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Ukrainian Villages of oUr forefathers

By AdAm GiesinGer

Editor’s note: Starting in 1979, Adam Giesinger who 
was president of AHSGR at the time, wrote a series 
of articles titled, “Villages in Which Our Forefa-
thers Lived.” Two of the articles included villages 
in Ukraine. Those articles have been combined be-
low and remind us again that struggles to survive in 
Ukraine have a long history. The articles originally 
appeared in volume 2 of the Journal in issues #1 and 
#3.

German Pioneers in the Ukrainian Province of 
Chernigov

The Germans who migrated to Russia in the 1760's 
did not all go to the Volga region. Among them 
was a group of 147 families,1 mainly from Upper 
Hesse,2 who ended up in the Ukrainian province 
of Chernigov. Here, in the region where Peter the 
Great in 1708 had defeated Charles XII of Sweden 
in a major battle, these 147 families in 1766 found-
ed six villages some thirty versts southeast of the 
Ukrainian town of Borzna. Four of these villages, 
Belowesch, Gorodok, Kaltschinowka, and Run-
dewiese, were settled by Lutherans; the other two, 
Gross-Werder and KIein-Werder, by Catholics. The 
whole group of six villages was usually called the 
Belowesch settlement. The original land grant, as in 
the Volga region, was thirty dessiatines per family. 
An exception was made for Gorodok, which was to 
serve as the town for the new settlement. Here the 
artisans were settled and, so that they would have 
time to ply their trades, were given only eight des-
siatines of land each. 

Although their land was fertile, the Belowesch set-
tlers failed to prosper to the same degree as most 
other German settlers in Russia.3 The isolated loca-
tion of their villages, far away from the main trade 
routes, hampered progress. The settlers here en-
gaged in subsistence farming, raising grain, vege-
tables, and livestock. Eventually tobacco became a 

cash crop on a small scale. Although few suffered 
serious want, almost no one managed to acquire 
any amount of wealth. More than a century later a 
chronicler mentions only one rich man, "der reiche 
Laukart."4 

The young people of these villages married early 
and raised large families. The population grew so 
rapidly that land shortages developed at frequent 
intervals. Following Russian law in this region, 
at a father's death his land was divided equally 
among all his surviving sons, daughters inheriting 
only when there were no sons. When there were 
many sons, they all became poor. The need for 
land brought an exodus, every thirty years or so, of 
groups of young people who went to other parts of 
Russia to found daughter colonies. 

As early as 1802 there arose in this way seventy 
versts east of the Belowesch settlement the village 
of Kreschtscharik, founded by thirty-six families.5 
In 1831 a group of 131 families6 founded five new 
villages in the Mariupol region, named after the 
mother colonies: Belowesch, Kaltschinowka, Run-
dewiese, Gross-werder, and Kleinwerder.7 In 1861 
another group went to the Crimea to found the 
village of Byten8 and in 1878 another to the North 
Caucasus to found Deutsch-Chaginsk.9 Towards 
the end of the century forty families went to the 
Turgai region east of Orenburg to found a settle-
ment there.10

By the time the colonies were wiped out during the 
second world war, the descendants of the original 
147 families numbered thousands of people scat-
tered over the vastness of Russia, The following sta-
tistics illustrate the population growth during the 
first century; In 1766 there were 147 families with 
an estimated 700 people.11 In 1806 there were 194 
families with 1,201 people in the original six colo-
nies, 36 families with 205 people in daughter col-
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apse stood facing the east; two towers showing a 
neo-baroque influence capped the porch and nave 
crossing; the main entrance was typical of those of 
single-story wood frame churches.

Even in the Lutheran colonies, superior in this re-
spect, education was in a sad state for more than 
a century. Throughout this period the teachers 
were men chosen from the ranks of the colonists 
and their quality degenerated from generation to 
generation. In the 1860's, we are told, they could 
not spell correctly.18 Their instruction was restricted 
to reading and memorizing of the catechism, Bible 
sayings and prayers, and the elements of writing 
and singing. There were no schoolhouses. When 
winter came on, the villagers looked around for a 
house in which there was an empty room. A farmer 
was then prevailed upon to hold school there. The 
children had to bring whatever book they had, a 
catechism, a hymn book, or any other. They were 
told to learn their lessons and when they were 
ready, they had to recite them to the "teacher." 

At the age of fourteen school attendance ended, 
although in most cases the child could not read.19 
The church authorities issued directives that 
schools were to be built and proper instruction 
given but the colonists kept delaying on the plea 
that they could not afford it. In the 1870's the Rus-
sian local government built two Russian schools in 
the settlement, each with a Russian teacher, and 
capable of accommodating twenty children. These 
schools did not solve the problem because Ger-
man language and religion were not taught there, 
nor could they accommodate all the children that 
needed schooling. An improvement was final-
ly brought about by Pastor Neander and his wife, 
who served in Belowesch from 1880 to 1908. They 
trained teachers and prevailed on the colonists to 
build schools. As a result the new century started 
with much more promise for the children of the Be-
lowesch settlement.20 

The early months of the war in 1914 brought the 
threat of deportation to the east and the proscrip-
tion of the German language in church and school. 
In 1915 Pastor Jurgens left the settlement and for 
nine years Belowesch remained without a pastor. 
The parish sent a delegate to the General Synod 

ony, Kreschtschatik, for a total of 230 families and 
1,406 people.12 In 1860 there were 2,064 people in 
the original six colonies, 285 people in Kreschtscha-
tik and 2,367 people in the Mariupol daughter col-
onies for a total of 4,716 people.13 

The majority of Belowesch settlers were Lutherans 
and the village of Belowesch became the Lutheran 
parish center for the settlement. The first minister, 
Pastor Schneider, came with the immigrants from 
Germany and served them for the first thirty years. 
His successor was a Pastor Horn from Moscow who 
served for eighteen years. These men laid a good 
foundation for the religious life of these villages so 
that a relatively high moral tone became character-
istic of the Belowesch Protestants.14 

Catholics founded the two villages, Gross-Werd-
er and Klein-Werder. In the early days, according 
to the report of a Mennonite leader who visited 
these villages in 1794,15 the Catholic parish here 
had a German-speaking priest, Innocentius Wat-
ler. Later, however, the priests were always Polish. 
This parish, unlike those in other German colonies 
in Russia, never came under the jurisdiction of the 
German bishops of the Diocese of Tiraspol but re-
mained part of the huge Archdiocese of Mohilev. 
The Polish parish priests who were sent here took 
no interest in preserving the German language 
but allowed their people to become Ukrainized. By 
the end of the nineteenth century only a few old 
people still understood and spoke German. The 
rest continued to mumble their prayers and to sing 
hymns in a German which neither they nor anyone 
else understood. Bishop Cieplak, Polish coadjutor 
of Mohilev, who visited this parish in the last years 
before the revolution, advised its people to re-Ger-
manize their children to preserve the faith.16 In 
contrast, the Lutheran villages, whose clergy were 
German throughout their history, preserved the 
German language to the end.17 

The Catholic Church of Gross-Werder was built in 
1771. The building was constructed of spruce lum-
ber on a brick foundation and was covered with 
white oil-based paint both inside and out. The 
church showed several features which, although 
not unfamiliar to classical Russian architecture, be-
came known as the "Werder" style. The choir-less 
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and 17. Tiergart. The first eleven of these were Lu-
theran, with Grunau as the parish center and the 
last six were Catholic, with Eichwald as parish cen-
ter. Grunau became the local government center. 
Chronicles written in 1848 are available for these 
villages, except for Neuhof. These chronicles were 
written in response to a questionnaire sent to the 
villages by State Councilor von Hahn, then the head 
of the Supervisory Committee for Foreign Settlers. 
Those for the Lutheran villages are in Woltner, Ge-
meindeberichte der Schwarzmeerdeutschen 1848; 
those for the Catholic villages in Malinowsky, Die 
deutschen katholischen Kolonien am Schwarzen 
Meere. Copies of both books are in the Society Ar-
chives. Translations of four of these chronicles ap-
pear below. 

Grunau25

The colony Grunau was founded in 1823 in the val-
ley of the Karatish. It is 150 versts from the district 
capital Alexandrovsk, 234 versts from the provin-
cial capital Ekaterinoslav and forty versts from the 
Sea of Azov and the seaport Mariupol. The land as-
signed to the colony, which has a light, black dusty 
soil suitable for summer grains and the growth of 
grass, was formerly occupied by Greeks. 

Originally twenty-nine families settled here, twen-
ty-seven became landholders and two others, 
consisting of old people with no one fit for work, 
received only village lots. They all came from the 
Elbing district of the Danzig region in West Prussia 
and had emigrated as a result of a proclamation 
which appeared in official papers in 1819, inviting 
settlers to go to Russia. Especially attractive to them 
was the promised monetary support to be pro-
vided by the Russian government for settlement 
purposes. The emigrants assembled in groups in 
the kingdom of Prussia and travelled to their new 
home on routes planned for them by friends al-
ready living in Russia. 

