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Introduction 

The written work on Russian Mennonite migration to America is voluminous. 
Yet the attention that has been given to this stoly for the period between the 1870s 
migration and World War I is negligible. The best worlc to date for understanding 
the lnigration has been Peter D. Zacharias's worlc on Reinland, Manitoba. It is very 
brief, however, and focuses solely on the years 1888 - 1892.' Heinz Lehmalm, 
writing in the 1930s, seemed more aware of late nineteenth and earlier twentieth 
century migration than most later scholars.' There are significant reasons for the 
dearth of scholarship on this period of migration. First, there are numerous places 
from which the migrants came. Secondly, they passed through different ports in 
coming to North America. Thirdly, they scattered to a variety of destinations in 
Canada and the United States. They were generally not highly organized and fie- 
quently came in very small groups of families or as single families. Thus there are 
not only one or two major sources from which one can get a glimpse of the migration. 

To date, one can only hazard a guess as to the aggregate numbers of migrants 
from Russia to North America from 188 1 to 1914. The statistics are scattered, incom- 
plete and of dubious accuracy. John Warkentin, following the Government of 



Canada Sessional Papers, suggested that 900 Mennonite einigrants came froill Rus- 
sia during the early 1890s.' The 1893 Canadian goveimnent Sessioilal Papers sug- 
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gest that only 300 of those inlinigrants canle from Russia and 600 froin the United 
States.-' The Sessional Papers of subsequent years, however, seem to lose the 
Mennonites as a statistical category, althougl~ they do note the nunlber of new 
homestead entries nlade by Mennoaites. The statistics are subsuined variously 
under such as categories as Germans, Germans from Russia, Russians, and other 
categories. Official records, thus, sonletinles record Mennonites, soinetiilles mis- 
record numbers, sonletiines mis-classify thein and soinetiines seen1 to ignore them. 

Histories that attempt to record the details of this nligration can siillilarly be 
confi~sing. One study suggests that 101 Me~l~lonites nligrated to Canada during 
the three fiscal years between 1901 and 1904.j The wiiter has identified seventy- 
three fanlilies that arrived during those three years. It is certain that there are inany 
nlore to be identified. A writer in the 1894 Sessional Papers articulates the issue well 
when 11e says, "the co~lclusion has been forced upon rile that all immigsation statis- 
tics must necessarily be lllore or less fallacious in their charactel; and that very ill- 
founded conclusions can easily be drawn fi-0111 tl~em."" 

This study will t ~ y  to illunlinate what neither available statistics nor previous 
acco~~nts have succeeded in doing. It will t ~ y  to clarify the size, the shape and the 
character of migration froin Russia in the late ilineteenth and early twentieth centu- 
ries. The materials on which the st~tdy is based include ~ne~no i r  material froill the 
nligrants and descriptive letters in the newspaper, the Menno~7itisclze Rzl~zdschazl. 



Tlrc Forgotten Irrrrrrigrnrrts: Tlre Cunrirrg of tlrc "Lute Karrcrrlier", 1881 - 1914 131 

Froin these sources I have created an iimnigrailt list of 287 families, showing wher- 
ever possible the point of origin in Russia, the destination in Canada and the church 
affiliation. Moreover, I have reconstituted with complete vital data 144 of these 
inigi-ant families. My findings will not answer all questions about the inigratioil in a 
definitive way, but at least they enable one to set down some quantifiable facts and 
to identify some of the dynainics that shaped this migration. 

This paper will not address inigration fro111 Russia to the United States, other 
than a few instances where an iinl~ligrant resettled in Canada within five years of 
leaving Russia. Mennonites clearly inoved fi-om Russia to a variety of Ainei-ican 
destiilations until at least the 1890s7 Aillong these iilllnigrailts were the followers 
of Klaas Epp who had inade the trek to Central Asia before settling in I<ailsas and 
Nebrasl~a.~ That stoly has been developed by other writers. 

The Migration 1881 - 1889 

The migration flow froin Russia to Canada was very sillall d~u-ing the 1880s. My 
study has identified only tell fainilies who came in these nine years. They caine froin 
several locations in Russia and did not have a great deal in common. The case of 
Albert Unsau and his Inother Helena (Plenert) Uilrau appears as a clear case of 
family unification. They left Franzthal, Molotsclli~a, in the early suminer of 1884 to 
join one of Mrs. Unrau's children who had settled in Manitoba's West Reserve in 
the 1870s." 

