
natural order, and their right to rule and to issue commands were not to be 
q~~est ioned unless they conflicted with basic Mennonite princ?ples of faith. 
Strange "new" ideas like English popular democracy-or worse, tlie W u b -  
lican sympathies of French citizens-were not to be trusted. . . 

Surviving accounts reveal tliat many Mennonites provided assistance 
with enthusiasm. For colony officials there was the promise of official 
recognition and reward, but even tlie average colonist was willing to exhibit 
zeal and to exceed official demands. By 1850 Mennonites, especially those in 
Molochnaia, were accustomed to being looked upon by tlie authorities as 
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exemplary citizens, models of industry and enterprise, efficient in all they 
undertook. Mennonites had a reputation to maintain. But such attitudes were 
undoubtedly combined with humanitarian motives. The gift of money to 
assist the wounded, the actual care of casualties, even the supply of food and 
other goods can be interpreted in this light. The desire to alleviate suffering 
was based upon religious principles as important perhaps as that of non- 
resistance. Just because such clearly articulated expressions of Mennonite 
humanitarian sentiment cannot be found in existing accounts, is no reason to 
believe they did not exist. For many Mennonites such self-acclamation would 
have been tantamount to committing the sin of pride. 

But did not the supply of troops engaged in armed conflict as well as 
assistance to cure the sick and wounded so they could return to active service 
conflict with the basic principle of Mennonite non-resistance? Perhaps the 
question was too sophisticated, ethically and tl~eologically, for the average 
colonist. Here it is interesting to consider the case of the Kleitie Genieinde, 
undoubtedly among the foremost defenders of conservative Mennonite prin- 
ciples at this period in Russia. One of the reasons which had contributed to 
the separation of their first Elder, Klaas Reimer, from the Flemish congrega- 
tion in the early years of settlement in Molochnaia, had been his objection to 
the colonists contributing financial aid to the government during Russia's 
wars with Napoleon." In 1854, however, the Kleiize Genleit7de joined the rest 
of the Molochnaia colonists in providing money and later participated in 
hauling supplies." But in a letter to a Swiss Mennonite written shortly after 
the War, the officials of the Kleitze Genzeiiide admitted that in providing such 
assistance they "had gone too far in yielding to the demands of the State."" 

The experience of supplying assistance to the army of a powerful and 
organized nation-state with which they had previously been closely involved 
in non-military activities, was something new to the Russian Mennonites. As 
the situation emerged suddenly and quickly developed into full-scale in- 
volvement, the Mennonites had little time or opportunity to debate the rights 
and wrongs of their involvement. It may well be that some of the congrega- 
tional leaders held doubts concerning Mennonite involvement, but any such 
doubts have gone u n r e c ~ r d e d . ~ ~  Under Cornies' rule the congregational lead- 
ers had learnt, through bitter experience, not to question the demands of 
government or the colony civil authorities. If they were cowed from malting 
public statements which conflicted with official opinion, there were very few 
means by which they could speak out openly, either in public or the press, 
even if they had experience of such debates, which most did not. 

Here the Mennonite contrast wit11 the English Society of Friends' attitude 
to the Crimean War is instructive. The Qualcers opposed the War and even 
sent representatives to Russia to publicize their pacifist stand.y5 But Qualcers, 
unlike Mennonites at this period, were experienced in direct political action. 
They lived in a democracy with civil and political rights; they possessed the 
right to oppose the government and could express their opinions in a "free" 
press. During the first half of the nineteenth century Quakers had been active 



in a number of humanitarian reform movements, part of their wider response 
to tlie industrialised society emerging in Britain at this period." Tlie Russian 
Mennonites had no such experience on wl~icli to draw; they lived in a country 
where most of the population lacked basic civil and political rights and where 
the press was strictly controlled. 

