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The chapter on Pursuing Peace discusses the documented Mennonite story in Russia. The objective of this discussion is to tell individual stories of several founding members of our church. The spirit of these people was wounded by the horrific events that had occurred during the Russian revolution, and yet their faith in the grace of God and His guidance became hammered and polished into the hardness of steel.  Each and every breath they took was with praise and thankfulness to God for having led them through the revolution. In 1924 for a short time the Mennonites were once again able to have their annual Saengerfest. There was no butter for the bread, no cream for coffee and barely enough food to feed everyone. People sang together from the simple joy of being alive. 

These celebrations also caused pains of sadness for what had been lost.

The memories were tormenting and unrelenting and some people succumbed to mental breakdown.  Others blocked all memories and could not share them with their families, because to do so would have resulted in endless nightmares.  Jacob H. Block writes “And now began a totally new epoch in our lives. It seems as though the gates of Hell were opened and the inmates let loose. Murder and slayings became such a common occurrence that, not only did one lose the fear of death, but literally longed for it."   Forty years after immigrating to Canada memories of Russia tormented an elderly lady, Mrs. Dyck, and as a twelve year old boy, Dennis and later his sister, Marie Krahn slept many nights at her home because she was afraid to be alone.  Others were able to tell their stories and have left a written legacy.

During one harvest when Peter H. and C. M. Froese were teenaged boys they were threshing at their family farm when they were suddenly interrupted by a Red Army troop. The captain of the troop approached the threshing operation which required four teams of horses and seized the best horses and left their own starving horses behind. The Froese home was also ransacked by the troops and butchering knives were particularly sought after to be used as weapons.  
The following story has been written by John A. Driedger about the experience of his family during the time of anarchy.  The family lived near the village of Schoenfeld.  “A spokesman for the robbers had been stationed in our area and notice was received that one of their men was going to marry a Russian girl from our area.  A meal was to be prepared for seventy men, with lodging for the men and care for their horses also provided.  To prepare a meal a steer was butchered, borscht cooked and rollkucken baked.  Everyone worked throughout the night.  As the robbers left after the wedding they left behind a desolate house and yard.  Cupboards were emptied or dumped, in the barn the good horses were taken or bartered.  We were all happy that our lives had been spared.  The next day just before lunch a wagon arrived with a number of robbers.  Abram went to inquire what they wanted, but the robbers ran in different directions, pretending not to see him.  They soon reappeared, each one carried something – one had a hand grenade from the hog barn, and one had also found some money that Abram had hidden in the work room the night before.  The robbers demanded more money and guns from Abram, dragging him into the basement and threatening to kill him.   Aganeta and the children waited at the Friesen’s with great fear that they had killed him.  As the robbers left the family waited with great anguish but Abram was still not seen.  After what seemed like an endless time he reappeared, wearing torn clothes, big boots, looking very pale and scared.  The family praised God that he was alive and it was then that the Driedger’s decided to move to Fishau,” beginning their trek to Canada.
The following story is an excerpt from the story of Margaret Peters and occurred on the evening of November 9, 1918.  Quote: FalI came and the farmers had harvested and stored their crops and prepared for winter.  It was a beautiful fall day when we noticed a large number of riders coming from the neighboring village and surrounding our village.  Brother-in-law Peter and my husband had just come for lunch and wanted to return to the store, when about 60 box wagons stopped in front of the store and the men began to remove the goods from the store and proceeded to load them on their wagons. 

When brother-in-law Peter Peters headed for the store, I ran to the door, fastened the chain and then in my fear I begged them to stay at home. A lot of yelling came from the street and I was terribly afraid.  Two riders came to the gate where our maid, a somewhat 

simple minded girl was watching the tumult.   When the riders asked her where the boss was, she replied "Oh, he fled long ago!"   They rode back to the store. Peter looked at me in surprise and said, "I have never seen you that frightened.  Since the bandits are able to serve themselves (in the store) let's watch for awhile."  I begged Peter and my husband to go upstairs where we could better see what was going on. 