Teacher Heinrich Relnpel and llis fainily seein to have had different reasons for 
emigrating. They were from Molotsclma Cololly originally but had been living in a 
rental colony in the Orechow region. Mr. Reinpel was enlployed as a teacher there, 
but it seeins the family's situatioil was fiilancially precarious nevei-tl~eless. They 
received help to migrate to Manitoba froin relatives already there. The Reinpels 
were fortunate enough to find as travelling coinpailions several Molotschna fami- 
lies who were migrating to the U.S. Their ship docked in New York on 28 May 1886 
froin where the Reillpels traveled west by train. Their tickets had only been pre-paid 
to St. Paul, Milmesota. There the faillily was left without any resources and they 
had to find help to pay the reinailling $17.00 fare to Niverville, Manitoba. Heinrich 
Reinpel states that, since they were poor, a great deal of help was given them to help 
them get established in Manitoba. He began teachiilg school again. After seven 
months, he wrote that he was happy in his new job and in no h u i q  to becoine a 
fanner. l o  

A third migrant fainily, Gerhard and Elisabet11 (Ral1n)Wiebe and their children, 
came to Canada froill Ebenfeld, Russia. Gel-hard Wiebe had a mother and a sister 
living in Manitoba, but it seems the request of the Bunvalde Mennonite Church for 
ministerial leadership also played a strong role in his decision to emigrate. In addi- 
tion to his ministerial work, he seeins to have fanned successf~lly.~' 

It is clear that there is no real coherence among the migrants of the 1880s. Six 
faillilies whose religious affiliation is known ended up in four different Mennonite 



c l~~~rches .  These families also went to different settlelnent locations. Throughout 
the decade, it seems that emigration interest was low ainong Mennonites in Russia. 
Barring family reunification concerns, there was no great drive to relocate. 

Migration 1890 -1896 

The 1890s furnish a very different set of circu~nstances both in Russia and in 
Canada. The status of agriculture in Russia was precarious during these years. 
Yields of cereal grains were generally rising from the 1880s onward. Price trends, 
however, were downward for all cereals except for a brief upward spike d ~ ~ r i n g  the 
Russian falnine of 189 1 .I' 

The fact that wheat prices were slower to fall than other grains, and that 
Mennonites were inore heavily oriented to colninercial export production, enabled 
them to sustain themselves well conlpared to the Russian peasantiy. Mennonite 
farmers (unlike the peasants) had considerably more land per capita than was 
needed for bare subsistence. 

The greatest agriculture-related factors affecting Menilollite migration were the 
availability and cost of land. Land ownership was for most Mennonites the key to 
capital accumulation. If one wished to establish one's children as fanners, one had 
to own a farm to provide a viable capital base for the necessary expansion of 
holdings for the next generation. 

The reality in Russia generally was that while revenues were stable or in decline 
on the farins, land prices were increasing at a rapid rate. For someone who was 
landless, this made it exceedingly hard to acquire capital for a land purchase, espe- 
cially given the fact that laboring wages were very low. The chief hope was always 
that the mother colonies would acquire land to begin new settlements. 

An alternative strategy was to find a rental fann and thus build a pool of capital. 
This strategy, however, often entailed a long wait. It would never enable one to 
achieve the success of a Volulirtlz, a "full fanner", in the main colonies of Khortitsa 
(the Old Colony) or Molotschna. But it could enable fanners to lnalce small advance- 
lnents financially while waiting for better opportunities elsewhere. The colnmuni- 
ties of Fuerstenland, Ebenfeld, Steinau, Blu~nenfeld and Hamburg were all situated 
on rented land. In each of these cases there was considerable out-migration. 

A recurring worry in rental settlements was the negotiation of rental contracts. 
Rents could go up very sharply. In 1892 rent per desssiatine in Fuerstenland in- 
creased from 2.25 Rubles to 6 Rubles.13 When Nepluievka Colony's contract ex- 
pired in 1890, it seems that it was impossible to negotiate satisfactory terms for two 
of the colony's villages. According to Paul Langhans these villages were dis- 
solved.lVranz Isaalc Doerksen suggests that in Fuerstenland there was a recurring 
pattern among the settlers: 

In general, most settlers, as soon as they had some cash, sold their farins 
and moved onto their own land. But there were always migrations to 



America. The first one ... began in 1875. Following that one there 
were ... some further migrations, some quite small and others somewhat 
larger. These recent migrations [that is, 1891 and after] were prompted 
by increases in land rent. When such major migrations occurred there 
was a dramatic decrease in land prices and the more impoverished settlers 
bought [land] at that time. Fann buildings also tended to deteriorate as 
settlers were not willing to invest too much money.'j 

It is due to the nature of the rental colonies that their residents are represented 
out of all proportion to their demographic significance in Russia among the emi- 
grants of the years 1888 - 1896. This 'revolving door', Doerltsen suggests, enabled 
one to find fonner Fuerstenlaender throughout the Russian Empire. 

There were also nulnerous people in the Khortitsa Colony who were either 
landless or owners of only small parcels of land. The Merlrlolzitische R~~rldscl~azl 
for the early 1890's contains Inany accounts of migrants fronl Khortitsa and other 
colonies who owned their own farn~s. Yet lllany of the migrants' letters in the 
Rzaldschau claimed that Canada was a better country for a "poor man", the ten11 
Inany of the migrants applied to themselves. Bernhard Loewen, for example, clainled 
that "in Russia I was one of the Inany who was sorely pressed by p~ver ty . " '~  
Another person wrote the following: " I ask nly brother if there is also land to be had 
for us. Here we have none because it is very expensive: 150 Rubles per dessiatirle 
and even more. There are several families in [Neuendorfl who desire to emigrate but 
because of great povei-ty inany will not be able to do so."" And nligrant Gerhard 
Wiebe wrote very succinctly: "My prospects in Russia were bad. I was a day 
laborer and in the circulnstances as they were there, it was imnpossible for me to 
acquire land - rent was expensive and capital I had none, so there remained no 
option b ~ ~ t  to come to America."18 Many reports share this tone. 

