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and supplemented with her written memoirs,
Lead, Kindly Light, and memories of family members.
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Early Life in Ukraine
My parents got married in Osterwick, a small
Mennonite town in the Ukraine. I was born there on
June 25, 1912. My parents named me Anganetha
after my mother. They called me “Neta.” Dad
worked in factories, making farming machinery.
After that, he worked in a store with his brother.
My dad was a master with machinery, and he had
plenty of money. But once the Revolution broke
out, and he and his brother lost all their money. The
currency changed, and the old money wasn't worth
anything anymore. You couldn't even trade it in for
other money.
We moved to Nieder-Chortitza, near the river,
in 1917, and lived there for several years. Dad
worked in a factory there too, at first. His brother,
my Uncle Peter, had a windmill, and when he died
in 1919 of typhoid, my dad took over the windmill.
Ours made whole wheat flour, and there was
another mill nearby that made white flour. I went to
the windmill with my dad every day. He worked
from morning to evening, from eight to five or so.
These years are my best memories. Our customers

Agnes’s happiest memories were going to her father’s
windmill in Nieder-Chortitza, where he would mill brown flour
for Russian customers. Gerhard Dyck operated the windmill
from 1919 for several years, until it was destroyed in a
windstorm.

were mostly Russians, who brought their grain to
the windmill to be ground. They were always
friendly, and talked to me. We made lots of hay
there at the windmill. One day there was a big
wind that destroyed both windmills in town. After
that, my dad had to work in a factory, and times
were harder.
My parents had seven
children who lived beyond
infancy: four boys and three
girls. I’m the oldest in the
family. One brother, Hans,
died when he was three years
old, so then there were just
six of us. We all lived
together in a small house
with just three rooms. There
was a living room, a kitchen,
and one bedroom.
We didn’t have beds,
but we slept on benches
called Schlafbank. Each
bench had a drawer, and
every night we pulled out the
drawer and took off the lid.
Neta’s parents, Gerhard and Anganetha Dyck, both from Nieder-Chortitza, were married in
Underneath
was straw, and
Osterwick in 1911. Gerhard worked in a machinery making farm equipment. They later moved
we
put
a
blanket
and pillows
back to Nieder-Chortitza, where both of them had family.
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The Chortitza colony was located on the east bank of the
Dnieper River in Ukraine, just inside the bend of the river.
It was the oldest Mennonite colony in Russia, founded in 1789
by Mennonite settlers from Prussia. There were many
German-speaking Mennonite villages here.
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(Right) A close-up map of the Chortitza colony, highlighting
Osterwick, Neta’s birthplace, and Nieder-Chortitza,
where she spent her childhood.

over the straw. In the morning, we took out the pillows and the blankets and pushed the drawer in, put
the lid back on, and it became a bench for sitting on.
That was neat! You wouldn’t even know that was a
Schlafbank.
Nieder-Chortitza was a village where everybody knew everybody. In those days, there were

maybe 750 people living there. We were very
close, and we would help each other. It wasn’t like
here, where you hardly know your neighbors.
There, people didn’t move very much. They stayed
in the towns where they were born. We went to
school together, and on Saturdays and Sundays we
would get together to play games. We didn’t have

A Schlafbank, or sleeping bench,
used space well in the Dyck’s three-room house.
Straw and bedding were stored inside, and the beds opened at night,
but became sitting spaces during the day.
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On Sunday afternoons, Neta and her family would go sit by the river and watch ships go by.
They’d buy sunflower seeds and sugar balls and sit by the river and eat them.

radios and televisions, so we sang, played the guitar, and made our own music. We didn’t have cars,
or even electricity until the late 1920s or 1930s,
maybe. We lived close to the river, and on Sunday
afternoons, we’d go sit by the river, and throw
rocks and watch the ships go by. We’d buy sunflower seeds and sugar balls for 10 cents, and sit by
the river and eat them.
We all went to church together on Sundays, too.
Three men led the singing before the preacher

spoke. We didn’t have a piano in church, or any
instruments. The men and women didn’t sit
together in church like they do here. The men
would sit on one side of the aisle and the women
would sit on the other side. The smaller children
sat with the mothers. Some people left their children at home for the service, but brought them
Sunday afternoon for Sunday School.
People liked to go and visit each other. They
wouldn’t wait until they were invited, but just drop
in. That was the custom then. When we met people
on the street, everybody greeted each other and
talked a bit. If you met somebody and went by without saying anything, they would wonder “Is she
mad at me?” But that was nice. If there was an accident, or somebody's barn burned down, people
would each help each other. We had a very good
life.

Sunday mornings, Neta’s family attended church with most
of the village in Siemen’s granary (there was no church
building). There were no instruments, so three men led the
singing from the front. Following Mennonite custom, men and
women sat on different sides of the aisles, the small children
with the women.

War Upon War (1914-1921)
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War Upon War (1914-1921):
World War I, the Bolshevik Revolution,
and the Russian Civil War
Our people were the Mennonites. We lived in
Mennonite villages in the Ukraine, with Russian
villages nearby. The Russians are good people, and
had always been friendly to us. When the War
broke out with Germany in 1914, though, they
began to distrust us because we were German. My
parents said that they were not allowed to write
letters to Germany or to Canada. They didn’t have
paper anyways, since there was nothing to buy. But
of course, the war wasn’t our fault. I was very
young at that time, but I remember the German soldiers marching through our streets.
And then the Revolution and Civil War started
in 1917. The Red Army (the communist
Bolsheviks) and the White Army (the Tsar’s
Regime) fought against each other. Sometimes the
Red Army came through our town, and sometimes
the White Army. The armies took food from us, but
they tried to leave the civilians out of the fighting.
When they were there, there was at least some law
and order. But the worst times were in between
those armies, when the Makhno bandits came. Our
people were much less afraid of the armies than of
the Makhno bandits.

Terrorized by Bandits
The Makhno bandits were anarchists who
fought both the White and the Red Armies. Their
leader was Nestor Makhno. They were terrible to
the people. They burned houses and barns, took
everything from the people, and shot them. They
even killed whole villages. One night in October,
1919, they killed 81 men in a nearby Mennonite
village, Eichenfeld.
Tsar Nicholas II, the last Emperor of Russia, was forced to
abdicate on March 15, 1917. The overthrow of the tsar meant
the end of the Mennonite privileges in Russia, which Lenin
and his new communist regime would not extend.

The peaceful, prosperous Mennonite life was about to be
shattered by years of war, and the small, close Mennonite
villages ravaged by being right in the heart of the fighting of at
least five separate armies.