In the same year, 1819, they arrived in the Chortitza 
and Molotschna colonies26 and after giving up their 
passports and receiving the consent of the local 
government authorities they rented living quarters 
from older colonists. In March 1820 the Superviso-
ry Office for Foreign Settlers issued an order that 
the Prussian immigrants choose from among their 

of the Lutheran Church which met in Moscow in 
1924. In the same year Pastor Mollmann came to 
Belowesch to restore 3 normal religious services.21 

Normalcy did not last long. The Stalin regime dealt 
harshly with the Belowesch settlement. A total of 
193 men were deported to slave labor camps. The 
death rate during the famine year of 1933 was 
high. Pastor Mollmann was arrested and deported 
to the east. The church and the parsonage were 
torn down and the stones were used to build a the-
atre (which, however, was never completed). From 
1937 on, instruction in German was forbidden.22 A 
Lutheran pastor, who was a sergeant-major in the 
German army, visited the Belowesch villages in De-
cember 1941 and January 1942.23 He found great 
poverty and a fervent desire for the consolation 
of religion. There had not been a religious service 
there since 1933. He held a Christmas service and 
a New Year's service for them and baptized many 
children. To make the season happier for them he 
managed to get food and blankets from army sup-
plies for the poorest. With the withdrawal of the 
German armies from the Ukraine, the people of 
these villages were evacuated westward and the 
Belowesch settlement came to an end. There were 
3,726 people in the six villages at this time.24 

Villages near Mariupol

During the years 1818-1821 about 900 families 
from the Danzig region in West Prussia migrated to 
southern Russia. Of these, 400 families were Men-
nonites who added twenty new villages in the Mo-
lotschna settlement. The other 500 families, who 
spoke the same Low German dialect as the Menno-
nites, were Lutherans and Catholics. These arrived 
in Russia in small groups in the years 1818 and 
1819 and lived and worked among their country-
men in the Molotschna region until land was found 
for them. In the fall of 1822, they were given a tract 
of land forty to eighty versts northwest of Mariu-
pol, a seaport on the Sea of Azov. 

The following summer they founded seventeen 
villages in this region: 1. Kirschwald, 2. Tiegen-
hof, 3. Rosengart, 4. Schonbaum, 5. Kronsdorf, 6. 
Grunau, 7. Rosenberg, 8. Wickerau, 9. Reichen-
berg, 10. Kampenau, 11. Mirau, 12. Kaiserdorf, 13. 
Gottland, 14. Neuhof, 15. Eichwald, 16. Tiegenort, 
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The first and best source of income in the ear-
ly years was wool. Unfortunately, people still had 
very few sheep. Thanks to the wise ordinances and 
arrangements made by the authorities, farming 
has developed significantly, and better yields are 
obtained than previous years. In the early years His 
Excellency von Kontenius29 took a special interest 
in promoting sheep raising and the planting of 
trees in the gardens, and in the last years Actual 
State Councillor von Hahn30 promoted gardening 
and the start of tree plantations. 

Signed by: Mayor Koschke, Councilors Koch and 
Stach, teacher Reinhold Ohm. 

Tiegenhof 

Tiegenhof was founded in 1824 when houses were 
built on the right side of the river Kermentshik, 
after another site in a distant valley on the colo-
ny land, on which earthen huts had been built in 
1823, was abandoned because of a shortage and 
poor quality of water. The colony is 250 versts from 
Ekaterinoslav, 180 versts from Alexandrovsk and 60 
versts from Mariupol. 

The black soil, mixed with sand and some stones 
is of uneven quality. It is too light for winter grains 
and of medium fertility for summer grains in places 
sheltered from the wind. The village has within the 
boundaries of its landholding a good sand quarry 
and a lime quarry which provide material for white-
washing walls, and a source of a yellow clay which 
turns red when heated making it useful for paint-
ing trees and wooden utensils. 

The colony received its name because most of the 
settlers came from the market town of Tiegenhof 
in the Danzig region. Originally twenty-seven farm-
steads were established by immigrants who ar-
rived in the Chortitza and Molotschna settlements 
in 1819. Three additional farmsteads were estab-
lished later by young colonists. As this steppe had 
previously been used as grazing land by Greeks liv-
ing nearby, the settlers found no houses here and 
had to begin by building themselves earthen huts. 

For the acquisition of livestock, seed grain, and 
building materials the colonists received a loan of 
10,800 rubles from His Majesty Tsar Alexander Pav-

number delegates to devote their time to settle-
ment matters. The later Grunau colonist Christian 
Claasen and the later Eichwald colonist Johann Ma-
jewsky were chosen, and their appointment was 
confirmed by the Office. 

Their efforts did not prove fruitless.27 4 In the fall 
of 1822 the tract of land for the settlement was as-
signed and its outer boundaries marked by a fur-
row plowed by Greeks and Russians in the presence 
of the Governor and the Junior Member of the Su-
pervisory Office, Babiewsky. The steppe which was 
thus assigned to the immigrants three years after 
their arrival in Russia had lain largely unused. The 
Greeks who lived nearby, whose landholdings had 
not been properly surveyed, had cultivated some 
parts of it and used other parts for pasture. 

The immigrants did not find houses nor shelter of 
any kind on their land. Each had to build himself 
a hut with lumber or clay as best he could. Alto-
gether the settlers in this village received from the 
crown 9875 rubles and 84 kopecks as support to 
get themselves established. This money was dis-
tributed among the individual families more or less 
according to their needs. Two families, who had 
adequate funds of their own, received no support. 
The means possessed by the rest were so small 
that some had not enough to cover the travel costs 
from Prussia to Russia and had to borrow money 
from their travelling companions. 

As several villages in the old homeland of the colo-
nists had the name Grunau, this name was chosen 
for the new village and was confirmed by the au-
thorities. In the early years of the settlement grain 
prices were so low that people had hardly any in-
come. Wheat had to be sold for four to five rubles a 
chetvert and oats for twenty kopecks a chetvert.28 
On top of that there came the many natural di-
sasters, such as locusts, livestock epidemics, crop 
failures, and so on. Livestock epidemics occurred 
three times in Grunau and each time some farmers 
lost every animal. In the famine year 1833, many 
horses, cattle, and sheep had to be sold at sacri-
fice prices because of the shortage of feed, and of 
those kept many died. There had also been six fires 
since the village was founded.
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lovich. The first grain crop in 1824, when it stood 
at its best, was severely damaged by locusts. An 
even greater disaster came early in the year 1825 
with a terrible snowstorm during which part of the 
livestock died because of inadequate food and wa-
ter, and the people suffered greatly through the 
bitter cold. In the year 1827 the settlers were im-
poverished again by the loss of nine-tenths of their 
livestock through an epidemic. After they had re-
covered somewhat in the years 1828 to 1832, there 
came the total crop failure in 1833. This brought 
famine conditions which killed most of the live-
stock, the people being saved from death only 
through timely support from the government. 

At this time the moral tone of the colony was raised 
through Pastor Holtfreter's introduction, in addi-
tion to Sunday services, of church services on two 
weekdays, called penance and prayer days.31 On 11 
January 1838 at eight o'clock in the evening, on a 
quiet and very cold day, there was a strong earth-
quake with underground rumbling. Stoves, tables, 
chairs, and cradles began to rock and created great 
fear, but the danger passed without disastrous 
consequences. 

The year 1838 was noteworthy also for an excep-
tionally good crop through which the prosperity of 
the colony was much enhanced. As the colonists in 
later years developed a strong inclination to move 
their village to their original settlement site, which 
was more central in their landholding, they ne-
glected the tree plantation which the authorities 
had ordered them to establish in 1844. In the year 
1846, however, State Councilor von Hahn looked 
at the site and ordered the colonists to stay where 
they were, whereupon they developed their plan-
tation more carefully and industriously. Through 
the establishment of the tree plantations and the 
fencing in of the farmyards the colony significantly 
improved its appearance. 

The good crops of recent years, the purposeful or-
dinances of the Supervisory Committee, and not 
least the moral code worked out by the Inspector in 
collaboration with Pastor Holtfreter, which is read 
out at the beginning of every month to assembled 
villages at the Mayor's office, brought this colony to 
its present prosperous condition. 

Signed by: Mayor Klein, Councilors Wittowsky and 
Brodd. 

Kaiserdorf32 

When future generations of this colony, for whom 
the following reminiscences of their forefathers and 
their experiences were written, learn about these 
matters and realize how their home here came into 
being, and when they become convinced through 
their own experiences what lively zeal, along with 
work and sacrifice, have animated the authorities 
to provide as happy a lot as possible for their sub-
jects, then they like their forefathers will praise our 
mighty ruler and his government with grateful 
hearts, because they are inhabitants of a country in 
which provision for the welfare of every rank is the 
government's chief concern. 

The founding of the colony Kaiserdorf began in 
the year 1823. It lies on the Great Kabilna river 130 
versts from the district capital Alexandrovsk, 210 
versts from the provincial capital Ekaterinoslav 
and 70 versts from the seaport Mariupol. The soil, 
consisting of black earth, varies in its fertility. With 
industrious and purposeful cultivation, however, it 
is becoming ever more productive, providing good 
grain crops and garden produce when the weather 
is favorable. For some years now wheat has been 
the most lucrative article of trade. The reason for 
the name of the village is as follows. Some of the 
settlers wanted to call the village Koenigsdorf 
(King's village) because there is a village of that 
name in their homeland. But the authorities called 
it Kaiserdorf (Emperor's village) because in Russia 
the ruler is not a king but an emperor. The num-
ber of families settled here originally was 26 and 
the number is still the same. All the settlers came 
from the Danzig region in West Prussia. All left their 
fatherland on their own without leaders, with the 
hope of finding in Russia what Prussia, because of 
overpopulation, could no longer give them: land 
and homesteads of their own. 

