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by Paul Toews

 ince 1996 the Center for  
 Mennonite Brethren Stud- 
 ies has been gathering  
 documents from state ar-
chival agencies in both Russia and 
Ukraine. Because I annually  ac-
company the Mennonite Heritage 
Cruise tour to Ukraine our collec-
tion efforts have been much more 
focused in Ukraine. We now have 
gathered materials from archives 
in Odessa, Simferopel, Zaporizh-
zhia, Dnipropetrovsk, Kiev and 
Lviv. 

The largest collection of docu-
ments has come from the Odessa 
Region State Archive. In the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries many peoples (Bulgar-
ians, Greeks, Germans, Poles, 
Mennonites, etc.) flocked into 
areas close to the Black Sea and 
eastward to the Volga River re-
gion. Between 1800 and 1871 the 
Board of Guardians for Foreign 
Settlers was the Russian govern-

ment agency responsible for the 
oversight of all foreign colonists in 
Russia. The largest bulk of records 
for this agency ended up in the 
Odessa archives. Since 1996 we 
have working together with this 
archive to microfilm Mennonite 
documents.  Lilia Belousova, as-
sociate director of the archives, 
has been systematically oversee-
ing the careful examination of 
the Board of Guardians collection 
(numbering untold pages) for the 
Mennonite materials. The archives 
prepares a listing for us and we 
select which materials will be mi-
crofilmed. We have been working 
at this project in successive stages. 
To date we have acquired slightly 
over 87,000 pages of documents 
from this collection. We estimate 
that there are another 30,000-
35,000 pages to acquire to com-
plete the comprehensive acquisi-
tion of Mennonite materials.

So what kind of records are 

in these files and where did they 
originate?  The collection is very 
diverse. The records detail agricul-
tural, political, industrial, judicial, 
educational and religious concerns 
and patterns. Inheritance prac-
tices, land purchase and transfers, 
movement from one location to 
another, and many different kinds 
of genealogical materials are in 
these files. Agricultural records 
may indicate the number of trees 
on each piece of property, the 
kind of crops grown and the yield 
for various years, the number of 
animals, the kind of machinery 
and the number of buildings on 
the farm. The educational records 
tell us subjects taken and grades 
earned by individual students in 
village schools. They detail some 
curriculum features. The voting 
records tell us who sought election 
as village mayor and for whom 
individual eligible voters cast their 
ballot. Construction of indus-

“The records detail agricultural, political, industrial, judicial, educational 
and religious concerns and patterns … These newly available sources 
mean that we are at the front edge of a reassessment of the entire Russian 
Mennonite story. Utilizing the new materials will permit us to develop 
a fuller understanding of the story that shaped the ancestral heritage of 
many of the readers of this bulletin.”

Unlocking the Early 
Mennonite Story

S

Ukrainian Archives Continue to 
Yield Documents Key to
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trial factories, large agricultural 
buildings, schools and churches 
required a permit process that 
frequently include architectural 
drawings. Documents regarding 
new factories reveal Mennonite 
inventiveness. Juridical  proceed-
ings indicate inheritance disputes, 
arrests for public misbehavior 
and many other kinds of issues 
that find their way into the legal 
system. Passport applications tell 
us something about mobility and 
travel habits.  

Beyond much detailed in-
formation about the nature of 
Russian Mennonite society, the 
Board of Guardians records and 
other newly acquired materials  
also ask us to revise some of the 
larger understandings which have 
shaped our view of the story. We 
have traditionally thought of the 
Russian story as a village story, as 
a people on the margins of Rus-
sian society, as a landed society, 
as a culturally isolated Mennonite 
world. These  records clearly point 
to a Mennonite world much more 
scattered, more involved in the 
Russian world, more industrially 
oriented and more urban. Some 

past interpreters of the Russian 
Mennonite story have been quick 
to see the acceptance of limitations 
on proselytizing, which were in-
cluded in the terms of settlement,  
as an unacceptable compromise, 
perhaps even a fatal compromise. 
We are discovering  a missionizing 
activity, a religious book and tract 
distribution and production enter-
prise, and a witnessing story that 
suggests anything but restraint in 
Mennonites communicating their 
faith to surrounding populations.

Differing Mennonite migra-
tions out of Tsarist Russia and 
the Soviet Union brought along 
some resources. We usually refer 
to them as in-group sources, or 
sources created by Mennonites. 
What is now becoming available 
are also the assessments, concerns, 
fears, recognition, restrictions 
and persecution of the Mennonite 
world from government sources, 
from the Russian Orthodox 
Church and other elements of 
Russian and Soviet society. These 
newly available sources mean 
that we are at the front edge of a 
reassessment of the entire Rus-
sian Mennonite story. Utilizing the 

new materials will permit us to 
develop a fuller understanding of 
the story that shaped the ancestral 
heritage of many of the readers of 
this Bulletin.

We are fortunate that Fresno 
Pacific University has so many 
students who are first or second 
generation immigrants out of Rus-
sian speaking areas. They bring 
the linguistic skill that helps us 
index, abstract and translate these 
materials. 

We are always in need of finan-
cial contributions to carry forward 
this collection work. The Califor-
nia Mennonite Historical Society 
has been most generous in its 
assistance in this project. We solicit 
your direct contributions. You can 
send a check to the Society specifi-
cally designated for the collection 
of Russian Mennonite archival 
materials. In so doing you will 
help us acquire these important 
materials. Conditions in Ukraine 
do not necessarily assure the fu-
ture survival of these records. Cur-
rently they are available. We  owe 
it to our ancestors, to ourselves 
and to posterity to acquire them 
while we can.  

Annual Spring Meeting
The annual spring meeting of the CMHS will be held May 17, 2003, at 
First Mennonite Church in Reedley. The genealogy session will begin 
at 3:30 p.m., followed by dinner and a presentation by guest speaker 
Brian Froese. More information on the meeting will be coming soon. 

Guest speaker Brian Froese, author of the feature article in this 
bulletin, will present Though We are a Thousand Miles Apart: Early 
Mennonite Writing from California, 1895-1935. Brian Froese is a 
doctoral candidate, in History, at the Graduate Theological Union in 
Berkeley,California. 

Mark your calendars for May 17, 2003


