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This photo comes from the collection of Maria Dyck who trained as a nurse in Russia.  
It is believed that this photo is a group of nurses in training.  Maria immigrated to 
Canada in Nov 1925 and in Dec 1925 married Jacob A. Peters.  Can you help identify 
the people in the photo? Contact: Conrad Stoesz (cstoesz@mbconf.ca) 

New Otto Klassen 
documentary premieres 
 

by Jon Isaak 
 

n Sunday, October 16, 2011, the 
Mennonite Heritage Centre and the 

Centre for MB Studies sponsored a second 
Otto Klassen documentary film presen-
tation. The first such event was held on 
�2�F�W�R�E�H�U�� ������ ������������ �Z�K�H�U�H�� �.�O�D�V�V�H�Q�¶�V��docu-
mentary, Burden of the Soviet Star, was 
shown along with several others (see MH, 
�9�R�O���� �������� �1�R���� �������� �7�K�L�V�� �\�H�D�U�¶�V�� �V�K�R�Z�L�Q�J��
featured the premiere showing of Klassen 
Escape via Moscow 1929 (35 min) and 
�7�K�H�� �:�R�P�H�Q�¶�V�� �%�X�U�G�H�Q�� �X�Q�G�H�U�� �6�W�D�O�L�Q (10 
min), both of which are now available 
combined on one DVD. 

Some 180 people turned up for the event 
hosted by the River East MB Church (755 
McLeod Ave., Winnipeg). The large 
sanctuary and good video and sound 
capabilities made for an ideal setting. Dr. 
Peter Letkemann situated both 
documentaries by briefly reviewing the 
social and political context within which 
these events in the new Soviet Republic 
transpired.  Between the two video 
presentations, the viewers paused to sing  
Wehrlos und Verlassen, a moving hymn 
easily remembered by most of those 
gathered. Many had a personal connection 
to the stories that unfolded via film�²
parents, siblings, friends, loved ones�²
some survived, many perished, all deeply 
shaped by the struggle. 

Letkemann spoke about the significance 
of print journalism and the rapid 
dissemination of reports, detailing the 
large numbers of farmers (some 13,000) 
who gathered in Moscow in 1929, all 
trying to flee the forced farm 
collectivization. Foreign correspondents 
in Moscow at the time brought the news, 
embarrassing as it was to the young 
Soviet socialist empire, to the world. 

Reports of Soviet citizens wanting to 
emigrate, was not welcomed by the Soviet 
authorities; they wanted rather to 
celebrate the gains of the recent socialist 
Revolution: namely, the destruction of the 
wealthy landowner class and the 
empowerment of the ordinary people. The 
collectivization of farms was a key part of 
the soviet strategy getting rid of the 
�³�N�X�O�D�N�V���´�� �L���H������ �W�K�H�� �Z�H�D�O�W�K�\�� �I�D�U�P�H�U�V�� �R�Q��
large estates and also the successful 
peasant farmers on small properties. 
Letkema�Q�Q���Q�D�U�U�D�W�H�G���W�K�H���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���³�G�D�P�D�J�H��
�F�R�Q�W�U�R�O�´�� �R�U�F�K�H�V�W�U�D�W�H�G�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �6�R�Y�L�H�W�V�² the 

border was closed, travel documents 
denied, and the remaining 8,000 were 
turned back and forced into exile in labour 
camps deep into the north and east. 

The 5,000 who did manage to get travel 
documents were only able to do so 
because the German President Paul von 
Hindenburg  agreed to do something that 
no other country was willing to do 
initially, take Soviet refugees. Because 
these Soviet farmers had maintained 
German language and culture while 
establishing their successful Mennonite 
farming operations in the south of Russia, 
the German government decided to house 
and care for the refugees in Germany, 
while they negotiated eventual 
resettlement in Paraguay, Brazil, and 
elsewhere. 

In the Soviet effort to make a classless 
society, kulak families were severely 
impacted, as their men were arrested, 
interrogated, killed or exiled to labour 
camps.  Many families were left without 
husbands, fathers, and sons. In the va-
cuum, women were forced to band to-
gether to raise families, work the col-
lective farms, lead the worship services, 
and wait for news�² had anyone seen their 
husband? Was he still alive? The burden 
of it all was very heavy: a burden the 
women had no choice but to carry.  