The German army occupied Ukraine during World War I,
causing Russians to distrust the German-Mennonites, who
had lived there and prospered for well over a century.
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The bandits came and
went, riding on stolen horses.
They were always moving.
We were very much afraid of
them. We were always glad
when they went away, but
then in a few weeks, another
bunch came.
Sometimes, they came
to our house with stolen
chickens in the middle of the
night. My mom woke me up,
and I had to pluck chickens
and clean them while she
heated up the stove and
quickly fried them. The banThe Makhno Bandits rode into the Mennonite colonies on stolen horses and terrorized
dits sat in our kitchen saying
the people. They invaded houses, plundered, raped, and killed whomever they wanted.
to us, “Hurry up, hurry up!”
They wanted to eat because
they were hungry. They were
so dirty, too, and they smelled terrible. Once they
had eaten, then they would go.
Because we were poor, there wasn't much for
them to take from our house. Still, we hid everything. My dad had a nice black suit that mom had
hidden in the bed, underneath the straw mattress.
Once, just one bandit came. He upset the entire
house, searching for things to steal. He found my
dad’s suit under the mattress and was just throwing
it over his shoulders to walk out when my mom
caught him. She walked up behind him and pulled
the suit off his shoulders. He turned around, and
beat her with his whip. He had a short whip with
pieces of led in the end of it. The blood flowed
down Mom's back, but she wouldn't let go of the
suit. Eventually, he gave up and ran off. He was just
one man; she wouldn’t have dared to do that if there
were more.
Another time, my mother saw two bandits enter
the house across the street. She quickly closed the
draft on the cookstove, and black smoke poured
Abe Loewen, Neta’s uncle, served as part of the self-defense
unit in his village. The bandits knew of him, and sought him out
until they killed him.
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into the kitchen. When the bandits came
to our house to steal, they couldn’t see
because of all the smoke. They shouted
curses at my mom, but they left.
My Dad was working at the windmill at this time. People would hide
things in the windmill. Sometimes the
bandits would stick their swords into
the sacks of grain and rip the grain
A Makhno bandit beat Neta’s
sacks, hoping to find hidden things, but
mother,
Anganetha Dyck, with a
they never found anything. So they
whip
when
she refused to let him
never harmed Dad.
walk out of her house with her
Some Mennonite men wanted to
husband’s only suit. “The blood flowed down Mom’s back,” said Neta, “but
create a self-defense unit, to defend
she wouldn’t let go of the suit.”
themselves and their families against
these bandits. Some men volunteered
stronger and more numerous, that the Mennonite
for the self-defense unit, the Selbschutz,
and these men got guns from the German army. The men all got shot before very long. It didn’t help anyChurch was very much against it, because the Men- thing.
My Aunt Mary’s husband, Abe Loewen, was
nonites are pacifists and are not supposed to defend
themselves. Only ten men in our village joined the one of them. He hid for a few months. The bandits
Selbschutz, so there weren't very many of them. knew about him, and kept coming after him and
These men would stand at the end of the village on Aunt Mary. Mary and her three children moved to
the road, trying to shoot the bandits as they rode Grandma's house to be more safe. They came often
into the village. But the bandits were so much to Grandma and asked for my uncle, but didn’t find
him. Finally, in the wintertime, it
was so cold that Uncle Abe didn’t
care anymore. He came home
and hid at my Aunt Helen’s hay
barn. He was up in the hay when
the Makhno found him. They
shot him, stabbed him with pitchforks, and tossed his body out of
the hayloft to the yard below.
Aunt Mary never recovered from
the shock of his murder.
When the Red Army
defeated the White army, the bandits came less and less, and
finally the Makhnos didn’t come
any more. We were so glad to be
rid of them! (In August 1921,
The broad main street in Nieder-Chortitza, named “Soviet Street, up which the
Nestor Makhno was exiled, and
bandits would ride. They preyed especially upon the Mennonites, seeing them as rich
the raids stopped.)

colonists who lived much better than the poor Russian peasants in the countryside.
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The Typhus Epidemic and Cholera
There was an outbreak of typhus at the
end of 1919, and the first months of 1920.
Ninety-four people from Nieder-Chortitza
died. There were so many people dying
that they couldn’t find enough well people
to dig graves in the cemetery, and they had
to share coffins. In our family, just Dad had
it. But at Grandma’s house, they were all
sick. Mom ran from our house to
Grandma’s house, helped there, and then
came back. We kids were all alone with
Dad sometimes. He got better, but it took
him a long, long time. But Grandpa and
two of my uncles, Uncle Hein and Uncle At Neta’s grandmother’s house in Nieder-Chortitza, the whole
household was sick with typhus. It was spread by body lice on the
Peter, all died.
When I was ten (1922), my Uncle filthy Makhno bandits, who transmitted the disease through their
village raids. Neta’s grandfather and two of her uncles, Hein and Peter,
Peter Dyck (he was married to my who
lived in this house all died. Neta’s father survived his illness.
mother’s sister) suddenly became very
sick. Everybody gathered outside his
house. I went too. As I walked there, I saw in the ground; they came down right over his house and
dark sky a wagon with four horses come down over then galloped away. I knew then that he would die.
When I got to his house, there was a crowd out
his house. The horses’ feet weren’t touching the
in the street. Nobody would go into him. Everybody was afraid that the typhus was back. The window was open, and he lay in the back room, crying
out for water. There were all these people outside,
and we could all hear him crying out, but nobody
would go in. So I snuck around the back of the
house and went inside and brought him a drink.
Nobody knew I did that. The next day he died.
A health inspector from Zaporozhia came and
said that he had died of cholera. They carried him
out of his house on his bed, and buried his bed in his
grave too. They put a black quarantine flag over the
house, and my Aunt Tina and two cousins were
stuck in that house where he died. Only my
grandma would go in to them. She invited them to
live with her. My grandmother already had Aunt
Mary, Uncle Abe’s widow, and her three children
When another of Neta’s uncles died of cholera just a year or
two after the typhus epidemic, nobody would go in to help
living with her, and Gerhard, her brother-in-law
him. They buried him on his contaminated bed in his grave, and
who was crippled, and Tante Anna, and now Tina
put the house under quarantine. Neta’s grandmother, who lived
and her children too.

in the house above, invited his family to come live with her.

The Great Famine (1921-22)
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At the end of six years of war in Ukraine, with armies trampling fields, requisitioning grain stores, and reducing crop
production, a hot dry wind in 1921 ruined the wheat crop. Five to seven million perished in this famine in Ukraine.