While we were watching from somewhat back of the window, we noticed a large number of men making a lot of noise as they crossed the street.  They were carrying something heavy.  When I looked closer, I screamed, "It's brother-in-law Herman they are carrying!"   I recognized the light boots he wore every day.  The bandits carried him to the neighbor's straw pile where we later found him and 5 others who had fallen under the murderers. After the horde had left the store and only about 6 rides were visible, we went over there to see what all had happened.  The men entered from the back through the kitchen. I heard what sounded like a plaintive cry and stopped to hear where the sound came from. Coming closer I recognized Herman's wife who in her fear had come to find her husband and had found him lying in his own blood.   While I was standing there, two riders came towards me and sneeringly yelled, "She screams like a maniac!"   I looked at him and said “How can you say that? What have you done?"   Brother-in-law Kornelius, who was in the store, grabbed my hand and pulled me inside, saying, "How could you speak to them?  They are not men, they're devils!  Look, they've come on the yard and there will be more deaths!"

Then someone called .from outside for someone to come outside.  I said to Kornelius, "I'll go!"  I walked towards them and asked if I could be of help. They asked where the Russian people were.  I said I did not know, but I would check inside.  One of them answered, "It makes no difference to us, but we want to drink some water."   I hurried into the house and got each of them a glass of water handing it to them as they sat on their horses. They looked at each other for a bit and one asked the other, "What should we do?"   The other replied "I've had it up to here with blood."  They poured the rest of the water over my head and rode away.  I had folded my hands when I heard their words and was praying, "Lord, my soul belongs to you . . . is it your will, help me!"

When we had done everything we could to clean up by evening and had also taken care of Herman's body, word came that Father had also been murdered by gunshot. That's how it went day after day.  Whoever had a chance to flee, fled, but only a few succeeded.  Brother-in-law Peter was murdered in mid-December and when we returned from the cemetery, the Reds had occupied our house and we could only retrieve some of our belongings. We six families then moved into Grandmother's house, but were compelled to prepare a full meal for the Reds each day and had to serve at their table as well.  

It was the season of Christmas and New Year's. While having our devotions on New Year’s Eve, there was a slight knock at the window.  It was terribly cold and someone begged, "Please let me in."   Brother-in-law Jacob told him where the door was and they went to meet him.  Everything had to be done secretively since our house was always being watched.  When he entered the house he fainted and the men carried him into the next room and then recognized him.   He was the secretary of the German Vollost (Municipality). He told us that they had taken our young nephew Gerhard Doerksen, had arraigned and beaten him terribly.  He kept on begging us to go and find him. When we tried to go we always met the sentries who wanted to know where we were going.  We prayed to the Lord for help.  

Next morning a messenger of the Reds came and told us to get Gerhard's body from the straw pile. Jacob, Kornelius and my husband got ready to go. Jacob looked at me and said, "Greta, would you go with us?"   I nodded.   When we approached the place, I was shocked and inadvertently the words came to me, "The blood of your brother cries to me from the earth!"  The whole area was a mess of bones, blood and flesh!  We gathered the chopped up pieces, wrapped them in a white sheet and carried them into the summer kitchen. As we walked home the murderers stood at the barn door and whistled at us. We found a wooden box in the machine shed to hold the remains.  In the evening Gerhard Doerksen's came over, having been at a similar funeral, where they heard something about their son Gerhard, but nothing definite. We buried him that same evening. Only the parents and we were together at Mother's this time. Gerhard's father, his head uncovered, led the procession, praying: "Lord your way is holy; Give us strength to bear this load!"  End of quote.

The year 1921 brought with it devastating drought. The previous winter the communist government had confiscated all the grain from the farmers. This grain was piled at the train station, guarded and left to rot. People ate clay, twigs, dust and cannibalism occurred. Birds and gophers were trapped, flour was made from Russian thistles, dogs, cats and horses were eaten. John and Lily Wiens' sister, Nunja writes, that when a horse died in the street people appeared from everywhere with knives to get a piece of meat. Even the hair from butchered cows was eaten. Some people sewed little bags or "gloves" for their tongues so they wouldn't taste the food.  There was a constant struggle between the tongue and the stomach. The tongue would say: "Don't take it," but the stomach would say "Give it to me". Even if you had money, there was no food to buy.

