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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the Soviet Mennonite experience in Ukraine and the Crimea
during Soviet collectivization, dekulakization, and the famine between 1930 and 1933,

The first chapter of this dissertation provides a historical setting of Mennonite life in
Tsarist Russia and during the first years of Soviet rule. It briefly examines the establishment
of the Mennonite community in Ukraine and the Crimea and the Soviet regime's initial
attempts to collectivize the Mennonite community in 1928 and 1929. There is also an
analysis of Mennonite responses to early Soviet policies as weli as the last-ditch efforts of
thousands of Mennonites to emigrate to the West in the late 1920s.

What happened to Mennonites who were dekulakized between 1930 and 1933 is the
focus of Chapter 2. More specifically, this chapter examines how dekulakization programs
were administered in Mennonite-populated regions, the plight of Mennonite households that
were disenfranchised and dispossessed of their property, the experiences of Mennonites
who were imprisoned or forcibly moved onto kulak settiements, and the living conditions of
Mennonites who were banished to exile camps across the Soviet Union. This chapter also
sheds a revealing light on Mennonite participation in the dekulakization of their communities
-- it investigates the extent to which Mennonites were recruited into Soviet agencies and the
Communist party, and what roles they played in the exile and imprisonment of their
coreligionists. There is also a discussion of the cost of dekulakization for Soviet Mennonite
communities and whether their ethnic identity played a role in determining how severely the
dekulakization process affected them.

How the Mennonite countryside was collectivized between 1930 and 1933 is
analysed in Chapter 3. There is an examination of how Mennonite farmers were coerced
into joining collective farms, and a description of their living and working conditions. The

dissertation also explores how collectivization destroyed political, economic, social, and



religious institutions in Mennonite communities, how new Soviet institutions usurped control
of Mennonite settlements, and how some Soviet Mennonites adapted quickly to the new
political reality and obtained positions of influence within these new institutions. At the same
time, this study proposes that Soviet collectivization had accomplished that which wars,
revolutions, and government Russification programs had previously failed to do: it
succeeded in forcing many Mennonites to abandon their traditional way of life, which had
often isolated them from the surrounding Slavic countryside, and to integrate into the
surrounding Ukrainian and Russian populations in an unprecedented manner.

What happened to Mennonites during the famine of 1932-1933 is addressed in
Chapter 4. This section discusses the food shortages and grain expropriation campaigns
experienced by collectivized Mennonites. It also examines the relief efforts of European and
North American Mennonites, the work of B. H. Unruh, and the material aid provided by
Hitler's government and German relief agencies that prevented the deaths of thousands of
Soviet Mennonites. This work also challenges the applicability of the “genocide” theory to
many of the regions populated by Mennonites. The thesis proposes that substantial financial
and material aid from North America and Europe, high dekulakization rates in some villages,
and the absence of actual famine conditions in other settlements, proved to be significant
factors in contributing to the lower tallies of Mennonite deaths due to starvation than those
often cited for the Ukrainian population. (n short, this study proposes that: 1) many of the
conclusions of the genocide theory do not apply to the Mennonite experience in 1932 and
1933; and 2) there was no “famine” per se in some Mennonite communities.

The final chapter summarizes the conclusions of the dissertation and aiso provides
a discussion of the long-term ramifications of collectivization, dekulakization, and the famine
on the political, economic, social, and religious institutions of the Soviet Mennonite

community.



PREFACE

The story of what happened to the Mennonite community in the Soviet Union has too
long been ignored by Western historians. While there are a few general histories on the
topic, most ethnic Mennonite historians have not bothered to examine specific topics -- such
as the effects of collectivization on the Soviet Mennonite community or Soviet-Mennonite
collaboration with the Nazis during ‘Norld War [l - in any detail; their reasons for not doing
so were largely because Soviet archives were inaccessible or they were unable to read
Russian and Ukrainian. As a result, the general level of knowledge concerning the Soviet
Mennonite experience was limited at best, and there was a paucity of historical works that
one could turn to for a more detailed and comprehensive analysis of specific periods in
Soviet Mennonite history.

This dissertation is my attempt to fill in one of the gaping holes in our current
understanding of Soviet Mennonite history. More than a decade ago, | began examining the
Mennonite experience during Soviet collectivization while working on my Master’s thesis --
which dealt with the Soviet Mennonite community in Ukraine and Crimea between 1927 and
1929 -- at the University of Alberta. This dissertation is a continuation of my MA thesis and
examines how Soviet Mennonites in Ukraine and the Crimea reacted to full-blown
collectivization and dekulakization from 1930 until 1933. It also discusses how Soviet
Mennonites responded to the famine conditions which affected many regions of Ukraine and
the Crimea in 1932 and 1933.

in an undertaking such as this, acknowledgments and thanks are due to a number
of organizations and people who, in various ways, assisted me in the preparation of this
disszrtation. Funds from the Ivan Rudnytsky Memorial Doctoral Fellowship in Ukrainian
History and Political Thought (University of Alberta), the Province of Alberta Graduate
Scholarship, and the Department of History and Classics at the University of Alberta heiped
to make this study possible. | would aiso like to thank the partners of the law firm of Snyder
& Company (Edmonton, Alberta) for granting me a leave of absence to conduct research
in Ukraine. | am also grateful to the directors and staff at the Centre for Mennonite Brethren
Studies in Canada (Winnipeg, Manitoba), the Mennonite Heritage Centre (Winnipeg,
Manitoba), the Library of Concord College (Winnipeg, Manitoba), the Library of the Canadian
Mennonite Bible College (Winnipeg, Manitoba), the State Archive of the Zaporizhzhia Oblast
(Ukraine), the Communist Party Archive of the Zaporizhzhia Oblast (Ukraine), the Central
Communist Party Archive (Kiev, Ukraine), and the Central State Archive (Kiev, Ukraine).
Their assistance in retrieving primary and secondary source materials for my research is



very much appreciated.