The Great Famine (1921-22)
Then, 1921 was a starvation year. There was a
hot wind for a week, and the grain shriveled all up.
The Makhno bandits were still around, and they
took whatever wasn’t ruined. Many people died
that year from starvation. We were hungry as well,
but we still had the windmill, so we did a little
better than some did.

Ukrainian children with distended bellies in October 1921.

Posters of the time: (L) Citizen! Remember The Povolzhye
Famine and help them now, 1921; (R) Remember the
Starving People!

Corpses of starved peasants in southern Ukraine, 1921-22.
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During Neta’s three years of schooling, she had no school
supplies except her slate, which she broke her second year.
In second grade, her Mennonite teacher was replaced by a
communist one, and the children were encouraged to wear the
red scarves of the Pioneers, a club for communists-in-training. “I
never wanted to become one,” she said. “It was difficult to be a
believer and a communist.”

School Days (1919-1922)
When I went to school, there was nothing to
eat. We were all starving, since we’d been through
the wars and the Revolution, and then the Makhno
bandits had taken away so much. But the MCC
(Mennonite Central Committee) sent help from
America. They’d give us one meal a day in school.
In the morning we got some rice and a piece of
snow-white bread. Sometimes we even got a cup of
cocoa. The MCC also arranged a kitchen in town,
and poor people who had nothing at home could
come and eat once a day. My family still had the
windmill and was not as poor as many, so my parents never went and ate at that kitchen. The MCC
aid ended the next year. I guess the communists
didn’t allow these Americans to send help anymore. The communists were proud, and didn’t
want help from other countries. They always said
that we lived in a communist paradise. It was hard
to believe, since we were all starving!
We were very poor, and didn't have school supplies. We couldn’t buy paper, and I never had paper
or a pencil to bring to school. We didn't have books,
either. There was a blackboard on the wall, and
that's how we learned. We also had slates, but they
were breakable, and my second year, I slipped on
the ice and broke mine.
My first year of school was good. But the second year, the Government sent communist teachers to replace the Mennonite teachers, and they
started working very hard against religion. The

communists told us that the Bible was full of fairy
tales. They made it seem so laughable. They held
meetings where they would tell us how stupid it
was to believe in God, and we had to come to these
meetings. It wasn’t permitted to pray or sing anymore, like we did my first year of school. And we
had to learn the Internationale, the communist
hymn, and sing it every morning instead of hymns.
We had to sing another song too, that said, “The
airplanes have gone higher and higher, and they
have never seen God.” In school, teachers would
even ask the school children if their parents prayed
at home. The children had to lie, which was very
hard for the parents. The teacher taught all about
Lenin, and a lot about communism. It sounded
very good. They said that it would be like living in
a paradise. Nobody believed them, since we had
nothing to eat. But if anyone would have spoken
out against the communists, they would have sent
them to Siberia. Everybody was afraid.
In school, some of the children became Pioneers. This was a club for young communists-intraining. They wore a red tie. When they grew up,
they were called “consumals.” We had some in our
village. They got better jobs, like overseeing workers in the fields. Some people became consumals
just to get these better jobs. I never wanted to
become one, and most Mennonites didn’t either
because we had faith. It was difficult to be a
believer and a communist.
I only attended school for three years because I
was the oldest in the family, and I had to stay home
and work. At the time, that was pretty common. I
wanted to go to school very badly. Dad thought
since I was a girl, I should learn to be a tailor like
my aunt in Neuendorf. If I could learn that trade,
then he thought that an education wasn’t necessary.
I always liked to read, though.

Lenin’s Death and a Reprieve; Then Stalin
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Lenin’s Death and a Reprieve
I was too young to know much about Lenin,
but I do remember when he died in 1924. Sirens
blared all night from the city on the other side of
the river. We didn’t know what had happened, but
we knew it was something important. The factories were all glowing. Dad went to the river and
asked for the news. He came home saying, “Lenin
has died.” He actually said, “Lenin is krepieren,” a
word we use when an animal dies. (It means
“kicked the bucket, or croaked.”) We were all
given a day of mourning, because “the great Lenin
had died.”
Between Lenin’s death and Stalin was a lot of
political instability. Trotsky came to power, and
we had still another government. This government
took land from the rich people and divided it
among the poor people. We were poor, so we got
land too, two hectacres per person. Our family
received 16 hectacres of land in Nieder-Chortitza,
our beautiful village near the river. We planted
watermelons and sunflowers on our land, made
watermelon juice, and sold watermelons. These
years were better. It would not have been bad if
things could have stayed like that. But then Stalin
came to power in 1928, and everything changed.
Lenin’s policy of War Communism was
strict and caused hardship for the people.
But under Trotsky’s New Economic Policy,
Neta’s family’s economy improved. They
received land, on which they planted
sunflowers and watermelons. They were
even permitted to sell watermelons.

Vladimir Lenin (L) led the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, and
introduced communism into the Soviet Union. Neta’s family
did not mourn his death. Leon Trotsky opposed Stalin’s hard-line
ideas, but he lost the power struggle against Stalin and was
exiled and eventually assassinated by Stalin’s orders.

The Stalin Years: Dekulakization
In 1929, the real
hard times started.
My dad died in
August of that year.
Then, the communists sent a lot of
richer people to Siberia all at once. If
someone had more
than 30 hectors of
land, or owned big
buildings, he was
called a kulak, and
the government sent Joseph Stalin implemented a
him away. The gov- drastic regime in 1928 that cost
ernment kept all the millions of lives, exiled thouland of these kulaks. sands to Siberia, and caused
T h e i r n i c e , b i g Neta nearly to starve to death.
houses were all
empty. Poorer people were allowed to move into their houses. We
didn’t, though. We would never take over a
stranger’s house!
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The Collective Farm

Requisitioning

The kolkoz, or collective farm, started in 1929.
Everybody had to work, even children as young as
12. The government made a few of the big, empty
“kulak’s” houses into kindergartens and nurseries,
and assigned a few women to look after the babies.
Even the mothers had to work in the fields.
The government set out a plan, a Five-Year
Plan, they called it. They had it all figured out.
There was a certain amount of land, and they determined how much the harvest should be. The kolkhoz had to deliver. All the people had to work in
the fields, planting and harvesting the crops, but
then the government took it all to the trains and sent
it away. They didn’t tell us where they were sending it, but I believe they shipped it out of the
Ukraine. If there was a poor crop, the government
took their share, and left nothing for the people.
We were organized into brigades. I was in the
second brigade. A brigadier supervised us on
horses. They were always men, and the women had
to work very hard. We worked every day, and
Sunday too. They said we could have a rest when it
was raining and couldn’t work outside. Our working days were all written down, and we were paid
at the end of the season. But first, the state took its
quota. The rest was divided among the workers.
Sometimes we got a little bit of grain or flour, or a
little bit of oil, but that was all the payment we got.
If there was a big crop, they might be a little more
generous, and pay us a little more per day. If a
worker worked every day in a year, he might get
36.5 kilos of wheat. A worker could carry home his
whole year’s wages in grain in an 80-pound sack.
Our payment wasn’t ever enough to keep us from
being hungry. If anyone complained, the brigadier
said, “You didn’t work hard enough.” The whole
time we worked in the kolkhoz, we were hungry,
we didn’t have bread to eat.