Where one now sees rich flourishing villages with 
beautiful and pleasant gardens and tree planta-
tions, there were at the time of settlement only 
barren wilds and grazing lands, on which Tartars, 
Greeks, and other nomads grazed their flocks. 
These left to the colonists their miserable huts in 
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which they had to live until they could build new 
houses of their own. A hard struggle now began 
for our settlers. Not only was the material for the 
building of houses lacking, and the equipment for 
farming, but the needed food could not be provid-
ed in time because of the long distance it had to be 
brought. 

In addition, there was the problem that the small 
amount of money most of the immigrants brought 
with them had long since been exhausted. All of the 
newcomers were poor people whose whole prop-
erty consisted of two horses, a wagon, the neces-
sary kitchen utensils and a small amount of money. 
It would never have been possible for these poor 
people to reach the goal of their wishes and they 
would have had to give up their settlement proj-
ect, had not our benevolent and gracious emper-
or given each family a loan of 450 rubles. Then, as 
busy hands occupied themselves with housebuild-
ing and cultivation of the land, a long-cherished 
hope became a reality. The thought of finding rec-
ompense in these for the sufferings endured gave 
them courage, strength, and endurance. 

But the following year, 1824, did not provide for 
them according to their justified expectations, for 
enormous swarms of locusts descended on the 
flourishing fields and meadows and destroyed ev-
erything. An almost similar fate was suffered by the 
crops in 1825 and 1826. Only a firm faith in God's 
Providence could preserve the hope of these af-
flicted people for a better future. Soon there came 
another terrible blow from the hand of God. 

In the year 1828 the crops stood splendidly in the 
fields, but an unusual hailstorm came and de-
stroyed everything in an hour. In the same year 
there came an animal disease which killed nearly 
all the livestock. The wound which this year had 
inflicted had scarcely healed when the year 1833 
came, with its terrible drought, which converted 
all fields and gardens to a barren desert. But the 
high point of the powers of destruction had not 
yet been reached. Again, a ruinous epidemic took 
away what was left of the cattle. No matter what 
words one uses to describe the want and misery, 
they give only a weak picture of the actual suffer-
ing endured by these sorely tried people. 

But help from government authorities and their 
trust in God kept their hope alive and gave them 
new courage to get back to work again. There now 
followed a few prosperous years which made up 
for the years of suffering but did not wipe out the 
memory of them. Other occurrences were: In the 
winter of 1825 it stormed so violently for eight 
weeks that it appeared that all life would perish. 
In the year 1847 from 26 December to 15 January 
1848 there was again a violent storm during which 
neither churches nor schools could be opened. In 
the year 1838 at eight o'clock one evening there 
was a strong minute-long earthquake. In 1843 
steppe mice did much damage to the crops. There 
were fires in 1832 and 1834. The year 1833 has be-
come proverbial as the bad year and the winter of 
1825 as the stormy winter. These were the events 
of a depressing kind, but we should note also the 
good effects they had on us. 

The farmer, always engrossed in his occupation 
with its many cares, is understandably not in a po-
sition 43 to search out and make use of new dis-
coveries that promote his welfare, however close 
to him they may lie. But the government authori-
ties are able to do this and to promote in a father-
ly way the advancement of their subjects. It is to 
them mainly that we owe the improvements in the 
cultivation of fields and gardens. Moral education 
too is based on laws and ordinances received from 
them. Churches and schools were built at their sug-
gestion. The community granary was built in 1846, 
forests and roads in 1848. Improved horse breed-
ing was introduced. People's welfare was fostered. 
May the younger generation continue to enjoy this 
favor; through strict moral behavior, genuine patri-
otism, and faithful obedience to prescribed laws, 
may it earn its continuance. 

Signed by: author, teacher Stein, and by Mayor 
Kunkel. 

Eichwald33 

The colony Eichwald was founded in 1823, the 
houses being built in 1824. The village lies on a 
level steppe near the dry valley which forms the 
boundary between the Eichwald land and that of 
the Greek village Novo-Kremantshuk. It is 85 versts 
from the district capital Alexandrovsk, 230 versts 
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Gunter, Councilors Komrowsky and Majewsky.
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from the provincial capital Ekaterinoslav and 80 
versts from Mariupol. The soil is black earth, which 
is productive when the weather is favorable, espe-
cially for summer grains, less for winter rye. On the 
hills there is white and red gravel. 

The name Eichwald was given to the village by 
Michael Raschinsky, who came from Eichwald in 
West Prussia. Originally twenty-eight families set-
tled here, all of whom came from the Marienburg 
district in West Prussia, except three families who 
came from Bohemia. The colonists had no leaders 
on their journey to Russia. A circular had been is-
sued by the king permitting emigration to Russia. 
The steppe on which the village was founded was 
assigned to the colonists by the Supervisory Office 
in Ekaterinoslav. The area was then uninhabited 
and there were no houses, nor even huts on the 
land. 

Four of the families had 500 rubles each but the 
other twenty-four needed loans from the crown. 
In the year 1824 a cloudburst caused a great flood 
which washed away all the haystacks. On 15 July 
of the same year the fields were ravaged by lo-
custs. As the locusts stayed here to lay their eggs, 
there were more of them the next year and they 
did tremendous damage. They appeared again in 
1826 but in smaller numbers. The year 1833 was 
a complete crop failure and people and livestock 
suffered great want. But our gracious government 
helped again, supplying grain for bread and seed 
for the coming year. In the same year, there was a 
destructive fire in which the school building was 
destroyed. In the year 1838 a terrible livestock epi-
demic raged in the village, leaving animals alive in 
very few farmyards. On 8 August 1842 there was a 
great flood which floated away much hay and grain 
from the threshing areas. In the year 1843 field 
mice did much damage. The authorities ordered 
that the field mice be destroyed, every family being 
required to catch eighty every month by pouring 
water into their holes. In the year 1847 there was 
another livestock epidemic, which left only one-
third of the cattle alive. The same year there was 
another flood which damaged grain and hay. On 9 
February 1848 a house burned down. 

Signed by: the author, teacher Sukkowsky, Mayor 



8 AHSGR Journal Summer 2022   

16 Joseph Aloysius Kessler, Geschichte der Diozese Tiraspol 
(Dickinson, North Dakota: Verlag George P. Aberle, 1930), 
p. 34.

17 Schlau, p. 32.

18 Matthai, p. 33.

19 Schlau, pp. 29-30.

20 Schlau, p. 31.

21 Schlau, p. 32.

22 Schlau, p. 32.

23 "Begegnungen mit Hessen in Russland," Heimatbuch der 
Ostumsiedler 1955, pp. 33-37.

24  Schlau, p. 32.

25 M. Woltner, Gemeindeberichte der Schwarzmeer-
deutschen 1848, pp. 174-176.

26 The Chortitza and Molotschna Mennonites had been 
their neighbors in West Prussia.

27 The first land offer to them was an area of 24,000 des-
siatines south of the Molotschna Mennonites, but they 
rejected it because it suffered from water shortage. A 
suitable area was not found till the fall of 1822.

28 One chetvert = 360 pounds = six bushels (in the case of 
wheat).

29 Until about 1830 Kontenius was the chief assistant to the 
head of the Supervisory Committee that governed the 
foreign colonies.

30 Von Hahn was acting head and then head of the Supervi-
sory Committee 1841-1848.

31 Pastor Holtfreter was Lutheran pastor at Grunau from 
1831 to 1872. All the West Prussian Lutheran colonies of 
this area belonged to his parish.

32 Josef A. Malinowsky, Die deutschen katholischen Kohme-
nam Schwarzen Meere, pp. 8-10.

33 Malinowsky, pp. 12-13.



AHSGR Journal Summer 2022  9

The genocidal man-made famine imposed upon 
the Ukrainian SSR in 1932-1933 known as the Ho-
lodomor killed not only people of Ukrainian nation-
ality, but also a large number of people belonging 
to national minorities living in the territory. This 
was especially true of predominantly rural ethnic 
groups such as Germans and Poles. This article fo-
cuses on the collective experience of the ethnic Ger-
mans in Ukraine during dekulakization, forced agri-
cultural collectivization, and the Holodomor itself. 
In total it covers the years 1928-1933 as a key turn-
ing point in Soviet state violence towards ethnic 
Germans from being predominantly class based in 
the period from 1918-1922 to mostly being based 
on ancestral national origin in 1937-1938, and later 
entirely based upon ethno-racial targeting in 1941-
1955. This movement from targeting class enemies 
to internal enemy nations was not limited to the 
ethnic Germans. It involved the disproportionate 
and later almost total repression of a number of 
ethno-national groups in the USSR during the Sta-
lin regime. A significant number of these targeted 
groups were diaspora groups with ancestral and 
cultural origins outside the USSR. These included 
in addition to the Germans, Poles, Latvians, Esto-
nians, Finns, Greeks, Koreans, Chinese, and others. 
In Ukraine large numbers of Germans, Poles, and 
Greeks lived before World War II and massive de-
portations eastward by the NKVD greatly reduced 
their numbers. Ethnic Germans made up one of 
the largest and oldest diaspora groups in the USSR 
and especially Ukraine up until this time. German 
settlers began arriving in what would become 
the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic in the late 
18th  century. This immigration greatly increased 
in the 19th century starting during the Napoleonic 
Wars and official policies by Paul I and Alexander 
I to settle the territory annexed from the Crimean 
Khanate defeated by Catherine II. German speak-
ing Lutherans, Catholics, and Mennonites settled 

german rUssians and the ‘holodomor’ in Ukraine

By J. Otto Pohl

in the Black Sea region of the Russian Empire in 
large numbers during the first half of the 19th cen-
tury and became quite prosperous. Most of them 
settled in rural areas on land provided by the Rus-
sian government and their descendants remained 
farmers up until the 1941 deportations. During the 
1918-1921 Civil War and 1921-1922 famine ethnic 
Germans both in Ukraine and other areas such 
as the Volga were targeted by the Bolsheviks and 
others such as Makhno’s anarchists due to their rel-
ative wealth. This would give way to the relative-
ly benign policies of NEP (New Economic Policy) 
and korenizatsiia  (indigenization) from 1923-1928. 
During this time ethnic Germans in Ukraine devel-
oped a number of economically successful nation-
al districts. The dekulakization, collectivization, and 
famine of 1928-1933, however, represented a harsh 
blow to this prosperity. It also represented a move 
from attacking the German communities because 
they were considered hostile class elements based 
on economic and social criteria to attacking them 
because Germans were defined as kulaks by their 
ethnicity.