Cultural concerns, too, were a root cause of the migration. But they clearly were 
less important than the econolllic considerations just cited. The virulent anti-Ger- 
Inan writings of the Russian nationalist A.A. Velitsyn in the late 1880s essentially 
suggested that Mennonite prosperity was a result of special privilege, that 
Mennonite religious views were dangerous to Orthodox R~~ss ia  and finally that in 
their unassilnilated state Mennonites were potential traitors should Gel~nany ever 
attempt to expand eastward.19 Glosses of Velitsyn's writings did appear in various 
Mennonite writings, but there is no clear evidence that any migrants to Noith 
America were influenced by these views. R~~ssification in education is nlentioned 
as a concern by only one enligrant correspondent. Historian Ada111 Giesinger sug- 
gests that moves toward overtly Russifying the school systenl of Gennans in Rus- 
sia began in 1892 when the government placed all schools under the jurisdiction of 
Russian school inspectors.'O The impact of this development on outward ~nigration 
also appears weak. 

Besides these "push" factors in Russia, there were also "pull" factors in Canada. 
The Canadian Pacific Railway had been completed in 1885, opening large sections 
of the prairie region for settlement. Both the federal govem~nent and the CPR had an 
interest in seeing the West settled. Klaas Peters of Gretna, Manitoba, was recruited 



as an iinlnigration agent and einployed by the CPR." In 1890 he went on a trip to 
Russia. He inet prospective iimnigrants in Kherson, Schlachtin, Khortitsa Colony, 
Nepluievka, Fuerstenland, Puchtin and Molotscl~na colonies. He lists twenty 
Mennonites froin Puchtin, Fuerstenland, Nieder Kl~ortitsa and Schlachtin as inter- 
ested in moving. He writes that he told prospective iininigrants of the good soils on 
the Canadian prairie and of the free homesteads. Due to an acute scarcity of money, 
however, inany delayed their departure. Peters ultimately arranged fares for seven- 
teen Mennonite fainilies (and also solne non-Mennonite families) who came to 
Manitoba in 189 1 ." 

Peters tended to be pessiinistic about procuring inigrants froin Khortitsa and 
Molotsclma. He believed that fanning was too successfill there at the time to make 
emigration attractive. He was in error, especially with regard to Khortitsa. The po- 
tential for finding settlers ainong the cottagers in Nieder-Khortitsa or alnong the 
landless of villages such as Neuendorf, (where they were willing to help people 
relocate to America) was high. Thus numerous people came f~o in  the Old Colony 
and a few also froin Molotschna, Peters' view notwithstanding. Given his focus, it 
is not suiprising that inost of his emigrants came froin the Pachtkio~onien, the rental 
colonies, of Puchtin, Nepluievka and especially Fuerstenland. 

Peters made fiirther trips to Russia in December 1893 and March 1 896.13 He 
spent   no st of his time recniiting in Sagradowka and Schlachtin and visiting friends, 
presuinably in the Old Colony. On his 1893 trip he did not succeed in getting 
beyond Fuerstenland. It is quite clear that Peters had illiniinal impact on the out- 
nligration at this time. According to my statistics, froill the peak of fifty five emigrant 
fainilies in 1891, the numbers of emigrating fainilies fell to thirty-one, twenty-one 
and four for the years 1892 t l~ough  1894. Clearly there were factors besides iinini- 
grant agents at work. 

Another source of inforination that kept Russian Mennonites interested in 
"America" was the Il.lennonitische Rz~~zclschazl. It regularly published letters froin 
Mennonites in Canada, the U.S. and Russia. People encouraged their friends to 
emigrate, told thein of available lands in the Canadian Northwest, and infonned 
them about labor and inarket conditions in Canada. While the impact of these letters 
inay well have been wide, they were usually directed in quite a pointed fashion at 
friends and relatives. Johann Ens wanted to know if his sister-in-law, widow 
Neufeldt, was interested in coining to Manitoba. If so, the trip would cost her 
nothing as he would forward a ticket (Freikcai.te) for her.'4 Less direct, but no less 
weighty are inany letters urging people to come live in a place of greater hope. They 
express freedoin or prosperity for workers, or promise land for fanners. Despite an 
occasional dissident voice (one for example, deriding the land in the Saskatchewan 
Valley) it is clear that the Rundschalr kept the possibility of overseas emigration as 
a viable option in the Russian Mennonite mind. 

There were cl~eclcs on these "pull" factors. One was that Mennonites who 
arrived in Manitoba in the late 1880s and early 1890s had to organize their own trips 
(unless recruited by an agent) and raise the funds themselves. Many received help 
from relatives in Manitoba or elsewhere, but it was done on an individual family 
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level. In Februaly 1892 letters from a group of Mennonites in Russia aslced Klaas 
Peters to organize financial aid for their emigration to North America. Peters prom- 
ised to represent their interests before tlze railway and the government, but 
counseled tlze prospective nligrants to contact the church k'ltesteil, the leading 
ministers. The Bergthaler Chmch leaders suggested tile migrants should turn to tlze 
railways for credit and promised that tlze church would guarantee such loans. When 
the railway land departnzent responded, noting that it req~~ired 125 signatures as 
guarantors, it seenzs the Bergthaler church decided to abandon the matter. 

