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years - Men-
nonite His-
torical Soci-
ety of  Al-
berta (1986-
2011):  

by Irene Klassen,  Calgary 

Editorõs note: Irene Klassen prepared this 

article for the 2011 MHSA annual 

General Meeting Report book. It is re-

printed in this issue of the Newsletter 

 In Scripture we read, òForget 
the former days: do not dwell in 
the past. See I am doing a new 
thingó Isaiah 43 18,19. Itõs almost 
contradictory to the passages in 
Deuteronomy where we are to òtell 
it to your childrenó, and in Chroni-
cles òLook to the Lord ... remem-
ber the wonders He has doneéó 
However we know there is a vast 
difference between dwelling on the 
past, and honouring and learning 
from it. Through Isaiah, God en-
courages His people to find ever- 

(Continued on page 6) 

Collecting the Reiseschuld 
 by John Hiebert, Sherwood Park 

Scholars and historians have written about the pros-
perity our Mennonite ancestors enjoyed after they set-
tled in South Russia. The special privileges granted to 
them by Catherine II gave them religious freedom, ex-
emption from military service and control of their civic 
and educational affairs. Under these conditions they 
were free to live the Mennonite lifestyle, which they 
were accustomed to. 
 Eventually, however, Russian reform programs encroached on their 
independence and threatened their faith and freedoms. In light of these de-
velopments many felt that submitting to the changes that were imposed on 
them violated their convictions.  The group that held this view emigrated 
from Russia to the Americas to seek the concessions they desired.  Others 
adjusted to the change and still maintained a lifestyle grounded in their faith 
until the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 changed everything.  In addition to 
the hardships that people suffered as an aftermath of the revolution, this 
period of political restructuring dictated almost every facet of their lives. 
The agreements made under the Czarist government were dissolved and the 
Mennonite way of life was facing systematic destruction.  

When the Mennonites who had migrated to Canada earlier heard about 
the suffering their people in Russia had to endure they developed a plan to 
facilitate a mass migration of Mennonites to Canada. This was not an easy 
task but under the leadership of David Toews, the Canadian Mennonite 
Board of Colonization was successful in negotiating the terms of migration 
from Russia to Canada.  The Order-in-Council of 1919, which prevented 
immigration of Mennonites to Canada, was repealed by the government of 
Prime Minister Mackenzie King and a financial strategy was developed with 
Colonel John S. Dennis, Chief Commissioner of Colonization and Develop-
ment for the CPR to advance credit to the Mennonites to cover transporta-
tion costs. While this arrangement solved a major obstacle in the migration 
process it also created a huge transportation debt or Reiseschuld for which 
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Judith Rempel Sept. 16, 1952ðMay 24, 2011 
It is with sadness that we announce the passing of our friend, our co-

ordinator and our archivist, Judith Rempel.  Judii died peacefully in her 
sleep on the 24th of May, 2011. Funeral arrangements are pending. 

 

John Hiebert 
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Editorial  
Comments  
 "Who 
Needs a Vil-
lage?ó 
by Lorne Buhr, 

Edmonton 

Many of  our 
readers will be 
aware that Mennonites and other 
groups tended to live in villages in 
Europe. This pattern continued in 
some settlements in North Ameri-
ca. Neubergthal, Manitoba, is the 

best preserved single street Men-
nonite village in North America. It 
is a National Historic Site. The vil-
lage pattern suited an agrarian life 
style. It had other aspects which 
were both appealing and positive. 
There was the friendship made 
possible by living in close proximi-
ty as neighbors. These neighbors 
had much in common including 
religious values and beliefs. People 
could depend on each other for 
support and other help.  
 Early Mennonite settle-
ments in Manitoba and Saskatche-
wan had numerous villages. I am 
not aware that the same pattern 
occurred in Alberta. Our province 
has examples of  Mennonite settlers 
living in close proximity to one an-
other but not in a village pattern 
with houses facing a single street 
and then land for gardens, crops 
and grazing in close proximity. You 
will correct me, Iõm sure, if I am 
displaying my ignorance. 
 By the time I spent my 
growing up years in Saskatchewan 
most of  my relatives lived on indi-
vidual farms or in the growing 
number of  small towns surround-
ing Saskatoon. I did not have close 
cousins living in my town. But 
Sunday afternoon would be a good 
time to visit relatives at their farms. 
Much of  my time was spent listen-
ing to the coversations of  the older 
generation. Not much of  it had to 
do with the "Old Country" as my 
parents and their siblings had been 
born in the USA. Nor was there 
much talk about settlement prob-
lems in Canada as that had hap-
pened decades earlier. Occasionally, 
Uncle John would show us some-
thing interesting on his farm. The 
bull with a tin piece laced over his 
eyes intrigued me and scared me 
enough to keep a distance from 
him. Or, Iõd get to see how Dadõs 
younger brothers raised beef  cattle 