Many colleagues and friends have also provided invaluable assistance in my work.
| want to thank Robert Janzen, Henry (Hank) Dyck, Volodimir Hula, and Victoria Lohvin who
provided assistance in the preparation of this manuscript. Heartfelt acknowledgments are
also due to Alexander Tadeev, Pastor Paul Metlenko, Frank and Netti Dyck, Vadim Hetman,
Andrei Wasilenko, and thor and Alona Sobovoi for their assistance in helping me to locate
materials in Ukraine. | would also like to express my gratitude to Dr. John B. Toews, Dr.
Harvey Dyck, the late Dr. George Epp, Dr. Harry Loewen, Dr. Bohdan Krawchenko, Dr.
David Marples, and Dr. Zenon Kohut who generously shared their knowledge and provided
invaluable information on various topics related to this study.

Finally, special thanks are due to a number of individuals who deserve special
recognition. First, many thanks go out to my supervisor, Dr. John-Paul Himka, who has
provided invaluable guidance and help to me since | first began my graduate studies more
than a decade ago. His knowledge of Ukrainian and Russian history has inspired me from
the first day that | met him, and he has prevented me from committing many errors in a field
about which he knows much more than | will ever know. | am aiso very grateful to my
parents and family who have been very patient and supportive while | have been completing
this work. Most importantly, a special word of thanks is due to my wife, Lynette
Toews-Neufeldt. She has not only encouraged and supported me throughout my graduate
studies, but also made many personal sacrifices and provided invaluable assistance at every
stage of the preparation of this dissertation. Her advice and comments have improved the
dissertation immeasurably, but of course the responsibility for any mistakes and deficiencies
is entirely mine

Edmonton, Alberta Colin P. Neufeldt
January 1998
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WEIGHTS AND MEASURES

1 archine: 28 inches or 71.12 centimetres

1 dessiatine: 2.698 acres or 1.092 hectares

1 double centner: 1 quintal or 220.46 pounds or 100 kilograms

1 faden: 1 fathom or 6 feet or 1.829 metres

1 fuder: 1 cartload

1 hectare: 2.47 acres

1 pood: 36.1 pounds or 16.41 kilograms

Réaumur Scale: the thermometric scale in which the zero point corresponds to the

temperature of melting ice and 80 degrees to the temperature of boiling water. For
example, x degrees Réaumur = (5/4 x) degrees Celsius.

Degrees Réaumur Degr Isiu

80 = 100

40 = 50

8 = 10

0 = 0

-8 = -10
-16 = -20
-24 = -30
-32 = -40
-40 = -50

1 verst: 3,520 feet or 1.067 kilometres
1 centner: 110.23 pounds or 50 kilograms

1 zoll: 1inch



ABBREVIATIONS and DEFINITIONS

AMLV - Allrussischer Mennonitischer Landwirtschaftlicher Verein. The All-Russian
Mennonite Agricultural Union.

cC - The Central Committee (LienTpanbHbiit Komurer).

CC CP(b)U - The Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolshevik) of Ukraine
[Uenrpansuuin Komiter Komyricruunoi [Taprii (6inbioBuKis) Ykpainn).

CEC -- The Central Executive Committee (Leutpansubiit Henonnurensusin Komurer).
CGWD --  Captured German War Documents. A collection of village reports prepared

by "Kommando Dr. Stumpp," a special forces German commando unit which
was established by "Der Reichsminister fir die besetzten Ostgebiete" and
which was stationed in Ukraine during the Nazi occupation between 1941

and 1943.

CMBS - Centre for Mennonite Brethren Studies in Canada in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

CP(b)U -- The Communist Party (bolshevik) of Ukraine [Komyunictiuna IlapTis
(6inbLuoBuKiB) YKpainu or KIT/6/Y].

CcvP - Committee for the Village Poor (Cinsceknit Komiter Hesamoxuux Censs or
CKHCQ).

FA30 - TocynapcreeHHbIH ApXHB 3anopoxckon O6aacty / JepxKaBHUA ApXiB

3anopisskoi O6nacti. The State Archive in Zaporizhzhia, Ukraine.

DB -~ Der Bote. A weekly newspaper published by the Canadian Conference of
Mennonites in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

DCC - The District Control Commission of the Communist Party of Ukraine
[Paitonna Kourpoabaa Komicis KIT(6)Y].

DCFLU -- The District Collective Farm Livestock Union (PaiikonxosckoTapcoios).

DEC - The District Expert Commission (Panousi Excneprni Komicii or PEK).

DTC - The District Tax Commission (Panouna [Togatkosa Komicis).

ECDS - The Executive Committee of the District Soviet of People’s Deputies (also

known as the Paitonnuii Bukonasuun Komiter {PBK], PafoHHbI#
HUcnoanurensbit Komurer [PHK], or Rayonsvolizugskomitee [RVK])).

ECRS - The Executive Committee of the Regional Soviet of People’s Deputies
(O6nacuuit Bukonasyuin Komirer).

Gosplan -- The State Planning Commission ( ['ocynapcTBeHHbI# I1IaHOBLIA KOMHTET OF
Cocmnan).



GPU

KfK

The State Political Administration or internal security police {Tocynapctsentoe
NonuTtHueckoe YnpashaeHue).

Kommission fiir Kirchenangelegenheiten. The Commission for Church
Affairs.

Kolkhozcentre -- The Central Agency for Collective Farm Administration (Koaxosuentp).

MHC
MR

MRR
MTS
NEP

oRIIY --

Politburo --

RCVP

RLDC

Sovnarkom

ST

LLIABOB -~

LLIALQY

VBHH

WPIC

ZB

Mennonite Heritage Centre in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

Die_Mennonitische Rundschau. A weekly newspaper published by the
Canadian Mennonite Brethren Conference in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

Military Reserves in the rear (Teia Onoauenet).
The Machine Tractor Station (Matuunno TpaktopHas CTaHuus).
The New Economic Policy.

O6anaptapxis 3anopoxckoro o6koma KITY. The Communist Party Archive
in Zaporizhzhia, Ukraine.

The Politburo (Political Bureau) of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union ([Toautéropo LK KIICC).

The Regional Committee of the Village Poor (Komiter Hesamoxnux Ceasn).
The Regional Land Division Committee (ParizeMsinaii or P3).

The Council of People's Commissars (Coser Haponubix Komuccapos or
CoBHapKOM).

Sturmer. This was a weekly newspaper published in Chortitza, Ukraine.
Copies of Stirmer are located in TocynapcTseHHbif ApXHB 3anopoxcKoi
O6.nacts in Zaporizhzhia, Ukraine.

Henrtpaapuuit depxaBuuit Apxis Buiuux Opranis Biagy Ta YnpasmiHHa,
Ykpainu. The State Archive in Kiev, Ukraine.