Peters writes: "There have been senti~nents expressed that solzle families are 
coinpletely relying on help fronz here. This can only be for people who have friends 
here who guarantee assistance. For those who are waiting for help froin the church 
here there is no positive response at this time and oilly weak hope for the future that 
any help will ~naterialize".'~ He counseled people to arrange their own resources or 
come over t l ~ o u g l ~  the agency of friends. He stated that Inally had come to Canada 
by this means. Peters has a point that is often confinned in the immigrant corre- 
spondence. The inigration was an individual family affair. Only on occasion, as in 
the case of Neuendorf, Klzortitsa Colony, was there aid froin Russian-based 
so~~rces . '~  It is not certain whether other places followed this example. Numerous 
other villages and colonies extended aid to their people resettling in daughter colo- 
nies, but it is possible perhaps that emigrants to America were seen in a different 
light. 

Another check on tlze migration is apparent in the context of tlze ~nigration wane 
between 1893 and 1897. The reason for this down turn in nzigration is not entirely 
clear, but there are some clues. It certainly was not because wheat production was 
prospering. What does appear to have had substantial weight was internal migra- 
tion, the move to newly opened daughter settlements in Orenburg and Ufa prov- 
inces by Khortitsa and Molotsclzna residents. Orenburg drew people from all 
Klzortitsa daughter colonies for they were eligible to settle there if they were land- 
less.?' Again, a number of Khortitsa villages gave support to their people who 
wanted to nlove to Olzrenburg. Schoenhorst gave 200 Rubles to every departing 
family, but demanded a release fro~zl all further responsibility for the i~zigrants.'~ 

A third check on the migration during the mid-1890s was that the rental con- 
tracts in Fuerstenland had been negotiated and tlzose who could not live with 
higher prices had already left. The next expiry date for the land rent contract in 
Fuerstenland was not until 190 1. Thus only a few inigrants left after 1893 and they 
certainly did not do so due to any fear about iilunediate rent increases. 

Finally, it is possible that developinents in Canada contributed so~newllat to the 
waning of tlze migration. First of all, it appears tlzat there was some loss of confi- 
dence in Peters as an inllnigration agent already by 1 893.'9 Even nzore significant 
perhaps was the fact tlzat the Inany settlers who had gone to the Rosthern area in 
the Canadian Northwest (later Saskatchewan) had had a calalnitous year in 1895. 
Reports are inconsistellt,but it appears that for several years agriculture at Rosthern 
was s t ~ g g l i n g . ~ ~  This did not bode well for Russian Mennonite etzligrants since 
Rostlzenl and surrounding areas were the primary destinations for new settlers in 
the early and mid 1890s. 



Migration 1897 - 1905 

In 1897, after four years of virtually no migration people began nloving once 
again. In 1898 two Mennonite land scouts from Russia, Peter k a l m  and Peter 
Braun, came to the Canadian West to investigate settlement po~sibilities.~' Their 
report unfortunately is not extant, but it delnonstrates at least that Mennonites 
were looking to North Anlesica again. 

Once again there were both "push" and "pull" factors at work. In Russia the 
early settlelnent at Orenburg had been very hard and ilumerous settlers left. 
Conlelius Ksahn notes that "poverty, long winters, poor soil, remote nlarltets and 
theft by the nonladic population . . . made the beginning extsenlely diffic~lt."~"n 
addition to this the settlers endured several bad harvests. Then, too, Fuerstenland 
was again facing the prospect of renegotiating the colony's rental contract. In 
short, the situation was approxilnately the sanle as it had been in the early 1890s. 
Although Molotschna was opening up new settlements in this period, Khortitsa 
made no significant new land acquisitions between the opening of the Orenburg 
settlenlent and the outbreak of War with Japan in 1904. In addition in 1900 a depres- 
sion that continued until after the 1905 revolution hit Russia. Finally, between 1900 
and 1902 "acts of violence and disobedience grew both in intensity and in 

Incidents of arson and other evidences of peasant rage especially be- 
canle more common. 

In Canada also there were changes that while not critical perhaps are still note- 
worthy. hnmigration was a responsibility of the Deparhnent of Agriculture until 
1892. The record of the Depa~tlnent in peopling the West had not been stellar. When 
the Departinent of the Interior took over responsibility for ilnrnigration they could 
only find 28,000 of the 83,000 ilmnigrants who were supposed to have arrived in 
189 1 .34 A variety of new advertising initiatives were launched in the United States 
and co~llmissio~ls were increased for booking agents. The greatest change hap- 
pened, however, when in the walte of the Liberal election victory of 1896, Clifford 
Sifton was appointed Minister of the Interior. He simplified honlestead procedures, 
forced the railways to choose their lands in Western Canada, and breathed new life 
into the inllnigration He centralized the departnlent so that l ~ e  would be in 
a position to make all final decis io i~s .~~ Everythil~g was subordinated to the objec- 
tives of getting fanners to come to Westenl Canada. The objective was to get 
fanners fro111 European countries where govelninents were hostile to elnigration 
activity. Sifton's departlllent made secret agreements with a group of steainship 
conlpany agei~ts.~'  