Germans in Ukraine

The history of Germans in Ukraine dates back to 
the late 18th Century and involved both periods of 
hardship and prosperity. The 1917 Bolshevik Revo-
lution brought first Civil War 1918-1920 and then 
famine in its wake in 1921-1922. This was followed 
by a period of comparative favorable treatment 
during NEP and  korenizatsiia,  but then came col-
lectivization, dekulakization, and finally the Ho-
lodomor. German settlements existed in Ukraine 
for 167 years when the Holodomor occurred. Most 
early settlers established colonies in the Volga 
region in response to Catherine II’s manifesto of 
22 July 1763.1  But one early German colony was 
established in Belowescher Ukraine in 1765, a year 
after the first settlement in the Volga region.2 The 
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mans in Ukraine. A combination of war, repression, 
famine, and other causes led to a huge spike in pre-
mature deaths among the population. Although 
lower than in the Volga region, the Ukrainian Ger-
mans, nonetheless, lost some 50,000 to 60,000 
lives due to these causes from 1918-1922.10 Addi-
tional decreases from migration and the redrawing 
of the border between Poland and the Ukrainian 
SSR at the Treaty of Riga in 1920 led to a substan-
tial decline in the German population in the region 
from its height of 660,000 in 1914.11 The first com-
plete Soviet census and the only one before the 
Holodomor in 1932-1933 took place in 1926. This 
census counted 393,924 Germans in the Ukrainian 
SSR.12 The events of the early 1930s would again 
result in substantial losses among the German mi-
nority just as it did the Ukrainian majority.

The forced collectivization of agriculture starting 
in 1928 very quickly resulted in treating certain 
national minorities such as Germans and Poles 
more harshly than other national groups. Germans 
were singled out by name for internal deportation 
by the Soviet government as early as 1929. A de-
cree by the Central Committee of the CP Ukraine 
(B) on 27 March 1929 bore the title “On Evicting 
Germans from Nikolaev Okrug” thus providing 
a national rather than class basis for some of the 
internal deportations of “kulaks.”13 Germans were 
not the only diaspora nationality to be specifically 
targeted in this way during collectivization. Poles 
were also deported from certain territories on the 
basis of nationality. On 5 March 1930, the Soviet 
Politburo passed a resolution ordering the depor-
tation of 3,000 to 3,500 Polish families from the 
borders of Belorussian SSR and Poland and 10,000 
to 15,000 from the Ukrainian border with Poland.14 
The OGPU displayed animus toward both ethnici-
ties. As a result, both suffered a disproportionately 
large percentage of their population being brand-
ed as “kulaks” and deported to special settlements. 
This change indicated that enemy nations were 
replacing class enemies as the focus of political 
repression.15 The Germans were one of these ene-
my nations and their transformation from an equal 
member of the “Friendship of Peoples” to a stigma-
tized national group started in the late 1920s and 

continued existence of the Crimean Khanate in 
much of southern Ukraine, however, hampered Eu-
ropean settlement up until 1783. In that year Cath-
erine II abolished the khanate and annexed the 
territory to the Russian Empire. In 1786, three years 
later, the Russian government opened the area to 
European immigrants. 3 The next year, Mennonites 
from near Danzig began to settle in the region.4 A 
total of 228 Mennonite families from West Prussia 
formed eight colonies in the newly acquired lands 
in 1787.5 These early settlements in the 18th Centu-
ry, however, would be dwarfed by the later influx of 
Mennonite and other German settlers during the 
19th Century.

Like Catherine II did for the Volga region in 1763, her 
son Paul I and grandson Alexander I issued manifes-
tos facilitating German settlement in the Black Sea 
region of the Russian Empire. Tsar Paul I issued a 
charter of privileges for Mennonites settling in the 
Russian Empire on 6 September 1800. This char-
ter included immunity from military conscription. 
Within a decade the number of Mennonite settlers 
in what is now Ukraine had reached 18,000.6 On 20 
February 1804, Tsar Alexander I issued a new more 
restrictive manifesto inviting Christian foreigners 
to settle in the territories annexed from the Crime-
an Khanate by his grandmother.7 A huge flood of 
Lutheran and Catholic German colonists joined the 
earlier Mennonites to settle in the southern parts 
of the Russian Empire along the Black Sea coast 
during the next half century. By the 1860s around 
70,000 Germans had settled in this region.8 An-
other region of today’s Ukraine settled by German 
settlers in the 19th  century was Volhynia in the 
northwest near Poland. The 1897 Imperial Russian 
census counted a total of 1,800,000 Germans in 
the empire of which 378,000 lived in the Black Sea 
region and 171,000 in Volhynia for almost 550,000 
Germans in the territory that would become the 
Ukrainian SSR.9 Subsequent events would substan-
tially reduce their population.

Soviets and Ukraine

The Bolshevik Revolution and ensuing civil war 
brought about great hardship for the ethnic Ger-



AHSGR Journal Summer 2022  11

early 1930s. They were disproportionately targeted 
for dekulakization in part due to their ethnicity. Be-
low I attempt to ascertain a rough approximation 
of the numbers involved.

The collectivization of agriculture was accom-
plished in the USSR through the mass deporta-
tion of farmers branded as “kulaks” to special set-
tlements in the Far North and Urals mostly during 
1930-1931. In total the OGPU forcibly uprooted 
and resettled 1,803,392 such farmers in these two 
years.16 Ukraine accounted for 63,817 families out 
of 380,756 registered as internally deported at this 
time.17 This translates into about 315,000 people 
deported from the Ukrainian SSR to special settle-
ment villages. Based on the 1926 census the depor-
tations to special settlements during dekulakization 
encompassed 1.2% of the total Soviet population 
and 1.1% of the Ukrainian SSR. The percentage of 
Germans deported as “kulaks” during these years is 
estimated to be much higher, especially from the 
Volga German ASSR. The number of recorded de-
portees from this latter territory was 4,288 families 
or about 25,000 people.18 This represents about 
half of the estimated 50,000 Germans deported to 
special settlement villages as “kulaks.”19

In percentage terms the OGPU deported 4% of the 
entire German population of the USSR and 6.6% 
of the German population of the Volga German 
ASSR as “kulaks” to special settlements.20 In parts of 
Ukraine the number of dekulakized Germans was 
also quite high. In Luxemburg Raion with 20,000 
inhabitants the OGPU dekulakized 166 German 
households (about 850 people or 4.25%) during 
1930.21 If this proportion holds for the entire Ger-
man population of Ukraine, then the number of 
ethnic Germans deported from the Ukrainian SSR 
as “kulaks” would be around 17,000. That would 
leave some 8,000 Germans deported as “kulaks” 
among the settlements outside the Volga Ger-
man ASSR and Ukrainian SSR out of a population 
of around 400,000 or 2%. These geographical dif-
ferences are notable and probably can be further 
subdivided.

Holodomor Famine

The Holodomor is usually associated with Ukrainian 
victims since the vast majority were ethnic Ukrai-
nians due to the geographical focus of policies 
imposed by Moscow on the Ukrainian SSR. None-
theless, not all the victims were ethnic Ukrainians. 
National minorities, especially those that were pre-
dominantly rural such as Germans and Poles also 
suffered large numbers of deaths due famine re-
lated causes. Even more difficult than attempting 
to ascertain the total number of excess deaths in 
Ukraine during the Holodomor is the difficulty esti-
mating the number of ethnic Germans to perish as 
a result of the famine. The official recorded deaths 
of ethnic Germans from hunger in 1932-1933 by 
the GPU Ukrainian SSR are ludicrously low given the 
severity of the famine among the nearly 400,000 
Germans in the territory. The GPU Ukrainian SSR 
gives a recorded figure for 1933 of 1,700 urban and 
12,000 rural Germans who perished from hunger.22 
Given the number of ethnic Germans in starving 
rural areas of Ukraine during this time an excess 
mortality rate of less than 4% is unbelievably low. 
This is especially the case considering the much 
higher number of recorded German deaths from 
hunger at the same time in the less hard-hit Vol-
ga German ASSR. Demographic analysis and esti-
mates produce much higher figures.