Uentpansuui HOepxasuuit Apxis Ipomancekux O6'exHaHb Ykpainu. The
former Communist Party Archive in Kiev, Ukraine.

Verband der Birger Hollandischer Herkunft. The Union of the Citizens of
Dutch Lineage.

The Workers and Peasants inspection Committee (Po6itHitye CenastHcbka

Incnexus [PCI] or PaGoue-Kpectbsinckas Hucnekuus [PKH]).

Zionsbote. A weekly newspaper published by the North American Mennonite
Brethren Conference in Hillsboro, Kansas.



introduction

Mennonites are fascinated, if not obsessed with their own history. As the
descendants of Dutch and German Anabaptists, Mennonites have made a point of
documenting their past since the Reformation. This introspection has intensified over
the past two decades, when the number of books and articles on Mennonite history in
Europe and North America has mushroomed. The same is also true when it comes to
the history of Mennonites in Ukraine and other parts of the former Russian empire. The
topic continues to be the subject of numerous dissertations and scholarly works on
everything from the development of Russian Mennonite agriculture and industry in the
late 18th and early 1Sth centuries to the evolution of Mennonite hymnody in Mennonite
congregations.

If there is one notable exception to the extensive scholarly discussions of
Mennonite history, it is the lacuna of historical works that deal with Mennonites in the
Soviet Union. For many years, North American and European Mennonites who wanted
to know what happened to their coreligionists in the USSR had very few sources of
information to consult. Some occasionally received information from family members in
the Soviet Union whose letters managed to make their way through the Soviet mait
system to destinations in North America. Many of these letters were shared with the
larger North American Mennonite community when they were published in Mennonite
newspapers such as Die Mennonitische Rundschau, Der Bote, and Zionsbote in the

late 1920s and early 1930s. Short biographies collected in Aron Téws' 2-volume work
entitied Mennonitische Martyrer provided a limited glimpse into the lives and
experiences of Soviet Mennonites, as did biegraphies and village histories written and
published by Soviet Mennonite emigres, many of whom had escaped from the USSR
during and after World War 11.2

There are only a handful of works on Soviet Mennonite history that have been
written by professional historians. The majority of these works, many of which were
written by the Mennonite historian John B. Toews, focus on the Mennonite experience
during the Russian Revolution, the Civil War, and the New Economic Period. There are
even fewer books that discuss what happened to Soviet Mennonites in the Stalinist era,
and more particularly during collectivization, dekulakization, and the famine in the early



1930s. One of these works is Lawrence Klippenstein's, "Mennonite Pacifism and State
Service in Russia: A Case Study in Church-State Relations: 1789-1936," a Ph.D.
dissertation that examines Mennonite pacifism and nonresistance vis-a-vis the Czarist
and Soviet governments, but which only deals with Soviet collectivization in the context
of how it affected Soviet Mennonites in the alternative military service program. A very
important general history of the Soviet Mennonite experience is Czars, Soviets, and
Mennonites by John B. Toews. Based on biographies, letters, and memoirs, Toews'

book includes 2 chapters that discuss what Soviet Mennonites experienced between the
late 1920s and early 1940s, and provides an excellent overview of their common
experiences of terror, loss, and tragedy.® Apart from these 2 works only a few articles
have been published on this subject, all of which reiterate much of what is discussed in
Czars, Soviets, and Mennonites.*

Together, these resources provided Mennonites in the West with the only written
accounts of what happened to their Soviet coreligionists during the late 1920s and early
1930s. Because almost all of these resources were based on the personal and tragic
accounts of Soviet Mennonites who had experienced great personal loss and suffering
without retaliation, Mennonites in the West immediately came to regard all Soviet
Mennonites as passive victims of Stalin and his Communist regime. In fact, some
accounts go so far as to liken the Soviet Mennonite experience to the apocalyptic
tribulation described in the Apostie John's Book of Revelation or that suffered by 16th-
century Anabaptists who remained true to the faith despite terrible persecution and
suffering. There is rarely any mention of Soviet Mennonites who failed to keep the faith
or genuinely supported the policies of the Soviet state, and there is no serious
discussion of the role, if any, that Soviet Mennonite bureaucrats played in the
dekulakization of fellow Mennonites. With Mennonites in the West generally hearing
the accounts frori1 the victims of Soviet oppression, it is understandable why many
regarded their coreligionists in the USSR as Mennonite martyrs of the 20th century.

The question that these long-held assumptions beg is whether this Western
perspective on the Soviet Mennonite experience is entirely accurate? Is it correct to
assume that the overwhelming majority of Soviet Mennonites were passive victims, if not
martyrs for their faith? What actually happened in Mennonite communities during
dekulakization, collectivization, and the famine? What is required to answer these
questions is a more detailed, comprehensive account of what happened in Soviet

2



Mennonite communities during the late 1920s and early 1930s which is based on
materials available in the West as well as those recently made available in archives and
flibraries of the former Soviet Union.

Within the larger field of Soviet studies, the perspective of an ethnic minority
such as the Mennonites on this period of Soviet history will also be of some benefit for a
variety of reasons. First, there is a need for more historical accounts which focus on the
perspectives of non-Slavic participants in Soviet collectivization. Although revisionist
historians have succeeded in shifting the focus of Soviet collectivization away from the
point of view of high poiitics (traditional Western historiography) to a point of view from
below (i.e., peasants, kulaks, and local officials), the experiences, opinions, and policies
of Slavic participants in Soviet collectivization have strongly influenced the overwhelming
maijority of traditional and revisionist interpretations on the period. These interpretations
rely on materials that for the most part have been written by or are about the Slavic
participants in Soviet collectivization. This is understandable given that the Siavic
population was by far the largest in the Soviet Union. Unfortunately, however, there is
often an implied assumption in many of these interpretations that the Slavic experience
of collectivization is representative of what happened to all ethnic minorities caught up in
Soviet collectivization. This writer, however, is not convinced that this is the only
interpretative paradigm for understanding the Soviet countryside in the early 1930s; the
experience of the Slavic population is not representative of the Soviet Mennonite
experience or that of any other non-Slavic minority. In this respect, knowing what
happened in Mennonite, German, Jewish, and other ethnic communities in the USSR in
the early 1930s is important not only in order to determine how collectivization affected
non-Slavic communities, but also in order to force historians to reevaluate some of the
underlying assumptions in their own interpretive paradigms.