In the early 1930s, the Communist Party made
us go into the houses to search for food and grain.
They were sure that farmers had hid grain in their
houses, and that was a crime. One day I was told
that I had to go search a neighbor’s house, to look
in their attic and under the bed for hidden food. But
I never looked anywhere, I felt so embarrassed. I
went along and stood in the door. If the authorities
found something, even just a few pounds of corn or
something, they sent you to Siberia. There was
one whole family they sent to Siberia because they
found a sack of corn in the barn behind the wood.
The communists took away our horses and our
cow, but we could stay in our house. We were also
allowed to plant gardens. In the summer, we could
grow potatoes or other vegetables. My brothers
would go fishing every day. But our food didn’t
last very long. Sometimes we had eaten it all by
Christmas. There was nothing you could buy in the
stores: no food, no matches, no kerosene for the
lamp. We had to have a light, so we lit a little wool
thread in our sunflower oil. It made a tiny little
flame, but that was the only light we had. So we
tried to trade everything that we had, even our
Sunday clothes, and the sewing machine, and whatever we could live without. Mom would send all
these things to the market in Zaporzhia, to trade
with factory workers who had a little bit more than
we had. We’d get a little bit of food, grain or melons usually, in exchange.

Communist officials forced the people to search each
other’s houses for grain. Neta had to go as well. “But I never
looked anywhere, I felt so embarrassed,” she said. One whole
family from Nieder-Chortitza was deported to Siberia because
they found a sack of corn in their barn.

The Collective Farm
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Horses, wagons, farm machinery...everything that had been
privately owned was collectivized.
Workers were organized into brigades and assigned to
different tasks, according to the seasons or the needs of the
collective. This is Neta’s work brigade on the collective farm,
although Neta is not pictured.

Workers were supervised by brigadiers. They worked seven
days a week, and were only given rest when rain made work
impossible.

A collective farm meeting before the harvest.

Workers harvesting potatoes. They had to turn their pockets
out at the end of the day and have the hems of their dresses
inspected, to be sure they were not stealing food. “People were
so weak that they could hardly work,” said Neta.
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Religion Under the Communists

One of Neta’s early work assignments was to work on the
Dnieper Hydroelectric Station, a large dam that supplied power
to the region. It was one of Stalin’s defining successes of the
First Five-Year Plan.

Other Collective Work: The Dnieper Dam
The Soviets had starting building the Dnieper
Hydroelectric Station in 1927, and they worked on
it for several years. It was going to bring electricity
to all the villages and cities in our area, which did
not have electricity before then.
My work brigade was assigned to work on the
dam for a time. Once, we had to transport boards to
the worksite near Einlage. At this work site, we
each received a can of pork and beans for our labor.
I will never forget how good that food tasted!
We also helped with the construction. The communists had piles of supplies delivered at the end
of the day to the worksite for the next day’s work.
Sometimes, though, when we would arrive for
work the next morning, all the supplies, the piles of
brick or wood or bags of concrete, had disappeared
in the night. The communists had always told the
people, “Under communism, everything belongs
to you.” But they treated us so badly that the people
had nothing and began to steal. They said, “If it
belongs to everybody, then I’ll take my share, and
if it belongs to nobody, then what’s wrong with taking some?” That slowed down the work.

The communists were very much against
Christians. They closed down the churches and
sent all the preachers to Siberia. The preachers had
to choose whether to deny Christianity and give up
preaching, or be sent to Siberia. Most of them
chose to be exiled. In Siberia, they were sent into
the woods to cut trees. It was very hard work and
very cold, and the people didn’t last very long.
I was baptized when I was 18 (in 1931) by
Aaron Toews, one of the last ministers left in the
area. He walked from village to village, preaching.
It was forbidden, but he did it anyway. He was an
educated man, and very smart. The communists
offered him a position in the government if he
would deny his faith, but he didn’t. So they exiled
him to Siberia in 1934. I have a book from his
daughter, Olga Rempel. She wrote all about his
life, based on the letters he had sent her from Siberia before he died there.
My baptism was on Pentecost Sunday, at the
Burwalde church. There was a storm that day. It
was so loud that it was hard to hear the sermon
above the storm. All of us were baptized, and then
we knelt at the altar to receive our first communion. Pastor Toews gave each person a special
verse. Mine was, “Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb. 13:8). I have always
remembered that. Afterwards there was a lunch.
Food was rationed then, and nobody had much.
People must have sacrificed to give us that food.
The communists said we couldn’t do anything
religious at all. If there was a funeral, we were not
even allowed to sing a hymn. You could have
music, but no hymns. I remember that caused a
disaster. My husband’s aunt, Mrs. Braun, died. She
and her husband, John Braun, had eight children,
and she died when their youngest was just three
weeks old. It was very, very cold, so their children
stayed home. Her husband borrowed good horses
to drive her to the cemetery. He was sitting in the
wagon, and the men were loading the coffin on the
wagon. His friends wanted to honor him, thinking
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The story of Aron P. Toews,
the Mennonite minister who
baptized Neta and others. He
was exiled to Siberia in 1934 for
his religious activities, and died
in exile.
Neta was baptized in 1931, after religion was officially outlawed. Many of the churches had
already been closed. Aaron Toews, minister, is in white.

that he should have music at his wife’s funeral, so
they brought their trumpets, and started to play.
The noise startled the horses, which jumped and
bolted. The coffin fell off the wagon, and everything, including the body, fell out. Lining the coffin
was shavings from the wood. I can still see the cold,
cold wind blowing the shavings along the street.
I’ll never forget it. The men ran and picked up the
body, put it back in the coffin, and tied the coffin
together. The wagon was broken into pieces. Mr.
Braun ran back to his house, exchanged horses, and
got a new wagon to go to the cemetery, but he sent
the musicians away. That was the funeral of Mrs.
John Braun. I believe her little baby died too.
Mr. Braun got remarried to Mrs. Tchetter, a
woman with five children, so they had a big family.
I know them very well. Very good people. They
moved to Paraguay, and then to Argentina, and
from Argentina they came here. Mr. Braun died in
the Tabor Home, just across the street from me (in
Canada). They have been here at our place quite
often. Some of their children are still in Argentina,
and some are in Winnipeg.