Anlong the Mennonites these changes resulted in the end of Klaas Peters' 
work as an inl~nigration agent. Gerhard Ens, an 1890s immigrant, indicated an inter- 
est in i~mnigration work. While it s e e m  he never had an official position, he did act 
in the capacity of an immigrant recruiter among Mennonites in the USA. He also 
concerned himself with lnigration desires of Mennonites from Fuerstenland. In 1902 
he atteinpted to arrange financial support for their lnigration to Sasltatcl~ewan.~~ It 
is not clear whether the venture succeeded. 
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The Me~l~lo~lites who came to Canada fro111 1884 to 1896 either stayed in Mani- 
toba's West Reserve or inoved to the Rosthern, Eigenheim and Waldheim areas in 
the Northwest after 189 1. Fro111 1895 many also settled in the Hague-Osler Reserve 
that had been established just north of the Sasltatchewan River. When ~nigratio~l 
resunled slowly in 1898, the Rosthem area was filling LIP. By 1902 very little good 
land was left in the areas that had been reserved for Mennonite settlement. The 
i~lunigrants of the early 1890s had gone to Rosthem (forty-eight families), Hague- 
Osler (twenty-eight families), and to non-reserved areas in the Saskatchewan valley 
(twenty-three families). The inl~nigrants arriving between 1897 and 1905 (twenty- 
five families) had ~nade tile settlement in the Saskatchewan Valley area (Laillgham, 
Dahneny, Borden, and Hepbum) their pri~nary goal. Secondary destinatio~ls for the 
period were Herbert, in pi-esent-day south-westem Saskatchwan, (twenty-four fami- 
lies) and the West Resei-ve in Manitoba (nineteen families). 

The nine years before World War I was a much less significant ~nigratio~l period 
than the two previous periods. And whereas one could say that econo~nic consid- 
eratioils played by far the largest role in the ~nigration between 1890 and 1903, 
increasi~lgly socio-political factors played a role in the decision to move. Indeed, 
ecoilo~nic considerations tended to explain only the walling of the migration. 

The period starting in 1906 saw great changes in Russia. The agriculture minis- 
ter, Stolypin, was dete~~nined to expand the large scale settle~nellt of Sibe~ia . '~  
Providing land for the peasantry was part of his plan for turning the peasants into 
co~nmercial fanners. Siberia was the brightest hope. Mennonites also acquired sev- 
eral large bloclts of land, one near Paviodor and another near Slavgorod. 

As Ore~lburg did in the late 1890s, Siberia now became an alternative destina- 
tion for lllally Mennonites who might othenvise have chosen to come to Canada. 
Clearly a few people had doubts early on in this internal migration, but they were a 
small minority. Peter Neuinan fro111 Molotsclula, for exalnple, wrote that " m a ~ ~ y  peo- 
ple are getting ready to lnove to Siberia and settle on crown land, but would it not be 
inore advisable to go to Canada than to the wide steppes where there are 110 workers 
and no ready inarkets for one's  product^?".'^ The fact is, however, that rarely did a 
person choose Canada over Siberia in the years between 1906 and 1914. The rea- 
sons were perhaps not hard to understand. Russia's agriculture was prospering 
and there was no need to go abroad for land could be acquired at home. 

A second develop~ne~lt ill Russia was that cereal prices continued recovering 
and laying the basis for a newly found prosperity." In reading reports from the 
Mennoilite colonies in Russia during the years 1906-08 one gets the sense that 
things are going well and continuously getting better. Even in Fuerstenland the 
chronic despair seemed to be breaking. Franz Doerksen wrote that the colo~ly was 
doing better in 1909 with the high rent of twelve Rubles per clesintilzn (2.7 acres) 
than earlier with the lower rent of eight Rubles." The fact is that fioin 1906 to 19 10 



Mennonites had the good fortune to have a half decade of good yields and excel- 
lent prices. In Molotschna, there was considerable prosperity. In Khortitsa things 
were rosy enougll that Aeltestel Isaalc Dyclc suggested to ilnlnigration promoter 
Gerhard Ens that even though he, Dyclc, agreed wit11 the idea of enligration for the 
landless, he did not dare say so in his official capacity. It was too dangerous for hiin 
in his leadership position to try to raise the issue. 

There were areas in Siberia, Terelc and Orenburg where econolnic woes could 
still encourage emigration. However, lnost of the people moving from Terek and 
Orenburg left for Siberia or other destinations in Russia. Solne people who admitted 
to being penniless were still nligrating to a difficult new frontier at Banlaul in Siberia. 

