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The Geographic Location and the Administrative- 

territorial Affiliation in the XIX-XX Centuries. 

 

A German colony Messer was founded on the right bank 

of the Volga, at the Zoliha river, in the area where the 

Zoliha merges with the Golyi Karamysh river. It was 

located 79 versts1 from Saratov and 100 versts from 

the district town Kamyshin, at the right side of the main 

postal Saratovsko-Astrahanskyi road. Between 1871 and 

October 1918, it was a part of Sosnovskyi (Ust-Zolohin- 

skyi, Lesno-Katamyshskyi) volost of the Kamyshinskyi 

district of the Saratov province. The Sosnovskyi volost 

authorities resided in Ust-Zoliha. 

 
After the Volga-area German working commune had 

been established, and until 1941, a village Messer was 

the administrative center of the Messer rural counsel of 

the Golokaramyshskyi (from 1927 Baltserskyi) canton. 

 
A Brief Colony History. 

 
The German colony Messer (Ust-Zoliha) was founded 

on July 7, 1766, as a crown colony. It was named after 

its first warden, a forty-one-year-old plowman Johannes 

Messer from Kurpfalz, who arrived to the colony with 

his wife and daughter. The second official Russian name, 

Ust-Zoliha, was given to the colony after the Zoliha 

river name, by the decree from February 26, 1768. The 

founders were 85 families (305 people), natives from 

Hessen, Prussia, and Phalz. 

 
Most colonists were reformers. Twenty-three families 

followed the Lutheran branch of Protestantism. Interest- 

ingly, due to peculiarities of disposition, it was practically 

impossible to have the followers of the same religion in 

the colony, and in many instances Catholics had to reside 

next to Protestants, which is what occurred in Messer. 

Four Catholic: Henric Lorenz family from Kurpfalz; and 

Yohan Henric Emmerling from Darmshtadt, who was 

single, were placed in the reformist-Lutheran colony. 

 
The majority of the first immigrants were farmers; how- 

ever. there were fifteen shop craftsmen among the first 

eighty-five home owners who had to become plowmen 

in their new motherland. One of the main reasons to 

bring the colonists was the agricultural development of 

the deserted steppe edges of the Russian Empire. 

 
Each home owner who arrived in the colony in July of 

1766 received 150 rubles from the province governor. 

Nevertheless, in the opinion of the local officials, the 

colonists were spending the allocated funds too fast and 

improperly. Therefore, each family that arrived to the 

colony in November 1766, received 75 rubles from Sara- 

tov Trustees’ office, and those who arrived in June 1767 

received 25 rubles, two horses, one cow, and a bridle.2 

 

A merchant and a flour miller, one of the four 
brothers Schmidt. Photo 1911 
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MESSER (Messer, Ust-Zoliha, Ust-Zaliha) 

Currently Ust-Zoliha village in the Krasnoarmeiskyi region 

of the Saratov district 

 
 

By Olga Litzenberger 



 

 
Ust-Zoliha was one of the model colonies of the right 

bank. It differed from the other colonies because the 

first colonists were migrants from the same region in 

Germany, which was rare for the German colonies in 

the Volga area. That triggered a quick economic growth, 

and ensured solidarity of the colonists and absence of 

any personal conflicts. 

 

Nevertheless, that also enabled the colonists to clash 

with the government with the same unity protecting their 

interests. In 1775, the Trustee’s office (following Ekat- 

erina the Second’s decree) decided to introduce “mutual 

responsibility” and make all colonists responsible for 

the individual colonist’s illegal action or ignoring his 

duties. Led by their warden, the colonists of Ust-Zoliha 

protested. In spite of the riot, the “mutual responsibility” 

system was introduced in the colony anyway, and the 

instigators were punished with rods.3 

 

Later on, rumors about the hard work of the residents 

of Ust-Zoliha spread out widely in the region, and that 

became a basis of the colony’s good reputation and popu- 

larity. Based on 1769 annual data, 84 families out of 85, 

announced that they were ready to farm. The colonists 

worked in the near steppes, sowed wheat, rye, oats, bar- 

ley, millet, sunflower, and hemp. In the 1880s, the corn 

crop was not very good, and the colonists decided not to 

grow corn. Woods around the colony were quickly cut 

down for housing construction. Later on, the colonists 

were buying building materials at the quay in Sosnovka. 

 

Though in the first few years colonists were mostly 

farmers, later on sarpinka4 production became a com- 

mon occupation. Ust-Zoliha dominated among the Volga 

colonies in cotton clothes production. In 1894, about 

600 residents of Ust-Zoliha were engaged in sarpinka 

manufacturing. Over time, a handful of families in the 

colony started to control weaving and received high 

profits; by the middle of the XIX century all sarpinka 

production was concentrated in the hands of three in- 

dividuals: Borel, Schmidt, and Reineke, who launched 

the manufacturing not only in their native colonies— 

Balzer, Ust-Zoliha, and Kutter—but everywhere in the 

Volga area. In the 1840s, merchants and entrepreneurs 

Schmidt’s, Ust-Zoliha natives, established “Trading and 

Industrial Partnership of Brothers Schmidt” which was 

moved to Saratov in 1850s. 

 

Based on the stories widespread among German colo- 

nists, it was Ust-Zoliha colonist Rit (Rish) who invented 

 
“kizyak” or manure peat, a thick mixture of manure with 

straw, which could be cut in pieces and replace wood 

for heating the houses in the cold time of the year.5 

However, in 1803, the patent rights for this invention 

were challenged in the Trustees office by a colonist from 

“Splavnuha Bol.”6 

 
Already in 1784, a State Chamber had opened a tavern 

in Messer with “a passage and glaciers.” Going by the 

data of the Central Statistics Committee, in 1859, there 

were twelve sarpinka and fabric dyeing shops, four mills, 

and a post station in the colony. The first post office was 

founded in Messer in 1816, after the authorities had 

officially approved the process of mail delivery from 

Messer to Saratov.7 In 1869-1871, a water-run flour 

grinding mill was built in the colony.8 

 
A.N. Minh, while analyzing the Zemstvo’s census data, 

pointed out that in the colony “….there were: 359 home 

owners, 1,574 male souls, 1,528 female souls, and a 

total of 3,102 both gender home owners…. There was 

a total of 318 residential constructions, wooden - 100, 

iron covered - 7, covered with boards - 82, covered with 

straw - 299, industrial establishments - 23, taverns - 2, 

and shops - 6. According to the census, colonists had: 

ploughs - 242, winnowing machines - 26, horses for 

both work and leisure - 1,112, oxen - 13, cows and 

calves - 717, sheep - 1,641, pigs - 579, goats - 547. ”9 

There was a hospital built in the village in 1896. In the 
 

The poet Eduaard Huber (1814-1847) 
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beginning of the 20th century a trade company “Brothers 

Schmidt” was operating in the village, and there was a 

factory producing farming equipment. 

 
Ust-Zoliha became known thanks to the Pastor Johann 

Hubert’s son Eduard Huber (1814-1847), who was 

educated in Saratov and St. Petersburg. He became a 

great poet, was a friend of Pushkin, and was the first one 

to translate Goethe’s “Faust” and the works of Schil- 

ler into Russian in 1838.10 In his autobiographic poem 

“Antonyi,” Guber had written about Ust-Zoliha: 

On the Volga river, stormy and wide, 

There are rich fields spread, 

Tall grass is rustling in the meadows, 

The soil is beautified with flowers. 

The grey crown of coastal mountains 

Is widespread around, watching out. 

An alien tribe brought their penates11 

To those fields. 

The sons of wise Germany 

Were called by Russia in here 

And on the loud Volga’s valleys 

It gave them forest and the field. 

 
There is a village: I remember 

Its beauty and its pretty bank, 

And its reflection in the waves. 

And in that village, once upon a time, 

On the bank which water is splashing, 

There was a small house, where 

A pastor was living; I’ve known him. 

Yet he was old already then, 

His hard work and long years were 

Reflected in the wrinkles of his bare forehead. 

 
During the Soviet years there were a cooperative store, 

a farmers' credit union, a farming machines partnership, 

and a library in the village. In September of 1941, the 

Germans were deported from Messer, and since then the 

village was called Ust-Zoliha. 

 
School and Children’s Education. 

During the first year after the colony was organized, 

school age children were studying in the house of the 

local school master. The time of the first church school 

construction is unknown. Per available sources, one may 

argue that the first parish school was built in the village 

between 1768 and 1771.12 Children between the age of 

seven and fifteen were attending the parish school from 

 

 

Dawe, George. Portrait of D. Von Osten-Saken. 
Picture taken 1819-1820 

 

the day it was founded. In the beginning of the XIX 

century. the parish school was awarded a status of a 

secondary school. 

 
In addition to the parish school, in 1870, there was a 

private school open in the colony which just in a few 

years received a status of a private elementary school. In 

the beginning of the 1770s, a conciliator of the third lot 

of Kamyshinskyi district, applied to the Trustee’s office 

with a request to name the Ust-Zoliha elementary school 

after a baron D.F. Osten-Saken.13 After the petition had 

been submitted by the Trustee’s office to the Ministry 

of the state property, the school was awarded the name 

of the general D.F. Osten-Saken.14 In 1886, there were 

forty boys and two girls studying Russian and German 

languages, arithmetic, and law.15 In 1891, the school 

started to offer crafting classes. 

