Many Mennonites’ lives were changed drastically for the better on account of the immigration to Canada.  My family’s being one of them.


In Poland, also called the Vistula, restrictions on land caused most Mennonites to look for another area to live.  The Tsarina of Russia, Catherine II, invited foreigners to move to Russia where they would be given guaranteed government protection, money for food and transportation, loans until they harvested their first crop, and ten years in which they would be free from paying taxes.  Jacob Hoeppner and Johann Bartsch were sent by the Mennonites to survey the land and found that the area they had chosen had excellent soil and pastureland, as well as good water supply and easy access to markets.  After contacting Russia that they were interested, the Mennonites provided other requests.  Their desires included freedom of religion, no help from the military services in their migration, and that no military would live in their villages.  Also, it was requested that each family receive sixty-five dessiatines of land, the right to have a section of the Taran Island on which they could harvest hay, be able to make use of the wood on Kairo Island, and in the Dniepr River, they wished to have unrestricted fishing rights.  These rights were granted and an agreement was signed.  

In 1787, the first families started to immigrate to Russia.  In the spring of 1789, a group of 228 Mennonites were close to their destination.  Before they could reach their promised land, they were informed that they would not be allowed to settle in the land they were promised because the land was too close to the Turks.  This proximity would cause problems because the Turks were known to be hostile.  The Mennonites were not pleased with the sudden change.  They were given the Chortitza area to settle and it did not compare to what the land they had chosen offered.  Even so, the immigrating people accepted the change and finally arrived in their new home.

The voyage to the new land was not an unproblematic journey.  During the trip, luggage was stolen, the Russian government failed to meet many of the promised financial agreements, and there was a failure in the leadership and unity within the group of Mennonites.  Frederick William III, the leader of Prussia, was against the emigration of the Mennonites, so he set a restriction that the Mennonites had to pay exit taxes of 10% of their possessions.  To encourage the Mennonites to continue with their decision to emigrate, the Tsar Paul I of Russia offered more privileges to counteract the restrictions.  Interest-free loans and 120,000 more dessiatines of land east of the Molochnaya River were given.  In 1803, 1,020 Mennonites left Prussia in horse-drawn, covered wagons.  Their farms were sold at reasonable prices and they started a voyage of five to seven weeks.  After this group wintered at the Chortitza Colony, they set out for the east bank of the Molochnaya River.  After 1828, Russia discontinued their financial help and only those who had enough money were able to leave Prussia and inhabit the steppes of Russia.  In the Molotschna Colony alone, there were more than 1,000 Mennonite immigrants.

My Great-Great-Great Grandpa, Peter Schroeder, left his parents and immigrated to Russia, from Prussia, along with his other siblings in 1830.  Life turned out to be better in Russia.  My Great Grandpa, Peter P. Schroeder, from Muensterberg, owned flour and oil mills and was considered to be very well off.  He married Anna, from the Crimea, in 1902 and had nine children.  Elizabeth (Liese), Peter, Mary, Cornelius, Anna, and Henry, their first six children, were all born in Muensterberg.  Cornelius passed away at the age of three.  Their next two sons, George and Cornelius (my Grandpa) were born in Milerova after the family had moved from Muensterberg in 1914.  Life started to be difficult so the family fled to Kuban where the youngest child, Martha, was born.

Communists overthrew the Tsar in 1917.  This was the same year my Grandpa was born.  Major problems started once the communist government was formed.  The Communists wanted to get rid of the Mennonites, their faith, the German language, and the Russian currency.  People were sent to Siberia, while others starved in Russia because times were very harsh.  My Great Grandma’s parents were swollen with hunger while my Great Grandpa and his family never felt the hunger.  

Most Mennonites were rich and would hire Russians to help on the farms.  Nestor Ivanovich Makhno was one of the Russians who had worked for some Germans and was treated poorly.  He wanted revenge so he plundered the Germans in Russia, who were mostly the Mennonites.  Burning, stealing, raping and murder were common practises by Makhno and his group.  In Muensterberg, Makhno beheaded a whole family and set all the heads on display on tables.  People tried to stop this terrible, hated man by shooting at him.

Tension filled many days.  The Russian government had seized everything Great Grandpa owned, and the family fled to a town 200 miles away.  Here, they rented rooms from a Russian family for six months and then returned home.  Conditions at home began to get worse again, so the family fled to Kuban, which is at the southern part of Russia, about 100 miles from the border.  As well, the government viewed Great Grandpa as someone who had exploited labour, and so restricted him from voting.  After this ordeal, he left his mills and worked in a factory as a common labourer for quite some time before some people who knew his background and status told the government about him.  The government came after Great Grandpa, but he had been warned of what had happened, had fled and hid in cornfields with others in the same situation.  When the fields were harvested, they moved to another hideout.  The rest of the family lived in one rented room.  One day the police found them and searched their place to see what kind of possessions they owned, which was mainly only bedding and utensils.  Before the police left, they said they would send a notice stating where all the possessions should be delivered.  The family was overwhelmed when the notice never came.  Slowly, life started to improve until Great Grandpa came home from hiding one day with typhus fever.  Great Grandma rented another room where she took care of him.

