THE MENNONITE MASSACRES
Revolutionary Russia (1918-1919)

N

estor Makhno’s Army captured Alexandrovsk (Zaparozhia)
in September, 1919. They crossed the Dnieper River at
Einlage and Nikopol, and occupied the Chortitza Mennonite
settlement from September 21 until December 1919. They
kidnapped members of wealthy families for ransom, burned
buildings and estates, plundered houses, and raped women in their
homes while forcing husbands and fathers to watch. From the end
of October for two months, massacres of 827 Mennonites trumped
all the other violence. Those accounts are below.

M

assacre at Eichenfeld. On the night of
Saturday October 26-27, 1919, Makhnovites on
horseback surrounded the Mennonite village of
Eichenfeld, Nikolaipol. Cavalry on horseback blocked off
exits to the village at either end. They first sought to kill a
man with a memorable name, Heinrich Heinrich
Heinrichs, who was head of the Eichenfeld
Selbstschutz. The bandits found his father, an older
wealthy farmer with the same name, who became the
first victim instead. The younger Heinrichs had headed
up the Eichenfeld militia. He had once faked an arms
surrender, during which the Eichenfeld militia had
attacked the Black Army. In retaliation, Makhno singled
out Eichenfeld to be an example to other Mennonite
settlements. That night, the bandits used sabers to stab
or hack to death thier victims, allowing them stealth that
gunshots would not have provided. They killed 83 men,
women, and children that night, over a quarter of the
population. Four of their victims, visiting evangelists,
were herded into a shed and beheaded. Survivors fled to
surrounding villages, returning two days later to bury the
dead in shallow, mass graves without coffins or
ceremony. The town of Eichenfeld was abandoned. On
Sunday, May 27, 2001, 82 years later, Mennonites and
Ukranians gathered at the burial site to acknowledge the
Eichenfeld massacre and to honor the dead.
Over the next few days, there were similar
massacres across the Dnieper River in the Molotschna
settlement. The death toll seemed to be limited to adult
males: at Blumenort, 20; at Altonau, 11; at Ohrloff, 6, and
at Tiege, 1. These massacres, it has been speculated,
were retaliation for Mennonite militia activity against the
Makhnovists.
A second wave of Mennonite massacres occurred a
month later that accounted for a quarter of all violent

Mass burial of Mennonite victims of Nestor Makhno’s Army’s
massacre in Blumenort, Molotschna. The deaths happened
between Monday, November 11 and Wednesday, November 13,
1919, and the burial occurred on Thursday, November 14, 1919.

deaths suffered by the Russian Mennonites during the
Civil War (1917-1923). These later murders were
targeted at civilians and had no evident military goal. By
this time, Makhno’s army included many Ukrainian and
Russian partisans. Some had long resented the German
Mennonites living in their midst, and extracted a savage
revenge upon them.
Massacre at Zagradovka. Zagradovka was a 15village Mennonite settlement that Makhnovites attacked
between Nov. 29 and Dec. 2, 1919. These are the
recollections of George Harald Martens, a resident of
Zagradovka, published by his great-grandson, John
Martens (In Memory of Zagradovka, 2012).
The warning came just before noon, “Makhno's
bandits have been seen coming toward the Mennonite
settlements!” Everyone was fearful, but none
anticipated the hellish viciousness with which Makhno
would strike....Many fled to escape this encounter.
Grandpa Peter told his family to put on a second layer of
clothing and get into the buggy while he harnessed up
their fastest team, then they fled as fast as the horses
could run. When he met his cousin's family at a
crossroad, the cousin said, “I am going to my parents'
house at Münsterberg!” Grandpa [Peter] said, “I'm going
to the Russian village about 20 miles away!” Peter's
dealings and reputation with his Russian neighbors
were good, and he had many friends there.
That day Makhno's bandits started their three-day
plundering spree by killing 99 people at Münsterberg, a
village in the Zagradovka settlement. This included
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Peter's cousin and family.
Maria Martens feared for her husband's life, so she
covered him in the compost pile behind the garden.
Maria did not return to dig him out, so when things
quieted down, Willie Martens worked his way out of the
compost pile and returned to the house. There, Willie
found his hired hand, his wife Maria, and his six children,
Willie, Johann, Anna, Helene, Jakob, and Mariechen, all
sitting around the dining room table. Their heads were
placed upon the window sills around the room. It is
believed that the only people to survive this Münsterberg
massacre were Willie, two older boys that hid out of sight
under the floorboards of an almost full outhouse pit, and
a family that was able to hide in their fireplace chimney.
Grandpa's uncle, Johann Martens, was 70. He was
stripped of his clothes, led to the top of a manure pile,
and used for target practice. He was murdered
November 29, 1919.
One bandit...[trapped a rat in a pipe, then]...tied his
victim to a tree. They put the pipe with the rat against the
poor man's stomach, and inserted a red-hot poker
partway into the other end of the pipe. The highlymotivated rat clawed and chewed his way into the
screaming man's stomach and heart cavity.
During one of Makhno's Ukrainian village raids, it
was said that he lined the men of the village up on one
side of a narrow village street opposite their wives and
daughters on the other side of the street. Then, as a
vindictive act, Makhno selected his infected men to rape
the wives and daughters of the men who had been his