in the North Saskatchewan River 
valley.  
 If  there was a conversation 
about the past that might center on 
the US experience. My father came 
to Saskatchewan in 1906 and re-
turned to Minnesota only twice 
that I know of. There was at least a 
50 year interval between visits. 
Some of  his family had little or no 
connection with organized religion. 
I recall a telling comment, in Low 
German, of  course, from one of  
Momõs uncles - "Church comes 
along and spoils my Sunday". If  we 
visited at that home we were also 
visiting my Dadõs cousin.  
 I pen these lines about 
Mennonite living patterns on the 
Canadian prairies because there is 
something in me which yearns for 
the village type of  life there was in 
Europe and in some other places 
Mennonites chose to settle. You 
may think it is very unrealistic to 
dream of  a bygone era and roman-
ticize it. However, as forces con-
spired to cause our forefathers to 
take up their tents and hustle to 
new areas when their values and 
beliefs were threatened, an era may 
be approaching when new factors 
will cause us to organize in groups 
in new ways. Not long ago, on May 
1, a group in our church gathered 
to learn more about the concept of  
òTransition Townsó. Briefly stated, 
in response to "peak oil", the end 
of  an oil economy prompted by 
too much energy demand of  a de-
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ed in highlighting issues that must be dealt with. 

The afternoon session provided clear background to the migration of 
the Mennonites from Russia to Canada in the 1870s, then on to Mexico in 
the 1920s. Ted Regehr clarified the difference in the migration that began in 
the 1950s with the Mennonites returning from Mexico. Ben and Eva Stoesz, 
a couple who moved to Canada in 1995, told their story of life in Mexico, 
the various experiences they had in the Colony and how they made the 
move to Canada and the experiences of integration here. 

There is always a standing invitation for volunteers to join us at the Ar-
chives and Library Centre. The process of organizing and re-organizing is 
always going on.  Judith Rempel has informed us that she wants to reduce 
her workload and we want to help with the transition. If you have not visit-
ed the Archives and Library, come and browse to see what we have as well 
as check out the work we do. 

We all know that there is work that must be done and then there is a lot 
of work that would be good if it could be done. The truth is that whatever 
information, whether minutes of organizations, family history or communi-
ty history we have, this information is 
valuable. When the people who have 
the story pass on, the stories pass on 
with them. May we be diligent in re-
cording valuable stories for future gen-
erations. 

Finally, I want to express my ap-
preciation to the Board Members, Area 
Representatives and Volunteers, News-
letter co-editors, for their assistance in 
organizing our Annual General Meet-
ing.  It was a job well done.  A special 
thank you to Dave Neufeldt who made 
all the arrangements in Coaldale for 
the facility and the lunch, for setting 
up chairs and assisting during the day.  
It was much appreciated.  To all, have 

a wonderful summer. × 

pleting resource, we could see vil-
lage life and its values coming onto 
the radar again. We look at past 
events and wonder about future 

happenings.× 

 

Chairmanõs 
Corner 
by Bill           

Janzen,Calgary 

 It has been 
a long winter! It 
helps to ob-
serve signs that 
encourage us 
such as the longer days, the sun is 
higher in the sky, the average tem-
perature is getting warmer.  Like-
wise, as we look into the future 
there are signs of encouragement. 
At the Mennonite Historical Socie-
ty I believe we also see signs of en-
couragement.  We have gained in 
the availability of materials for re-
search and are slowly moving for-
ward in spreading the work out so 
that there are more people in-
volved. There are also dark clouds 
that will require attention. We have 
hope that the Board will be able to 
make the appropriate decisions for 
the good of the Society.   