By focusing on the Soviet Mennonite community in Ukraine and the Crimea, this
dissertation investigates how collectivization, dekulakization, and the famine affected the
ordinary members of this non-Slavic, religious minority group. In doing so this study
examines issues in Soviet Mennonite history which, to this writer's knowledge, have
never been previously investigated. First, this work sheds a revealing light on
Mennonite participation in the dekulakization and collectivization of their communities --
it investigates the extent to which Mennonites were recruited into Soviet agencies, the
Communist party and the collective farms, what roles they played in the exile and

3



imprisonment of their coreligionists, and their involvement in the collective farm
hierarchy. There is also an analysis of how Mennonites were rewarded by the Soviet
state for abandoning their religious lifestyle and the extent to which Soviet authorities
trusted their Mennonite recruits to implement the government's collectivization
programs. In examining the administrative bureaucracy of Soviet Mennonite
communities during collectivization, this study tests and ultimately finds untenabie the
commonly held assumption that Mennonites were exclusively passive victims and
martyrs of the Stalinist regime. Instead, it concludes that many Mennonites were also
active participants in implementing the government's programs in the Mennonite
countryside.

Second, by providing a non-Slavic perspective on the dekulakization process,
this study offers new conclusions on the extent and severity of dekuiakization in the
Soviet Mennonite community in Ukraine and the Crimea compared to the surrounding
Ukrainian community. One of the conclusions of this work is that ethnic identity was
often an important factor in determining how severely the dekulakization process
affected a particular region. Put more simply, this study contends that the cost of
dekulakization in terms of human lives was generally higher in Soviet Mennonite
communities in Ukraine and the Crimea than in the surrounding Slavic populations.

Third, this dissertation explores how dekulakization and coliectivization destroyed
political, economic, social, and religious institutions and hierarchies in the Mennonite
community; it also discusses the role and policies of many of the new Soviet institutions
and hierarchies that usurped control of the Mennonite communities. Although these
new Soviet institutions were often very different in form, purpose, and philosophy than
previous Mennonite institutions, many Soviet Mennonites adapted quickly to the new
political reality and succeeded in obtaining positions of influence within these new
institutions. At the same time, this study proposes that Soviet coliectivization had
accomplished that which wars, revolutions, and government Russification programs had
previously failed to do: it succeeded in forcing many Mennonites to abandon their
traditional way of life, which often isolated them from the surrounding Slavic countryside,
and to integrate into the surrounding Ukrainian and Russian populations in an
unprecedented manner.

Fourth, this work investigates the process of exiling enemies of the state during
the early 1930s, a topic that is largely ignored in the historiography of Soviet
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collectivization. There is an examination of each step of the process that the Soviet
government utilized to relocate thousands of Mennonites to resettlement camps, the
work regimes of the Mennonite exiles, and the tribulations they encountered in their
struggle to survive. What becomes apparent is that Mennonites established new
communities with Russians, Ukrainians, and other ethnic groups while they were in
exile. Of those Mennonites who were released from exile, only a few stayed back and
continued to live within these new communities; most returned to their home villages or
moved to other regions of the USSR to start a new life incognito.

Finally, this work challenges the applicability of the “genocide” theory -- which
contends that the rise of Ukrainian national consciousness and Ukrainian resistance to
collectivization so threatened the Soviet regime that it punished Ukrainians by creating
famine conditions which led to the mass extermination of millions of Ukrainians in 1932
and 1933 --to all regions of Ukraine, and particularly to many of the regions populated
by Mennonites. While hunger and premature death from starvation and disease
occurred in the Mennonite countryside in 1932 and 1933, the premature death toli in
Mennonite communities appears to have been lower, and in some cases substantially
lower, than in surrounding Ukrainian communities. This thesis proposes that substantial
financial aid and numerous food parcels provided by Mennonites and relief agencies in
North America and Europe proved to be a significant factor in contributing to the lower
tallies of Mennonite deaths due to starvation than those often cited for the Ukrainian
population. It also contends that other factors, high dekulakization rates in some
villages and the absence of actual famine conditions in other settlements, contributed to
lower death tolls in some Mennonite-populated regions. in short, this study proposes
that: 1) many of the conclusions of the genocide theory do not apply to the Mennonite
experience in 1932 and 1933; and 2) there was no “famine” per se in some Mennonite
communities.

To accomplish these objectives, this dissertation incorporates materials that
have long been available in North American and European archives and libraries.
These include published and unpublished memoirs and biographies, letters published in
Die Mennonitische Rundschau, Der Bote, and_Zionsbote, viilage histories, and materiais
from the Captured German War Documents. What distinguishes this study from the
handful of works that address this topic is that it includes published and unpublished
materials found in the State and Communist Party archives in Kiev and Zaporizhzhia,
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Ukraine that have only recently been accessible to Western scholars. Many of these
materials are soviet and collective farm protocols, Communist Party directives and
protocols, local newspapers, and regionai and All-Ukrainian government directives and
orders.

A few editorial comments are also in order. With respect to place names, the
German form of a place name preferred by the Mennonites has generally been used for
those Mennonites settliements and colonies located in Ukraine and the Crimea. The text
includes the name of the village followed by the name of the colony in parentheses. The
village of Osterwick, for example, is identified as Osterwick (Chortitza) with “Chortitza”
being the colony in which Osterwick is located. For most non-Mennonite villages and
cities in Ukraine and the Crimea | have followed the spelling provided in the “Map and
Gazetteer” of the Encyclopedia of Ukraine. Occasionally | referred to the Ykpainceka
PCP. AamiHicTpaTHBHO-TepUTODianbHUM Nofia for assistance. In those cases where the
name of a colony is used for the first time, or the name of a colony occurs infrequently in
the text, the name of the colony is usually followed by the name of a nearby Ukrainian
village or city, usually in square brackets, in order that readers may more easily identify
the location of the colony. For example, the village of Georgstatl in the colony of
Furstenland is identified as “Georgstal (Furstenland [Rohachyk])” with Rohachyk being
the name of a nearby Ukrainian community.