 
In 1886, out of 3,102 residents of the colony, 1,870 

were literate: 948 men, and 922 women. Based on the 

statistics of the German colonies school conditions, 

gathered by the probst of the Left Volga bank I. Erbess, 

there were 617 children between the ages of seven and 

fifteen out of 5,307 residents. School was compulsory 

for them. School attendance was not 100%; 93 youth 

(the majority of them being seven years old) did not 
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Messer. The former school building. Photo by E. Moshkov, 2010 

attend school due to poverty of the family or due to 

being engaged in crafts production. During the school 

inspection, the parents and the colony were claiming 

that children would start school the next year, once they 

reached the age of eight. In 1906, there were 253 male 

students, 271 female students, and four teachers in the 

parish school, and the private school was attended by 

28 male students and 5 female students; there was one 

teacher there.16 Both schools were supported by the 

parish. During Soviet era, both schools were closed and 

transformed into elementary schools. 

 
Residents’ Religion and its Peculiarities. 

 
The feature of Usi-Zoliha was that its population was 

mostly reformists. For an extended period of time there 

were two separate churches in Ust-Zoliha—one for 

Lutherans, and another for Reformers. By the end of 

the 19th century, there was a small group of Baptists. 

In 1879, there were 16 of them.17 

 
The Parish. 

The Lutheran-reformist parish Ust-Zoliha was created in 

1765. The parish included communities of Messer (Ust- 

Zoliha), Moor (Keys), Anton (Sevastianovka), Balzer 

(Golyi Karamysh), and Kauz (Vershinka). The number 

of the parish communities was constantly changing. 

For example, in 1767, the Kauz (Vershinka) community 

joined the parish Dittel (Oleshna); in 1777-1790, there 

was a separate parish Anton (Sevastianovka); in 1799- 

1820, colonies of Anton and Vershinka were a separate 

parish; in 1820-1855, they were a part of the Ust-Zoliha 

parish again. In 1855, the Trustees office was consider- 

 
ing “a division of the Ust-Zoliha parish into colonies of 

Ust-Zoliha, Popovka, Keys, Golyi Karamush, and Sev- 

astianovka.”18 On November 15, 1855, the Ust-Zoliha 

parish was confirmed to include three colonies: Messer 

(Ust-Zoliha), Moor (Keys), and Kutter (Popovka). Bal- 

zer and Anton communities became a part of the Balzer 

(Golyi Karamysh) parish, approved in 1856. 

 
The Date of the Church and the Parsonage Construc- 

tion, and their Architectural Features. 

 
The first wooden church in Messer was constructed 

in 1767.19 The construction was financed by the state. 

Ekaterina the Second’s degree of February 28, 1765, 

directed to build one church in each district for German 

colonists, “providing them with all necessary items 

and decent housing for the pastor at the state expense.” 

Colonists had ten years to pay the state back.20 

 
The first church was built in a hurry, without an architec- 

tural plan, by the farmers-colonists, under the supervi- 

sion of an engineer of the Trustee’s Office. During the 

first years after the colonies were organized, there was 

no discussion of any architectural style. The same fact 

of a protestant church construction in the middle of Rus- 

sian steppes was much more important for the colonists. 

Not only was it a place of service, but also a center of 

the community life. 

 
The next wooden church for 500 seats was built at the 

expense of the parishioners in 1825. The Russian archi- 

tecture greatly impacted its architectural style. The new 

church had a squared porch and an octagon tower with 

an onion-shaped dome which was very unusual for Ger- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Messer. The church apse. Photo by E. Moshkov, 2010 
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man protestant churches.21 The onion-shaped head was 

typical of the Russian architecture at the end of the XVI 

century. The dome had a protestant cross on it. The pas- 

tor’s residence and a wooden three step belfry were situ- 

ated next to the church. The first pastorate existed in the 

colony of Sevastianovka, and in 1771 it was transferred 

to Ust-Zoliha.22 The stone building of the first pastorate, 

preserved till our days, was constructed in 1895-1896. 

 
Later on, the old wooden church was no longer con- 

ducive with the status of the Ust-Zoliha community, 

which was the heart of the parish. During two decades 

several thousand parishioners were collecting money 

for the construction of a new parish church. In 1911, the 

construction of a new stone church was completed. The 

construction of the church cost the parish several dozens 

of thousands rubles; however, the parishioners diligently 

sacrificed their money for the new parish church. 

 
The architecture of the new Usi-Zoliha church is more so 

of a capital city style rather than provincial. The church 

Based on the 1920 

Census,  there 

were 4,344 resi- 

dents in the vil- 

lage; there were 

611   households, 

with 605 being 

German. Famine 

in the 1920’s af- 

fected the level of 

the population. In 

1921, there were 

177 births and 

796 deaths in the 

village. Going by 

the data of the Re- 

gional Statistics 

Office of the Au- 

tonomous District 

of Volga area Ger- 

mans, as of January 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The altar and pulpit 

at the Messer church. 

was built in the latest architectural trend, and with no 

doubt was the pride of the colonists and a decoration for 

the whole area. The dynamic composition of the church, 

the perfect shapes, proper volume combinations, elegant 

proportions, and lace-like details caused admiration 

among its contemporaries. The church looked splendid 

thanks to an amazing brick ornament of the walls. The 

massive Evangelical Lutheran Church (1825) in Messer 

with four sharp smaller symmetrical towers was crowned 

with a sharp wooden spike holding a three meter cross. 

Triangle pediments were located above the entries of 

the building main and side facades. The church was 

decorated with carved eaves and stained glass in arched 

shaped windows. 

 
The Level of the Population and the Size of the Parish. 

 
At the time the colony was founded in 1766, there were 

397 foreign colonists, in 1767 - the count was 308, in 

1773 - 397, in 1788 - 581, in 1798 - 619, in 1816 - 960, 

in 1828 - 1,834, in 1850 - 2,704, in 1859 - 3,403, in 1886 

- 3,149 people. According to the 1897 Census in the Rus- 

sian Empire, there were 3,403 residents in Ust-Zoliha, 

with 3,375 of them being Germans. In 1905 there were 

5,057 residents in the village, in 1911 - 5,961.23 The Ust- 

Zoliha parish became a part of the history of Evangelic- 

Lutheran congregation, as one of the most populated. In 

1905, the parish consisted of 14,535 people.24 

1st, 1922 there were 3,425 people living in Ust-Zoliha. 

Based on the 1926 Census, there were 649 households 

with a population of 3,716 people, with 3,712 of them 

being German.25 In 1931, there were 3,706 residents in 

the village, with 3,703 of them being German. 

 
The History of the Congregation and the Parish. 

 
During the first years of their residence, the colonists ran 

into a serious problem—there was a lack of clerics in the 

churches. For a long time there was only one protestant 

minister for all the colonies of the Volga-area. His name 

was Johannes Janet (1729-1803) from Switzeland, who 

had arrived with the first colonists and was residing in 

the Sevastianovka colony. On March 10, 1765, he gave 

his first protestant sermon in the Volga area and was 

elected to be the pastor of the Ust-Zoliha parish, and 

moved to Ust-Zoliha. In 1767, pastor’s residence was 

moved to Anton, which is where Pastor Janet had been 

living. In 1771, he moved to Ust-Zoliha again. The next 

pastor, Jauch, became the first senior pastor of all the 

Volga-area colonies. Pastor’s work was valued not only 

by the colonists but also by the authorities; for example, 

the children of Pastor Jauch, who died in 1804, being his 

heirs, were still receiving payments from the Trustees 

Office in 1820.26 
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The shortage of clerics is confirmed by an example of 

Pastor Johannes Huber, a Ust-Zoliha pastor who had 

to preach in 21 colonies. Huber wrote: “My favorite 

parish is spread across three Lutheran and one Catholic 

settlements in such a way that I can say that I do and I 

do not have a parish. There are twenty-three churches 

in the parish, and I have to preach in every one of them. 

Working in my parish is in many ways more hard than in 

any other parish”.27 Even in 1820, 40 Evangelic colonies 

of the Volga area had only four pastors.28 Therefore, each 

of them serviced ten communities and could not visit one 

colony more often than five times a year. Under those 

circumstances taking daily care of the parish was out 

of the question. In October 1819, when an Evangelic- 

Lutheran consistory was created, Huber was elected to 

be its vice-president, and later a superintendent of the 

Moscow Evangelic-Lutheran consistory, the second 

key person of the Evangelic-Lutheran congregation of 

Russia. 

 
In the 19th century clerics were performing not only reli- 

gious functions in the parish, but also worked as doctors, 

gardeners, and farmers. Medical care level was low, and 

various epidemics were quite frequent in the colonies. In 

 

 

The Evangelical-Lutheran church in Messer 1825. 

 
August 1830, there was an outburst of cholera. Doctors 

sent to Saratovskyi province from St. Petersburg arrived 

there only in October when the epidemics was coming 

to an end. Pastor Huber wrote about the epidemics: 

“This disaster came so fast and unexpectedly that it was 

impossible even to think about taking any measures. I 

was going from one home to another, visiting the sick 

and the healthy ones, admonished, encouraged, advising 

to rely God.…” 

 
The next pastor, Immanuil Grunauer, was regularly at- 

tending the sick parishioners, always comforting them, 

sharing his heart with them during the years of the next 

cholera epidemics in 1847-1848. During epidemics, the 

church school was closed and turned into a hospital. 