Estimates for the total number of Germans to die 
from famine in the USSR during 1932-1933 vary 
widely. These figures include not only Ukraine but 
also the Volga region and Kazakhstan. In 1998, A. 
A. German and A. N. Kurochkin put the number of 
Germans to die of famine related causes in the USSR 
during the 1930s at 200,000 of which 55,000 took 
place in the Volga German ASSR. They do not give 
a figure for Ukraine.23 Viktor Krieger gives consider-
ably lower figures and has significantly revised the 
number of excess deaths downward in more recent 
years. In 2006 he calculated that the ethnic German 
population of the USSR between 1927-1936 suf-
fered 150,000 excess deaths. This included 45,300 
recorded famine deaths in the Volga German ASSR. 
Most of the excess deaths would thus be famine 
deaths in Ukraine during the Holodomor. Yet he 
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does not provide a separate estimate for these 
deaths and instead the aggregate figure includes 
famine deaths in Kazakhstan, deaths of “kulaks” in 
special settlements, and prisoners in labor camps. 
He gives a total figure of all excess deaths in the 
USSR from famine at 7.2 million in the 1930s. This 
number includes the Volga region with 366,000 
deaths and Kazakhstan.24 In 2013 Viktor Krieg-
er substantially reduced his estimate for the to-
tal number of German famine deaths in the USSR 
during 1932-1933 down to 100,000.25 Subtracting 
some 50,000 deaths in the Volga gives us estimates 
from 50,000 to 150,000 Germans in other regions of 
the USSR. The number of excess deaths among the 
ethnic Germans in Ukraine during the Holodomor 
thus appears to be at least 50,000 or about 12.5% of 
their population at the time. However, this is only a 
very rough approximation based upon incomplete 
data. This percentage is only slightly below that 
of Ukraine as a whole at 13% using the estimate 
of 3.9 million excess deaths.26 Thus it appears that 
German deaths in the Holodomor were not radi-
cally lower than those suffered by Ukrainians pro-
portionately although the absolute numbers were 
much lower.

The high rate of German deaths during the Ho-
lodomor, like the high rate for the Ukrainian ma-
jority, was due to several factors. The overwhelm-
ing majority of the population was rural, there 
was a low level of integration into the communist 
apparatus by the German minority, and anti-Ger-
man prejudices by the OGPU that started with the 
forced collectivization of agriculture and deporta-
tion of “kulaks” to special settlements. These factors 
counterbalanced the ability to get assistance from 
outside the USSR.27 The ethnic Germans in Ukraine 
like the Ukrainian majority suffered a severe blow 
from the Soviet policies of agricultural collectiviza-
tion, dekulakization, and finally artificial famine.

The ethnic Germans in Ukraine appear to have suf-
fered similar percentage losses as the territory’s 
population as a whole. Unlike more urbanized mi-
norities such as Russians or Jews, the effect of the 
famine on Germans does not appear substantially 
lower than the Ukrainian majority. The Holodomor 

came on the heels of the mass deportation of “ku-
laks” to special settlements. During this campaign 
ethnic Germans were disproportionately targeted 
compared to the Soviet population as a whole. 
Germans would be specifically targeted later in 
the “German Operation” during the Great Terror of 
1937-1938, and the vast majority of them subjected 
to forced resettlement and special settlement re-
strictions in 1941. The period 1928-1933 represent-
ed a key turning point in the Soviet transformation 
of the ethnic Germans into an enemy nation.
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me a cup of warm milk right away. I was only three, 
but I remember how wonderful that fresh milk tast-
ed.

We were all weak, so the Ukrainian family made a 
meatless “borscht” (vegetable soup) and shared it 
with us. They even let us sleep at the back of their 
big “petchka” (indoor oven). That was the warmest 
spot in the whole house. All of this helped us slowly 
get well again. But I laid in bed for a long time.

A little Ukrainian boy from across the street, Vanka, 
would stand in the doorway asking when I could 
come out to play. He had a hard time saying my 
German name, “Marieche.” Every day Vanka looked 
in and kept calling out for me, “Marila! Ma-ri-la! MA-
RI-LA!”

As the days went by, I was able to stand up and I 
even got to sit and play in the yard with little Van-
ka. Because of the famine, there were very few chil-
dren left in the village. 

Thank God for those kind Ukrainians. They were like 
angels. They saved my life and maybe my whole 
family’s. We all regained our strength and thus we 
were able to survive “The Great Famine.”

Today, I am 92 years old and I live in “Colorful Colo-
rado.” When I watch the TV and see the war and the 
terrible suffering over in Ukraine, it really saddens 
me.

You know, we are all God’s children. So we should 
be kind to one another and live in peace, as God 
intended.

My mother, who lived to be 101, often told me this 
story. She always would begin with “Oh, Maria, 
count your blessings. You are lucky to be here. We 
almost lost you in the famine over in Russia.”

In 1933, I was three years old and very weak from 
hunger. “The Great Famine” in the USSR did not last 
for just a few months. It went on for years, from 
1931 to 1933.  Millions died. So my parents and my 
baby brother and I left our beloved German village 
of Rothammel on the Volga.  We traveled the whole 
countryside on foot, searching for even the tiniest 
bit of food. I was so weak from hunger that my fa-
ther had to carry me. But I didn’t weigh much, for I 
was just skin and bones.  If my parents did not get 
help, they feared I would die.

Some of the people we encountered were worse 
off than we were. Signs of hunger and poverty 
were everywhere. There were even families who 
still lived in a “Semelyanka,” an earthen home with 
a grass roof. 

Finally, we came to a village where a Ukrainian 
family lived. They could not speak German and we 
knew only a few words of their language. But hun-
ger is a language all its own. It needs no translation.  

Although the Ukrainian family was poor, they felt 
sorry for us and they saw that I was dying.  The 
couple had lost all of their own children during the 
famine. They didn’t have much food, but what little 
they had, they kindly shared with us. And they had 
a milk cow! Our Volga German people always said 
“E’ gute Kuh deckt viel Armut zu.” (A good cow allevi-
ates great want.)

The Ukrainian family milked the cow every morn-
ing and evening. And when they did, they brought 

how a Ukrainian family saVed my life

By Maria Appelhans

(As Told to Rosalinda and Timothy J. Kloberdanz)
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Author Bio:

Maria Appelhans has shared her talents as a folksinger and storyteller at a number of AHSGR gatherings. In 
2004, she won “First Place” in the AHSGR Storytelling Contest for her story, “Back Home on the Volga, 1937.” 
Members of four generations of Maria’s family have performed or participated at AHSGR conventions, going 
back to 1976 in Denver.

Maria Appelhans (left) and her daughter, Rosalinda Kloberdanz, pose in front of a “Semlin” or “Semelyanka.” Earthen 
homes like this one often were used by the German colonists in both Russia and Ukraine. Note the grass growing on the 
roof. Mennonite Heritage Village, Steinbach, Manitoba, Canada. Summer 1999. Photo courtesy of Timothy J. Kloberdanz.
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why Volga germans and Ukrainians abhor being Called “rUssians”

   By Timothy J. Kloberdanz

Introductory note: During the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
in early 2022, Dr. Kloberdanz wrote the following article. 
It first appeared in The Forum, the main newspaper for 
Fargo, North Dakota, and Moorhead, Minnesota. Klober-
danz’s article was published on March 16, 2022.  This 
was the same day that Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy addressed the U.S. Congress. Since that time, 
Kloberdanz’s article has been disseminated via interna-
tional channels and various types of social media. Per-
mission to use the article in this journal was granted by 
the Editor-in-Chief of The Forum, Matthew Von Pinnon. 
The entire article is reprinted here for the benefit of our 
AHSGR readers.

 “We’re not Russians! Never let anyone label us that 
way. Just because a chicken lays an egg in an oven, that 
doesn’t make the egg a biscuit.”

I remember hearing those words as a child. My moth-
er went on to explain that yes, our people once lived in 
Russia. They may have been Russian subjects, but they 
resisted assimilation and never became Russians. 

My wife Rosi and I are Volga Germans. Our ancestors 
settled in the Russian Empire at the invitation of Cather-
ine the Great in the 1760s. The colonists were given free 
land and exemption from military service. The empress 
also promised that the colonists could maintain their 
Germanic identity, language, and traditions. Hundreds of 
German colonies and villages eventually sprang up in the 
lower Volga region of Russia.

Initially, very few of the German settlers learned the Rus-
sian language. It simply was not necessary because the 
Volga Germans lived in self-governing colonies. When 
Russian travelers passed through, they were treated 
amicably. But they always knew they were in a Ger-
man-speaking community.

Although the region where our people settled was in 
Russia, the area also was known as “Yellow Ukraine.” 
Numerous Ukrainian villages dotted the golden grass-
lands of the Volga steppe. Like the German colonists, the 
neighboring Ukrainians were proud of their ethnic identi-
ty and heritage. Thus, both groups abhorred being called 
“Russians.”

The Volga Germans got along well with the Ukrainians. 
Our people adopted certain Ukrainian foodways and 
traditions. The Volga Germans even developed a special 
fondness for the Ukrainian “cymbaly” or hammered dul-
cimer. It is a musical instrument still heard at many Volga 
German celebrations today.