Klassen uses a series of photos and film 
footage from the German Bundesarchiv to 
accompany the film text written by 
Klassen himself and narrated by his 
daughter, Charlotte DeFehr.  As 
Letkemann noted, what would take him 
several hours to unpack in a scholarly 
lecture, a Klassen documentary is able to 
do in 30 or 45 minutes. Very few of 
�.�O�D�V�V�H�Q�¶�V�� �G�R�F�X�P�H�Qtaries run for longer 

than 45 minutes! Part of the genius of 
�.�O�D�V�V�H�Q�¶�V�� �U�H�F�L�S�H�� �I�R�U�� �V�X�F�F�H�V�V�� �L�V�� �W�K�H��
remarkable way that he is able to weave 
together audio text and images. With great 
economy of words and stunning imagery, 
Klassen is able to tell the story of 
Mennonite life in a genuine and credible 
way. The haunting images of people 
trying to hold together family, faith, and 
farm under the incredible strains of an 
economic experiment called Soviet 
socialism is unforgettable.  

During the last 30 years, Klassen has 
produced over 50 documentary films, 
telling the story of the Mennonite people 
of Russia, Paraguay, Mexico, and 
Manitoba. Each film documents the story 
of ordinary people, living ordinary lives, 
achieving the extraordinary, under the 
most adverse of conditions. At a special 
tribute to Klassen on his 80th birthday, 
Peter Letkemann �Z�U�R�W�H���� �³�2�W�W�R�¶�V�� �I�L�O�P�V�� �D�U�H��
not made for commercial use on 
television or in theatres�²they are 
intended to be shown in churches, 
schools, and community halls. His goal 
has never been to make money �²in fact, 
he has spent thousands of dollars, of his 
own money, to finance these films. 
Instead, his goal has been to tell the 
Mennonite story for succeeding 
�J�H�Q�H�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V�´ (MH, Vol. 33, no. 1). 

This latest title adds to the growing list 
of titles (now 13!) available through the 
Text to Terabyte project, a joint venture of 
the Mennonite Heritage Centre and the 
Centre for MB Studies. The project is 
designed to raise funds for the archival 
programs at both Centres. For a minimum 
donation of $30, a donor may obtain one 
of the 13 DVDs. For more information 
contact either Centre. 
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Book Notes 
 

By Jon Isaak 
 

aul D. Wiebe and David 
A. Wiebe, in their book, 

In Another Day of the Lord: 
the Mission Days of the 
Mennonite Brethren 
Church of India in Pictures 
(Winnipeg: Kindred, 2010), compile and 
annotate a photo book documenting the 
missionary work in India between 1899 
and the mid-1970s. Paul D. Wiebe, in 
Heirs and Joint Heirs: Mission to 
Church among the Mennonite Brethren 
of Andhra Pradesh (Winnipeg: Kindred, 
2010), writes as a sociologist assessing 
the challenges and opportunities of the 
MB church in India.  

Heinz Dieter Giesbrecht, in 
Mennonitische Diakonie am 
Beispiel Paraguays: Eine 
diakonie-theologische Unter-
suchung (Heidelberg: Winter, 
2011), explores several 

diaconal ministries associated with 
Paraguayan Mennonite churches, noting 
their evolution from church-based 
charities to increasing integration into 
Paraguayan society.  

Abe J. Dueck, Bruce L. 
Guenther, and Doug Heide-
brecht, eds., in Renewing 
Identity and Mission: Men-
nonite Brethren Reflections 
after 150 Years (Winnipeg: 
Kindred, 2011), make available seventeen 
of the thirty presentations made during the 
consultation (July 12–14, 2010 at Trinity 
Western University, Langley, BC), 
marking the 150th anniversary of the MB 
church.  