During 1855 Russia's military position in the Crimea deteriorated. I11 
August an attempt to lift the siege of Sevastopol resulted in another bloody 
encounter and a further Russian defeat at the Cliernaia River. As tlie allies 
renewed the siege, the Russians concluded that further defence of the town 
was impossible and in September, in a carefully executed manoeuvre, they 
abandoned their fortifications and retreated across tlie harbour. The loss of 
Sevastopol forced the Russians to start peace negotiations. Emperor Nicholas 
had died in March 1855 and liis successor, Alexander 11, faced increasing 
problems at home and abroad. As 1855 drew to a close, the threat that other 
countries would join the allies, particularly Austria and Sweden, hastened the 
Russians' desire to seek a negotiated settlement. Eventually a peace agree- 
ment was signed in Paris in March 1856." An armistice in the Cri~nea had 
been in force since February and Mennonites, still hauling supplies, saw 
allied troops in Simferop01.~~ 

During the War assista~ice given to tlie army by the Mennonites and otlier 
foreign colonists was acknowledged by the goveriilnent in official notices 
published in the newspapers, and in a letter of December 1854 Tsar Nicholas 
sent thanks to the Me~inonites for their help." Following the peace agree- 
ment, official rewards were handed out to tlie colonists; the other foreign 
colonists were presented with various medals but tlie Mennonites accepted 
only watches and a snuff-box, far less ostentatious forms of recog~iition.~("' 
Mennonites, however, received over 40% of tlie awards distributed. The list 
of those receiving awards clearly indicates the central involvement of tlie 
Mennonite civil leadership in the direction of the colonists' war work (see 
Table I). '"' 

The position of the Molochnaia District Mayor, David Friesen, was 
greatly enhanced by liis work in directing the colonists' war work. Not only 
did he receive one of the highest awards, but lie was also invited, along witli 
tlie District Mayor of the major Odessa "German" colony, Liebenthal, to 
attend Alexander 11's coronation in Moscow. Here he was again thanked by 
officials for tlie colonists' efforts during tlie War.'"' Friesen's rise in status 
and his contacts witli government officials marked a shift in the balance of 
political power in Molochnaia following the War. The District Office reas- 
serted its control of the colony's affairs following Cornies' earlier subordina- 
tion of the Office to the Agricultural Union.'"' Friesen was to dominate the 
political life of the colony, amidst increasing controversy, until he was 
removed by the government in 1 865.'04 

But the presentation of awards could not disguise the fact that in battle 
after battle Russian troops had been defeated. The peace conditions imposed 
on tlie Russians were a source of hu~niliation to many. Politically and eco- 



A gold tobacco-box valued at 100 rubles 
Johann Cornies (estate owner of Tashchenak and Ohrloff) 

Gold watches 
Valued at 150 rubles: 
Moloclzizaia Mei111oizite Colony: 

District Mayor David Friesen (Halbstadt) 
District Secretary Johann Wiens (Altonau) 
District Secretary Peter Wiebe (Tiegerweide) 

Marillpol Me111zo11ite Coloi~y  (BEI-gtllal): 
District Mayor Jacob Peters (Heubuden) 
District Secretary Peter Unger (Bergthal) 
District Secretary Abraham Huebert (Schoental) 

Khortitsa Metzlzoilite Colony: 
District Mayor Johann Siemens 

Valued at 100 rubles: 
President of the Molochnaia Agricultural Union, Philipp Wiebe (Ohrloff) 

Valued at 80 rubles: 
Molochlzaia Mennonite Colorly: 

Molocl~naia Mennonite Agricultural Union members; 
David Cornies (Ohrloff) 
Johann Toews (Tiege) 
Samuel Klei~lsasser (Hutterthal - a Hutterite) 
Franz Klassen (Ladekopp) 

Village mayors of Molochnaia; 
Abraham Driedger (Halbstadt) 
Kornelius Lepp (Muntau) 
Heinricll Teichgreb (Blumstein) 
Christian Waldner (Hutterthal - a Hutterite) 

Valued at 75 rubles: 
Molocl~naia Mennonites of Halbstadt not holding office; 

Johann Neufeld 
Heinricll Wilms 

Table 1 : Official Goveri~inent Awards to Meizi~orlites for tlzeir services 
dzirii~g the Crimean War. 

nomically the defeats brought severe repercussions for the Tsar and his 
government. The new Emperor initiated a series of debates leading eventu- 
ally to the implementation of major reforms wllicll were to transform the 
direction of Russian life. 