Map showing the death toll in Mennonite
colonies from Makhnovite massacres at the
end of 1919. (This map only shows 630 of the
827 Mennonite deaths). The 83 Eichenfeld dead
are included in the Yazykovo total, and the 99
Munsterberg dead in the Sagradovka total. The
Molotschna number is incomplete, and shows
only the dead in Blumenort, Altonau and Ohrloff.
The Schoenfeld colony was so harrassed by
Makhno’s men that its population eventually fled
for Molotschna. Gulyaipole was Makhno’s center
of operations, but he controlled a large region
and up to 40,000 men for a time who used
violence and lawlessness to oppress.

employers prior to his imprisonment.
...The minister was dragged to the center of the
village and stripped of all his clothes. Then...[the bandits]
tied his hands behind his back, tied weights to his
genitals, and turned a pack of attack dogs on him. While
the naked man was running the length of the village's
only street with the weight banging against his knees,
the dogs were tearing him apart and the fiendish bandits
kept taunting and hollering, “Look there, you religious
Germans, there goes your Holy One!” He almost made it
to the end of the village street before the dogs killed him.
During November 29, 30, and December 1, 1919
raids, Makhno's bandits murdered over 229 people in
the Zagradovka settlement. Other casualties included
the hundreds of survivors who were injured, raped,
mutilated, and plundered. The Bargens and Martens
families had much hardship and lost many relatives (39)
to this Makhno massacre.”
The Massacres of Ebenfeld and Steinbach,
Borosenko Colony. A few days after the massacres at
Zagradovka, two tiny villages northwest of Zagradovka,
Ebenfeld and Steinbach, were both annihilated after a
long gun battle with the Makhnovites. This happened on
December 7, 1919. Ebenfeld lost 67 men, women, and
children, Steinbach lost 54, and 17 others died
elsewhere in the colony. This was possibly the work of 92
men under the command of Cossack Alexander
Grigorev from Orenburg, and an executioner from
Nikopol named Ivan Schwaiko. These attacks made no
attempt to isolate adult males or landholders.
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Housing the Terrorists. David Rempel, who was
20 when the Makhno bandits occupied NiederChortitza, recounts what it was like to have three of them
board in his father's house during this time.
“Three Makhnovites had taken over our house,
commandeering the large Grootestow, or guest room,
for themselves... Aside from eating, they slept all day,
then towards evening left for their escapades, to hunt
down counterrevolutionaries and to search houses,
pilfering whatever touched their fancy or simply because
they enjoyed tormenting innocent people.
“...They would return long after midnight, unsaddle
their horses, or more often, wake us for the chore.
Invariably, they demanded that Mother cook them a hot
meal... And every night, awash in power, they would
gloat to Father, who knew most of the settlement's
farmers, “And do you remember this and that one in

MOLOTSCHNA

Azov
Burwalde? We worked him over real good!” In the event
they had murdered someone, they would boast, “We
entered him as expense.”
The killings stopped as the typhus epidemic
overcame both Makhnovists and Mennonites in
December, 1919. The Makhno Army never resumed
their widespread violence against the Mennonites, in
part because they turned their attention to defeating the
Bolsheviks, and the Mennonites had never sided with
them as they had with the German and White Armies.
Nestor Makhno fled Ukraine in August, 1921. He
was arrested in Danzig in 1924 for his acts of violence
against Mennonites, but escaped before he was put to
trial. In recent years, he has become a Ukrainian hero of
the Russian Civil War. A Zaporozhia museum dedicates
an entire room to him, but makes no mention of these
massacres.
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