The setting for our Annual 
General Meeting could not have 
been in a better place.  When I 
stepped into the Gem of the West 
Museum in Coaldale I was im-
pressed and worried at the same 
time.  With the many interesting 
displays, how could we keep our 
MHSA group at the meeting? I be-
lieve they all appreciated the set-
ting, the short history of the muse-
um and the comfortable arrange-
ments.  I was thankful for the par-
ticipation and the discussions that 
took place. The volunteer staff and 
the supportive Board Members and 
Area Representatives made the day 
very worthwhile.  The AGM assist-

"ÉÌÌ *ÁÎÚÅÎ 

Gem of the West Museum 

Coaldale, Alberta 

continued from Page 1  

 the Canadian Mennonite Board of Colonization assumed responsibil-
ity. The expectation was that the immigrants would pay for the credit ex-
tended to them after they settled in Canada.  A number of people, however, 
did not clear their indebtedness so the Board had difficulty in fulfilling its 
commitment. Some had legitimate reasons for not paying while others ei-
ther neglected or refused to pay. In an effort to liquidate the amounts out-
standing the Board made special appeals to the immigrants to fulfill their 
obligation.  To expedite the collection process, representatives were ap-
pointed to visit debtors with the intention of collecting the amounts owing 
or making suitable arrangements to settle their accounts. For some reason 
the role these men played in the collection process has remained obscure. 
Little seems to be known about the difficulties they sometimes encountered 
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consistent with their Mennonite 
convictions. In their view, this 
could only be achieved in a com-
munity that held those standards. 
With this in mind, they left the 
property near Macklin in 1934 and 
moved to a farm four miles east of 
Rosthern, Sk. and located in a 
Mennonite community with 
Bergthal School as the educational 
and social centre. It was here that 
they became actively involved in a 
variety of community activities. It 
was here that my father became 
acquainted with Seager Wheeler 
and had frequent discussions with 
him about farming techniques. Oc-
casionally, his oldest three boys 
were allowed to accompany him 
when he visited the Wheeler farm 
to help Mr. Wheeler with work we 
understood was related to the se-
lection process in the development 
of his new variety of wheat. Subse-
quently he won a world wheat 
championship. We were usually 
more attracted to the beautiful or-
chards that offered plums and ap-
ples than the discussions that were 
taking place. It was at great risk 
that we ventured to test some of 
the crop. 
 This community provided op-
portunities for social and spiritual 
development. My father took an 
active role in church functions in 
the Bergthal School where minis-
ters from Rosthern, including Rev. 
David Toews frequently served the 
congregation. It was likely through 
him that my father became moti-
vated to become an active partici-
pant in the collection of the large 
immigration debt or Reiseschuld 
that was owed to the CPR. He as-
sumed responsibility for collecting 
the immigration debts in various 
parts of northern Saskatchewan 
and pursued numerous accounts 
that remained unpaid.  
 The long distances my father 

 

 

In their pursuit of delinquent accounts. In many cases they faced prob-
lems in travelling to outlying areas and when they arrived there they some-
times dealt with people who were not prepared to accept responsibility for 
their debt. My father, Gerhard J. Hiebert, was recruited to serve as a collec-
tor of Reiseschuld when he met David Toews in 1935. His story will relate 
some of the experiences he had in òCollecting the Reiseschuldò.  

 Gerhard was born in the Chortitza 
region of South Russia in 1904. Early in his 
childhood he moved with his parents to 
Nikolaipol, Siberia where he grew up in a 
farming environment. At some point his 
interests in education led him to enroll in a 
teacher training institution where he ob-
tained his teaching credentials. His first as-
signment was in a school not far from 
where he grew up. Also, during this time 
his spiritual path became defined, he was 
baptized in the Mennonite faith and joined 
the local Mennonite church. A few months 
later Gerhard was married and continued 
his teaching career until their freedoms in 

Russia eroded. This gave him reason to pursue emigration possibilities.  
 He was apprehensive about leaving the teaching profession but the 
political situation was sufficiently troubling that he and his wife Maria de-
cided to emigrate as quickly as possible. The quota for CPR credit passen-
gers had already been filled so the required documents and passage had to 
be obtained with cash. When sufficient funds were acquired, arrangements 
were made to leave Siberia under the sponsorship of the Canadian Men-
nonite Board of Colonization. Gerhardõs family was to follow as soon as 
travelling plans were finalized, however, due to migration restrictions that 
were imposed shortly after my parents left, other family members were not 
allowed to emigrate.  