The Canadian prairies had once again lost its attractiveness to the great major- 
ity of Russian Mennonites. Clearly donlestic sources of land gave hope to 
Mennonites wishing to beconle landowning fanners. In this context they sinlply 
would not travel to overseas desti~lations."~ Furthennore, a shift in the iinnligration 
policy in Canada seemed hostile to fanners fronl Eastern Europe. Frank Oliver who 
had succeeded Sifton as Minister of the Interior was far more British in his outloolc 
and was said to have "little symnpathy for 'Slavs' of any kind.""" He certai~lly felt 
inlinigration ought to be far more restrictive and selective than it llad been under 
Sifton. In short, he wanted people who had a cultural and political affinity to an 
English spealcing world. 

The few families who did come to Canada after 1906 were usually not attracted 
by promises of wealth. Political and social issues began assunling IIILIC~I larger roles 
in the decision nlalcing of emigrants. Already in 1904 Peter D. Penner and his fanlily 
left for North America at least partly due to political considerations. The Penners' 
eldest son, Jacob, was quite involved in the underground student lnoveinent and 
Social Denlocratic politics."j The concell1 for their son in addition to sonle eco- 
nonlic nlotivations ind~~ced t11en-1 to leave Russia. In most cases, however, the post 
1905 revolutionary environment, especially the peasant discontent expressed in 
acts of arson, theft and violence weighed on people's minds. The fortunate ones 
lilce the Paiduatz family in Ufa could say, "we have nothing to coinplain of in tempo- 
ral things; we have seen nothing of the discontent in Russia, only what we read in 
the papers.""' Historian John B. Toews has suggested that during the civil unrest 
of "1905 and 1906 lnost actual contact [with a restless peasantry] was indirect. The 
acts of violence usually occun-ed in another locality or another village".J7 The fact 
remains, however, that when one became aware of inurder or arson in the next 
village, it affected one's calculations. 

There were also inany instances where the violence did come closer than the 
next village. Harvey Dyck describes eight specific instances of a very direct attaclc 
on persons and property. The crimes ranged from arson to lnurder - the people 
affected ranged from a wealthy IUloltitsa industrialist to an impoverished Terelc 
settler. "' A J~ule 1906 letter by Nieder Khortitsa resident Jacob Relnpel gives one a 
greater sense of imninediacy. Relnpel noted that: 
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. . . we only have frightening days here in Russia. Many of our 
Mennonites are beaten to death, burned down, and there is nluch theft 
every night. I have seen fifteen -twenty bodies lying on a pile - shot 
down. Then you call imagine how a person feels. Almost every night the 
sky is painted redby fire and it is getting worse. We are being threatened 
from all sides. Our village also has not been saved; we have already 
experienced rn~lch. This weelc another large Wii.tschrrfi was burned to the 
ground. I witnessed this myself. The fires are set while everyone sleeps 
. . .at times LIP to 150 Russian Inen have come to the village and threatened 
to destroy everything (alles niederzuschlagen) if we don't give them a 
certain amount of 111oney.~~ 

The March 19 13 murder of the family of Jacob F. Toews (including his wife, tlu-ee 
sons and two daughters) on their estate near Dawlekanowo in Ufa also seelns to 
have shaken nunlerous people. It was widely reported.50 If the report of the murder 
was not sufficient to arouse fear, the blow by blow account of the murdel; complete 
with descriptions of how hatchets were used, in the Friedenstimnze filled in for 
those lacking imagination. It remains conjecture, but it is possible that the departure 
of two families for Saskatcltewan froin Ufa in the sunliner of 191 3 was related to this 
report. 

A final socio-political motivation for the migration ste~nnled from new restric- 
tions on mission work by Menno~lites among the Russians. In at least two cases 
froin 191 15' and 191352 this was cited as a cornpelling motive. Official pressure, 
including hearings, su~-veillance and iinprisoninent, was brought to bear against the 
Mennonites. Everywhere there seelns to have been a "sense of growing n~lnerabil- 
ity and diminished intimacy. . . ." By 1906 an outside world was forcing itself upon 
the Russian Mennonite consciousness. When one migrant of the 1890s went back 
to Russia for a visit he suggested that no longer could feel at home in the Old 
Country even though he had been away for only 16 years. Especially the idea of 
having a watchman in evely yard made him nervous. Mennonites were not used to 
this in North America. 

Still the mood anlongst Mennonites in Russia during this era strongly opposed 
emigration. The F1.iedensstiinn7e, while not overtly opposed to any migration, seems 
to have had a covertly anti-America bias during these years. News and reports from 
North Ainerica tended to be filled with a series of astonishing disasters. The list of 
stories included flooding on the Mississippi River, tornadoes in Olclahoma, rising 
head taxes on immigrants to the United States, drownings at Niagara Falls, a strike 
by port workers, a cycloi~e in Regina, vandalis~n of telephone and telegraphy lines 
by workers in West Virginia, and iceberg damages to a ship bound for Montreal. 

Adding to the factors that discouraged migration to North America may have 
been postive descriptions of South American destinations. A significant number of 
articles in Fi.iede17sstii~zi~ze put forth the desirability of Mennonite enligration to 
Brazil and Argentina. Following allnost every issue advocating e~nigration was an 
article bearing titles such as "Warnung vor Bra~i l ien" .~~ Only after the editor was 
accused of personal bias in January 1913 did the n~unber of articles opposing 



nligration wane somewhat. Nevertheless stories of emigrants who were separated 
for months by port authorities due to trachoma and other difficulties still did occur. 
Of coLlrse the Rz~rzdschn~l tried to work the virtues of America and p~~blicize the 
distress in Orenburg and Siberia. 

