A STRANGE ALLIANCE
Understanding the Mennonite Affinity for the Nazi Army

S

oviet communism had been so unfriendly to
its citizens that by the time the German
army advanced into Ukraine in 1941, many
were ready for a regime change. The people’s list of
grievances after a decade of Stalinism was long: the
loss of personal property under collectivization, the
deportation of many wealthy and educated during
dekulakization, the starvation-famine that cost the lives
of 5-7 million people, the closure of churches, and the
sudden arrest and disappearance of many men during
the Great Purges. Germans in Russia had been
special targets for the Soviet regime, and the government had ordered a mass relocation of thousands of
Soviet-born Germans from their homes to exile in
Siberia in 1941 as the threat of war with Germany
loomed large.
In fact, many Mennonites had been so disenfranchised that instead of evacuating east as they were
supposed to, they had actually fled toward the invading
army, away from the Soviets, hoping to receive better
treatment under German rule than they had under
Russian rule. The Germans greeted them warmly,
expressing surprise that there were Germans living so
deeply in Russia. They permitted them to return to their
homes once the front had moved on and enveloped
them into the German Empire they were creating.

Most Mennonites had no idea about the ethnic
purging that the S.S. did as Germany invaded Poland
and Ukraine. They experienced the reverse side of
those dark racial policies: an affinity with the German
people. The Germans welcomed them as citizens,
considering the Russian-born Germans “Volksdeutsche,” or fellow Germans, regardless of citizenship or birthplace. In this way, their German ethnicity,
which had been of such detriment to them during the
last 50 years in Russia, was finally an asset.
German rule was much better for in the Mennonite
colonies than Stalin’s rule had been. Although they
were expected to board German soldiers occasionally
in their homes and supply food to the army, the
Germans permitted Mennonites freedoms they hadn’t
seen in years: the freedom to worship, the freedom to
select teachers from their own population, and the like.
Knowing that Germany had the loyalty of the
Germans from the Soviet Union, the German army
evacuated them from the Soviet Union in 1943 as they
retreated from Russia. The German government
promised them homes in Germany or Poland once
they left Ukraine. Of course, they fulfilled their promise
by displacing native Poles from their homes in the
Wartegeau region of Poland, another harmful effect of
the racial policies of the Nazi regime.
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