The 1892 epidemics became especially devastating for 

the community. It followed the famine of 1891, when 

all colonies in the Volga area faced poor harvest and 

drought. Cholera epidemics of 1891 claimed 500 lives 

in the village. The parish even had its own religious 

holiday, so-called “cholera day,” which was celebrated 

on the first Friday in September to commemorate the 

devastating cholera epidemics. 

 
Another Ust-Zoliha pastor, Eduard Ikhorn, had to face 

even more difficult issues in the 20th century. In 1921- 

1922, the Volga area fell into horrendous famine, which 

became a national disaster. It was caused by political 

and economic reasons and was magnified by the natural 

disasters—drought and poor harvest. Famine was the 

result of unreasonable actions of the state, the policy of 

“military communism,” and prodrazverstka robbery— 

a forceful confiscation of any extra food supplies from 

the peasants. It was as if the divine justice represented 

by nature was punishing people for their horrible sins. 

According to the conservative official estimates, there 

were 28 million people in the country facing starvation. 

 
In April 1922, Pastor Ikhorn was describing horrendous 

episodes: “There are no words to express the atrocities 

of famine. Dreadful silence prevails in the village; only 

the rings of the bell, expressing sorrow, interrupt this 

dead silence. Not so long ago I was told that a mother 

wanted to eat her child. I rushed as quickly as I could 

to that house. There were around 20 heads of different 

animals: horses, cats, pigs, and dogs, which this hungry 

family was feeding itself with…. 10 people were living 

in a small room…. I cannot describe them—they were 

exhausted, swollen, dirty creatures, but not humans. 
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enemy of the Soviet regime. In 1931, the Council of 

the Central Executive Committee of the Autonomous 

Soviet Socialist Republic of the Volga area Germans 

received secret information from the Regional Re- 

ligious Affairs Commission according to which the 

church has not been yet closed in the village. There 

were 1,998 believers, 32 of which were deprived of 

any political rights.31 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Messer. The Evangelical-Lutheran church. 

Photo by E. Moshkov, 2010 

When I saw all that and heard them pleading for help, 

tears welled up in my eyes – a stone would have started 

to cry seeing such misfortune…. ‘Dear pastor, save us, 

we are dying from hunger’… I rushed to the Lutheran 

fund, brought this family some flour, rice, and sugar. 

And there are more than a hundred of such families in 

our villages. They are searching for carrion and bones 

in the fields and on the streets to smash and boil them 

for food.”29 

 
Millions of people were in horrendous condition. There 

were frequent cases of swelling, using carrion for food, 

and even cannibalism; famine became the reason of 

numerous epidemics. Unfortunately, the assistance of 

the Soviet authorities was too slow and inconsistent.30 

The Church played a special part in helping the starving. 

Nevertheless, the Soviet authorities under the slogan of 

fighting the starvation, started a campaign against the 

Church, depriving it of its possessions, eliminating its 

economic base and organizing repressions of pastors. A 

Pastor Liborius Bening (1862-1933) and his wife were 

arrested in 1931 in Saratov. He survived pneumonia 

and infarction in the jail. He was released from jail at 

the request of the Swedish Red Cross and the German 

Embassy because of his poor health; he died shortly 

after his release. 

 
In the beginning of the 1930’s, a universal shut down 

of churches of all faiths began in the country. Locally, 

they tried to shut down a church as soon as possible to 

avoid being accused of being loyal to the religion—the 

On August 28, 1934, the Commission of the Cult 

Matters (created by the Central Executive Committee 

of the Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic of the 

Volga area Germans) informed the Presidium of the 

Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic of Volga area 

Germans that the church had been closed. The church 

stone building was still being used by the parishioners, 

therefore the issue required a special consideration.32 On 

December 21, 1937, the church was shut down at the 

official Decree of the The Central Executive Commis- 

sion Presidium suggested using the building of the 

church as a library. The Central Executive Committee 

Presidium, since 947 members of the parish out of 1165, 

voted for its liquidation.33 

 
The List of Pastors of the Messer Parish (Ust-Zoliha)34 

• 1765-1799 – Johannes Janet 

• 1798-1804 – Aloysius Jauch 

• 1804-1818 – Josua Graf 

• 1820-1822 – Johann Samuel Huber 

• 1823-1850 – Immanuel Grunauer 

• 1853-1891 – Jacob Friedrich Dettling 

• 1888-1889 – Liborius Herbord Behning 

• 1894-1897 – Johann Kaminsky 

 
 

The bell towner of the church in Messer. 
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Messer. The former pastorate building. Photo by E. Moshkov, 2010 

• 1898-1909 – Eduard Seib 

• 1909-1914 – Woldemar Lankau 

• 1917-1929 – Eduard Eichhorn 

 

The Village Today. Current Condition of the Church 

and Other Objects of German Architecture. 

 
Currently, Ust-Zoliha is a village in the Krasnoarmeiskyi 

region of the Saratov district. The village Ust-Zoliha is 

currently a part of Karamyshskyi Municipal area (coun- 

try town), which besides Ust-Zoliha, also includes the 

railway station Karamysh. According to the data of the 

2002 country wide Census, there are only 1,708 residents 

in the Municipal area. Before the Great October Revo- 

lution, the population level of Ust-Zoliha exceeded the 

current level of population by several times. The number 

of households had been reduced as well. The masterpiece 

of German architecture however, the Lutheran church, 

is still situated in the middle of the village. It was this 

church that most vividly expressed German architectural 

pathos, and it was this church that currently personifies 

German architectural style in the Volga area. 

 
The Ust-Zoliha church can be easily remembered thanks 

to its silhouette and decorated details of the facade. It is 

exceptionally beautiful and appears just as strange in the 

current much uninhabited village. The building of the 

former church no longer goes with the country landscape. 

It is not in harmony with it, but reminds one of some des- 

sert mirage. The church is a very good reference point. 

Its tower can be well seen from the Saratov-Volgograd 

highway, before the exit to the village. In addition, the 

 
Ust-Zoliha church is one of the favorite places for the 

tourists and locals to take pictures. The church is men- 

tioned on the internet, on the web pages of those who 

are searching for buried treasures, and for travelers. 

The size and the magnitude of this construction are still 

impressive; currently, it is the biggest building among 

several neighboring villages. 

 
It is difficult to judge these days about the appearance 

of the church in 1911, as the Soviet regime and time 

significantly damaged the building. Several decades 

ago the oak carved doors were lost and the stained- 

glass windows were broken. Over the last seventy five 

years, the building was used as a warehouse, the altar 

area—the apse—served as a place to produce and store 

concrete solution (what a blasphemy!). The bell tower 

was almost ruined, and in 2008 it lost its wooden spire. 

It fell under the weight of an iron cross and all the sins 

committed by the people who destroyed this Devine 

House, a creation of German architecture. The locals 

say that the metal cross was lying on the ground for 

a very short period of time, and then was taken away 

by someone for recycling. The locals also say that the 

inmates of a nearby corrective facility could previously 

look at the church and its high spire, and could pray for 

forgiveness. Now they cannot see the spire. 

 
Without the spire and the cross, the church was almost 

ruined, became unattended and senseless. Nevertheless, 

its special, tragic beauty still attracts people. The brick 

decoration, semi- 

round windows of 

the second floor, 

a delicate plastic 

of the façade, im- 

pressive details 

catch one’s atten- 

tion. The two re- 

maining light airy 

towers are soaring 

over the village, 

stitching the sky 

with their sharp 

spires and their 

preserved carved 

crosses. Even in its 

current   condition 

 
The entrance to the new church building, 1911. 
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the church is full of harmony and delights people. 

How beautiful it must have been a hundred years ago! 

 
The surrounding German stone buildings appear sol- 

emn. The church square, the church, the former pas- 

tor’s residence, and the former school building, which 

now houses a library and a cultural center, compose 

one ensemble. Fortunately, the locals have not dared 

yet to turn them into ruins, and the church itself has 

not become a bunch of useless brick. 

 
The Archives. 

 
The State Historical Archive of the Volga area Ger- 

mans (City of Engels in Saratov region). The Fund 

#268. Evangelic-Lutheran Church in Ust-Zolia village 

(village Messer) of Ust-Zolohinskyi volost of Kamyshin- 

skyi district of Saratov province (1791-1918). The Fund 

has one record, 109 stored units, among which there are 

manifests, decrees, rulings of the Governing Senate; or- 

ders, instructions of Moscow and Saratov Consistories; 

circulars of Department of Religious Affairs, protocols 

of the Trustees of Religious Affairs, correspondence 

with the Saratov governor, with Saratov Trustees Office, 

Officials of the province, volost and village boards; lists 

of religious schools, financial information on debits and 

credits, incoming and outgoing papers for the period 

from 1821 to 1912. There are birth metrics for the period 

from 1820 to 1893, and from 1899 to1913, records of 

baptizing for the period from 1791 to 1858, and from 

1899 to 1913, records of marriages for the period from 

1821 to 1916, records of death for the period from 1821 

to 1893, and from 1899 to 1913, records of confirmation 

for the period from 1856 to 1901, records of joining the 

church for the period of 1853 to 1855, and from 1892 to 

1908. In addition, the Fund owns personal records for the 

period from 1834 to 1849,35 including: the State Archive 

of Saratov Province (the city of Saratov). Fund #637. A 

collection of metric records of the churches of Saratov 

Province (1780-1917). Description #18. Cases 153-156. 