For all villages and cities that were outside Ukraine and the Crimea but still
located in the USSR, | have used the spellings found in the National Geographic's
*Russia and the Newly Independent Nations of the Former Soviet Union.”® |n a few
cases where | could not track down the correct spelling of obscure place names such as
exile settlements, | have left them as | found them in the sources.
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Commonwealth and Revolution:
The Mennonite Community in Ukraine
and the Crimea Prior to 1930

The Mennonite Commonwealth: From Catherine the Great to the Bolshevik Revolution

The Soviet Mennonites who experienced the turbulent years of collectivization and
dekulakization in the late 1920s and early 1930s belonged to a community whose historical
roots in Russian soil stretched back to the late 18th century. As the spiritual heirs of the
Anabaptist ieader Menno Simons (1496-1561) and as the descendants of pacifistic Dutch
Anabaptists who immigrated to Prussia and Poland in the 16th and 17th centuries, the
Mennonites immigrated to Ukraine in the late 1780's and early 1790's because of
increasingly harsh economic and religious conditions that threatened their identity and future
existence in Poland and Prussia. Special promises and favours from Catherine |l --
including economic, educational, political, and religious privileges -- enticed Mennonites to
immigrate to the steppes of Ukraine where they established self-sufficient colonies. The first
colonies to be organized were the Chortitza colony (which surrounded Verkhnia Khortytsia
in the Katerynoslav Province and which included approximately 15 villages) and the
Molotschna colony (which included Molochans’ke in the Taurida Province and which
consisted of approximately 58 villages). Improved economic conditions and a shortage of
land in the Chortitza and Molotschna colonies motivated some Mennonites to establish
daughter colonies in other regions of Ukraine as well as in the Crimea, the Caucasus, the
Urals, Siberia, and south-central Asia in the middle of the 19th century. Some of the larger
daughter colonies in Ukraine and the Crimea included the Bergthal (1836 [Respublika}),
Crimean (1862), Furstenland (1864 [Rohachyk]), Borozenko (1865 [Kamianka)), Schénfeld
(1868 [Ternuvate]), Yazykovo (1869 [Lukashivka]), Schiachtin and Baratov (1871 [Sofiivka]),
Sagradowka (1871 [Arkhanhel's'ke]), Memrik (1885 [Selydove]), and Ignatievo (1888
[Dzerzhyns'ke]) settlements. By the early 1920s there were almost 80,000 Mennonites living
in Ukraine and the Crimea and nearly 40,000 Mennonites in other regions of the USSR.’

Although the first years of pioneer life in Ukraine and the Crimea were extremely
difficult for the Mennonite settlers, they eventually gave way to decades of economic



prosperity. By the middle of the 19th century the Mennonites were active participants in
transforming Ukraine into the breadbasket of Europe. The establishment of Black Sea ports,
the introduction of a new system of crop rotation, and the European demand for Russian
winter wheat encouraged Mennonite colonists to devote much of their time and energy to
producing high-quality cereal crops and improving the genetic strains of their livestock
herds.? The increasing demand for grain also encouraged Mennonites to develop a highly
successful Mennonite agricultural machinery and implement industry in the 1850's and
1860's. By 1911 there were 8 Mennonite agricultural implement factories that produced
6.2% of the total output of agriculturali machinery in Russia and 10% of the agricultural
machinery manufactured in southern Russia. Remarkable success in the agricultural and
industrial sectors enabled the Russian Mennonite community to develop a self-sufficient
capitalist economy by the early 20th century -- an economy which rivalled and was often
superior to the economies of the surrounding Ukrainian and non-Mennonite German
settiements.?

The Mennonites’ desire for economic self-sufficiency went hand in hand with their
desire to develop an autonomous socio-political system with well-defined political, social,
and religious mores. The colonies soon developed administrative bodies to deal with civic
affairs, schools, taxation, roads, community projects, and the distribution of surrounding farm
lands within their jurisdictions. The political hierarchy of the Mennonite colonies included
village mayors, district superintendents, and the Flrsorge-Komitee fir ausléndische
Kolonisten - the Bureau of Colonization which was accountable to the Russian government
for the activities of the Mennonite colonists. in the religious sphere it was the eiders,
ministers, and deacons who determined the spiritual direction of the Mennonite
congregations. Although the Mennonite church had traditionaily espoused egalitarian and
democratic principles in ecclesiastical affairs, harsh pioneering conditions in Russia resulted
in the emergence of a paternalistic, authoritarian religious leadership in some congregations.
It did not take long for some of these authoritarian religious leaders to ally themselves with
those in control of Mennonite political institutions; consequently, ecclesiastical and political
interests soon became inextricably linked. By the last half of the 19th century, Mennonite
religious and civic leaders single-handedly controlled aimost all of the political, religious and
social affairs of their communities, creating a “Mennonite Commonwealth” whose members
were almost entirely of one ethnic background.*

The institutionalization of religious values and faith eventually took root in the



Mennonite settlements. While many Russian Mennonites still paid lip-service to the tenets
of historic evangelical Anabaptism (pacifism, voluntary membership, separation of church
and state, and an ethic of love), the practical expression of their faith was increasingly
governed by ecclesiastical rutes and regulations. Having abandoned many of the radical
ideals of their Anabaptist forefathers by the middle of the 19th century, many Russian
Mennonites had veered onto the pathway of creedalism and had adopted a Volkskirche
(state-church) attitude towards ecclesiastical affairs that was commonplace in Lutheran and
Cathalic churches.® For some Mennonites, however, this attitude was impossible to
stomach, and they rebelled against the growing institutionalization and politicization of the
Mennonite church. They formed splinter groups, such as the Kleine Gemeinde (1814), the
Mennoniten Briidergemeinde (1860}, the Mennonite Templars or Jerusalem Friends (1863),
and the Allianz-Gemeinde (1905) as alternatives to the Mennonite church, which was seen
as the defender of the status quo and the ongoing politicization of the Mennonite religious
tradition.®