Conclusion 

This acco~unt was based on the 287 fanlilies that I, with a great deal of help from 
Inany others, have ~nanaged to identify. It is also based on the 144 families that I was 
able to reconstituted with a good deal of supplenlentary info~lllation. Fro111 these 
~lunlbers and the accounts of the reconstituted families we can offer several conclu- 
sions. 

First, based 011 this denlographic data and the foregoing research, I would 
suggest that during the years 1881 to 1914 at least 2000 Mennonites, and perhaps 
as nlany as 3000, migrated from Russia to Canada. This is based on the assunlption 
that I was able to identify about half the families. It is also based on the assunlption 
that the average size of the 144 reconstituted families, 5.2 persons, reflects the 
average size of all families. In any event we can safely place the absolute mini~nutn 
f i g ~ ~ r e  at 1500 persons, that is, 287 families x 5.2 persons. This does not include the 
Mennonites who came fro111 Prussia. 

Second, it is clear that for tile people who migrated to Canada between the 
late 1880s and 1914, econo~nic nlotives played a large role in their decision. Even 
when other motives came into play, there were neve~theless significant econo~nic con- 
s ide ra t ion~ .~~  

Third, after arrival in Canada the great majority of ~nigrants went first to the 
Manitoba villages of Gretna, Winkler, Rosenfeld, E~nerson or Plunl Coulee, in short, 
the co~lmu~nities near or on the West Reseive. Tn~e ,  some did go directly to Rosthern 
and other places in Saskatchewan. But, overall, it is very clear that the West Re- 
serve played a critical role as a staging ground for late Kanadier colonization. Sonle 
inl~lligrants stayed for two months and others for up to eight years as they orien- 
tated themselves to Canada. In these initial staging areas they chose to acquaint 
themselves with Canadian conditions of agriculture and labour. Here they usually 
had some fanlilial or social contacts; here they could understand the world they 
were in. Many also chose to remain there penllanently. 

Eventually, the inunigrant settlement tended to follow the prairie frontier. Fami- 
lies arriving in the early 1880s tended to stay in the original areas of settlenlent in 
Manitoba. BLI~  seventy-eight percent of those who came between 1890 and 1894 
ended somewhere in the Sasltatchewen Valley area, with thirty eight percent in the 
Rosthenl area, twenty-two percent in the Hague-Osler Reserve and eighteen per- 
cent elsewhere in the valley. For e~nigrants who came in the period fro111 1897 - 1905 
the prinlary destinations were now tile edges of the Saskatchewan Valley, but not 
the Rosthem or Hague-Osler areas. The second most coimnon area of settle~nent 
during these years was the Herbert area in south-western Sasltatchewan. The same 
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general distributio~l continiled for the years fi-on 1906 to 1914. The Saskatchewan 
Valley remained the   no st colnlnon settle~nellt area, with fewer ~lulnbers ill Herbeit, 
Saskatchewan, and the West Reselve in Manitoba. 

Fourth, kinship ties and gender relations played a cn~cial role in the migration. 
The vast majority of people who came during these years had a relative in Canada 
of whonl they were aware and with wlloln tiley had some contact. For example, 
Benja~nin Redekop, the Mennonite Brethren preacher who came to Herbert in 191 3, 
had a sister who preceded hi111 in 189 1 .j5 He also had two uncles in the Old Colo~ly 
church who had coine to Manitoba in the 1870s. Another example is the Wiens clan 
at Dalmeny, Sasltatchewan. One of the boys in the family settled there in 1901. A 
sister followed in 19 1 1 and two brothers fro111 Ufa 19 13. In the 1920s when another 
sibling left Russia, where did he go?j6 To Dalmeny, of course. Despite these exam- 
ples one  nus st be careful not to ascribe casual status to Itinship. Kinship did not 
nlalce Me~lllo~lites elnigrate in lnost cases that I have considered. It affected their 
decisiolls about settle~nent destination, church affiliation, land locatio~l and lnally 
other things, but not their decision to migrate. 

Despite the patriarchal nature of Mennonite society, gender seems to have had 
a neutral affect on the shape of the migration. In the sibling relationships alllong the 
emigrant fanlilies that I reconstituted I Sound that there were slightly fewer Se~nale 
~letworlcs alllong emigrating fanlilies than male do~ninated  letw works. Because of the 
patri~lo~nal nature of the families the parents and kiilship networlcs of ilnlnigra~lt 
wornell were oftell unidentifiable. Fro111 the number of fenlale networlts that I was 
able to identify I drew the conclusion that women as often as nlell made the crucial 
decision as to final settlement location. 