In the 'Descendants of Cornelius Friesen' book Elizabeth Friesen reports of this time, "We had very little to eat.  One night Mother sewed some articles of children's clothing from our own clothing to trade for food.  Early the next morning, Father went to the bazaar in Prischib to find some food.  He came back late in the evening with a small piece of barley bread which he had received in exchange for the clothing.  Eagerly we took the bread, but it was so coarse that we cut our gums as we bit into it.  In the forest we would gather wild onions and wild spinach which Mother cooked in a huge pot of water.  Once I was sent to the neighbors to beg for a little flour to thicken the soup.  The woman poured a spoonful of flour into my tiny cup.  When I returned home with it, Mother cried when she saw how little I had been given."  

Jacob H. Block, a school teacher at that time, writes "The experience of this nature can be understood only by those who have lived through them. I shudder even today when I recall some of the memories from that time. Bodies were swollen beyond recognition, faces were terribly thin, arms hung lifelessly and the picture of apathy confronted us daily in the classrooms.  The children were fatigued and obsessed with only one thought, food, and the teachers were no different."

The many troops who had forcefully sought quarters in the Mennonite homes, through their unsanitary living habits brought with them a typhus epidemic and spread it from home to home. Because people were malnourished and weak their resistance to disease was greatly diminished and many fell victim to it.

During 1919 to 1920 Mennonites had great difficulty burying their dead. In some instances whole families were sick in bed and it could be several days before a neighbor had enough strength to visit after they would not have been seen any movement around the home for several days. It was with great difficulty that graves were dug and equally difficult getting the body to the cemetery. Horses were virtually non-existent. The usual method was to tie the body to a hand sleigh and drag it to the grave. More often than not, someone else used the grave before the intended body arrived and most graves had more than one body in it.

John H. and Lily Wiens' mother died of typhoid fever on Feb. 1, 1920. Lily Wiens had written to her sister Katja earlier that their mother was terminally ill. Katja wanting to see her mother one last time hired a driver and began the journey with her boyfriend. A few days later a Russian found their buggy on the side of the road, the horse stolen, and Katja, her finance and driver all shot threw the back of their heads.  Their mother and sister were buried in Alexandrosk cemetery and two other people were buried in each of their graves. Lily Wiens also contracted typhoid fever but recovered.  

Women and children who had suffered violence by the anarchists found that they had contracted syphilis. In many villages there were cases in which the husband was tied to the bed while his wife and daughters were mass raped by the bandits living in their homes.  After the violence the women were ordered to fix dinner for the bandits.