Metric records of Evangelic-Lutheran church of village 

Messer (Ust-Zoliha) for the period from 1891 to 1921. 

 
An Interesting Archved Document. 

 
There are records among the lost records of the Saratov 

Department of Immigrants in the State Archive of the 

Saratov province, entitled “An Application of the Ust- 

Zoliha Colonists for Payments Waiver for Escorting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Messer. The former pastorate building, currently a library. 

Photo by E. Moshkov, 2010 

the Colodniks” dated 1905, and “An Application of the 

Colonists’ Representative Meng for a Relief from the 

Duty to Escorting the Inmates” dated 1843.36 

 
At the time, Russia had a step by step system of escort- 

ing the arrested criminals who were called colodniks 

because the arrested and convicted individuals had to 

wear colodki—a wooden device—on their feet to prevent 

them from escaping. German colonies were responsible, 

among others, to escort the inmates. Escort teams con- 

sisted of 28 people lead by an officer, and they were 

deployed along the track at every other station. Escort 

teams were formed by trustworthy individuals. Those 

who were appointed to be a part of the escort team were 

to follow “the rule of respect and politeness.” Article 37 

“The Instruction of the Internal Order and Management 

in Volga-area Colonies,”37 approved by the Imperator on 

September 16, 1800, stated: “District Leads must ensure 

that they keep a good eye on the colodnics of various 

ranks escorted through the village, so that no one could 

escape from the guards, and therefore the village heads 

in each colony should have special books to record the 

names of the escorted colodnics—from who, to which 

colony they arrive, with who and when they are sent 

away, and to which village they are delivered….” Ger- 

man colony Ust-Zoliha has never been “relieved from 

inmates escorting”: nowadays there is a correction facil- 

ity in the village. 
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Messer. The Evangelical-Lutheran church (built in 1911). 
Photo by Olga Litzenberger 2002 
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Messer. The Evangelical-Lutheran church (built in 1911). 
Photo by Olga Litzenberger 2002 

 

 

 
 

EDITOR’S NOTE: This is the third in a series of articles from Olga 

Litzenberger’s “History of the Volga German Settlements, Part 1: 

Lutheran.” Thanks to Mike Meisinger for the article, Natasha 

Comolli for the translation, Kari Rady for the editing, and Olga Litzen- 

berger for provision of the photographs. 

 
AHSGR RECORDS 

AHSGR has a number of documents pertaining to Messer for research. 

These records are: 

• 1897 Census for Neu-Messer (Lysanderdorf), Russia 

• Messer - 1775 Census & 1798 Census 

• Messer Master Census Index 

• Messer, Russia Census (1897) 

• May, 1827 - February, 1892 Messer, Russia Marriage Index 

• 1791 - 1820 Messer, Russia Birth Records 

• Partial 1856, 1857, and partial 1858 Messer, Russia Birth Records 

• 1805 - 1826 Messer, Russia Death Records 

• 1804 - 1826 Messer, Russia Marriage Records 
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Have you ever wondered how our German ancestors 

from Russia were welcomed and treated when they ar- 

rived in America and began to live in a culture that was 

already quite well established? Have you ever wondered 

if America really wanted them to be here? I have. I knew 

that they were good farmers and therefore would not be 

a burden on the unemployment system or have a depen- 

dency on the charity of others, but after all they were 

coming from far-away Russia—and there were plenty 

of stories about immigrants from places like Ireland and 

Italy who upon arrival were not treated well. Would these 

German-Russians really be welcomed? 

 
This article is about how a group of German Mennonites 

from Russia were welcomed in Kansas and how much 

America, in general, really wanted the Germans from 

Russia to be in their country. My father’s family was 

part of a group of Men- 

nonites who settled in 

Marion County, Kansas, 

near Hillsboro. They were 

from the Molotschna Col- 

ony—the village of Alex- 

anderwohl. Most of the 

village members arrived 

in Kansas in 1874 and 

settled in nearby Goessel, 

Kansas, but my family 

came a year later in 1875 

and found their land near 

Hillsboro. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
in the new country. One of the best references I have 

found that points out that, yes, our ancestors were 

wanted and were respected, is an excerpt from President 

Ulysses Grant’s annual message to congress on Decem- 

ber 1, 1873, where he says, “The expressed desire of the 

representatives of a large colony of citizens of Russia 

to emigrate to this country, as is understood, with the 

consent of their Government, if certain concessions can 

be made to enable them to settle in a compact colony, 

is of great interest, as going to show the light in which 

our institutions are regarded by an industrious, intel- 

ligent, and wealthy people, desirous of enjoying civil 

and religious liberty; and the acquisition of so large an 

immigration of citizens of a superior class would without 

doubt be of substantial benefit to the country.”1 

 

In thinking about the idea 

of an ethnic group being 

wanted or not, as immi- 

grants it seems that a lot 

of that has to do with the 

respect that exists for that 

group and the reputation 

they have as to whether 

they will be good citizens 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mennonites on the flight from Russia, Midday meal in Uberseeheim, 
Haburg Institut fur Auslandsbeziehungen 
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Welcoming Germans from Russia to America 

 
By James Hiebert 



 

 

So, at least at the national level and in the eyes of 

President Grant, the reputation of this group of Germans 

from Russia was of the type that would make them good 

citizens who would be a benefit to America. But, as we 

know, the President alone cannot decide who is welcome 

and who is not. How did the Congress feel about it? 

 
Referencing the Congressional Record from this time 

period shows that some of those feelings and opinions are 

revealed as the Senate debates a request from the immi- 

grants-to-be. The request was of much importance to their 

mode of farming and had to do with the amount of contig- 

uous land that they would be allowed to buy and occupy. 

 
The issue was brought before the U. S. Senate by a group 

of Mennonites on January 12, 1874, in the form of a writ- 

ten request that was read into the record and says, in part: 

“Desirous of settling in your country in colonies, there 

is, however one obstacle in the way: the unimproved 

lands which we would be likely to select for our future 

home being owned in alternate sections by railroads and 

the Government, if we should purchase from the rail- 

road companies, some of the sections belonging to the 

Government would be taken up by persons who do not 

belong to our colony and who are not in sympathy with 

us. Besides this, our mode of farming is for fifteen or 

twenty families to join together on a large tract of land, 

and to have portions of it set aside for common pasture, 

where all the horses and cattle may graze together kept 

by one herder. This saves much expense in fencing.”2 

 
The request further explains that they will require time 

(probably the remaining eight years until they have to be 

out of Russia) to be ready to buy all of their land and be 

able to buy contiguous sections from both the railroad 

and the Government. In essence then, their request was 

to have the Government land reserved for them in case 

they wanted it later on. The request was stated as, “If we 

select portions of railroad lands in different places suit- 

able to our different wants as cattle-raisers, agriculturists, 

etc., we be allowed to take up and secure the sections 

of Government lands lying adjacent thereto, either by 

purchase or under the homestead laws, and to reserve 

the same until the year 1881.”3 

 
Quite a debate in the Senate was to follow. I imagine 

the Mennonites making the request found it to be a very 

reasonable request; after all, the Canadian government 

was offering them “six hundred forty acres in Canada at 

the rate if one dollar per acre for three-fourths of it and 

take as a homestead the other one-fourth.”4 But many 

in the Senate didn’t see it that way. 

 
A major supporter was Senator Cameron from Pennsyl- 

vania who argued, ”If Senators knew these people as I 

do, in place of making objections to their coming here, 

they would give them all the facilities they could possibly 

desire. We have a very large number of these people in 

Pennsylvania. They are among the best of our citizens.”5 

A major opponent was Senator Ferry from Connecticut 

who didn’t want the request to even be received let alone 

get referred to committee for further action. 

 
Eventually, a bill (S. No. 655) made it through the Com- 

mittee on Public Lands and was presented to the Senate 

on April 14, 1874. It seems to me that by then it had 

been “watered down” quite a bit and mainly allowed 

for “agents” to select land prior to the arrival of the im- 

migrants and for that land to be reserved for up to two 

years. To me, more interesting than the bill itself (and the 

amendments and amendments to the amendments) was 

the debate that transpired for several days—because that 

is where the true feelings of the senators can be learned. 

The following is a flavor of how the debate transpired. 

 
Senator Windom (Minnesota), supportive of the bill, 

argued, “The inducements offered by Canada are very 

much greater than these people ask to be offered by this 

country. They prefer our country, and unless we choose 

to drive away forty thousand of the very best farmers of 

Russia who are now competing with us in the markets of 

the world with some ten million bushels of their wheat, 

if we choose to say that Russia shall raise that wheat or 

that Canada shall provide it instead of our own county, 

we can simply reject the proffer of these people, and they 

probably will not become our citizens. I deem it of the 

utmost importance that this bill should pass.”6 

 
Senator Edmunds (Vermont), on the other hand, was 

disturbed about large amounts of land being set aside 

for a group that might tend to create their own society 

and government. He said, “In my judgment it is a fatal 

step, a fatal step to the prosperity of any republic that 

is founded upon the theory that ours is, to take this first 

instance of opening a vast body of public lands to the 

exclusive proprietorship of any sect of Christians, or of 

any people of a particular social standing.”7 
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Senator Clayton agreed, saying, “The worst feature of 

the bill, according to my opinion, is that I see no assur- 

ance that these fifty thousand people who are allowed to 

settle in one compact body will ever become citizens of 

the United States. If that is so, it seems to me it would 

not be in harmony with the general principles of our 

Government.”8 

 
Senator Cameron (Pennsylvania) reminded the Senate 

of how important it was to find a way to give the Men- 

nonites what they wanted; he said, “I do not believe 

there is a better class of people in the world than are the 

German Mennonites.”9 Senator Scott agreed with that 

position and added, “If there be any class of people, Mr. 