Following the War Russian finances were in a sorry state. The actual 
costs of the War are impossible to estimate with any accuracy, but they 
placed a tremendous burden on the country."'VThe financial reforms the 
government had so carefully put in place before the War were undone; the 
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exchange rate between the silver and paper ruble widened rapidly as inflation 
increased.Io6 In New Russia, where most Mennonites were settled, land prices 
escalated as did the price of basic subsistence goods. 

In Molochnaia the changing economic situation was compounded by the 
large-scale emigration to Turkey of the neighbouring Nogai Tartars.lo7 For 
many years Mennonite farmers had utilised Tartar labour to herd sheep, cattle 
and horses, to haul grain to Berdiansk and to work on their farms. More 
importantly, large areas of Tartar land were sub-let to Mennonite cultivators, 
including many landless, or as pasture for Mennonite sheep owners. With the 
departure of the Tartars, the Molochnaia landowners in the colony moved to 
secure their labour supply by restricting the rights of Mennonite landless. 
Meanwhile many landless Iost access to tlle Tartar rent-land and thus any 
hope of economic independence when the Russians settled Bulgarian immi- 
grants on the vacated areas. At the same time increasing inflation worsened 
the economic position of the poorer members of the colonies. The War and 
the post-war economic situation thus accelerated the conflict between the 
landowners and the landless which had been brewing since the 1 8 4 0 ~ . ' ~ "  

While the post-war economic conditions caused problems for many poor 
Mennonites, for others it provided an impetus for increased economic expan- 
sion. The obvious ability of Mennonites as farmers, artisans and millers was 
noted by many Russian noblemen serving in the army. After the War Men- 
nonites were invited to help improve some private estates, either by renting 
parcels of land or by being contracted to act as managers, millers or specialist 
craftsmen. The manufacture of wagons continued to flourish as the colonists' 
vehicles were now even more widely known than before the War. Other 
Mennonites purchased property away from the colonies. One private pur- 
chase of land which eventually developed into an important Mennonite 
settlemen-Schoenfeld-began when a Russian nobleman who had encoun- 
tered Mennonites during the War privately sold part of his estate to Mennon- 
ite farmers.'0y This move away from the colonies was also assisted by an 
easing of restrictions on the movement of people and the purchase of land, all 
part of a more general programme of reforms initiated by the government 
following the War. 

The most important of these reforms was the abolition of serfdom in 
1861. This, however, was but one of many reforms all of which, directly or 
indirectly, were to affect the Mennonites by the late 1860s and early 1870s."(' 
These included the integration of Mennonites into the larger society through 
the abolition of the special administration structures for foreign colonists and 
other reforms, includii~g new legal procedures. The most significant reform 
for the Mennonites, and that which came to concern them most, was the 
introduction of a system of universal military service through conscription. 
News of the plans for these reforms caused a panic in the colonies, engen- 
dered considerable debate and conflict, which eventually resulted in the 
large-scale emigration of Mennonites to North America after 1874."' 

During the 1870s, memories of the War coloured both Mennonite and 
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Russian attitudes in attempts to gain Mennonite exemption from the proposed 
laws and in later efforts to negotiate a system of alternative service. From the 
outset Russian officials acknowledged Mennonite objections to military 
service and there was no intention to force them to serve in combatant roles. 
The officials argued, however, that the Mennonites could not expect total 
exemption from state service. They hoped the colonists would accept non- 
combatant military service. As they viewed the situation Mennonites had 
already carried out such service during the Crimean War, as "transport" 
drivers and "hospital" workers."' But Mennonites objected to any involve- 
ment with the military. When it appeared that many, if not all, the Mennon- 
ites would emigrate and that their threat to do so was not just a negotiating 
ploy, the Russian authorities dispatched a hero of the Crimean War, General 
Eduard Todleben, to negotiate a new agreement. Todleben, who had been 
largely responsible for the design of the Sevastopol fortifications which had 
allowed the defenders to resist for so long, had praised the Mennonites for 
their assistance during the War in his published account of the siege.Ii3 