The death of Mrs. John Braun. She and her husband had eight
children. Mr. Braun’s attempt to honor his wife by giving her a
trumpet fanfare at her funeral turned into a disaster. The
trumpets spooked the horses, who reared and ran away; the
coffin slid off the wagon, and the body fell out into the street.
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Starvation: The Holodomor
They worked us very hard, day after day, and
all we got to eat was one bowl of soup a day. They
gave us vegetable soup, borsht, which wasn’t very
nourishing. We didn’t have food at home either.
People were so weak that they could hardly work.
We staggered to the fields like drunk men, only we
weren’t drunk, we were hungry! After hoeing or
picking a low row, we would fall to the ground and
lie there until somebody said, “The brigadier is
coming!” Then we’d get up and begin to work
again, and he would lecture us on being lazy peasants. I don’t know how we stayed alive.
We traded everything we had for food. We
brought our valuables from our house, and traded
our Sunday clothes with factory workers in
Zaparozhia, who had a little bit more food than we
did. The stores had nothing to buy.
Since the people were starving and had nothing
to eat at home, we started to take a little bit home in
their pockets. The communists had taught us, “Everything is communal. It belongs to all of us.” But
if we workers took a handful of grain, or sunflower
seeds, or a few potatoes home to eat, the brigadiers
called it stealing. And if they caught you, they
could send you to Siberia for it. But we all tried to,
because we had nothing to eat at home.
I stole too, every chance I got. Everybody did.
A few potatoes in the pocket…that was all the food
we had at home. They had watchmen looking over
us while we were working in the fields. One young
Konsumal, he was 18 or so, watched all day behind
my girlfriends and me in the watermelon fields,
just to see if we would eat anything. And we would
have, if he hadn’t watched us. He walked three
steps behind us, all day. It was awful to be watched
so closely.
Once I was so hungry that I got up in the middle
of the night and snuck to the edge of a nearby beet
field on the kolkhoz property. I filled my pockets
with them, and ate as many of them as I could. The
next morning, I went to work as usual, but the beets
I had eaten the night before gave me terrible diar-

The people, left with nothing to eat, began to starve. In this
painting depicting the Holodomor famine by Nina Marchenko, the
mother’s legs are swollen and her ribs show. Her children are
emaciated. Tall stalks of wheat grow up against the house.

rhea. As I was working, I had to dash off into the
bushes several times to relieve myself. A boy working on the kolkhoz near me began watching me. He
guessed that I had stolen something and eaten it. In
a loud voice, he threatened to tell the brigadier My
brothers were working nearby, and they said they
would beat up the boy if he did any such thing.
In the spring, my brother Henry (Hein) picked
up a few potatoes lying in the dirt that the plow hadn’t covered and brought them home. Somebody
saw him and reported it. A man came to our house.
He beat Henry with a whip, and threatened to send
him to Siberia. We all stood still, shocked, because
we were so scared.
A few potatoes in the pocket could
mean life or death for a family, or
exile to Siberia if caught.

The Dyck family ate
field mice to stay
alive.
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Henry ran away that night, and he stayed away
all summer and fall. He never told us where he had
hidden. I think he was close by, probably living like
a homeless person. Sometimes people would tell
us they had seen him at the market, but when Mom
went the next day to look for him, she never found
him. He came home the next winter, torn and dirty
and full of lice. He was so sick that he crawled. He
had dysentery, diarrhea with blood in it. It’s catchy.
Mom didn’t want us to catch it, so he had to sleep
on hay in the barn until he recovered.
Soviet propaganda showed strong, healthy farm workers.
When he got better, he would go and catch field
In reality, Neta and the other workers were so hungry that they
mice for our dinner. They were like little hamsters,
could hardly make it home from working all day in the fields. In
and we called them “steppe mice.” He’d carry
1933, the Soviets had to bring in workers from the city to harvest
the crop, since the rural population was dying from starvation.
water from in the valley up to the hills where these
mice were, pour water down their holes, and when
they came out, he’d catch them. Some days he cooked some good soup with meat to feed them.
caught two, sometimes three, and sometimes only They even used some of the rye they were harvestone. That’s how the Ukraine got rid of the field ing while they were drying the thresh to make
mice: the people ate all of them during these years.
bread. Some people died from that good food.
Henry started again at the kolkhoz the next Here they had starved all year, and when they got
spring. We all had to. My brothers were so weak food, they couldn’t help themselves and they ate
that when they came home at the end of the day, too much. Their stomachs couldn’t handle it and
they walked like drunk men because they could they died from it.
hardly stand up. In the mornings, they were a little
I wasn’t in danger of dying from overeating. I
stronger, but it was a long walk
was so undernourished that I
home from the fields after a hard
couldn’t eat at all. My brothers did
day’s work.
all right, but I couldn’t stand the
In 1933, there was a big crop.
smell of that rich soup with meat
The kolkhoz workers had been
in it. I just lay under the wagon in
starved all year, and by harvest
the shade, too weak to walk, and I
time, they were so weak that they
couldn’t eat. The overseers sent
didn’t have the strength to bring
me home from the fields, and I
the crop in. The communists
was there for a week.
brought in factory workers from
My legs were swelling so badly
Zaporozhia to harvest the crop.
that I couldn't lift them. I couldn’t
These workers didn’t know anyeven get into bed on my own;
thing about farming, but they
Mom had to come lift my legs into
threshed pretty quickly because
bed for me. I was so weak and
they were so strong. Although the
dizzy from starvation that one day
overseers hadn’t fed us anything
The girls in the village came to
I couldn’t get out of bed. The girls
sing under the windows of those
except watery soup, the commuin the village came to sing under
who were dying. “They came to
nists cooked for these factory workthe windows of the dying. They
sing for me,” Neta recalled.
ers. They butchered a cow and
came to sing for me.
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There was an abundant wheat crop in 1932-33 during the Holodomor Famine, when 5-7 million Ukrainians starved to death.