Many children were orphaned and families torn apart by the murderous actions of the anarchists. Mrs. Greta (Wiens) Epp was a child when her father died of typhoid fever, leaving his wife to look after a family of six children. One evening, six months after the death of her husband, the bandits terrorized their village.  Greta's mother had arranged with the neighbors that she would ring a bell to notify them if she needed help.  Five of the children were inside; however Greta was with her mother as she went outside to ring for the neighbors.  As Greta's mother was kneeling on the ground the bandits became upset with her and shot her.   The bandits then entered the house and found the other five children also crying.  Realizing that the woman they had just killed was a widow, they had a momentary pang of remorse.  Momentary was all it was, for they then continued to ransack the house and stole all the food.  The family had just butchered a pig the previous day.  The orphaned children were then taken in by several different relatives. Greta and her brother, Jasch were taken in and came to Canada with the John H. Wiens family. Her sister, Manja, came to Canada with the Johann Warkentin family. A sister Lena and brother Franz stayed with relatives who remained in Russia.  Lena later married a Russian man and was not heard from until the 1990's.  Franz had been taken by the bandits and placed in a train.  This train was then gassed and burned.   Another sister Nutja, contracted trachoma and was unable to come to Canada. She then immigrated to Paraguay and many years later Greta and her husband David Epp helped this sister and her husband, Gerhard Boschman immigrate to Canada.
The father of Diedrich Heese died of typhoid fever in 1920.  After some time of extreme hardship Diedrich’s mother fled Russia with her children and came to a refugee camp in Germany.  Diedrich’s brother, Nick, had been drafted into the White Army before the family left for Germany.  After the defeat of the White Army those serving with the army were forced into the Black Sea.  Nick Heese managed to escape into Africa from where he then immigrated to Canada.  Diedrich, his mother and sister made application to immigrate to Canada.  However when the time came his mother and sister both suffered from trachoma and were initially refused entry to Canada.  Diedrich was a young boy of fourteen and made the journey to Canada, via England, by himself.  He ended up in Herbert, Saskatchewan with only the clothes on his back.  In some families the reverse situation happened where a young child would have to stay behind because of trachoma and the family would emigrate, hoping some other family would later bring their child along.  Families torn apart in such circumstances could only hope that eventually they would be reunited.  In the case of the Heese family they were reunited in Canada after only two years.
Even people who had already secured their exit visas had to appear before the authorities if they were suspected of having engaged in any anti-Soviet activities. It was infrequent that anyone accused or suspected was ever cleared of these charges and permitted to leave the country.  And so it was with the Johann Friesen family. The family had already secured their exit visas when the dreaded notice came to appear before this authority.  Johann and his son John were to present themselves at a certain government office in the regional capital, Melitopol. The building had the look and feel of a dungeon. They were met at the gate by a soldier who ordered them to walk down a dimly lit hallway. They kept walking into the darkness wondering what they could possibly have done wrong or what the made up charges against them might be when suddenly, a voice out of the darkness ordered them to stop. Slowly a door opened and they stood before a lit room, confronted by an officer who was casually sitting at his desk with a revolver lying at each side of him.  After he stared at them for a while the interrogation began. He wanted to know if they had served in the White army or in one of the self defense units (selbst schutz). The questions continued until Johann could answer no more. John was not allowed to respond. The men felt they were doomed when suddenly the officer pulled out some photographs to verify the identity of these two men. When he realized these were not the men on his photographs, his demeanor changed abruptly and he wished them well and sent them on their way. They went away with thanksgiving in their heart at the grace of God. Once on the outside they were told that only few who came in for an interview ever came out alive.

Johann G. Peters received a similar letter.  David Warkentin, his brother-in-law, volunteered to accompany Johann. They left on a shabby two-wheel cart drawn by a starved horse, which the Reds had traded for a good one. They traveled one and a half days taking two loaves of bread as nourishment. At the required destination they found a large compound fenced in by barbed wire. From this compound prisoners were called out and arraigned before “Judges".  Johann and David had hidden their horse and buggy in some bushes and watched the procedure from a distance. At noon the gates were locked and the officials went for lunch. After they were gone, Johann dared to move closer and noticed the guard was an older man. When the guard noticed Johann, he came up to the barbed wire and greeted him with “Are you not the son of Peters who used to have a store?" Johann said he was and then the guard pointed toward a large billboard and asked "Isn't that your name at the bottom?" "Yes, that's my name." The guard said "You see all those men whose names are on that list have to die, but, I will save you. I was a policeman in a neighboring Russian village and earned very little money. When I came to your store and I had made purchases, your father would say, “Wait a minute, I think my wife has some things for your family.  Since our boys grow so fast, they can't wear these clothes anymore. Maybe they will fit your boys”.  And when we got home and unpacked our goods, there were all kinds of things for which I had not paid. To save you represents my gratitude."  The guard erased Johann's name and advised him to disappear immediately.  Upon coming home Johann asked his wife Margarete "What did you do while we were away?" She answered, "I spent most of my time on my knees. My work lies untouched."

The new immigrants that found their way into the Grunthal area were drawn to each other. Their experience of terrible suffering had finally been left behind. Although their spirit had been wounded they felt God's comfort in this new and rugged land. They had found a place where their lives could be restored. These people had found a place to be refreshed by the word of God and a place where they could live in the light of God's grace. The new church in Grunthal was named "Elim" according to Exodus: 15:27; for they had truly wandered in the wilderness and wished to be refreshed at the well of the word of God and to rest in the shadow of His grace.