It is obvious that Mennonite objections to any involvement with military 
forces had hardened since the end of the War. In a petition to the authorities 
over the conscription issue, the Kleilze Gemei~zde noted that they could 
neither "accept service in any military installations, nor ... take up any 
medical or supportive service as we did in 1854-1 855 during the Crimean 
War."Il4 Cornelius Jansen, who had family ties with members of the Kleine 
Genzeirzde and who promoted the cause of emigration to North America in 
place of a compromise with Russian officials, obviously had the earlier 
Mennonite involvement in the War in mind when he drew up a statement 
arguing that any non-combatant service in the army was contrary to the 
Mennonite principle of non-resistance.'I5 Jansen apparently raised the issue 
of the earlier Mennonite involvement in the War at one of the meetings called 
in Molochnaia to discuss the government's intentions and his comments 
caused offence.Il6 Another leader of the emigration movement who like 
Jansen was deported from Russia for his views, Elder Isaak Peters, noted 
after he reached America that Mennonite rights as outlined in the Privilegium 
of 1800 had been breached by Mennonite activities during the War."' 

Mennonite opposition to the proposed conscription of their young men, 
however, was founded on more than doubts about past ac t iv i t ie~."~ By the 
1870s some Mennonites were more politically informed and better prepared 
to deal with the government in defence of their principles than most had been 
in 1850. In particular the religious leadership had reasserted some of its 
earlier control of community affairs and they were to play a prominent role 
in the debates and negotiations over alternative service and in the emigration 
movement. These leaders had a clearer understanding than their predecessors 
of what was involved when powerful nation-states decided to reform and 
modernize their armed forces. During the previous decade the Prussian 
Mennonites had seen their rights to remain free from military service re- 
moved, and were forced to accept non-combatant roles in a reformed Prussian 



army.119 The Russian Mennonites had followed events in Prussia closely and 
thus were prepared for their struggle with Russian officials. 

The earlier Mennonite involvement in the Crimean War, however, was 
probably more an embarrassment than a useful bargaining point for a Men- 
nonite leadership who preferred to see their people exempted entirely from 
military control or involvement. This may be the reason why references to the 
War appear more often in the writings of emigrants to North America than in 
the accounts of those who stayed. Even after Russian Mennonites gained the 
right to serve in an alternative form of service outside military control-in 
the forestry camps-any reference to their role in the War, in published 
sources at least, might appear to conflict with the principles they had es- 
poused in order to secure their special rights. This may explain why there is 
no real discussion of Mennonite involvement in the War in either David H. 
Epp's history of the Khortitsa settlement, or in Franz Isaak's collection of 
historical documents on Mol~chnaia ."~ 

Only in works written in Russia after 1890 do references to Mennonite 
involvement in the War begin to appear. As Mennonites, along with other 
"German" colonists, came under attack in the Russian press for their alleged 
"German" sympathies, they found a ready defender in P.V. Kamensky.I2l 
Quoting freely from Russian reports of Mennonite aid given during the War, 
ICamensky pointed out that the Mennonites had exhibited great loyalty to 
Tsar and country when the Empire had been invaded by its enemies.!" Tlius, 
references to Mennonite involvement in the War now became respectable as 
proof of Mennonite patriotism and loyalty. This is how P.M. Friesen referred 
to the War in 191 1, drawing mainly on the sources presented by Kamen~ky ."~  
But Friesen, and Heinrich Dirks who had published his article on the podvocl 
in 1907, were writing at a period after Mennonites had once again been 
involved with the military as a number of young Mennonites had volunteered 
to serve as medical orderlies during the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05.'24 

The Crimean War marked a watershed in European and Russian affairs. 
For Europe it saw the end of the political alliances between states which had 
existed for over forty years. New alliances were established and new states 
grew in power while others declined. New military techniques and forms of 
organisation were heralded on the battlefields of the Crimea. In Russia the 
War led directly to massive reforms. Even if they had not been directly 
involved in the War, Mennonites would have been affected by its outcome. 
But their involvement created tensions in Russian Mennonite colnmunities 
and for a time led some to question their way of life and to reflect upon the 
principles of their faith. Not for the first time in their history, and certainly 
not for the last, war unwittingly helped reshape the course of Mennonite life. 
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