Stalin in 1933, during the Holodomor. The famine was government orchestrated to force collectivization. Most, if not all, of
the deaths could have been avoided by altering government
policy, but the people’s food stores were confiscated, the crop
was exported out of Ukraine to finance industrialization, and
overseers watched the workers to make sure they did not eat.

The sacrifices imposed upon Ukraine during Stalin’s First
Five-Year Plan meant that by 1933, farming was industrialized. Combines and heavy farm machinery were used regularly.

To keep me alive, Mom brought me a little bit
of mashed potatoes with water, and sliced a few
tomatoes in. She fed me two teaspoons every two
hours, and that’s all I could eat. But I was so thankful for that food! And then, after I got used to those
mashed potatoes, I could stand bread. And then
soup, with meat. I got stronger through time.
I was still too weak to walk to the fields where
they were harvesting, so the brigadier assigned me
a field close to the village. I was supposed to pile
up the sheaves all by myself in that big field, but I
was still so weak I could hardly work.
After I got stronger, I was sent with a brigade to
fields about 10 kilometers away from our village.
Since we had to walk, it was too far to go home at
night, so we stayed there all week to bring in the
crop. We started work early in the morning, when
the sun was not yet up, just dawning. We worked
from dawn until twelve, and then we were off for a
few hours because it was too hot to work. Then we
started again at 3, and we worked ‘til dark. We had
a few hours to rest when it was so hot. Twice a day
we got something to eat, but we couldn’t wash. We
had to carry water from the barrels for the horses
and for us to drink, but they wouldn’t let us use it to
wash, so we were filthy all week. I would rebraid
my hair each morning, but each time I did that,
huge clumps of hair fell out. I don’t know if it was

NETA

Starvation: The Holodomor

Agnes Dyck Loewen (1912-2003)

After she was strong enough to return to work, Neta stuffed
100-pound grain sacks, which were sent to the train station.
Grain was exported out of Ukraine during the entire famine.

from starving or from not being able to wash my
hair, but that summer all my hair fell out. Eventually, I had to cover my bald head with a kerchief.
By this time, in 1933, combines did the threshing. The grain had to be cleaned right away, then
loaded into sacks and sent to the station. The sacks
were heavy, more than a hundred pounds! Two
girls would each take a corner, and load it. Then the
girls had to go along and load the sacks onto the
train. The boys never helped...they were always
the drivers,* and the girls had to do the hard work!
That’s how it was in Russia when I was young,
though maybe not anymore.
That was the last year I was at home. That October, I left home for the first time to go to my aunt’s
in Neuendorf. My Aunt Lentje was a tailor who
sewed suits for men, and was usually paid in food
so she had enough to eat. She always took one of
the children for my mom, so there would be more
food at home. My sister Tina had been there all
summer, and when she had to go back to school, I
took her place. I was 22.
So those were hard times when I moved to
Neuendorf, in 1933. My dad was dead, and my
whole family was starving. I have a picture of my
husband’s family from that year. They were all
starving too.
*They were probably Party members who were awarded better jobs.

The Loewen family, starving, during the Holodomor. The
boys are bald from malnutrition, and none of the children have
shoes. Neta would meet and marry Isaac, the oldest boy in the
picture, at the end of the famine. He is 17 here.
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Neta moved to Neuendorf in 1933, so the food
would stretch further at home.
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much that he fell in the hole. I
looked up and saw a huge cloud
of ashes and dust! I didn’t wait
for him to crawl out... I just preThe mayor of Neuendorf
tended that I hadn’t seen him at
was a man named Cornie Peall. An hour later he came by
ters. He and his wife had four
from the other side, dressed in
little children, and they asked
clean clothes. He so wanted to
me to work for them. Mr. Peters
impress me with that new bicyearned enough to feed their
cle! I never told him that I saw
whole family and hire me, too! I
him fall in that hole. I thought he
lived with them and worked at
would be too embarrassed.
the Peters’ house for two years,
Isaac worked as a machinist
and then got married in 1935.
on the tractors. There weren’t
I was embarrassed of my
many tractors in those days.
bald head, so I always tied a
They were new machines, and
handkerchief around my head.
the mechanics got good pay. He
Mr. Peters would always ask
had to work very hard, almost
me, “Don't you have ears under
every day and night. But whenthat kerchief?” When my hair
ever he was home, he came to
started to grow back in, it was
Peters to visit. I didn’t know he
soft and fine, like babies’ hair, Neta went to live with her aunt in Neuendorf
came to visit me. I thought that
and all curly! It was beautiful. when she was 22. She worked for the Peters,
and met her husband Isaac there.
he came to visit Mr. and Mrs.
Maybe that’s why my husband
Peters, to discuss business or to
fell in love with me. I had hoped
be neighborly. When he came
that my hair would stay curly,
over, I would always find something to do and walk
but it straightened out when it got longer. By the
out. One time Mrs. Peters said to me, “Don’t run
time I got married, it was long enough to tie at my
neck.

A Move to Neuendorf
and a Job

That Interesting Neighbor Boy
I got to know my husband when I was living at
the Peters. The Peters didn’t have a well, so we had
to get all our water from their neighbor’s well, the
Loewens. I went to church on Sundays, and sometimes when I walked to church, Isaac Loewen
would walk behind me. He was too shy to catch up
with me.
Isaac bought a bicycle. One day I was out working in the garden, and he rode by me on his bicycle.
Everybody had an outdoor oven where we baked
our bread in the yard. Beside the oven was a hole
where you put the ashes in, and there was a path
alongside that hole. Isaac was looking at me so

Isaac bought a bicycle and tried to catch Neta’s attention.
He was showing off so much that he fell in a hole, creating a
huge cloud of ash and dirt. Neta pretended she hadn’t seen his
wipeout.