President, whom we should encourage to come to our 

shores by any legislation in consonance with our gen- 

eral policy in reference to the public lands, it cannot be 

extended in any direction with more advantage to our 

public interests than by encouraging the Mennonites to 

settle among us.”10 

 
It seems that the senators worked hard, with many sug- 

gested amendments to find a way to satisfy the request 

from the Mennonites. However, Senator Carpenter 

summarized the opposition by saying, “In my judgment 

the principle of this bill would be the worst we could 

adopt. We do not desire to have a town or a country 

settled by any foreign nationality, speaking their own 

language, having their national amusements, and in all 

things separate and distinct from Americans. The idea is 

and should be that in inviting foreigners to settle in this 

country they should take their place with our citizens; 

they should come here not to be Germans or Frenchman 

or Italians, but to be Americans, to become American 

citizens, to speak our language, to support our institu- 

tions, to be of us in all things.”11 

 
The debate surrounding the bill went on and on for days. 

But it was never passed. The bill failed to be enacted. 

While the bill was being debated Mennonites from Rus- 

sia had begun the migration. 

 
Of course, nowhere near the 40,000-50,000 people that 

were talked about came to America during this period (it 

was more like 15,000). Apparently, the ones that came 

were satisfied with the siuation the way it was and didn’t 

need the assurances that the bill would have provided for 

them to get large amounts of contiguous land. But the 

debate in the Senate, regardless of the specific topic or 

 
outcome, tells us a lot about how the government felt— 

they respected and wanted the Germans from Russia to 

be here, but even more strongly they felt that they needed 

to become an active part of America at some point and 

not stay isolated in their villages. 
 

K-H John Siemens and Family, 
Father and Mother of John Siemens 

Another way these Germans from Russia were being 

welcomed to Kansas, even before they started on their 

journey, was some very positive publicity concerning 

their farming skills and reputations. Anyone who hap- 

pened to read the Topeka Commonwealth Sunday August 

21, 1873, would already be influenced to have a large 

amount of respect for these new immigrants who might 

be moving to their area. The news article of that day said 

in part, “These curious religious exiles from the Russian 

Crimea, called the Mennonites, have created a very con- 

siderable stir in this country for a people whose lives are 

so passionless and whose fundamental doctrine is peace; 

and though a non-militant sect the have been fought over 

by immigration bureaus, in a manner that must have 

given their demure natures a turn. The Mennonites are 
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as a body the most desirable immigrants, especially for 

a new country, that ever came to the United States, and 

it is no wonder then that there is very considerable strife 

to secure them.”12 

 
To me it seems that those are pretty strong words, seem- 

ingly leaving no doubt that this immigrant group should 

be welcomed with open arms. And the article goes on to 

say, “They are thorough agriculturalists, sober, honest, 

industrious and, as far as the results of their farming 

goes, aspiring. It is with pleasure then that we are able 

to announce that Kansas has got them, and to this state 

they have all made up their mind definitely to come.”13 

The writer was probably a little optimistic about the 

numbers and the speed with which they would assimilate 

when saying, “Kansas makes at one haul a large body 

of most intelligent citizens, which will be constantly 

increased by numerous additions until nearly all of the 

forty thousand Mennonites in Crimean Russia find a 

home in some of the fertile valleys of our state. These 

religionists will at once assimilate with our people in 

everything essential, as soon as they have acquired our 

language with fluency.”14 The writer even becomes a bit 

boastful and proud of Kansas (possibly because the writ- 

ing is taking place at the seat of the state government), 

in saying, “This settles or should settle satisfactorily the 

comparative desirability of the different western states 

as points of settlement. Every effort was made to divert 

these Mennonites to other states, but without avail.”15 It 

seems that there were those in the state who had worked 

hard to convince the Mennonites to settle in Kansas and 

now the writer was patting those people on their back. 

But nevertheless the point is made that not only should 

the immigrants be welcomed they should be desired as 

newcomers to the state. 

 
The article ends with, “The Mennonites are a “big card” 

for Kansas; they will largely advance the standard of 

our present crude and careless farming, and will teach 

our agriculturists by example.”16 If I would have been 

living in Kansas at the time, and would have read this 

article, I think I would done everything I could to help the 

newcomers get settled in a painless way and would have 

done what I could to welcome them to their new home. 

 
Even though this is a story about German Mennonites 

from Russia coming to Kansas it would be very unfair 

to imply that the welcome was only for Mennonites or 

only for those that chose to come to Kansas. Here is one 

reference, amongst many, where the competition for the 

immigrants was won by other states. The following is 

from a report by a member of the Minnesota Board of 

Immigration, William Seeger, to the then Governor of 

Minnesota, Horace Austin on December 20, 1873. In 

the report Mr. Seeger describes his activities as host to a 

delegation of German-Russians in June of 1873 as they 

tour not only his state but also Iowa, Nebraska, Dakota 

Territory, Kansas and Indiana as well as their earlier visit 

to Manitoba in Canada. It is clear how Mr. Seeger feels 

about his guests as he says “These people have proved 

themselves possessed of so high a degree of energy and 

public spiritedness that they entitle themselves to our 

warmest sympathy and active support.”17 

 
The competition was on. He said about one group, “I 

found them almost decided to go to Kansas, where two 

of them had been induced to buy lands. I succeeded, 

however, in persuading them to send a deputation to go 

with me to Minnesota and explore this state, which we 

did thoroughly and to their satisfaction; but, neverthe- 

less they were induced by land agents to go to Yankton, 

Southern Dakota Territory, and to settle there.”18 

 
Mr. Seeger didn’t give up. “Much as I felt disappointed 

after this, I did not give up the contest, but proceeded 

to Yankton, and had a long conference with them con- 

vincing most of them of the greater advantage, natural 

and otherwise, held out by our own state. I succeeded in 

bringing back twenty families to Minnesota, who have 

since settled at Mountain Lake.”19 There is no doubt 

about the respect that exists: “I congratulate Minnesota 

on the present acquisition, for of such people are great 

States made.”20 

 
During 1874 and into 1875, the group of Mennonites 

from the village of Alexanderwhol left Russia with some 

going to Canada and many coming to Kansas. Some of 

them were welcomed by family members, or friends, 

who had arrived a bit earlier. Assuming they were stay- 

ing posted on the debates at the federal level, and getting 

word of what was being printed in the local papers, I 

would think that they must have felt like they were es- 

tablishing their new lives in a place where they would 

not only be welcomed but also respected and wanted. 

 
Jumping ahead a few years, we can now begin to won- 

der what the local people thought about these Germans 
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from Russia after they had been here awhile. Were they 

still welcomed and wanted? There is some documenta- 

tion of how the immigrants were perceived at the local 

level, in Marion County, after they had been there for 

several years. It would seem that they must have been 

considered somewhat of an oddity—these people from 

Russia who didn’t speak English and lived pretty much 

segregated in their own little villages. 

An article in the Marion County Record of February 22, 

1878, encourages any curious person to visit a “Russian 

town” to observe it much as they would visit Niagara 

Falls if they lived in the vicinity. The writer suggested 

that they could visit Gnadenau about 8 miles west and 

one mile south of Marion Center. The reporter (identified 

as W. J. G.) wrote “If Gnadenau is not a natural wonder, 

it is an artificial one, as it is the seat of a strange people 

having a stranger civilization, and whose habits contrast 

as strongly with American ways as they do with the 

habits of the Chinese.”21 
 

 

 
A couple years later in September of 1880, Miss Flor- 

ence Finch writes about her observations in the Kansas 

Monthly III. She visited several Mennonite villages, but 

wrote most about her visit to New Alexander’s- whol, 

or Alexanderwhol as we know it. This is the settlement 

near present-day Goessel, Kansas, and the name of the 

settlement in Russia where my ancestors were residents. 

She describes their progress after being here for only five 

years: “They had to buy farms, build houses and barns, 

procure farming implements and stock, and support their 

families. Now they have good farms, ranging from sixty 

to three hundred acres, good houses and barns, plenty 

of stock, the very best farm machinery of all sorts and, 

almost without exception they are entirely free from 

indebtedness. That they have done so much in so short 

a time is certainly a marvel; and we will venture to say 

that there is not a class of American farmers who could 

or would have done the same.”22 

 
But it wasn’t just the farm itself which was a success 

—the people were too. She also writes about that in a 

very positive way: “A happier more contented class of 

people than these Mennonites, we have never seen. And 

in honesty, industry, uprightness and intelligence, Kansas 

could not welcome a better class to her prairies, or one 

which in time to come, will more solidly advance her 

interest. A marked feature among them is the affection 

they bear for one another and the interest they take in 

one another’s welfare.”23 

 
Miss Florence Finch was certainly correct in her predic- 

tion that the Mennonite would advance the interests of 

Kansas in time to come. They must have been much 

respected for popularizing Russian Turkey Red wheat in 

Kansas. It became the principal variety of wheat planted 

in the Midwest for about a hundred years. The variety 

was so successful that the State of Kansas became the 7th 

greatest wheat producing area in the world for a number 

of years. The Russian Mennonites and their descendants 

turned Marion County into one of the most productive 

agricultural areas of Kansas. 