In the early 1870s, Tsar Alexander II imposed sweeping 
Russification measures throughout his empire. All eli-
gible males had to serve in the Russian military. Ethnic 
towns and villages received Russian names. All schools 
were required to teach the Russian language.

Thousands of Volga Germans soon immigrated to North 
and South America. The immigrants were German-speak-
ing but generations of living in Russia had left a visible 
mark. The men wore knee-high boots and the women 
wore babushkas. When the colonists settled in the Unit-
ed States, Americans referred to the Volga Germans by 
the derisive term “Rooshuns.” The Volga Germans insist-
ed they were Germans, not “Rooshuns.” Shouting match-
es and fistfights often resulted.

For Ukrainian immigrants in America, the experience 
was strikingly similar. Agnes Palanuk, co-founder of the 
Ukrainian Cultural Institute in Dickinson, North Dakota, 
once told me: “We Ukrainians understand the power of 
words. For years, we were called ‘Russkies’ or ‘Rooshuns.’  
And we sometimes hear those hurtful words even today.”

While Ukrainians and Volga Germans were struggling for 
acceptance in this country, the fate of both peoples back 
in the USSR was similar. In the early 1930s, Stalin target-
ed the Ukrainians, Volga Germans, Black Sea Germans, 
and other “problem groups” with a man-made famine.  
Millions of people died, so many that the exact number 
remains unknown.  

In the fall of 1941, the Volga German Autonomous Re-
public was dissolved by Stalin. It was wartime and the 
German-speaking residents were accused of harboring 
“diversionists and spies.”  There was no evidence for the 
charge but in Stalin’s Russia, it did not matter. More than 
400,000 Volga Germans were herded into sealed boxcars 
and banished to Siberia and Central Asia. The exiles nev-
er were allowed to return to their Volga homeland.
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Exactly fifty years after the Volga German deportation, 
Rosi and I were on the lower Volga in August 1991. We 
saw where our people’s colonies once flourished. In 
many cases, all traces of the former German villages 
were gone. And then, amidst the ruins, the unthinkable 
happened.  A hardline Communist coup took place. 

For several days, President Gorbachev “disappeared.”  
Phone lines were cut.  Tanks raced up and down the 
streets of Moscow. Fortunately, cooler heads prevailed 
and a shaken Gorbachev resumed power. Through it all, 
we witnessed the “Second Russian Revolution,” an event 
that ultimately led to the collapse of the USSR.

Now, in 2022, there are new rumblings and disturbing 
developments. A shocked world bears witness to Putin’s 
invasion of Ukraine. The images are hauntingly familiar.  
Russian tanks.  Bombed-out buildings. Family members 
fleeing.  Mass graves. Trainloads of refugees. 

Such scenes open wounds in many of us, wounds that 
never fully healed. When Volga Germans and Ukrainians 
gather, the mere utterance of certain words triggers a vis-
ceral reaction: deportation, ethnic cleansing, gulag, hun-
ger, Stalin, Putin. Thus, there are tears. There are always 
tears.

Yet, for the sake of our children and grandchildren, we 
know there must be optimism, smiles, and laughter. 
There are even little jokes.

Who is the least likeable character in the world? Winnie 
the Putin.

How do we know Russia has a bad leader? The proof is 
in the Putin.

What’s the favorite flower of Germans and Ukrainians? 
Geraniums!

Fortunately, the focus shifts from “Putin” to “geraniums.” 
We much prefer to hear about beautiful, long-blooming 
flowers. Words can hurt, but words also have the uncan-
ny power to lighten our spirits and to heal.

Or so we tell ourselves, as we await true healing.

Author Bio:

Dr. Timothy J. Kloberdanz is a folklorist and anthropolo-
gist who traces his ancestry to the Volga German colo-
nies of Rothammel, Seewald, Brabander, Franzosen, and 
Schuck.  From 1976-2010, Dr. Kloberdanz taught a fif-
teen-week course on the “Germans from Russia” at North 
Dakota State University in Fargo. He is a life member of 
AHSGR and GRHS. He also is a member of the Ukrainian 
Cultural Institute of North Dakota.

The late Norma Somerheiser of Lincoln liked to play the Vol-
ga German “Hackbrett” (hammered dulcimer). She often did 
demonstrations at AHSGR headquarters for the enjoyment of 
visitors.  In form and sound, the “Hackbrett” is nearly identical 
to the Ukrainian “cymbaly.” Photo courtesy of Rosalinda and 
Timothy J. Kloberdanz.

“Baska” is a Ukrainian Easter bread that is baked in a tall cof-
fee can. The bread is then frosted and decorated with brightly 
colored candies. It was one of the Ukrainian foods borrowed by 
the German colonists while living in Russia and Ukraine. “Bas-
ka” is still made by certain Volga Germans and Black Sea Ger-
man families today. Recipes for the festive bread can be found 
in the popular AHSGR cookbook, Küche Kochen. Photo courtesy 
of Rosalinda and Timothy J. Kloberdanz. 
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up new settlements on the left bank of the Volga 
during the second half of the 19th Century was a 
result of lack of land. Founders of the village were 
families who had resided before in the mother 
colonies Obermonjou (today Krivovskoye, rayon 
Marx, region Saratov), Katharinenstadt (today the 
city Marx, region Saratov), Boregardt (today Privol-
shskoye, rayon Marx, region Saratov). The overall 

successful development of the 
mother colony was hin-

dered by a [lack of a] 
solution to one of the 

most significant prob-
lems, that is, lack of land. 
During the time from 
1767 to 1859, the popu-

lation of Obermonjou 
had more than quintu-

pled: In 1816, some 91 
families lived there, but by1857 it was 197 families. 
It was for that reason that the colonists decided to 
establish a daughter colony.   

The name Neu-Ober-
monjou (Neu-Krivovka) 
clearly stemmed from 
the mother colony Ober-
monjou. The latter name 
had been derived from 
the word Oben [above] 
and the name of the sec-
ond colony chairman, 
Colonel Otto Friedrich 
von Monjou, and means 
“Upper Monjou” in trans-
lation, in contrast with 
“Lower Monjou,” the 

Protestant colony Niedermonjou (today Bobrovka, 
rayon Marx, region Saratov)

neU-obermonjoU 
(neU-obermonjoU, noVo-kriVoVskoye, neU-kriVoVka, bobroVka)

By Dr. Olga Litzenberger

English translation by Alex Herzog with editorial assistance from Dr. Nancy Herzog

Relative Geographical Location and 
Administrative Situation during 
the19th and 20th Centuries. 

The German village Neu-Obermon-
jou was established on the left bank 
of the Volga. It was situated 498 kilo-
meters [ca. 308 miles] from the city of 
Samara, 133 kilometers [ca. 83 miles] 
from the district city Novousensk, 
67 kilometers [ca. 42 miles] south-
west of Pokrovskaya-Sloboda, 15 
kilometers [ca. 9 miles] from the vil-
lage Alexanderhöh, and 6 kilometers 
[less than 4 miles] from the German 
village and railroad station Urbach 
(next to the Kasyonny pond). 
From 1871 until October, 
1918, the village was a part 
of the administrative district Nishne-Karamanskiy, 
rural county Novousenskiy, Gouvernement Samara.  

Subsequent to the establishment of the Work Com-
mune of the Region of the Vol-
ga Germans, and until 1941, 
the village Neu-Obermonjou 
was the administrative center 
of village soviet comprised 
of Neu-Obermonjou and of 
the canton Mariental (Ton-
koshurovskiy). In 1926 the vil-
lage soviet Neu-Obermonjou 
consisted of only one village, 
Neu-Obermonjou.

Brief History of the Settle-
ment. 

The German settlement Neu-Obermonjou was 
founded as a daughter colony in 1859.  Starting 

 Catholic Church. Drawing

Novokrivovka. Old German House. Photo by E. Moschkow. 
2013



AHSGR Journal Summer 2022  19

The residents were mainly occupied in agriculture 
and sowed wheat, rye, and oats.  According to the 
audit of 1850, every male member of the popula-
tion received 15 hectares [ca. 38 acres] of land, and 
along with the growth of the population in the col-
ony, the amount of land property also increased. 
Even prior to the founding date per se, some 68 
families lived in the colony in 1857. That included 
210 males, for each of whom 12.8 hectares [ca. 32 
acres] were set aside. According to the Statistical 
Committee of the Gouvernement Saratov, in 1910 
there were six windmills and 116 households.1   The 
total acreage for usable land amounted to 3390 
hectares [ca. 8,500 acres], and the unusable amount 
was 940 hectares [ca. 2,500 acres]. During the initial 
years of the Stolypin agrarian reform, the German 
rural communities retained the tradition of land 
redistribution and refused 
switching to agricultural 
farm properties. But from 
1910 to 1912, nearly all 
villages switched to larg-
er and small farm proper-
ties. As a consequence, the 
community ceased to exist. 
In 1913, one of the resi-
dents of Neu-Obermonjou 
wrote in the “Volkszeitung” 
[People’s Newspaper] of 
his hopes that the commu-
nity would “courageously 
move to individual agricul-

ture.” The author pointed out that “the communi-
ty, thanks to common efforts, had attained a great 
deal: a new church, a pastor, and the building of a 
new school” and “despite the last bad harvest, the 
community debt is not so large.”2 The names of all 
the chairmen of the colony have not been kept. 
Known only is that the Ferdinand Geist was the 
chair in 1913.    

