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INTRODUCTION

The American Historical Society of Germans from Russia is proud
to underwrite the publication of The Czar's Germans by Hattie Plum
Williams. The manuscript upon which this book is based was written
between the years 1909 and 1915, and constitutes the first serious
study of the Volga Germans in the English language.

Although Dr. Williams died in December 1963, biographical
material about her is scarce. The University of Nebraska Senior Class
Book of 1902 tells that she was born in Towa in 1878 and was the only
girl in a large family of boys. She attended the University of Iowa
for one year and then transferred to the University of Nebraska. Dur-
ing her undergraduate days, she married Thomas Frederick Arthur
Williams who was seven years her senior and already practicing law
in Lincoln. The Class Book facetiously refers to Mr. Williams as
“Taffy” and mentions that he sees to it that his wife is brought to the
University gate every morning.

Even as a young university student, Mrs. Williams became aware
that Lincoln, Nebraska, had become a gathering center for thousands
of Protestant Volga Germans who began immigrating to the United
States after the special privileges which had been promised to them
by Catherine the Great were withdrawn in 1871, With her keen mind
and sympathetic heart, Hattie Plum Williams soon became very in-
terested in this immigrant group. Her Master’s thesis in 1909, entitled
“The History of the German-Russian Colony in Lincoln,” begins with
these paragraphs:

Standing at the corner of Tenth and O Streets in the city of
Lincoln, Nebraska, any weekday morning between 7:30 and
8 o’clock, you may see pass by you from ten to twenty women
with little black woolen shawls on their heads. Ask any citi-
zen who they are and ninety-nine times in one hundred he
will tell you they are “Russians”. ... As a matter of fact...
his information is incorrect, . . .

These people, of whom there are about 4,000 in the city (in-
cluding “beetfielders”) are Germans, not Russians; they are
Teutons, not Slavs; they are Lutheran and Reformed, not
Greek Catholics. To be sure they and their ancestors lived in
Russia for over one hundred years and they came here di-
rectly from the realm of the czar whose bona fide citizens
they were — but they never spoke the Russian language, never
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embraced the Greek religion, never intermarried with the
Russians, and many of their children never saw a Russian
until they left their native village for a new home in America.

Mrs. Williams was able to make these comments from personal
experience. In the bibliography at the end of her M.A. thesis, she
states that in June 1908 she took a school census of the Russian Ger-
man colony in Lincoln; and that from December 1907 until May 1908,
she had taught Russian German “beetfield children” in a Lincoln
elementary school.

It is obvious that the writing of her Master’s thesis merely stimu-
lated Mrs. Williams™ interest in the subject of Germans from Russia.
She now planned a monumental study which would be divided into
two sections. The first part, consisting of five chapters, was to be a
complete history of the Russian Germans (a term which Mrs. Williams
used from 1913 on). The second part, with seven chapters, would be a
sociological study ending with a discussion of the integration of the
group into American life. Unfortunately, the outbreak of World War
I prevented Mrs. Williams from accomplishing her objective. In 1915
the first two chapters of her sociological study were accepted by the
University of Nebraska as a dissertation for a Doctor of Philosophy
degree. These chapters were published in University Studies, Vol.
XVI, No. 3, Lincoln, Nebraska, July 1916, under the title, “A Social
Study of the Russian German.” The rest of her work was never com-
pleted.

From 1915 until 1945 Dr. Williams served as chairman of the
sociology department of the University of Nebraska. She was a leading
figure in the field of social legislation throughout the 1930’s and 1940’s
and was often called upon to read papers on this subject. One of her
lectures, “The School as an Assimilative Agent,” was frequently re-
peated before churches and social clubs. Another paper, “The Road to
Citizenship — A Study of Naturalization in a Nebraska County,” ap-
peared in Vol. XXVII of the Political Science Quarterly. In this article
Dr. Williams described naturalization proceedings in Nebraska before
World War I and mentioned-how the votes of newly arrived immi-

ants were often used by liquor and other special interest groups for
selfish ends.