 
The McPherson Republican newspaper contained an 

article on March 27, 1884 which indicates that not 

everyone was a strong supporter of the Mennonites. It 

writes, “A gentleman from a southern town expressed 

the opinion that the Mennonites were a detriment to the 

county because they didn’t spend any money. It is true 

they don’t spend much, but all their savings add to the 
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wealth and taxable property of the county. They rarely 

make the county any expense, as they never get into court 

and seldom make expense in any other way. It is true 

that the Mennonites do not Americanize as fast as some 

other nations, but they have no habits or beliefs which 

are anti-American, hence they make very fair citizens at 

present, and will develop rapidly in the future.”24 

 
It seems that the biggest concern that existed that would 

prevent these Germans from being welcome for the 

long-term was that they would not become “American- 

ized”. Initially, it looked like those that harbored that 

opinion might be right—as the small villages of the Men- 

nonites were quite isolated from the rest of the public. 

They continued with the use of the German language at 

home, school and church, as well as in print in the local 

newspaper. But, for whatever reason, these Mennonites 

did become part of America. 

 
And it didn’t take that long. Many writers of the day 

thought it would take several generations. If we consider 

my grandfather, who was a toddler when arriving in 

Kansas, to be of the first generation, then the assimila- 

tion into American society happened in that generation. 

Within that first generation he was a school teacher, a 

businessman and banker, a farmer and cattle breeder 

of note, mayor of Hillsboro, Chairman of the Marion 

County Commission, and certainly one who commu- 

nicated in English. The second generation saw family 

members moving to other areas of the country, serving 

in the military, in some cases flying bombing missions 

over Germany, and even leaving the Mennonite faith. 

By then, the village concept was pretty much a thing of 

the past. Many of us in the third generation are hardly 

aware of the details of our past history and know very 

few German words or even where those Marion County 

villages were located. 

 
In conclusion, there is no further need to wonder about 

the degree to which our ancestors were welcomed in 

America. Not only were they wanted here, there was 

a competitive environment to obtain them. Those who 

thought they would not become “Americanized” were 

wrong. Those who thought they would add value to 

America in the future were right. Although many had 

opinions maybe President Grant said it best: “The acqui- 

sition of so large an immigration of citizens of a superior 

class would without doubt be of substantial benefit to 

the country.”25 
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Taken from AHSGR Journal, Fall 1986, Volume 9, #3 
 

The Dutch Hop is alive, it’s our own, and nobody else 

can claim it. Generations of musicians have preserved 

our musical heritage in living form. We’re more fortunate 

than most; some societies can come up with costumes 

typical of their heritage and have small groups who 

specialize in folk dances for the occasional festival or 

performance. The music usually comes from recordings, 

and is quite perfect, but lacks spontaneity and warm com- 

munication. We can take pride that the German-Russian 

Dutch Hop is not a performance, nor is it history. It’s 

social, contemporary, and very much now. 

 
In every society, music and dance play an important part 

in depicting the temperament, mood, and environment 

of its people. It is natural to associate music and dance 

form with ethnic groups. The Dutch Hop is part of our 

cultural identity. It makes a statement about a people 

who are high-spirited, resilient, and whose wedding 

celebrations were truly “high times”: Many marriages, 

many hochzeits, many children, and many hopes. 

 
In some ways, we all hear the beat of a different drum- 

mer. The philosopher and poet Henry David Thoreau 

said: 

 
“If a man does not keep pace with his companions, 

Perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer. 

Let him step to the music which he hears, 

however measured or far away.” 

 
I’m always tempted to add: “and the German Russians 

step to Hochzeit music.” 

 
We have children still growing up with the Dutch Hop. 

This is no passing fad, but an institution. Perhaps it’s 

only regional now but, considering influences of modern 

society and technology which affect our lives and tastes 

from day to day, it’s a minor miracle that the Dutch Hop 

is still around. We have very stubborn Germans who 

insist on stepping to their own drummer—never mind 

the rest of the world. 

 
Probably many of you know far more about the Hochzeit 

customs than I do. You may have had firsthand experi- 

ences that some of us can only read about or have heard 

of from our families. Nearly all the traditions are gone 

now, except for the shot at the door, the “dusch,” and 

the pinning money on the newlyweds as payment for a 

dance. Dutch Hop weddings themselves are fewer, but 

there are German-Russian communities that have never 

let go the music and dance, and I’m here to remind you 

that the chain of tradition has not yet been broken. 

 
All German-Russians may be Germans, but all Germans 

are not German-Russians. These are never interchange- 

able terms. By the same token, all Dutch Hops may be 

polkas, but all polkas are not Dutch Hops. Just as we are 

the result of a special genealogy, so is our Dutch Hop. 

 
I used to wonder why our music didn’t even sound like 

German polka music, since I’d taken for granted that 

the polka had originated in Germany long ago. But the 

Germans take no credit for the polka, which is Slavic. 

Our ancestors had been in Russia for some generations 

by the time the polka had arrived in Germany. Our people 

didn’t bring the polka from their German homelands, 

because it didn’t exist there until long after the main 

migrations to the Volga and Black Sea. 

 
Before they adopted the polka, the Germans did have 

the “Hopser” or “Rutscher.” The French renamed it the 

Galopade, and the English shortened it to “Galop.” This 
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Treasure From The Vault: 

 
“Let Him Step to the Music Which He Hears” 

The Past and Present Dutch Hop Tradition 

 
by Marilyn Hehr Fletcher 



 

 

simple German dance, 

along with the waltz, was 

popular in the early colo- 

nies in Russia. 

 
The  traditional story 

of how the polka came 

into being has been told 

many times, with a few 

variations here and there. 

About 1830, a Frenchman 

observed Anna Sleza- 

kova, a Czech peasant girl 

of Elbesteinitz, Bohemia 

dancing a brisk, carefree 

dance step. He was so 

fascinated by this dance 

form that he soon introduced it to others. It caught on 

in Prague, then Paris, and eventually spread to other 

European countries. It jumped the Atlantic, and by the 

middle 1800’s was popular nearly everywhere. 

 
English newspapers of 1843 at first discouraged the 

polka craze and described it as a “hybrid confusion of 

Scotch lilt, Irish jig and bohemian waltz, which needs 

only to be seen once to be avoided forever.” A year later, 

on May 11, 1844, the editors of the same Illustrated 

London News claimed that after abandoning the heel 

and toe step, and any stamping or kicking, that “La 

Polka as now danced in London was elegant, graceful, 

and fascinating in the extreme.” 

 
The dance was first called the “nimra,” but soon became 

the polka. It is believed that Anna’s original polka step 

was the hop, 1-2-3. When done this way, it‘s now most 

often called the Polish polka. Every nationality was to 

give its own flavor to the polka music and step. 

 
In the United States, regional variations were more 

evident in earlier years, probably due to the immigrant 

groups retaining their own styles. In the 1920’s, the Ger- 

mans and Poles in the “thumb” area of Michigan loved 

to polka, and emphasized it with a hard step that didn’t 

always come at the exact time with the music. Around the 

1940’s, some dancers in northern Texas and Oklahoma 

would put a click or stamp of the heel in the place of a 

hop. Today, even in areas where ethnic populations were 

once heavily concentrated, any hop or stomp has usually 

been dropped—leaving the 1-2-3, or step-close-step that 

has become the most common 

polka seen today. 

 
Our German colonies in Rus- 

sia had the polka, but it stands 

to reason that different tunes 

would emerge from thousands 

of colonies scattered over a 

vast area. German-Russian 

polkas all seem to have a 

common bond in being very 

fast paced and jolly, and cre- 

ated for a “high-time.” The 

German-Russian community 

in northern Colorado has clung 

to this particular bounce-step, 

called Dutch Hop; long after it 

has faded elsewhere. So many active local musicians 

just won’t give up the traditional Volga German style of 

music, which explains why the Dutch Hop thrives. You 

can polka to a Dutch Hop—and really enjoy it, but to 

Dutch Hop to most polkas is restraining, just not quite 

right, sort of “out of sync.” The music really makes the 

Dutch Hop. 

 
Marilyn Olen, a Denver dance instructor, has mastered 

the Dutch Hop. She has taught the polka for years, 

with and without a hop, and was at one time the polka 

queen of Cleveland, Ohio. Marilyn had never seen the 

Dutch Hop before moving to Colorado. She and other 

dance experts claim that it isn’t done in Europe. Until I 

explained it, Marilyn admitted that she had no clue as 

to the origin of the local Dutch Hop. 

 
A dance instructor and performer from Germany saw the 

step for the first time in Denver. She insisted on learning, 

and then commented, “Why would anyone want to just 

polka if you could learn the Dutch Hop? It’s so much 

easier on your body.” 

 
The standard 1-2-3 polka has a dancer on tiptoe, and 

if he is really quick, there’s time to add a hop, skip, 

or kick. All this action, if springy enough, can almost 

be mistaken for the Dutch Hop by the observer. But if 

you’re the dancer doing a Dutch Hop with a partner who 

polkas or polka hops, you’re aware that there are three 

steps to your two. At first, most people believe the Dutch 

Hoppers have added an extra step to the polka. Consider- 

ing the tempo of our music, it’s good that we have more 
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sense. It’s just a matter of putting more “oomph” into 

shifting weight from foot to foot. Dutch Hoppers don’t 

hop, trop, or gallop—they just stroll. There’s no 1-2-3 or 

step close-step which puts the balance forward. Rather 

than a hop, there’s just a bounce given to the two natural 

steps of a walk, with balance centered on the rear heel. 