The Russian government’s introduction of Russification and military service legislation
in the 1860's and 1870's aiso threatened to disrupt the institutionalization of religious,
political, and social values in many Mennonite settlements in Ukraine and the Crimea.
These programs, which included providing Russian language instruction in Mennonite
schools and redrawing the regional administrative boundaries in Mennonite jurisdictions,
seriously threatened the privileged political, religious, and legal status of the Mennonites.
By far the most threatening program was the government decree that introduced universal
military conscription in 1870 and that was to apply to the pacifistic Mennonite population.
Only protracted negotiations between Mennonite leaders and government officials resuited
in a compromise in 1875 wherein the government permitted Mennonites to participate in an
obligatory non-military state service program (alternative service) rather than the Russian
military program. Financed by the Mennonite colonies, the alternative service program took
the form of forestry work during times of peace. In the eyes of some Mennonites, however,
the demand for greater participation in the affairs of the nation represented not only an
unacceptable compromise of their religious conscience and historic pacifism, but also an
antagonistic attempt by the Russian government to redraft the religious, political, and
economic privileges that it gave to the Mennonites a century earlier. As a result,
approximately 18,000 Mennonites (over 30% of all Russian Mennonites) immigrated to the
United States and Canada between 1874 and 1880.7
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The implementation of Russification and military service legislation did have some
positive side effects in Mennonite communities, however. With the exodus of thousands
of Mennonites to North America in the 1870's, land shortage problems in a number of
colonies disappeared, and there was a significant increase in the standard of living for many
of the colonies' inhabitants. In the decades preceding World War | this new-found weaith
allowed for the establishment of an unprecedented number of educational, medical, and
welfare institutions, including 400 elementary schools, 13 secondary schools, 2 teachers'
colleges, 4 trade schools, a girls' school, a school for deaf-mutes, a business school, a Bible
school, a psychiatric institution, a deaconess home, as well as several orphanages,
hospitals, mutual aid agencies, and homes for the aged. The Russification and
nationalization programs also prompted the Mennonite community to establish more positive
social, cultural, and political links with the government and surrounding Ukrainian and
Russian communities.® Paradoxically, however, at the very time when the Mennonite
community was attempting to establish more ties with its Ukrainian and Russian neighbours,
these popuiations began to exhibit an increasingly xenophabic, if not antagonistic attitude
towards the Mennonites. By the beginning of the 20th century, pan-Slavic nationalists were
publicly castigating Mennonite colonists for their alleged affiliations with Germany. At the
same time, some Ukrainian and Russian peasants, dissatisfied with the privileged status and
wealth of Mennonite landowners, perpetrated acts of violence against Mennonite colonists.
What further inflamed anti-German and anti-Mennonite sentiments was Russia's entrance
into World War | as Germany's opponent. Viewing the German-speaking minorities as
"agents of the enemy," the czarist government enacted legisiation in 1914 and 1915 which
prohibited the use of the German language in the press and in public assemblies, and which
called for the confiscation of Mennonite lands. Hostile public opinion also compeiled
Russian Mennonites to serve the country in war: approximately 6,000 Mennonites
participated in the Sanitatdienst (a noncombatant medical service program in which
Mennonites served as medics and orderties) while another 6,000 Mennonites worked in the
forestry service program.®

Revolution, Civil War and Famine

Despite their enormous contributions in the medical corps and forestry programs
during World War |, Mennonites continued to be the object of anti-German hostilities and
attacks after the overthrow of the czarist government and the establishment of the
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Provisional Government in Petrograd (March 1917) and the Central Rada in Ukraine (April
1817). The situation became worse following the seizure of power by Lenin and his
Bolsheviks in November 1917. For Lenin, the Bolshevik Revolution represented the
supremacy of soviet power in the country -- an alliance between and dictatorship of the
working class proletariat and the peasantry in an effort to bring about a working class
revolution not only in Russia's cities and towns, but also in its backward, agrarian
countryside. To accomplish this, the Boisheviks established village soviets (councils of
workers and peasants) and the Committees of the Village Poor (CVP) whose mandate was
to assist government in the forced requisitioning of grain from wealthy landowners, kulaks
(capitalist farmers who had exploited the poor), and other enemies of the people, and deliver
it to the starving workers in the cities and soldiers in the army. The Bolsheviks hoped that
the actions of the village soviets and CVP would unite the poorer peasantry in a class war
against the wealthier elements of the countryside and anyone else who acted contrary to the
policies of the Communist party. In many Mennonite-populated regions in Ukraine, the
village soviets and CVP were under the control of indigent peasants, urban activists working
in the countryside, and lawless elements whose grain requisitioning forays in the late fall of
1917 were overt attempts to redress perceived past wrongs and eradicate any vestiges of
a Mennonite commonwealth in the area.’ Although these forays seldom produced much
grain for the government (in most cases the peasants had no desire to relinquish grain which
they believed was rightfully theirs), it did result in a reign of violence and murder in a number
of Mennonite settiements, and marked the beginning of a class war against local Mennonite
landowners.

What brought some relief from this reign of terror was the advance of the Austrian
and German armies into Ukraine and the Crimea in the spring of 1918. The Treaty of
Brest-Litovsk (March 1918) entitled Austrian and German troops to occupy various regions
of Ukraine and the Crimea, and to provide military support to the fledgling Ukrainian
Hetmanate of Pavlo Skoropadsky that emerged in April 1918. Warmly welcomed by the
Mennonite colonists, the Austrian and German forces summarily dissoived the newly
established Bolshevik soviets and Committees of the Village Poor and restored peace and
order in many colonies."' The presence of the German troops in the Mennonite communities
also encouraged an unprecedented spirit of militarism among some Mennonites who took
advice and equipment from the German troops and who subsequently organized their own
Selbstschutz (self-defence corps) in a number of settlements. Although some Mennonite
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clergymen condemned the formation of these armed paramilitary units as a violation of the
historical Mennonite peace position, their oral and written pleas for moderation and
repentance were ignored by those who were prepared to use force to defend their families
and property.'