During Soviet years, the village had a co-op 
and a credit society. Like other German villages, 
Neu-Obermonjou was also affected by Soviet-time 
processes: famine, collectivization, dispossession, 
and repression. In 1937, the newspaper “Nachricht-
en [News],” which covered cultural efforts in the 
rural areas, reported that the administration of the 
collective “Roter Partisan [Red Partisan]” in the vil-
lage Neu-Obermonjou paid no attention to the cul-
tural needs of the kolkhoz farmers, and that among 
the field brigades there were absolutely no books.3 
During September of 1941, all residents were de-
ported from the village.

The School and the Education of the Children. 

The Catholic church school appeared during the 
founding year of the village. In that school, children 
between 7 and 15 years of age were educated. As of 
1861, there were 137 boys and girls in the school.4 
Church school pursued mainly the goal of teaching 
the faith to the youth. The school taught the law 
of God, church singing, reading of the ecclesiastical 
and civic press, writing, arithmetic, and basic infor-
mation from world history. Reading material as a 

rule was of a religious nature. 
Instruction lasted form 8 to 
11 AM and from 2 to 4 PM fol-
lowing the noon meal. Con-
siderable complexity for the 
community was presented by 
the selection of the school-
master. Teachers were direct-
ly dependent on the priest, 
because they also took on the 
role of sexton. Fairly often, 
teachers moved from colony 
to colony in search of higher 
pay. In 1911, the “Deutsche 
Volkszeitung [German People 

Novokrivovka. The Street. Photo by E. Moschkow. 2013.

Novokrivovka. Wooden House. Photo by E. Moschkow. 2013
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ed in the “Kontor style” (“bureaucratic style”) used 
traditionally in German colonies, having received 
that term because this manner of church construc-
tion was widely copied from the styles sanctioned 
by the Welfare Office in Saratov. Also common was 
the alternate name of this church style of “Rus-
sian-German Classicism” because many Catho-
lic and Lutheran churches, such as the church in 
Neu-Obermonjou, displayed typical features of 
Classicism, namely, a lengthy church structure, 
a narthex with pillars. In the upper interior, there 
were balcony galleries, which rested on massive 
wooden posts. In the lower story, there were the 
pews for community members, arranged into four 
quartiles. The name of the church was based on the 
name of Saint Anthony of Padua.

In 1912, the community acquired from Austria-Hun-
gary and the world-famous Tirolean wood carver 
Ferdinand Stuffleser a majestic altar assembly con-
sisting of a main altar and two side altars. The altar 
was fashioned in the Renaissance style, with paint-
ings of Jesus Christ, Saint Anthony, two angels with 
trombones, and two kneeling angels. The altar cost 

Newspaper]” posed the following question: “Are all 
teachers in our colonies striving to satisfy the sta-
tus of their high rank?” And the paper itself provid-
ed the answer: “frequently” no.5  

After 1917, the parochial school was closed. And 
transformed into an elementary school. In the 
spring so 1937, the paper “Nachrichten [News],” in 
an article “The reasons for the failure of education 
in the school” in Neu-Obermonjou, it states that in 
the second quarter there were 130 recorded ab-
sences. “The reasons for the absences are … the 
poor support of the schools by the village soviet.”6     

Denominational membership of the Residents 
and its Characteristics. 

The residents professed the Roman Catholic faith.     

The Parish. 

The Roman Catholic community of Neu-Obermon-
jou was part of the Liebental parish founded in 
1861. In addition to Neu-Obermonjou, the parish 
included the communities Liebental, Neu-Marien-
tal, and the Urbach station. According to the high-
est authority, the parish was allowed to employ 
one priest, who on weekends was to perform ser-
vices on a rotating basis in the three communities 
of the parish, as well as on Sundays and holy days. 
In 1870, the community with all its branches had 
2323 members.7 By 1919, that number was 4,337 
persons.

In 1915, Joseph Kessler, bishop of the Roman Cath-
olic diocese of Tiraspol, decided to recall the abbot 
of the Liebental parish and to merge the commu-
nity with the Louis parish “due to lack of timely de-
livery of heating wood for the priest.” Henceforth, 
the members of all Liebental parish communities 
were obliged to furnish once a month to the priest 
of Louis “living quarters and food provisions and a 
wagon:.”8 As of 1915, the community did not have 
its own priest.

Date of the Church Construction and its Archi-
tectural Characteristics.

Around 1864, a wooden church was built in the vil-
lage. Under the direction of F. Lagus, the architect 
of the Welfare Committee Office, it was construct-

Graduate of the Theological Seminary of Saratov for Young Men, 
I. M. Knorr, here with his family. Ostheim (Ukraine), 1911. From 
the private archive of Ju. M. Lusanow.
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2,800 rubles. Adjacent to the altar, manufactured by 
the same European art studio, stood a church chair, 
which cost the community another 700 rubles. Al-
tars from the studio of Stuffleser have survived to 
this day in churches and cloisters in Austria, Italy, 
Hungary, Poland, and even in Australia, but not in 
the Volga region of Saratov. It is astonishing that 
such a small community was able to spend such 
a considerable sum in purchasing such expensive 
and exquisite church items. In addition, around the 
beginning of the 20th century, a new building con-
taining a prayer building and pastorate was built 
with community funds. The community assembly 
intended the pastorate to serve as the basis for an 
invitation to the community’s own priest, but who 
unfortunately did not appear by 1917, and after 
the Revolution of 1917, the pastorate was turned 
into state property.     

Population Count. 

In 1889, some 531 foreign colonists were living in 
Neu-Obermonjou. The general census of the Rus-
sian Empire in 1897 showed that number to be 571, 
all residents being German. By 1905, the village had 
793 people, and in 1910 that number amounted to 
1,042 villagers.  

After 1917, given the impact of Bolshevik policies, 
the famines in the 1920s and 1930s, de-kulakiza-
tion, repressions, and emigration, the number of 
residents went on a steady decline. The All -Russia 
census of 1920 showed that 903 people, all German, 

lived in Neu-Obermonjou. The population of the 
Volga colonies was impacted by the famine begin-
ning in the 1920s. In 1921, there were 63 births and 
75 deaths. Data from the regional administration 
of the Autonomous Region of Volga Germans indi-
cated that as of January 1, 1922, only 416 people 
lived in Neu-Obermonjou.  In 1923, the village had 
573 residents. According to the All-Russia census of 
1926, the village consisted of 134 households, all 
but one being German, and a population of 682 (of 
whom 355 were men and 327 were women), Ger-
man residents numbering 677 (351 men and 326 
women). In 1931, the population of Neu-Obermon-
jou was 1029, all of them German. 

From the History of the Parish. 

Right after 1917, the state offensive against religion 
began. The directives of August 30, 1918 for im-
plementing the decree “Separation of Church and 
State” stated that the Roman Catholic Church was 
“applicable with regard to the Decree of Separation 
of Church and State.” In August, 1924, the Central 
Executive Committee of the ASSR of Volga Ger-
mans received a secret circular from the Chairman 
of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee, 
Kalinin, which prescribed that the “Soviet organs 
heighten their vigilance, so that not all the Church 
and religious groupings of the religion become a 
tool of the counter-revolution.”9  

Arrests of priests, repressions, and closings of 
churches became the signs of the times. In 1930, 
the last priest in Neu-Obermonjou, Peter Bach, even 
though he was older than 70, was brought down as 
part of the group proceedings against the Catholic 
clergy on the Volga.10 In March of 1932, the German 
Embassy reported on the state of the Diocese of Ti-
raspol, stating that of the 44 priests who lived on 
the Volga in 1915, only 4 remained, the rest having 
been arrested ; and two others – among them Pe-
ter Bach of Neu-Obermonjou--left their post after 
their arrest and, due to their advanced age, were 
no longer conducting religious services.11 Half a 
year later, the Foreign Office12 concluded that there 
was no practical chance for the restoration of the 
Roman Catholic Church for the Germans on the 
Volga or for the rest of the USSR.  According to the 
German Embassy in Moscow, only 4 priests were 

Novokrivovka. Photo by E. Moschkow, 2013
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serving in March of 1932 within the territory of the 
Diocese of Tiraspol. And among them it named the 
41-year-old Emanuel Bader, who lived in Louis and 
was deacon of the Mariental community.13 Deacon 
Bader served for a time in the Neu-Obermonjou 
parish, but his fate after 1932 is unknown.

In 1931, the Presidium of the Central Executive 
Committee of the Autonomous Republic of Vol-
ga-Germans received secret information from the 
Regional Commission for Religious Questions, ac-
cording to which 140 persons living in Neu-Ober-
monjou confessed to being adherents to the faith. 
Of whom 16 were designated as lishenzy (without 
any political rights).14 In the fall of 1935, the Clerical 
Commission presented the Central Executive Com-
mittee with a list of the faithful who declared them-
selves ready to support closing the village church. 
On July 10, 1936, the Presidium of the Central Ex-
ecutive Committee of the ASSR of Volga Germans 
passed a resolution deciding the closing of their 
church in Neu-Obermonjou.15  

List of some priests of the Liebental parish who 
held a position in the Community of Neu-Ober-
monjou. 

1898-1903 Matthias Walulis
1910-1913 Johannes Zimmermann
1912-1915 Leo Weinmaier

List of some priests of the Louis parish who held 
a position in the Community of Neu-Obermon-
jou. 