 
Describing the Dutch Hop dance as a stroll may seem 

too mild, but there are folks who enjoy it just that way, 

and it’s a pleasure to see. The beauty of the Dutch Hop is 

that such a balanced basic form gives the dancer freedom 

to develop his own individual style according to mood, 

energy level, imagination, or even physical limitations. 

If you Dutch Hop, you’ll vary the closed position with 

a side-by-side open position. Beyond that, anything is 

possible and correct. Some stamp, kick, incorporate lots 

of figures, break apart awhile, or occasionally throw in 

a 1-2-3 step or a glide. 

 
Some have a very subtle bounce; others give it more rise. 

That bounce may be just in the knee, with upper body re- 

ceiving the motion. It can be all over, and there are those 

who even seem to work in the bounce rhythm from the 

shoulders and arms, and so get along nearly flatfooted. 

You really can’t associate Dutch Hop with good dancers, 

implying technique or training. It is good people and the 

right music, and how they relate to each other. 

 
How can there be just an average Dutch Hopper, once 

he gets that beat? Any demonstration of the Dutch Hop 

can only show how that particular couple responds to 

the music. In that respect, there are some outstanding 

dancers. There’s no doubt that some get such a kick from 

the music and happy atmosphere that they put more 

gusto into the dance, and have great fun with making 

the most of it. 

 
All’s right in the world of Dutch Hop. Whatever mode 

you’re in, as far as stepping to the music, which you hear, 

you’ll likely be smiling. Those from Nebraska, Kansas, 

and Dakota and other places who know this bounce step 

may call it by another name. What I’ve described is what 

is common along the Front Range in Colorado, which 

was settled by both Volga and Black Sea Germans. 

 
THANK YOU’S 

 
There are some good people I’d like to thank for either encouraging my 
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Hop in VILTIS magazine. 

Lawrence Weigel, of Hays, Kansas for all his help, recordings, and 

encouragement. 

 
Tim Kloberdanz, formerly of Colorado, now of Fargo, North Dakota for 

his enthusiasm and for prompting me to give up dancing long enough 

to write and talk about it. 

 
Joseph Fairfield, of Bridgeport, Nebraska for sharing his video recording 

of a 1984 Dutch Hop wedding dance in Gering, and for providing his 

musical score of “The Russian Fiddler” for publication. 

 
Mary Mills, of Denver, for collecting and sharing newspaper articles 

regarding the polka. 

 
Lucille Nelson, of Walla Walla, Washington for her input and information. 

 
Barry Fletcher, who finally learned the Dutch Hop, so I wouldn’t have 

to keep bouncing around the kitchen practicing with the family cat for 

a partner. That cat learned to run for cover whenever he heard Dutch 

Hop music. 

 
Our Central Oklahoma convention hosts for making it possible for us 

to meet and hear Adolph Lesser, whose knowledge and experience in 

the realm of our musical heritage bridges the distance from the Volga 

to Oklahoma City, 1986. 

 
Adolph Lesser, of Greeley, Colorado, for giving all my questions his 

immediate attention over the past two years; sometimes taking time 

to educate me from the bandstand, and for welcoming my interest in 

the past, present and future of the German-Russian musical tradition. 

 
 
 





Although folklorists recognize the Dutch Hop as the Old 

World music and dance of our people, the general public 

usually doesn’t realize it exists or why. “Dutch Hop” has 

nothing to do with our being German, but everything to 

do with our being German-Russian.  
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The following verses about the new land of “Amerika” were collected by Hannah A. Weber of Quincy, Washington. 

Such verses were recited or sung by the German colonists in Russia before immigrating to the New World. In many 

ways, these verses closely resemble the homorous tall tales (or “whoppers”) so characteristic of the American West. 

Hannah Weber sought out these tall-tale verses from members and friends of the North Central Washington Chapter 

of AHSGR. But Hannah admits her main source of information for this unusual form of folklore was her own father, 

Conrad Weber, who immigrated to the United States from Walter, Russia, in 1902. More than fifty years after settling 

in the United States, Mr. Weber still remembered these verses. When he recited them to Hannah, he always did so with 

a chant-like cadence and with a “big grin on his face.” He not only enjoyed these little verses, he obviously enjoyed 

being in the new land of “Amerika” as well. 

Eins, zwei, drei, vier, fünf, sechs, sieben. 

Wo ist den der Hans geblieben? 

Er ist nicht hier, 

Er ist nicht da, 

Er ist wohl in Amerika! 

 
Der Wagen steht schon vor der Tiir 

Mit Weib und Kinder ziehen wir. 

Wir ziehen in das gelobte Land, 

Dort finden wir das Gold wie Sand. 

Tra la la, tra la la! Bald sind wir in 

Amerika! 

 
Der Wagen steht schon vor der Tiir 

Mit Weib und Kinder ziehen wir. 

Wir ziehen nach dem Brazilian Ort, 

Weil es gibt kein winter dort. 

Tra la la, Tra la la! 

Bald sind wir in Sud Amerika! 

 
Von der Stadt Hamburg 

Und liber das Meer; 

Macht schnell unser Geldsack leer. 

 
Amerika, das ist ein Land 

Das mussen wir einmal sehn. 

Da bleibt einem manehmal 

Der Verstand fur lauter Humbug stehen! 

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. 

Where is Hans staying? 

He isn’t here, 

He isn’t there, 

He must be in America! 

 
The wagon stands before the door 

With wife and children we are leaving. 

We are sailing to the promised land, 

Where we will find gold like sand. 

Tra la la, tra la la! Soon we’ll be in 

America! 

 
The wagon stands before the door 

With wife and children we are leaving. 

We are sailing to Brazil, 

Because there is no winter there. 

Tra la la, Tra la la! 

Soon we will be in South America! 

 
[We’ll go] from the city of Hamburg 

And over the sea; 

Soon our pocketbook will be empty. 

 
America is a land 

That one must really see. 

It can stump one’s intelligence 

And make him think it’s just humbug! 
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“Where The Beans Grow As Big As Melons”: 

Tall-Tale Folklore About ‘Amerika’ 

 
by Mary Koch 



 

 
In der Insel Grimm Da laufen die 

Hubner crum. Sie laufen in die Waldern 

Zelten! Manchen Tagen sieben 

mahl! Wenn der Koch ein Ei 

aufschlagt, Hat er ganz allein zu 

tragen An der leer Eierschale. 

Tra la la, Tra la la! 

Bald sind wir in Amerika! 

 

 

 
In Amerika, Arbusen, Linze, und auch Bohne 

Wachsen dick wie die Melone. 

Kurbis wachsen in die Runde, 

Dicker als ein Inselstein! 

Die hangen so dem Berg herunter. 

Ich sage Dir, das ist ein Wunder. 

Da sind schon manche abgerissen 

Die haben Heiser zusammen geschmissen 

Und schlagen ganzen Stadten ein! 

Tra la la, Tra la la! 

Bald sind wir in Amerika! 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

EDITOR’S NOTE: 

 
The Grimm colonists in America* 

Have hens that strut around. 

They go into the woods 

And lay their eggs in tents! 

On certain days each hen lays seven eggs! 

When the cook breaks open an egg, 

It is hard for him to handle 

Just one of those empty shells. 

Tra la la, Tra la la! 

Soon we’ll be in America! 

 
In America, watermelons, lentils, and beans 

Grow as big as melons. 

[There the] Pumpkins grow big and round, 

Bigger than any boulder! 

They grow so big, they hang from the cliffs. 

I tell you it’s a wonder, 

Once, some pumpkins broke from their vines 

And rolled down the cliffs and destroyed homes. 

Entire villages were destroyed! 

Tra la la, Tra la la! 

Soon we’ll be in America! 

 

 
* This line also could refer to the German settlements in 

the Crimea (“Krim”), far to the southwest of the Volga 

region. RAK 

 

The contents of this article was presented at the 28th International AHSGR Convention, San Jose, California, July 1997 by Mary Koch McMinnville, 

Oregon. Mary passed away in 2012 

 
The article is based on Oral Folklore collected by Hannah A. Weber and Members and Friends of the North Central Washington Chapter of AHSGR 

German Verses. 

 
The folklore was edited by Rosalinda A. Kloberdanz, AHSGR Folklore Committee Chair, June 1997. 
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Taken from Volk auf Dem Weg (Landmannschaft of Germans from Russia), 8-9/95 
 

The author of this article became known to Russian- 

Germans in Germany several years ago with his poem, 

“Rucksack,” (written in Russian) which found a pro- 

found echo for many Germans from Russia, who com- 

mented on it, memorized it, translated it. He wrote it a 

year before while still in Russia. He was the son of a 

Petersburg German and a Finn, who, in later years, had 

moved to Germany. The selection below is part of a re- 

ligious pamphlet. We will not share everything about the 

author, such as the “mixed marriage” and the assimila- 

tion into Germany, but ask the reader to read the article 

from the point of view of tolerance towards other people. 

 
In August 1941, as all Germans in Russia, I was driven 

away from my home. But the exile, which was experi- 

enced by all Germans in the villages on the Volga, in 

Crimea, in the Ukraine and elsewhere, was not felt by 

me. I spent the war in the Leningrad blockade. That can- 

not be forgotten by a person for a whole lifetime. Today 

it interests very few. 