Frank Sawatzky, in And It 
Came To Pass: the life story of 
Frank and Kaethe Sawatzky 
(Winnipeg, 2011), tells his 
story of flight from Russia, life 
in a German refugee camp, and 

immigration to Canada. Frank’s book is a 
good example of the growing number of 
self-published ―life stories‖ written pri-
marily for the author’s children and 
grandchildren. These books are highly-
valued additions to the CMBS collection, 
because they document the lives of 
Mennonites in Canada. A workshop on 
how to write such ―life stories‖ is planned 
for spring 2012 (see notice on p. 8 in this 
edition of MH and consider attending). 
 

More Book Notes 
 

by Alf Redekopp and H.Peters-Fransen 
 

Arlette Kouwenhoven’s De-
Fehrs: Kroniek van een 
Nederlandse Mennonieten-
familie (Amsterdam/Antwer-
pen: Uitgeverij Atlas, 2011) 
written in Dutch by one who 
has studied Anthropology and written 
about the Madagaskar and the German 
Dutch Physician Philipp Franz von 
Siebold, traces the Fehr / DeFehr family 
from its origins in the Netherlands, to 
Prussia, to Ukraine,to  Canada, to Mexico. 
Their history leads the reader on a journey 
starting in the 16th century. The journey   
goes from Amsterdam merchants, to 
heretics and martyrs, to farmers, pioneers 
and authoritarian leaders and  to drug 
merchants and alcohol addicts, but mostly 
on a  continuous journey toward freedom. 
The book is expected to be published in 
English sometime in 2012.  
 
Gerhard Ens’ Dee easchte 
Wienachten enn Kanada: 
enn aundre Jeschijchten 
[The First Christmas in 
Canada and other stories]  
(Edmonton : RTP Archive 
Press, 2011) edited by Gerhard J. Ens & 
Erica Ens contains Low German stories 
originally written for and broadcast over 
Radio CFAM in Manitoba in a series of 
weekly programs produced between 1972 
and 2003. The author, teacher, editor and 
broadcaster, Gerhard Ens (1922-2011) 
migrated to Canada from the Soviet 
Union in 1923. 

 
Mennonites in The Nether-

lands and Russia by Esther 
Bean (Guy Mills, PA: Faith 
Builders Resource Group, 
2011) is a literature-based 
history curriculum for grades 
1-4, designed for the Christian 
school or home school market. This book 
follows the Mennonites in their journey 
from the Netherlands to Prussia, Ukraine, 
and eventually North and South America. 

Dennis Stoesz’ A History of the 
Chortitzer Mennonite Church of 
Manitoba 1874-1914 (Manitoba Menno-
nite Historical Society, 2011) is his 1987 
M.A. thesis. He chronicles the larger 
founding group of the East Reserve in 
Manitoba, the bulk of the Russian 
Bergthal colony, in the move from an 
ethnic identity to a religious identity. As 
some of their numbers moved to the West 
Reserve, this group’s distinctiveness 
became identified by the village name of 
their Bishop Gerhard Wiebe of Chortitz. 

Their theological boundaries became 
more definitive as, for example, they 
identified with the more conservative 
Sommerfelder of the West Reserve, while 
rejecting the more evangelical/liberal 
direction of the Bergthaler of the West 
Reserve. The group resisted a move 
toward public schools. Their sense of 
mutual aid, first expressed through their 
organization called the Waisenamt, did 
expand beyond their own boundaries to 
the needy in other groups. They did come 
to accept municipal government, and 
accepted some limited aspect of 
evangelical preaching, so there were 
groups more conservative than they were. 
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Is this the year to write your family story? 
Be sure to register early for a new course entitled, 

Creating Living Legacies. 
The ―who, what, why, when, where, and how‖ of writing life stories with meaning, 

using Transformative Writing. 
Facilitated by Joanne Klassen and Eleanor Chornoboy, 

of Heartspace Writing School (www.write-away.net). 
March 12 & 19, 2012 (7:00 – 9:30 p.m.) 

1310 Taylor Ave. (March 12) 
600 Shaftesbury Blvd. (March 19) 

Cost: $50 (includes both evenings and all materials). 
Limited to 15 participants. 

Sponsored jointly by the Mennonite Heritage Centre and the Centre for MB Studies. 
To register, call one of the Centres at either 888-6781 or 669-6575. 

Payment can be made by cheque or credit card. 
Registration deadline: February 15, 2012. 

 