That Interesting Neighbor Boy
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someone else. I don’t have a
away when Isaac comes. He
boyfriend.” So then he knew
comes for you!” And I said,
for sure.
“No he doesn’t. He hasn’t
So that’s how we got to
even talked to me yet.” She
know each other. He started
said,“Well, he doesn’t have a
coming to see me whenever he
chance. You always walk
was home. And then we
away.” It was true, I did. So
started going together, a
then I got interested.
whole summer, and through
Then my aunt’s daughthe next winter. We would
ter, my cousin, got married,
visit at the Peter’s house, or
and Isaac and I were both
when they were home, go for
invited to the wedding. We
walks, even in the winter.
walked home together. That
We were engaged in the
was the first time we went
spring, the end of April or beanywhere together. Then
ginning of May. We were sitIsaac began to catch up with
ting out in the yard. Isaac told
me on the way to church, and
me that his mother was planwe would talk a little bit. He
ning to get married, to a widasked me then if I had a boyowed man with five children.
friend. (I had come from a
He was the oldest in his famdifferent village, and he didIsaac Loewen asked Neta to marry him
ily, and didn’t want to go with
n’t know me very well.)
in the spring of 1935. She accepted,
her, so he would soon have a
Once he came to Peters’
and they were married a month later.
house to himself. Then he
house with a letter for me. He
asked me if I would marry
said, “I met somebody from
him. I said “Yes,” and then he
your village, and he gave me
this letter for you.” But the letter was in Isaac’s gave me a kiss, our first kiss. The next Sunday we
handwriting. Maybe he had wanted to see what I went to Nieder-Chortitza where my mom,
would do, or maybe he was trying to be a secret ad- grandma, and aunts lived, and invited them all to
mirer. Anyway, I told him, “This letter must be for our wedding.

Neta and Isaac went for walks around Neuendorf while they were dating. Today, the village is called Shyroke.
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Our Wedding, and the Last Day
of Religion in Neuendorf
We were married in June, just a
month later. Our wedding date was on
June 2, 1935. We had to get married that
day: it was the last day the Neuendorf
church was opened. The Communists
had already closed all the neighboring
villages’ churches, and our church was
the only one still open. People came
from other villages to get baptized in
our church, since it was their last opportunity. The church was packed full for
services, from morning to evening. Our
The Mennonite church in Neuendorf, where Neta and Isaac Loewen were
wedding was just one of many events in married on June 2, 1935. That was the last day of official religion in Neuendorf.
the church that day.
The Soviet government subsequently shut down the church as a place of worship
I waited for Isaac to come get me, and used the building as a granary.
but he was late. Finally, I went to get
him next door. When I knocked at the
my mother-in-law. My brother didn’t get anything
door, he said, “We have to wait for my mother.” to eat. I didn’t know until much later. He arrived
She was upset because he had borrowed her shoe- late, and the family had eaten already, so he didn’t
laces. She had to rip up a rag and blacken it in her get any food. I felt very badly, because my family
frying pan to make herself new shoelaces. Finally, didn’t often get a good meal. They had walked
we were ready to go.
most of the way from
It was a beautiful day. I
Nieder-Chortitza barewore my friend’s wedding
foot, carrying their shoes
dress and Isaac wore a
to save them wear and
black suit, which had been
tear. A bus had offered
his father’s. We followed
them a ride a little ways
my two girlfriends all the
out of Neuendorf. They
way to church, who walkhad gotten on, thinking
ed ahead of us carrying
the driver was doing
wedding chairs decorated
them a favor. But when
with flowers. They put the
he dropped them off, he
chairs at the front of the
wanted payment. They
church, and we came in
didn’t have any money,
and sat in those chairs.
so he was going to take
We were married in the
my sister Tina’s only
afternoon. We had a supper On their wedding day, Neta
shoes as payment, but
afterwards, in the evening. and Isaac followed friends carrying their wedding chairs she didn’t have any other
The Peters couldn't feed all to church. They sat at the front awaiting their ceremony,
shoes! One of the people
my guests. Some ate with which took place after the worship service and baptisms.
on the bus asked my fammy aunt, and some ate with Times were hard. They were married in borrowed clothes, and ily where they were goher family walked barefoot to the wedding to save their shoes.
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Lean Times

Isaac worked as a tractor mechanic. Machinists worked for
Machine Tractor Stations, not the struggling collective farms. The
government paid them more regularly than collective farm
workers because their jobs aided industrialization.

ing. “To Isaac Loewen’s wedding,” they said. One
man knew the Loewens so he paid their fare, and
my husband paid him back later. It became a joke
around Neuendorf: “Your in-laws are already costing you money,” they said to Isaac.
That night it poured all evening. We had a small
group at the Peter’s: my sister Tina, my brother, and
my mom were there. We sat up until 9 o’clock, and
then Isaac went home next door. He expected me to
follow him, but when I didn’t come, he came back
to Peter’s and asked me to accompany him. I was
too shy, so I made an excuse: “Tina (the Peter’s
daughter) is sick. I have to stay here,” I told him. No
matter how much he encouraged me, I wouldn’t go
with him, so he spent our wedding night alone.
The next day he came again for me. But it took
me four full days to get up my nerve to sleep at his
house, I was so shy! He eventually promised that I
could sleep in the guest room until I felt comfortable sleeping with him, so I did that.
Two weeks later, Isaac’s mother got married,
and she moved away. She married a Mr. Sawatsky,
who had five little children. My husband was very
much against it, because he knew it wouldn’t work,
and it didn’t. His mother was back in a few months.
It’s a bit sad. But for a little while, at least, Isaac and
I were alone in the house.