 
Fifty years after the war, how should that be of interest to 

today’s Germans? Is it the liberation, the relief, memories 

of the victims, the exile and its suffering? There is much 

talk about that today. What was the war’s end for us, for 

the Russian Germans? There was the endless hope to be 

freed from the gulag and other camps and the suffering 

from the NKVD, freedom from the so-called “Trudar- 

mee,” the labor system with mostly inhuman conditions. 

Truly, the Russian German people had become a kind 

of mule which the Soviet government and the enraged 

Russian people would torment. 

 
But at the end of the war came the victory of Russia 

against Germany. With it the hope of relief, to be able 

to return home, disappeared. That “relief” came later, in 

1948. It was like a hammer blow on the head! The secret 

decree of the government was put before us—even to 

all the deaf and dumb, the blind, the sick, elderly, and 

youth—and after the reading we all—again all—had to 

sign it. The decree, which I have in front of me, said that 

the Germans, the Kalmucks, Ingushen, Chechens, Finns, 

Lithuanians, among others. (Exactly who was meant 

by it, I cannot say for sure) were for all time resettled 

and no permission was allowed to leave the settlement 

areas without a pass from the interior ministry under 

punishment of 20 years of prison. Unavoidably, there 

were thoughts of suicide. 

 
That is what the end of the war brought to us, a hope- 

lessness in reading the lines of the decree. At that time I 

was in the coal mines of Chelyabinsk, where I was part 

of the “Trudarmee” of forced laborers. It was a kind of 

labor prison camp. Russia was a massive empire of lies 

and deception. After 1917, this empire of deceit was 

often varnished with words of high respect and upstand- 

ing words. 

 
For many days, we were unwilling witnesses to the fires 

of WWII’s end. Everywhere we saw the striped rags of 

the prisoners of that time. We saw them in papers and on 

microphone. Did you see such things on May 8 (victory 

celebration) in Moscow? Stalin’s portrait was carried 

through the streets just like in the good old days. The 

prisoners could not dare go on the streets, although in 

the Gulag camps millions were annihilated. There were 

thousands and thousands of Russian Germans, also 

Chechens, and who knows what others anymore? 

 
Fifty years of silence about two million Germans in 

Russia. They no longer existed for rest of the world, for 

the public, for statistics. They were a people of ghosts 

in the country of the vaunted (by the Soviets) “Volk- 

erfreundschaft” or friendship of the peoples of Russia 

that were, however, without rights and not recognized, 

with forgotten services to the country in the past. With 

names that cannot be stricken from the history of Rus- 

sia, such as the math genius Leonhard Euler, the general 
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Homeless Strangers 

By Robert Leinonen 



 

 
Barclay de Tolly, the minister of state Graf Robert von 

Nesselrode, the ministers Georg Cancrin and Lamsdorf, 

the scientists Paul Schilling van Cannstadt and Moritz 

Jacobi, the professor Friedrich Schubert and Heinrich 

Storch, the polar scientist Otto Schmidt, the ocean 

explorers Johann Krusenstein, Otto von Kotzebue and 

Fabian Bellinghousen. I could add multiple names to 

the impromptu list. 

 
The ban on returning to where one was driven out (such 

as the former Volga colonies) lasted 30 years. The repub- 

lic of the Germans on the Volga was never established 

again. After the first (Russian) putsch in 1991. I decided 

to stay in Germany. 

 
Now we are living in Lauscha, my wife and I. We are 

content, even happy. 

 
But my generation had lost its homeland. At our age we 

cannot create a new homeland. It remains there where 

we were born, grew up, where the cradle stood. And 

each of us had a little house, a small village, a stream, a 

graveyard on the edge of the village. One cannot forget 

that and refill it. All of that was lost never to come back 

for us. The people of the Russian Germans were wiped 

out there by the will of the powers that reigned, and 

wiped out here (in Germany) by assimilation. 

 
Foreign and homeless in the old homeland, homeless 

and stranger here—that is our fate. And it is also the 

 
fate of millions of other ethnics. And we have not only 

lost our homeland, we also lost the children of “mixed” 

marriages. 

 
As a final straw, our German names, which here in Ger- 

many for the second, and final time, have been modified 

by regularization norms: from “Albert” we get “Al Bert”, 

“Ziegler” becomes “Cigler” (pronounced “Kigler”), 

“Renz” becomes “Renc” (pron. “Renk”), one brother is 

named “Froelich”, the other “Freilich”. Has the world 

gone crazy? 

 
It was insanity to have been dissolved by insane men, 

led by insane men. Can one forget that, can one forgive 

these insane leaders? Do we dare do that? 

 
I cannot. The ashes of those sacrificed burn in my heart. 

I have long since replaced them with the people. They 

have suffered much themselves, and the number of those 

sacrificed under the Russians since 1917 is inconceivable 

and not yet counted. The people have not yet gotten to 

their feet, they are entirely ruined. That is the first thing. 

However, second, I have so many friends, acquaintances 

and colleagues who have helped me so much out of the 

slush. I thank them that I am still alive. 

 
Never forget, only forgive and remember. 
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Taken from Volk auf Dem Weg (Landmannschaft of Germans from Russia), March 2018 
 

In her publication of the above title, published by Ver- 

lag Dr. Kovak, Hamburg, 2017, the Slavic scholar Inge 

Auerbach (born 1941), with many years as archivist in 

the Hessian State Archives, deals with the history of 

the Hessian emigrations in the 18th and 19th centuries, 

among them to Russia. In a very interesting chapter she 

gives not only the reasons and conditions of the move to 

Russia in the 18th century, but she also provides a good 

description of the publicity campaign and the opinions 

of the time. 

 
When the first manifesto of invitation by the Czarina 

Catherine II, 1862, had no success in bringing in emi- 

gration, she had to think of an improved offer. In order 

to bring in farming settlers from abroad the Czarina 

promised, in her second invitation in 1763, among 

other things, a relatively liberal religious policy with 

free practice of religion and the possibility of church 

construction. Fundamental Christians, who took the pre- 

cepts of the Bible seriously, were promised for eternity, 

freedom from military or civil service. Missionary efforts 

by Catholics and Protestants, however, were forbidden. 

 
The manifesto of 1763 also guaranteed leaving the coun- 

try under the same conditions that prevailed in German 

territory, that is, by payment of a tax for departure, the 

“ten pennies,”when one wished to leave after ten years. 

 
The recruitment of persons willing to come to Russia 

from German lands was handled on the Russian side by 

diplomatic representatives. Publishing of the invitation 

manifestos in large newspapers had little result. On the 

other hand, mouth to mouth propaganda was effective 

and came from Russian agents. 

 
Recruitment in a big way came, however, after the 

Russian 

agent Simolin sent secondary agents to Regensburg. 

 
Johann Facius was proposed for the Hesse district. He 

spun his recruitment activity in the free city of Frankfurt, 

and also in the Buedingen area. 

 
Since he received a salary of 400 rubles per year, he did 

not have a great interest in recruiting as many emigrants 

as possible. 

 
He distributed printed invitation forms and spoke very 

objectively to the emigrants. For example, he warned 

them about the threat of Tartar raids on the Volga. 

 
In the propaganda efforts for emigration to Russia 

there were also private agents at work, who had been 

hired by the Czarist crown and received rewards per 

head brought in. They also organized transport for the 

emigrants and the settlement itself, which meant a cost 

for Catherina. The private agents brought in the most 

persons; suitability as a farmer for the recruitment was 

not emphasized. 

 
The author also compares the offers of the state and the 

private agents, which differ much. Married couples of 

the state settlement projects were given more land than 

single persons. As a result. there took place in Buedin- 

gen the so-called mass weddings (the church says little 

about other arrangements). 

 
Since private agents for married couples were faced with 

higher transportation costs, there were fewer stimuli 

for marriages. 

 
The actual work in each locality was handled by the 

assistant agents, who arranged and led the treks to the 

Luebeck coast (on the Baltic, near Hamburg). Buedin- 
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From Farmers and Bakers--Russia in the History 

of the Emigration from Hesse. On the 250th 

Anniversary of Arrival on the Volga in 1766 

 
By Inge Auerbach 



 

 
gen was one of the gathering places for emigrants from 

Hesse. According to the archival data, they came from 

several other areas to Buedingen. Because of holding 

and supplying the emigrants Buedingen, just as several 

other locales, enjoyed a noticeable economic upswing. 

 
Many places did not have good feelings about the de- 

parture of their own people. Individual territories in 

Germany reacted in very different ways. Some such 

as Neurnberg saw no particular danger or interest. The 

other extreme was shown by Trier, which never allowed 

applications for departure from the agents. 

 
The Kurfuersten considered, with increasing disgust, the 

efforts of the agent and the advertising, which were in 

individual areas as winning almost every tenth family 

for the emigration. From Bavaria, in the spring of 1766, 

 





there was an initiative to stop the wave of emigration. 

In Frankfurt am Main there appeared, already in May 

of 1766, a prohibition to leave for Russia. 

 
Even after the wave of state recruitment under Simolin 

private commissioners increased their efforts to further 

the emigration despite the sharper conditions. 

 
The Volga Germans were considered by their fellow 

Germans “as good as lost for all humanity” until by 1788, 

surprisingly, a lawyer in Fulda attempted, in the name of 

the departed Germans, to make claims for property—all 

in vain, of course. 
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