1915-1916 Joseph Paulsen
1916-1928, 1929-1932 Emanuel Bader

 

List of some priests of the Neu-Obermonjou 
parish. 

1915-1916 Joseph Paulsen
1916-1928, 1929-1932 Emanuel Bader

The village today. The current state of the Ob-
jects of German architecture. 

Today it is the village Novokrivovka, rayon Sovi-
etskiy, region Saratov. The flat steppes surround-
ing the village still appear to be endless. In the 
village, the area of which comprises less than half 
of pre-revolutionary Neu-Obermonjou, only a few 
authentic German wooden homes have been kept. 
Most have long been renovated or abandoned. 
This modern village no longer sticks out as an ar-
chitectural face of the German colonies. Today, the 
former German settlement can be imagined only 
with great difficulty. The main street is called Lenin 
Street. German graves in the cemetery have not 
been retained. There is no central plaza on which 
a Catholic wooden church and a school had been 
built. Instead, it is covered with official buildings. 
The typical modern school structure was built in 
1978. (Elementary school as of 1942, 7-year school 
since 1951, 8-year school since 1962, and a general 
middle school since 1974.)

Archival Sources.

State Historical Archive of the Volga Germans (Engels, 
region Saratov). Content: 162 items. Collection of 
documents regarding the Roman Catholic church-
es of the rural county Kamyschinskiy. Gouvernement 
Saratov of the rural counties Nikolayevskiy and No-
vousenskiy, Gouvernement Samara covering the 
years 1789-1920. Folder 71. Metrical church book 
for births and baptisms of the settlers of the village 
Novo-Krivovka (Neu-Obermonjou). Folders 74-76. 

Novokrivovka. Photo by E. Moschkow, 2013.
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Questionnaires for pre-marriage examinations of 
village residents covering 1866-1895. 1903-1919.  

The Press on Neu-Obermonjou. July 10.1914. 

The last two pastors of our parish distinguished 
themselves via large and unnecessary expendi-
tures in some communities of their parish. For ex-
ample, the community was promised … if it built 
parish living accommodations, then it could form 
a parish of its own. After the community seemed 
willing ... to provide large expenditures and to build 
a grand living accommodation for the pastor… it 
was said, “You are too poor, you can’t keep a pastor.” 
Unbelievable, but true.  And the parish home of 
Neu-Obermonjou remains empty after two years! 
That is, thousands of rubles of debt, the land of the 
community put into tenancy, entirely impossible 
sacrifices made… and still without a pastor!!!  

What’s remarkable is that this little village is among 
the poorest of Catholic colonies. One asks one-
self, why is it that our pastors cause our commu-
nities such large expenditures – but for nothing 
and nothing again! Where is the logic here that is 
studied so diligently in our seminaries? Through 
this kind of action, the people become financially 
ruined and spiritually demoralized. And so, it is no 
wonder when they tend to lose faith in their clergy, 
and that has been the case many times!16 
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The settlement of Germans in Volhynia is distinc-
tive in its timing; colonization occurred later than 
in other areas of the Russian Empire. Also, Germans 
arrived in Volhynia without state sponsorship, un-
like those who arrived in other areas of Russia un-
der the colonization policies of Tsarina Catharine II 
and Tsars Alexander I and Nicholas I. Previous En-
glish-language historical writings on Germans in 
Volhynia, straddling the eastern European border-
land of Poland and Russia, have been fragmentary, 
existing on the margins of the history of German 
colonization in Russia.

Historian Mykhailo Kostiuk’s book, The German Col-
onies in Volhynia:  The Nineteenth to the Early Twen-
tieth Century, provides for the first time in English 
a comprehensive, balanced, and non-ideological 
approach to the subject. Doctor Kostiuk’s 1999 
Ph.D. dissertation first appeared in book form in 
Ukrainian in 2003 and then was translated into Ger-
man in 2006. Now the book, hereinafter referred to 
as The German Colonies in Volhynia, is available in 
an excellent English translation, offering a compre-
hensive view of German settlement in Volhynia. 
Kostiuk was born in Volhynia oblast and graduated 
from Lviv (Lvov) State University, receiving his Ph.D. 
in history in 1999. He has devoted more than 25 
years to research and writing about the Germans in 
Volhynia, and this book lists his works.

The German Colonies in Volhynia is organized in 
five main parts. Chapter 1 reviews literature and 
sources, providing an impressive and important 
assessment of the historiography of the German 
presence in Volhynia. While this chapter is essential 
in assisting the reader to understand the corpus of 
prior research on the German presence in Volhynia, 
it strikes me as more apt for the dissertation from 
which it is derived than as an introductory chap-
ter for the general reader. While the material will 

be of considerable interest to historians, it can be 
skipped, as the English language editor suggests, 
or read after completing the following chapters. I 
thought it might fit better as an appendix.

Chapter 2 treats the German migration to Volhynia. 
The author provides a helpful timeline for German 
settlement in this area beginning in the earliest 
times and discusses the dynamics of the migration 
process. The motivations of the colonists and the 
incentives they received from private landowners 
help to understand a settlement that occurred 
without government support.

Chapter 3 treats the economic activities of German 
settlers. The first section is particularly helpful in 
understanding the details of private land transac-
tions that propelled the movement of Germans 
into Volhynia. The availability of land in certain dis-
tricts and the owners’ needs for cash were driving 
factors. While the Germans engaged in a variety 
of economic activities, surveyed in this chapter, 
eighty percent were farmers.

Chapter 4 covers the material, cultural, and every-
day life of Volhynian Germans. The author’s review 
of major segments of the local economy further 
complements and extends material presented in 
Chapter 3. Charts and illustrations are particularly 
good. For example, the details for the construction 
of a colonist’s house are practically sufficient to 
serve as a guide for building one’s own house. The 
author aptly describes how the German colonists 
established and maintained their ethnic identity 
within the broader Volhynian society.

Chapter 5 discusses the spiritual and cultural life 
of Germans in Volhynia. This was one of my favor-
ite sections. Topics included education, religion, 
and relations with the local population. However, 

mykhailo kostiUk. the german Colonies in Volhynia: the nineteenth to the 
early twentieth CentUry 
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I would like to have read a more detailed and nu-
anced discussion of the relationships that existed 
between the colonists and the government, partic-
ularly since that relationship declined over time.

With unparalleled access to previously unexplored 
Ukrainian archival sources, Kostiuk describes Ger-
man settlement in Volhynia with a vast array of 
data. However, the descriptions sometimes tan-
talize the reader without satisfying, because the 
author doesn’t always analyze the obvious trends 
and demonstrate their significance for the Ger-
man population in Volhynia. I cite two examples. 
First, Kostiuk presents data for natural population 
growth in Rozhyshche Evangelical Lutheran Par-
ish between 1900 and 1913, remarking how stable 
it was. Yet, identifying the trend does not explain 
what contributed to that stability. Second, he notes 
that most marriages occurred in just three months 
in the province of Rozhyshche but there’s no dis-
cussion of the cause. Was this a random pattern? 
Was it due to seasonal factors? Was it due to limit-
ed availability of clergy? These are small issues, but 
I would like to have seen more analysis to explain 
the significance of the trends.

This book is understandably somewhat limited by 
the way the dissertation research question was 
framed. As the title reveals, it is not an entirely 
comprehensive treatment of German settlements 
in Volhynia. There is only passing mention of the 
1915 expropriation of Volhynian property and the 
expulsion of the German population from the bor-
derlands or the impact of World War I on the Ger-
mans in Volhynia. The Volhynian diaspora also falls 
largely outside the scope of this study. This is not a 
criticism of the book, but rather a guide to what the 
reader can expect.

There are ample footnotes throughout, and an ex-
tensive bibliography is provided. The book includes 
extensive illustrative materials:  maps, diagrams, a 
conversion table of weights and measures, a glos-
sary of terms, as well as more than forty figures and 
more than twenty data tables interspersed in the 
text. Appendices include a useful listing of German 
colonies and other locations where Germans lived 
in Volhynia as of 1912, a list of children’s names in 
Rozhyshche parish in 1900, and extracts of stat-

utes of the Southwestern German Society and the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Russia. It’s not clear 
what the list of children’s names contributes to this 
history; the names are standard German names 
found in any parish registry of that time period in 
Europe and North America.

In the author’s introduction to this English trans-
lation, he writes, “I continued research after I had 
defended my dissertation and my book had been 
published. The breadth of Volhynian-German his-
tory required continuing investigation of its many 
aspects. Many historical documents and materials 
on Volhynian Germans in Ukrainian, Russian, Polish 
and German archives have yet to be studied. That is 
why I have continued my research, publishing new 
books and dozens of articles in various scholarly is-
sues in Ukraine, Russia and Germany.” I hope we will 
see more of this work published in English for the 
North American audience.

In summary, I recommend this book without ques-
tion. My quibbles should not detract from its over-
all importance. If you have family ties to Volhynia, it 
should definitely be in your personal library. It will 
broaden your understanding of your family’s histo-
ry. If your interest is more generally in the history 
and culture of the ethnic German population of the 
Russian Empire, The German Colonies in Volhynia 
should be on your reading list so that you can com-
pare and contrast the dreams and destinies of the 
Germans in Volhynia with those of the Germans 
who settled in other parts of the Russian Empire.
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