The defeat of Germany and Austria at the end of World War | and the eventual
withdrawal of German and Austrian troops in the fall of 1918 left a power vacuum in Ukraine
and the Crimea. Although various groups, such as the Ukrainian Directory, the Bolsheviks,
and the White Army, each vied for military dominance in Ukraine and the Crimea, none
could retain control of these regions for very long during the years of Civil War (1818-1922).
Without any dominant political force in Ukraine or the Crimea, lawless brigands and
anarchists such as Nykyfor Hryhoriiv and Nestor Makhno endeavoured to fill the vacuum by
exerting political and military control over local inhabitants. In a number of regions heavily
populated by Mennonites, for example, Makhno's partisans relied on terror and violence --
including raping and murdering Mennonite colonists, pillaging their possessions, and burning
their homes -- to assert political hegemony over the colonies. In November of 1919, for
instance, Makhno's troops killed approximately 240 Mennonites in the Sagradowka colony
alone.” Although a large number of Mennonite colonists remained loyal to their pacifistic
beliefs and did not defend themselves against Makhna's reign of terror, some Mennonites
took up arms against the partisans. Collaborating with the White Army and militia groups
organized by German-Lutheran and -Catholic colonies, Mennonite Selbstschutz troops
actively resisted Makhno's troops in the winter of 1918-1919. The Mennonite militia units
were successful in defending their villages against the anarchists until the Bolsheviks' Red
Army joined forces with Makhno's troops in a bid to eradicate White Army strongholds in
Ukraine in the spring of 1919. When Mennonite militia units iearned of this united effort on
the part of Makhno and the Red Army most disbanded after recognizing that they could not
successfully take up arms against government troops. This act of surrender did not pacify
Makhno, however. Seeking to revenge the deaths of comrades who were the victims of
Mennonite militia activities, Makhno's troops attacked Mennonite communities that had
actively supported the Selbstschutz and imprisoned and executed large numbers of
Selbstschutz participants.'

Makhno's terror finally came to a halt in January of 1920 when the Red Army began
to drive his troops out of Ukraine and the Crimea. The absence of Makhno's partisans,
however, did not mean an immediate end to the reign of terror. As carriers of syphilis,

13



malaria, cholera, and typhus, Makhno's troops infected the Mennonite women that they
raped and the Mennonite families from whom they demanded food and lodging. In the
Chortitza colony, for example, more than 1,500 Mennonites died of typhus during the winter
of 1919-1920. The Mennonite colonies also suffered from the ravages of the Civil War,
since a significant number of Mennonite settlements were located in the middle of the
battiegrounds be: veen the Red and White armies.'® When the Bolsheviks eventually gained
control of Ukraine and the Crimea at the end of 1920, the period of bloodshed and
destruction was followed by many months of drought, famine, and starvation. A devastating
drought affected vast regions of Ukraine and the Crimea in the spring of 1921 and
precipitated famine conditions of unprecedented proportions that continued until the autumn
of 1922. Hundreds of Mennonites starved to death. What staved off further starvation
deaths was the assistance of coreligionists in North America. In response to the pleas for
aid, North American Mennonite churches organized a new Mennonite relief agency -- the
Mennonite Central Committee -- which sent food, clothing, medical supplies, and tractors
to the famine-stricken regions. This North American Mennonite relief agency provided food
to approximately 75,000 people, including 60,000 Mennonites.’®

The New Economic Policy: 1921-1927

The Civil War and famine had left the fledging Boishevik state in economic turmoil
and social disarray. The government's policy of forced grain requisitions during the Civil
War had alienated not only so-called kulaks, but also the vast majority of the poor and
middle peasantry. Although Lenin stated at the outset of the Civil War that within the
peasantry only the kulak was the enemy of the state, widespread peasant resistance during
the Civil War compelled the Bolsheviks to broaden the definition of “kulak” to include anyone
(including middle and poor peasants) who participated in political activity that was contrary
to Soviet policy or who refused to surrender their grain to state officials. By the end of the
Civil War, peasant uprisings in Ukraine and Siberia, workers revolts in many urban areas,
and the revolt of sailors of the Kronstadt naval base (the long-time allies of the Bolsheviks)
in 1921, made it clear to the Soviet government that it was completely out of favour with
many peasants, workers, and soldiers.

To prevent any further erosion of popular support and to ensure the continued
existence of Soviet power, Lenin announced at the 10th Congress of the Communist Party
(March 1921) that his government would abandon many of its previous Civil War policies
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(including grain requisitioning programs) and embark on a New Economic Policy (NEP).
The main tenets of NEP, which represented a conciliatory gesture to an antagonistic,
rebellious peasantry, included replacing grain requisition campaigns with moderate taxes,
legalizing private trade, allowing banks and private industries to operate without much
government interference, and allowing limited forms of capitalistic enterprises to flourish.
Such conditions, Lenin hoped, would allow backward, peasant Russia to industrialize, foster
a smychka (worker-peasant alliance) that would enable socialism to take hold in the
countryside, and ensure the survival of the Soviet government and an international
proletarian revolution.'’

For many members of the Bolshevik government, NEP represented a conciliatory
gesture to the peasantry -- an opportunity to grant limited economic concessions to a
peasantry who had come to despise its political leaders. The government believed that by
allowing the grain trade to flourish and providing more state-manufactured products on the
market place, the peasantry would financially support the country's industrializations plans
by selling its grain to the state and purchasing these manufactured goods. To the chagrin
of Bolshevik leaders, the peasantry did not behave according to plan. Although NEP
provided more favourable economic conditions for the peasantry to sell its grain, the Civil
War experience, the profound distrust of the government, and the ongoing demands for and
occasional forced requisitions of grain by local officials provided little incentive for the
peasantry to cooperate with the regime; peasants were more interested in withholding grain
to meet their own families’ needs than in seiling it to the state at below-market prices and
purchasing state-manufactured goods that they did not want or could not use. This was
especially evident during the “scissors crisis” in 1923-1924. In 1923 the government
charged peasants higher prices for manufactured goods and paid them less for their
agricuitural products in the hope that this would create more revenue for the country’s
industrialization programs. The peasants responded by withholding their grain from the
marketplace, which subsequently forced the goverrment to decrease the price for
manufactured goods and increase the price that it paid for agricultural produce and grain.
This pricing policy, however, impeded industrial growth over the next few years, resulted in
a shortage of available consumer goods for peasants, and failed to attract more peasant
grain to the marketplace. The pricing policy also aroused a much-heated debate within the
highest ranks of the Soviet government. Some government leaders, such as E. A.
Precbrazhensky, a spokesman for the Left Opposition, were vehemently opposed to
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granting such concessions to the peasantry, arguing that the peasants’ hoarding of grain
and demands for even higher grain prices held the country hostage and prevented further
industrial development. Instead of granting further concessions, Preobrazhensky
contended, a process of “primitive socialist accumulation” must occur wherein the terms
of trade are used against the peasantry and the government requisitions more grain from
the countryside to speed up the industrialization process. On the other hand, N. Bukharin,
the leader of the Right Opposition, feared that primitive socialist accumulation would lead
to widespread peasant opposition to the government, endanger any further development of
a smychka between the peasantry and workers, and compound the problem of peasants
withholding their grain from the marketplace. Bukharin contended that to not grant such
concessions to a peasantry that was still trying to recover from the Civil War could seriously
threaten the continued existence of the Soviet Union."