As times were getting worse, my Great Grandpa thought about leaving Russia because he did not trust the new government, but his father discouraged him and kept saying it would get better.  Even so, Great Grandpa applied for a visa and for two years kept on extending it, as life seemed to be improving.  Then a Russian officer, whom my Great Grandpa knew, told him that he was too old to be taught the new ways of the Communist government, but his children were not.  This statement convinced Great Grandpa that he had to flee immediately if he wanted to protect his family and himself.

My Great Grandpa and his family sold some of their belongings at auction sales and to stores.  Everyone’s eyes were treated for trachoma.  Although the Communist government made the Russian currency worthless, Great Grandpa had the chance to change some of it into $900 Canadian, in Holland.  He refused the offer and kept all of it.  On April 10, 1925, at two o’clock p.m., the Schroeder family, along with 22 other families, were prepared to leave Russia.  Many friends came to say good-bye to the families that were leaving.  For many, this was the last time they ever was each other.  
The group travelled by train to Moscow, Russia where they took another train to Riga, Latvia.  At the Russian border, the group was inspected to ensure that nothing illegal was leaving Russia.  In Latvia, the group relaxed for a few days, had bathes, and deloused their clothes.  From Latvia, they had a beautifully smooth ride on a ship called the “Balthara”.  On this ship, they crossed the Baltic Sea, through Denmark, and across the North Sea to arrive in London, England.  During the two days in London, more medical tests were done.  A train took the group from London to Southampton.  Finally, the group was at the final stretch of their voyage.  The ship, “Empress of Scotland” was waiting to carry them across the Atlantic Ocean to Canada.  My Grandpa and his brothers were seasick during this rougher ride.  Their oldest sister, Liese, with her husband Peter, lived at the stern of the ship while the rest of the family were near the bow.  Grandpa and his brother George would run back and forth until they were reprimanded.  They snuck out and continued their fun even after their discipline.  After travelling down the St. Lawrence River to Quebec City, the families took trains to the prairies.  Most settled in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta, and others later moved to British Columbia.  The whole voyage lasted exactly one month, from April 10, 1925 to May 10, 1925.  One passenger wrote in his journal, “May we never forget God’s love, grace, and faithfulness in bringing us to Canada.” (Mr. Wiebe).  The Mennonites were very happy to have found a place where they were given support, could live in peace, and follow their own religion.

My Great Grandparents took the CPR train from Quebec City to Winnipeg, Manitoba.  Great Grandpa was fifty years old when he immigrated to Canada and my Grandpa was seven.  The family took another train to Plum Coulee where they stayed at a friend’s place, William Dick, for one month.  After the first month, they bought a farm three miles from Plum Coulee, moved a house from a Hutterite Colony, planted trees, and farmed there until 1929.  In 1929, my Great Grandparents moved their family and belongings with two hayracks and a wagon to Elm Creek, Manitoba.  Here they rented 240 acres from Sam Brownstone.  They also rented the Thornberg place in 1931, which is the farm beside the old Mennonite Brethren Church, three miles east of Elm Creek on the PTH 247.  Mr. Thornberg died before he was able to sell his farm, so the companies handling the mortgage of the farm took it over, but continued to rent it out to the Schroeder family.  Two years later, Great Grandpa bought the farm from Osler Hammond Nanton at a price of 1/3 payment for 1/3 the share of crop.  The land was worth $25/acre.  In 1937, Great Grandpa donated two acres of his land to build the M.B. Church on.  Before the building of this church, the congregation would gather in the Dakota School on the condition that they would clean up after the dances the night before.  

At first, it was hard to adjust to new life in Canada, because there was nothing to start out with.  Credits were given out at the local grocery store, and the family tried to live off of the garden and farm produce.  Only the bare essentials were bought.  The family traded 300 lbs of wheat in Winnipeg for 100 lbs of flour.

Grandpa’s family farmed hogs, cattle, chickens and grain.  They would keep some of the milk from the cows, slaughter and sell some of their other animals.  The downside of slaughtering and selling meat was that a 1,000 lb steer shipped out on a train did not make enough money to even pay the freight charge.  Grain was all hand picked in stooks.  When harvesting time came along, men who had threshing machines would come around and help with the harvest.  The family hosting them would have to feed all the men, do the labour, and would receive about 5¢/bushel.

Learning a new language was another hurdle to cross.  The kids learned English in school, and the family spoke Low German at home until George and Henry learned High German at Winkler Bible Institute.  Sunday School material was all in English and always had to be translated into German.  Slowly the English language was entering the Mennonites’ lives, and Grandpa’s family started to speak it at home.

The Mennonites had another problem of acceptance.  In Southern Manitoba, everything was very similar to the Mennonite colonies in Russia.  But, in Elm Creek, the English did not accept the Mennonites.  They did not like the fact that the Mennonites did not have to go to war, and they knew where this group stood with issues on dancing, seeing movies, drinking and smoking.  