Times were still hard our first year of marriage.
We got married in June, and I had nothing to eat that
summer. When Isaac came home in the evening, he
brought me the little bit of food that he had left, and
that was all I ate. I planted a garden, though, and
once the fruit ripened, we had apricots and cherries.
I dried, pickled, and canned fruit for the winter.
The stores were empty. Sometimes I would
wake up early to wait in line for bread or eggs. We
would wait for hours, and when the store opened,
the line became a mob. Sometimes when my turn
came, there was nothing left.
Isaac drove a tractor. He knew all about the mechanics of combines and tractors, and was chief
repairman for his brigade. He had to stay many
days and nights in the fields, from early in the
spring through the summer. They had to plow and
sow, and there was always so much work. But the
tractorists got more food, and he was able to trade
on the black market.
Several months after we were married, Isaac’s
mother came back. I was doing laundry, and she
arrived in a wagon with all her things. She told me
to go clean out the dressers and make room for her
and the children.
When Isaac got home that evening, he was not
happy. All of our things had been pushed into a corner of the kitchen, and his mother had moved back
in like she had never left. She wanted us to live in
the barn, but he wouldn’t hear of it. “I’m a married
man now,” he told her. “My family will not sleep in
the barn!” We rented a room from the Neudorf’s
and moved out that evening.
Since Isaac earned more wheat than we needed,
after that first year we always had enough to eat. We
still couldn’t buy anything, but we traded wheat.
Our second year of marriage, we were able to get a
cow and a pig, a bed, table, and chairs. We shared
our food with Isaac’s family, but his mother was
still angry that we had moved out, and wouldn’t
speak to us. I think she blamed me especially, although it had been Isaac’s decision. Isaac told me
that his mother had always been ornery.
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We had our first child,
Married Life
Helen, in July, 1936. Isaac
and a Motorcycle
made a beautiful cradle for her.
We named her after his mother
Then Isaac became the
as a peace treaty, but his mother
brigadier (boss) of the tractor
wouldn’t even come see the
brigade. He supervised
baby. Several months later, I
groups in different places
brought Helen to show her. She
and had to drive from one
was having her birthday party,
place to another. He got a
and she pretended not to notice
motorcycle so he could
me or the baby. One of the latravel the long distances. It
dies finally said, “Helena, look
was very handy. Helen used
at your grandchild.” In front of
to call his motorcycle the
everyone she looked and said
“ba-la-la.” When she heard
loudly, “Isaac was never that
him coming, she would say,
ugly! They could have named
“Papa ba-la-la.” “Papa ba-laher after a cow for all I care!” I
la.” I believe people were
left in tears. My husband was
jealous of him, since his was
so angry when I told him later.
the first motorcycle in town.
One day in October, sevWhen he got it, his
eral months later, his mother
mother wanted to be the first
surprised us with a visit. She Isaac did well at work. He was promoted to head one to sit on it. He didn’t
of the tractor brigade, and had surplus wheat to
pretended that nothing was
want to take her right away,
trade for other goods.
wrong, and fussed over the
because he wanted to build a
baby. Then she asked Isaac for
comfortable seat for it first,
some wheat. That was what she had been after all but she wanted to make sure she was the first one to
along! He gave it to her, and from then on, things ride it. So he told her, “Mother, hold on tightly to
were better with her, but she was always hard to get me!” We had bumpy roads in town and nothing was
along with.
paved. She didn’t hold onto him, though, and he
went over a bump and lost her off the back of his
motorcycle. He didn’t know it right away, and kept
going for awhile. When he realized that he had lost
his mother, he went back to find her. She was sitting on the road somewhere, crying. People had
seen her fall off, and they laughed a lot and teased
them about it. Isaac had lost his mother and he didn’t even know it!
He was quite pleased with his motorcycle. He
had made a seat for me to sit comfortably on. Then
he asked a tailor to make a motorcycle driving suit
especially for me. The suit was like a skirt, but it
had buttons in the front and the back, with long
pant legs, in a day when none of the women wore
Isaac’s tractor brigade in Neuendorf. He eventually became
pants. The children would look at me and say,
brigadier (supervisor) of the brigade.

Married Life and a Motorcycle
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Isaac and Neta on
Isaac’s motorcycle,
which he used to travel
the long distances
between his worksites.
It was the first motorcycle in town, and he
was quite proud of it,
though the first time he
took his mother, he lost
her off the back and
didn’t even know it! He
had a riding outfit made
for Neta, but she wasn’t
modern enough to want
to be the first woman in
town in a pantsuit.

“Oooh, a lady in pants!” Isaac was a little modern,
and I was very old-fashioned. So I cut out the button holes, sewed it up in the back and made it into a
skirt. When he came home, I showed him. He was
quite disappointed, and thought it looked dumb.
Once, Isaac took me out in the meadow over by
his place to ride his motorcycle. I knew how to ride
a bicycle, and this was not much different. I could
sit on his motorcycle and drive it. But then he said,
“You’re driving home by yourself now.” I wasn’t
sure I wanted to drive it by myself, but he wanted
me to. So I started into the village, and along the
road came a herd of calves. I didn’t want to hurt the
calves, so I swerved to the side of the road. The
road was a mud road, and bumpy. I found the sides
were filled with potholes from the rain, making it
very bumpy! I made it through that, even. But then
I had to turn the corner to go into our yard. I turned
On Neta’s first and only solo motorcycle ride, she crashed
into the fence. She cried and told Isaac she was never driving
a motorcycle again.

the wrong lever, giving the bike more gas around
the corner by accident. Instead of slowing down, I
sped up, missing the driveway and hitting the
fence. I crashed into the fence, and fell over. I cried.
Then my husband came walking over. I went in,
and told him, “That’s the end of my driving a motorcycle.” He was a bit disappointed.
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Isaac showed me all the mechanics of the motorcycle. He wanted me to learn how to take it apart
and put it together. He wanted to be proud of his
wife. People teased me, and started calling me “the
mechanic.” I did it just to please him. I was happy
to do that, as long as he didn't make me drive that
motorcycle by myself.

The Purges
In the 1930s, the Communists took so many
men from our villages. They came almost every
night, always in the evening. They came in a blue
car, which was very noticeable because there were
no other cars in town. Before morning, several men
had been arrested and taken away.
The next morning after the blue car had been
there, people would gather in the streets and ask
each other, “Who did they take?” Everybody knew
right away. The news went around like fire!
They took lots of men…for nothing! They had
committed no crimes, they had done nothing
wrong! Mostly they took educated men. One evening they took Cornelius Peters, and he had been
Stalin’s Purges occurred throughout the Soviet Union
during the mid-1930s. Thousands of men were arrested without
warning, accused of being enemies of the state, and imprisoned,
exiled, or executed. The Soviets called it “cleaning out the
villages.” The arrival of a blue NKVD car, usually at night, meant
that some men would disappear that night. In Neuendorf, a town
of about 1800, 13 men were taken in 1937, and 41 in 1938,
according to a village
report from 1942.

So many men
disappeared from
Neuendorf that Isaac
kept a suitcase
packed by the door in
case they came to
arrest him.

the mayor! Anna Peters said that two policemen
had pounded on the door. They told Cornelius to
gather his things and come with them. He only had
time to say goodbye to each of his children, grab a
few things, and then they took him away. Anna
asked them where they were taking him, and they
wouldn’t tell her. She asked later at the village soviet office and they didn’t have an explanation either. A lot of the men were accused of being traitors, and exiled to Siberia or shot.
They took my
cousin Neta’s husband,
too, Hans Weibe. They
were newly married.
And my brother Henry
was arrested too. He
and a friend from
Nieder-Chortitza, both
in the Russian army,
were accused of being
German spies. They
were questioned and
Neta’s brother, Henry Dyck,
tortured and asked to
was arrested and exiled to
Siberia on a false charge of
sign a confession. His
treason.
friend signed the confession, and he was
shot. But Henry refused to sign, and he was sentenced to hard labor for life. He was sent to Siberia.
My husband thought that they would get him
sometime too. He packed a suitcase and left it by
the door in case they came to arrest him, but for
some reason, they never did. We wondered if it was
only because the Soviets needed him to repair all
the combines and the tractors, and he was neces-