While there was ongoing debate within the Bolshevik leadership as to whether the
policies of NEP ought to be broadened even further or discontinued aitogether, the
introduction of NEP did not come too soon for the Mennonite community in Ukraine and the
Crimea. Although the community had survived years of war, revolution, anarchy, disease,
and famine, it had also lost thousands of its members to premature death and millions of
rubles in property and possessions. it also lost some of its young men to the Red Army,
which had forcibly drafted Mennonite men since 1921. By the end of the Civil War, the
Mennonite community was also in a very precarious political position vis-a-vis the new
Bolshevik regime; the community's prerevolutionary wealth and privilege, use of the German
language, resistance to assimilation, refusal to take up arms in World War |, formation of
paramilitary militia units during the Civil War, and collaboration with the German, Austrian,
and White Armies earmarked most Mennonites as disloyal kulaks in the eyes of Bolshevik
authorities. To improve the community's relationship with the government, Mennonite
religious and political leaders organized an all-Mennonite conference in Alexanderwohl
(Molotschna) in February 1921 to determine the best way for the community to safeguard
its economic and religious independence, regain its military exemption status, and
demonstrate to the government its willingness to participate in the economic reconstruction
of war-torn, famine-stricken Ukraine. The Mennonite delegates also created the Verband
der Birger holldndischer Herkunft (Union of Citizens of Dutch Lineage or VBHH) which,
under the leadership of B. B. Janz and Phillip Cornies, obtained a wide array of economic
concessions from the Bolshevik government for the 65,000 Mennonites living in Ukraine.
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Within a short period of time other Mennonite organizations, such as the Allrussischer
Mennonitischer Landwirtschaftiicher Verein (All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union or
AMLYV) and the Halbstadter Menn. Landwirt. Koop. Kredit-Genossenschaft (Halbstadt

Mennonite Agricultural Cooperative and Credit Association) were organized to obtain
additional economic and political concessions from the government. '

For both the VBHH and the AMLV the key issue in their negotiations with the
Boisheviks in the 1920s centred around Mennonites retaining ownership of their land
holdings. What resulted from these negotiations was less than satisfying for most
Mennonites. After protracted talks in 1921 and 1922, the government advised that
Mennonites would receive no privileged landholding concessions, the maximum size of a
parcel of land for each Mennonite family would be no larger than 32 dessiatines, and
Mennonite colonies with moderate to large land holdings would be required to surrender
land to landless Mennonites, Ukrainians, and Russians. The upshot of these government
policies meant that between 50% and 75% of all Mennonite land would be transferred to
landless peasants.?

Not surprisingly, the Bolsheviks' land reallotment program posed a threat to many
Mennonites’ agricultural way of life, economic security, and sense of identity. They viewed
the surrender of their land to local peasants as an overt attempt by the government to punish
the Mennonites for their actions during the Civil War and to force them to assimilate into the
surrounding Ukrainian and Russian populations. What also aroused consternation in the
Mennonite settlements was the passage of a new military law in September 1925. This law
provided that local courts, not government agencies, would determine which Mennonite men
would be exempted from military service and allowed to participate in the alternative service
program. The law did not guarantee, however, that Mennonites involved in the alternative
service program would never participate in military-related activities. As a result, some
Soviet district judges routinely drafted young Mennonite men into the army without giving any
consideration to their pleas for exemption.’ In the eyes of many Mennonites, the
government's enactment of new military laws and the land reallotment program constituted
a direct attack on the Mennonites’ historic privileges of religious liberty and freedom of
conscience (particularly as it related to non-resistance), and motivated many to explore the
possibility of emigrating from the Soviet Union.

The agency that was chiefly responsible for investigating, negotiating and facilitating
a mass migration of Mennonites from the USSR was the VBHH. Working together with
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AMLYV officials, the leaders of the VBHH prepared the necessary paperwork and obtained
the passports and other documentation from the government that the Mennonite emigration
applicants required. In the 6-year period between July of 1923 and April of 1928, 17,889
Mennonites were allowed to emigrate from the Soviet Union. By December of 1929, aimost
23,000 Mennonites (approximately 25% of the Mennonite population) had left the USSR.
Many more Mennonites were prepared to leave the country, but govemment restrictions on
emigration made it very difficult for applicants to acquire passports after 1926. Although a
small number of Mennonites who were permitted to emigrate found their way to Mexico, the
overwhelming majority moved to Canada.?

For thase Mennonites remaining in the USSR, their religious and economic privileges
were increasingly curtailed by a Soviet government which took steps to close down
Mennonite cultural and economic institutions, and harassed Mennonite leaders still living in
the country. In the late fall of 1925, for instance, the government sought to reorganize and
weaken the VBHH as an act of retaliation for its overzealous involvement in emigration
matters. Later in 1926 the agency was practically dissolved and many of its leaders were
eventually imprisoned or exiled. A similar fate befell the AMLV, which was dissolved in the
summer of 1928. Other targets of government oppression included Mennonite clergymen
(some of whom were already imprisoned or exiled in 1927) and Mennonite periodicals (such
as Unser Blatt and Der Praktische Landwirt, which were forced to cease publication in
1928). These direct and indirect attacks on Mennonite privileges, institutions, and leaders
had severely crippled the Mennonite community by the end of 1927, leaving it vulnerable to
further government initiatives in the years to come.?

Setting the Stage for Collectivization: 1927-1929

The government's antagonistic attitude toward the Mennonites was partially due to
the worsening economic and political circumstances of the nation in late 1926 and 1927.
In an effort to speed up the pace of industrialization, for instance, the government in 1926
lowered grain prices by 20%, imposed higher taxes on wealthier kuiak peasant households,
and increased political and physical persecution of the more efficient kulak farmers. These
policies, however, compelled most peasants to withhold their grain from the marketplace and
resulted in a significant decrease in government grain procurements from the countryside.
Low grain prices, a nation-wide shortage of available consumer goods, and widespread fear
of war and foreign military intervention compelled the peasantry to continue