Beginning in 1926, Grandpa Schroeder attended school at Grimsby and then Kleefeld School in Plum Coulee.  When living in Elm Creek, he attended Webster and moved on to Dakota, in 1931, where he quit to help on the farm.  Grandpa went back to school at Gretna’s Mennonite Collegiate Institute and completed grades nine and ten in one year (1941-1942).  He started grade eleven but had to quit again after January because his brother, George, was sent by the army to work as a conscientious objector to cut down and burn diseased, old, and dead trees in Johnson Canyon in Banff.  Grandpa had to help his father on the farm.  No one else from my Grandpa’s family had to help out in the war because the older two brothers, Henry and Peter were both farming on their own with their wives.  Farming was seen as an excuse from participation in the war.  The family just had to give $15/month to the Red Cross, which decreased to $10 as the war started to end and then down to $5/month.  In total, the Red Cross received about one million dollars from all the contributors.  


Besides George being sent as a conscientious objector, rationed sugar and gasoline, as well as unavailability of goods needed to be bought, were basically the only effects the Second World War had on the Schroeder family.


Before the war, the family had felt the effects of the 1930 Depression.  At the beginning, the prices were good, but the land started to be filled with quack grass and produced poor crops.  After the stock market crashed in 1929, barley sold at only 9¢/bushel.  The first good crop, with no fertilizers being used, was produced in 1937.  Crops and prices were continually getting better before then.  Grandpa’s oldest brother Peter was offered a job of harvesting for $1/day.  In 1938, Great Grandpa bought a brand new Willis car, which was not good on oil or gas.  Later on, he had a Maxwell car and was teased about it.  In German “Max well” means “Max wants”, but he cannot.  They ended up trading this vehicle for six baby pigs.

Grandpa and his brother George started to farm together.  They rented land from their father in 1942, on the conditions that they would do all the labour, and keep half the crop, but would have to give the other half the crop to their dad who would also pay the fuel costs and the taxes.  In 1947, the two bought the land from their father for $60/acre.  In 1963, they decided to farm separately.  So they divided up their land, giving each other ½ a section.

Around this time the siblings started to move off in different directions with their spouses.  All but Liese, who was married to Peter Berg, lived in Elm Creek for some time.  Liese and Peter had moved out to B.C.  The oldest son, Peter, married Elizabeth Wall and farmed in Fannystelle from 1933-1974, after which he retired to B.C. as well.  Mary married Jake Wall and had seven children.  They farmed near Culross, and then retired to Winnipeg.  Anne Schroeder was wed to Nick Dick and they had five children, farmed in Elm Creek, and lived on my yard, before also moving to Winnipeg.  The second son, Henry, married Tina Penner, had two kids, also farmed in Elm Creek before retiring, and moving to B.C.  George lived on the home site in 1975, after marrying Helen Neufeld and having four kids.  They moved to Kelowna, B.C. for five years before returning to Manitoba, and living in Winnipeg.  Peter Hildebrandt married Martha Schroeder and had one son.  They lived in Calgary until Peter died.  After his death, Martha moved to Winnipeg.  Grandpa Schroeder, Cornelius, married Anne Martens in 1947.  They had five kids, Carol, Ed, Al, Willie and Rob.  Blood transfusions were needed at the births of all the boys because of the Rh factor, which could be present in their body.  The first child was always safe.  Also in 1947, Great Grandpa moved off the farm with his wife, and settled in a house on Martin Avenue, in Winnipeg.  Here they enjoyed almost twenty years of retirement before Great Grandpa died in 1967, at the age of 90.  His wife passed away at the age of 96 in 1975.

Grandpa’s kids were really encouraged in their schooling because both parents were not able to complete high school.  In the winter, roads were closed to vehicles so the children were taken to school by horse and sleigh.  After higher roads were built, school vans holding three seats, picked up the kids, but only those going to consolidated schools (schools having all the grades).  Once the Midland School Division was created, the small schools in the country, such as Webster and Dakota, closed and buses picked up all the kids attending there.  

Grandpa continued to farm.  He bought more land; ¼ section from Butch Kroeker, which is known as the north quarter, 240 acres from his brother Peter, which is known as the East Farm, and the ½ section that my farm is on.  Technology improved, and the discers were introduced.  These were used in seeding.  Before the discers, seeding was done with drills in 2/3 of the field and summer follow was planted in the other 1/3.  These crops were rotated to keep the farmland healthy.  In 1969, the hen house was built to house 5,000 laying hens.  Grandpa was with a group of men who bought ¼ section of land and built a hog barn.  The operation was called Elm Enterprises.  In 1975, the barn was sold.  In the early 1980s, my dad and his brother Rob helped with the hen house operation, each buying a share.  Dad and Uncle Rob bought machinery, and rented land from Grandpa.  Years later, they bought the land.

Grandpa and Grandma stayed on the farm for a few more years, before moving to the city, in October of 1986.  Every year, they return to Elm Creek to help with the farming and attend family activities.  They had lived 39 years of their married life in Elm Creek, and enjoyed every one of them.

-Shawna Schroeder