Throughout her lifetime Mrs. Williams retained an avid interest
in the history of the Germans from Russia. She was always the first
person to come to their defense whenever misunderstandings over
their background or political loyalties arose. And in her function as a
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teacher, she gave advice and guidance to many students who came to
her for help.

Testimony of the role which Mr. and Mrs. Williams played in the
lives of Volga German students is given on page seventy-three of
William F. Urbach’s book, Our Parents Were Russian German (pri-
vately published, 1963). Mr. Urbach relates that in 1910:

Mr. and Mrs. Williams had me at their home very often,
sometimes alone, but often with other students whom they
chose to entertain. I never left an occasion at their home
without an uplift. Their understanding of human problems,
their interest in young people, the books and magazines which
they made available to me for reading, and above all the very
atmosphere of their pleasant, comfortable home inspired am-
bitions within me for educational advancement. I wanted
very much to go to college, and both of them encouraged me,
pointing out how it would open up opportunities for greater
enjoyment of life.

In the summer of 1960 Mr. and Mrs. Urbach came back to
Lincoln, Nebraska, to discuss with Mr. and Mrs. Williams the writing
of the Urbach family history mentioned above. Dr. Williams took ad-
vantage of the visit to ask the Urbachs to help classify the Russian
German material which she had collected and to turn it over to the
archives of the Nebraska State Historical Society. She was, at the
time, eighty-two years old and in poor health, but her enthusiasm and
interest in Russian German history had remained undiminished. She
urged the Urbachs to do their utmost to gather such things as letters,
photographs, church records, visas, jewelry, trinkets, and china, which
would be of value in a Russian German collection that could be placed
in some appropriate historical museum.

During the ensuing years, Mrs. Williams’ health continued to fail.
Death came for her on December 29, 1963, and for her husband in
1970.

After the organization of the American Historical Society of Ger-
mans from Russia (AHSGR) in 1968, Mrs. Gerda Stroh Walker, gene-
alogy chairman, was the first person to come to Lincoln and examine
the manuscript material which had been given by Mr. and Mrs. Wil-
liams to the Nebraska State Historical Society. Mrs. Walker returned
to Colorado wih the exciting news that the first three chapters of the
unpublished Czar’s Germans had been included in the bequest, and
that other handwritten material constituted additional chapters. The
bequest also included the original cards which had been used for a
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private census of the Volga German settlements of Lincoln, Nebraska,
taken between March 15 and April 15, 1914, in which Dr. Williams
was assisted by Mr. Jacob J. Stroh. The cards contain information on
such subjects as: place and date of birth, date of arrival in Lincoln,
and name and age of children in each family. Needless to say, such
information is very important today for purposes of genealogical re-
search,

In addition to this material, Mrs. Williams donated to the Ne-
braska State Historical Society her very valuable library of Russian
German books. These included such extremely rare volumes as Unsere
Kolonien by Alexander Klaus, published in Odessa, Russia, in 1887;
Volkslieder und Kinderreime aus den Wolgakolonien, a collection of
Volga German folksongs and children’s rhymes, by Johannes Erbes and
Peter Sinner {Saratov, 1914); two volumes on the history of the Evan-
gelical Lutheran churches of Russia by E. H. Busch (St. Petersburg,
1862 and 1867 ); Friedrich Matthaei’s description of the German settle-
ments in Russia (Leipzig, 1866); and most important of all, Grigorii
Pisarevskii’s three volumes of archival material on the arrival and early
history of foreign colonists in Russia, published between the years
1909 and 1916 in the Russian language. There are also copies of the
Saratow Volkszeitung from March 25, 1912, to December 25, 1914.
No issues of this newspaper have been preserved in the Library of
Congress or in the Institute fuer Auslandsbeziehungen in Stuttgart,
Germany. These may be the only copies in the western world.