Fifth, the kin-oriented nature of the ~nigration also lneallt that the migration was 
a chain migratio11. And because lnost migrants came as small extended family net- 
works or as individual families, a significant check was placed on the volmne of 
migration, that is, a disincentive to emigrate. In looking over the ~nigrants on a 
family by fanlily basis, I was stluck powerfillly by the ~nigratio~l experience as a 
human drama. The decision to emigrate and leave-taking, disposing ofproperty, the 
expectation that one would never see Inally of the friends and relatives of one's 
youth were merely the first traunlatic steps. The jou~ney to the Gennall or Austrian 
borders involved a number of stops. At the Ge11na11 frontier one might have prob- 
lems with one's papers and have to answer qi~estions about resources one had 
along. In Inany cases people would be quarantined i11 Berlin or at Ha~nburg or 
Bremen. Then there would be the threat of e1nbezzlerne11t along the way. The group 
of travellers Heinl-ich Friesen was part of were told by a lnan up011 arrival in Ham- 
burg that the ship their group had tickets for was only sailing in nine days time. If, 
however, they would pay eight dollars per person, they could be put on a fast steam 
ship leaving immediately. They decided that this was much cheaper than paying for 
hotels for nine days and paid. They were then taken to the port to board the ship. 
One of their party observed that it was precisely the ship they had already paid 
passage for in 0dessa.j7 Others were forced to surrender significant inonies be- 
cause their papers were not in order. There were a fair number of different cases of 
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official extortion. Add to this the confusion, the fears in clearing inllnigration at the 
docking port, the inevitable difficulties about Trachoma and one is amazed that so 
Inany people were willing to undertake the migration. Heinrich Zilnrnennan in a 
typical report said that after arrival at Halifax his party was counted by two Inen who 
came on board the ship: 

Then we had to see a doctor again who declared most of the ilnlnigrants 
to be sick. We also were told this, and that according to the law we 
couldn't stay. . . At eleven o'clock we were examined again and told the 
same thing. That evening we were given straw sacks and wool blankets 
and so we went to rest; some people cried. In the ~noming we had to see 
the doctor again. After this exalnination some people could continue the 
journey, but we and others had to go to the hospital because of our 
children's eyes. I had to pay forty dollars immediately for which the 
service received was very miserable. . . . After ten days we were let go to 
continue our joumey by 

Sixth, the settlers' denominational affiliation changed overtime. The church 
distribution of immigrants who came between 188 1 and 1903 was about thirty-thee 
percent General Conference,tl~irty-two percent Old Colonist,twenty-one percent 
Mennonite Brethren and twelve percent Soln~nerfelder Mennonites. For those com- 
ing in the later decade, 1904-1914, this patteln changed sharply. The Mennonite 
Brethren now constituted forty-six percent of the migrants and General Conference 
people thirty-six percent of migrants, but the Old Colony and Solnlnerfelder groups 
acquired less than five percent each of new arrivals. Throughout these years, how- 
ever, the religious distribution tended to be weighted heavily according to the 
settlenlent areas. The Mennonite Bretlxen people concentrated strongly in Herbert, 
Borden and Dalmeny, Saskatchewan and in Winkler, Manitoba. Rosthern, Eigenheim 
and Waldhei~n tended to be vely strong General Conference settlement destina- 
tions. Not surprisingly, the Old Colony Church adherents were largely found in the 
West, in the Hague-Osler and Swift Current Reserves. 

Seventh, points of origin of the irnlnigrants changed somewhat overtime. The 
Fuerstenland Colony was strongly represented in all these waves of migration, 
although families living on rented land were less likely to be dislodged and become 
e~nigrants during the last decade before World War I. The volitility associated with 
being a resident on a Pachtlcolonie, a rental colony, eased slightly in the last 
decade but it never disappeared. The large Khortitsa and Molotsclma colonies, on 
the other hand, contributed significant nunlbers of emigrants only during the early 
years. The last decade before World War I was considered to be the good years on 
these colonies, and to date I have identified no immigrants from Khortitsa or 
Sagradowka and only one from Molotsclma for the years, 1904-1914. The immi- 
grants who did come during this last decade came from a far-flung assortment of 
colonies such as Orenburg, Ufa and the ICharkov areas. These were places that 
were only settled while the previous waves of migration were occurring, but they 
became the seedbed of a migration wave that was cut off by war in August of 1914. 
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Eighth, the people who make up this migration are a diverse lot of Mennonites. 
They range from the most conservative of Old Cololly church nlelnbers who mi- 
grated to Mexico in the 1920s, including Rev. John P. Wall, to people like Jacob 
Penner, the Conllnunist Party memnber and Winnipeg city aldenllan for Illany years. 
They range from impoverished and lnarginalized Mennonites, to those who as- 
sumed leadership as church Atesten and provincial  politician^.^^ And they include 
both successful fantlers and committed t eac l~e r s .~~  

Finally, it is the sunl of these characteristics that have hidden these migrants 
from the view of historians. The Mennonite nligration between 188 1 and 19 14 was a 
relatively small wave, colnposed of individual families who came as chain migrants. 
They canle quietly, from Inany points of origin and settling in many points in Mani- 
toba and Saskatchewan. And they were a diverse lot, associating with different 
denonlinations and representative of different classes. This very diversity has 
served to keep these migrants fT0111 the centre stage of Mennonite nligration history. 
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