Gerhard and Maria Hiebert and their three-week-old son left Siberia in 
October of 1926 and travelled through Moscow to the Latvian port of Riga 
where they boarded the ship òSS Melitaó enroute to Liverpool, England. 
Here they transferred to the ship òSS Montclaireó and arrived in Quebec in 
November 1926. The family was given final immigration clearance by Ca-
nadian authorities and then they were free to settle in their chosen country. 
After staying, briefly, in Manitoba, they moved to the Macklin, Saskatche-
wan area where they were able to acquire a farm through the Mennonite 
Debt Adjustment Board. 
 The process of getting established in Canada was difficult for the new 
Mennonite immigrants. In addition to overcoming language and social bar-
riers they had to learn how to work and live in strange surroundings. The 
most difficult problems were soon resolved and their farming enterprise 
developed into what was then considered to be a productive system of op-
eration.  As the assimilation process progressed Gerhard and his wife had 
some decisions to make that would affect the family socially, educationally, 
and spiritually. By this time they had four children and the oldest was of 
school age. It was essential, they felt, that their children should be exposed 
to a social and spiritual environment, which reflected attitudes that were 
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reflect the model of determination 
Rev. David Toews exhibited when he 
negotiated the migration of Mennon-
ites from Russia to Canada. 
 That resolve took on a dimen-
sion of urgency when the Canadian 
Mennonite Board of Colonization con-
tinued to be in arrears in its payments 
to the CPR and according to the rec-
ords considerable interest was accumu-
lating.  The depression of the 1930s 
was slowly giving way to more pros-
perity and many of the immigrants 
were able to clear their debt. Some 
were able to commit a portion of their 
wheat crop to pay their bill. The 
Minutes of a Reiseschuld Committee 
meeting of December 3, 1943 chaired 
by Mr. G.J. Hiebert refer to a person 
who could not pay his entire amount 

and was offered the option of assigning 1000 bushels of wheat for a debt of 
$1062. Records also indicate that Mennonites helped each other by making 
donations of wheat or money to their local churches for debt retirement. 
Usually some funds were set aside to help people pay for doctors and hospi-
tal expenses.  
 The task of collecting Reiseschuld was never a pleasant one. My father 
knew that most of the families had a difficult time adjusting to the new 
country. He knew of the difficulties they faced in trying to make ends meet. 
Usually, little or nothing was left to pay for the transportation debt. He was 
also aware, however, that the debt had to be paid in order for the Coloniza-
tion Board to negotiate further funding. Sometimes he may have felt that 
his efforts were futile yet he continued to serve in the collection effort and 
in capacities where he could help his church and community.  He was al-
ways hopeful that migration restrictions would be lifted so that his parents 
and siblings would eventually be allowed to immigrate to Canada. Unfortu-
nately, his dreams for their migration would never be realized.  
 Despite his involvement in the collection of the transportation debt his 
farming operation prospered and he continued to be active in community 
affairs.  In 1944 farm property became available near Waldheim, Saskatche-
wan. With its purchase my parents were finally able to occupy a farm of 
their own.  Its location was favourable to all of the familiesõ activities. The 
church of their Mennonite faith was located in Waldheim and all of their 
business and social activities were centred within this community. Here, al-
so, they could guide their children to develop spiritual values with a Men-
nonite flavour. When my father was urged to enter local municipal politics 
he was successful in his election bid and served his community as a council-
lor from 1952 to 1955. During this term of office he was instrumental in 
lobbying for and procuring electric power for farmers in the local rural 
communities. Also, during this term he was able to make improvements to 
roads that provided for better transportation in rural areas. 
 Eventually, his role as a collector of Reiseschuld for the Canadian Men-

had to travel to visit debtors com-
plicated the process. The task be-
came easier when he purchased a 
motor vehicle, an old Whippet, 
which enabled him to reach the 
more outlying communities when 
necessary. Often he returned to 
visit debtors numerous times to 
make arrangements that would en-
courage people to clear their in-
debtedness.  Sometimes he was not 
welcome at places he visited, and 
was advised not to return. Most of 
the obstacles, however, could be 
overcome with patience, ingenuity 
and determination. He had all three 
of these qualities and he used them 
in his efforts to help immigrants to 
settle their accounts.  He revisited 
many places until he received full 
payment for what was owed.  
 When debtors were unable to 
make immediate cash payments he 
negotiated terms that would enable 
them to clear their liability. On one 
occasion a large number of fence 
posts were delivered to our farm 
after one of his trips. The irony 
was that Father apparently had no 
need for fence posts. We learned 
later that he had taken these in pay-
ment for a transportation debt. On 
another occasion he accepted some 
goats as payment for Reiseschuld. 
His determination to liquidate the 
debt owed to the CPR seemed to 
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