In 1972 a second member of AHSGR, Mr. Phillip B. Legler, came
to Lincoln on four different occasions, spending more than two months
classifying and re-typing the historical section of The Czar’s Germans.
Finally, in August of the same year, the board of AHSGR appointed
Mrs. Walker, Mr. Legler, and Mrs. Emma S. Haynes as a committee in
charge of preparing the Williams” manuscript for publication. In the
opinion of the board, this manuscript represented a major scholarly
achievement.

One must always remember that in the years prior to World War
I, practically nothing on the history of the Volga Germans had been
written in the English language. Even such secondary sources as the
histories in German by Gottlieb Beratz and Gerhard Bonwetsch did
not, as yet, exist. In order to obtain material on the exodus of German
colonists to the Volga, Mrs, Williams found it necessary to write to the
directors of twenty-four state and city archives in Germany, asking
that all available records of the 1760’s be searched at her expense for
information on this subject. She also corresponded with the Russian
historian Grigorii Pisarevskii whose book on Foreign Colonization in
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Russia in the 18th Century had been based upon hitherto unpublished
archival information in Moscow and St. Petersburg. As a result, prac-
tically everything which she writes in the second chapter of her manu-
script comes from direct primary sources. Unfortunately, the files in
which Dr. Williams kept this extremely valuable correspondence have
disellppeared. One can only hope that they will come to light even-
tually.

The latter part of Chapter III deals with the Russification policies
of the czars which played such an important role in causing immigra-
tion to the New World. It is interesting to note that repressive meas-
ures did not begin with the communists. Czar Nicholas I also attempt-
ed to prevent his subjects from leaving the country and introduced
laws interfering with human rights. And in Chapter IV the objections
that the Germans had toward assimilation into the Russian culture
bear an interesting paralle]l with the reasons given by present-day
Germans wishing to leave the Soviet Union.

Chapters II and III are being printed almost exactly as they
were written except for necessary editing. However, much of Chapter
I, which places the emigration of Germans to Russia within the gen-
eral framework of German immigration to many countries of the world,
has been re-written in abridged form by me. Chapter IV is based
upon incomplete notes which had been typewritten by Mr. Legler.

In an explanatory note at the beginning of her thesis, Mrs. Wil-
liams wrote, “Some omissions of pages, given names, etc., in footnotes
and in the bibliography are found because the books were used in
eastern libraries and it seemed best not to have them sent to me until
the final checking of references could be done.” The editors have
done their best to supply the missing references but in a few cases it
was impossible to find the name of the company or the date of pub-
lication of a book which had been used.

This work is truly a cooperative effort of many members of the
American Historical Society of Germans from Russia. Thanks should
be expressed to Miss Ruth M. Amen, President, and Mr. David J.
Miller, General Counsel, of AHSGR for their support of the project.
Mrs. Clarence T. Olson, a patient and obliging researcher, undertook
the time-consuming task of preparing the Index. We are especially
grateful to Dr. Adam Giesinger for translating the French references
within the text and for reading the manuscript prior to its publication.
Dr. Giesinger sent important corrections, comments, and suggestions,
as well as making numerous improvements in the translations from
German to English. His unfailing kindness and courtesy were much
appreciated.
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Thanks should also be given to Mr. James E. Potter, Archivist of
the Nebraska State Historical Society, for giving AHSGR permission
to publish the Williams’ manuscript, and to his staff, Mr. Donald
Snoddy, Assistant State Archivist, and Mrs. Louise Small, Chief
Librarian of the Nebraska State Historical Society, for their unfailing
courtesy and help in making the Hattie Plum Williams material
available.

Here in Europe we are especially grateful to the archivist of the
Hamburg City Archives for making accessible the letters of Hattie
Plum Williams written in 1913 which are still being preserved there.
The Institut fuer Auslandsbeziehungen and the Landsmannschaft der
Deutschen aus Russland very graciously made their outstanding picture
files available to us. Dr. Karl Scherer of the Heimatstelle Pfalz pro-
vided us with the painting for the dust jacket and many other archives,
museums, and private individuals gave us copies of additional photo-
graphs.

Emma S. Haynes

Frankfurt, Germany
August 1, 1975
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