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T he Great War to “end all wars” final-
ly ended in 1918.  The experience 

enlarged the vistas of millions of troops 
from Canada and the U.S.  Significant 
numbers of Mennonites and other Ana-
baptists resisted the war experience, but 
were influenced by it, nonetheless.  Con-
ditions within the collective Anabaptist 
churches in Canada and the U.S. and the 
social conditions surrounding the church 
presented a medium in which MCC 
sprang to life quickly.  By 1920, Mennon-
ites in the U.S. and Canada stood ready to 
engage a much larger world.  Mennonite 
colleges provided students with enlarged 
perspectives.  Late 19th century foreign 
mission work produced first-hand ac-
counts of lands and people from afar. Eu-
ropean devastation during the Great War 
lured some Mennonites to respond with 
the Red Cross and the Near East Relief 
organization.1 

Church leaders 
observed the plethora of 
small Mennonite aid 
organizations, operating 
in behalf of one specific 
church group in the ear-
ly 20th century.  By 
1920, visionaries sought 
to combine these efforts 
into one larger and more 
efficient institution sup-
ported by these relative-
ly small agencies.  
Feeding the Hungry 
lists five Mennonite 
groups that predated 
MCC and led to the 
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In This Issue 
 
The agenda of the Casselman Histo-

rians, back in 2020, included recognition 
of the centennial of Mennonite Central 
Committee. Taking note of that inter-
Mennonite organization seemed con-
sistent with our purpose of concentrating 
on the local Casselman Valley church 
history, since the local churches actively 
pursued relief ministries through MCC. 
But the annual meeting of 2020 was can-
celled, because of the persistent  pandem-
ic, and the program was postponed to 
2021.   

Then the 2021 meeting was can-
celled and, again, the MCC centennial 
was not given in-person attention. But we 
are printing, in this issue, material by an 
intended speaker of 2020; hence the lead 
article. Writer Kenneth Sensenig lives in 
Ephrata, Pennsylvania, and serves as as-
sistant director of MCC – East Coast.
 An additional article takes us back a 
century. A journalist reported on the 
meeting that brought Mennonite Central 
Committee into being on July 20, 1920. 
“A Meeting that Mattered” takes us back 
to that moment.    

The Casselman Historians have not 
given up on annual meetings. A meeting 
is in the offing for September 2022. See 
page 7 in this issue.   

Concerning Casselman Historian 
memberships and subscriptions to The 
Historian, we draw attention to the matter 
in this issue. The membership and sub-
scription fees are a significant source of 
support of the ongoing work of the Histo-
rians. The Casselman Historians wish to 
share with you the research related to the 
topics at hand. Upcoming issues are wait-
ing to share the MCC Pax experience of 
Kenneth L. Yoder and relief efforts of the 
local churches through the sewing cir-
cles.—The Editor  

sense among some planners that a joint 
committee was needed to respond to the 
request from Russia and Ukraine.2   

Church representatives attending a 
July 1920 meeting at the Prairie Street 
Mennonite Church, Elkhart, sought a 
response to stories of depravation and 
suffering among Mennonites in Ukraine 
and Russia. This gathering of various 
Mennonite groups, already predisposed 
to action, decided to form a committee of 
Mennonites to respond to the needs of 
Mennonites in the emerging Soviet re-
publics. This 1920 coalescing of efforts 
produced both the institution and the 
name – Mennonite-Central-Committee.  

One of the first tasks of this newly 
minted Mennonite Central Committee 
(MCC) was to establish the veracity of 
the report they had received.  How was 

Children in southern Russia: These children in southern Rus-
sia are among those who received food from MCC in the 
early 1920s. MCC photo 
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the civil war in Russian impacting Men-
nonite communities?  What was the toll 
on human life?  Within weeks of its for-
mation, MCC dispatched three young 
men as an assessment team. After the 
Atlantic crossing, Arthur Slagel remained 
in Constantinople, the site for a planned, 
centrally staged response.  Orie Miller 
and Clayton Kratz crossed the Black Sea 
to visit Mennonites in Russia and 
Ukraine.  They found the earlier reports 
truly reflected the desperate need they 
witnessed.  Within weeks of his arrival, 
the Red Army arrested Kratz.  His fate 
remains a mystery to this day.  Orie Mil-
ler returned with news of tremendous 
suffering. 

Regular reports to eager supporters 
created a stream of finances and materials 
before the development of adequate de-
livery systems.  Collections of clothing 
and shoes began even as the assessment 
team left New York.  The initial shipment 
was described this way: “The total 
amount will consist of about 20 tons of 
clothes and hundreds of pairs of shoes.”3   

Official permission to work in Rus-
sian and Ukraine proved to be primary 
hurdles.  Not until a year after the arrival 
of the assessment team did the Soviet 
republics finally grant MCC permission 
to work in those regions.  In preparation 
for such permission, MCC established a 
staging area in Constantinople.  Volun-
teers, accompanied by clothing and food, 
began arriving from America.   

Eager volunteers faced delays and 
turned to alternative ministries in Con-
stantinople.  The fighting in Russia and 
Ukraine drove many refugees across the 
Black Sea to Constantinople.  MCC 
workers established a Children’s Shelter, 
a Russian Women’s Home, and a Men-
nonite Home.4   

The new century birthed other 
church activities to support the growing 
global Mennonite awareness.  By early in 
the 20th century, Mennonite women be-
gan organizing sewing circles.  Occasion-
ally this “newness” created tension.  
Sometime before 1905 Mary Yoder and 
Mary Speicher of the Oak Grove congre-
gation in Smithville, Ohio, made a public 
confession in church for the “sin” of try-
ing to start a sewing circle.  Likely their 
ambitions were “running ahead of the 

congregation or the ministry.”5  By the 
1920s, sewing circles generated support 
for MCC’s earliest work. 

Donors from the U.S. sent contribu-
tions from local sewing circles to Con-
stantinople.  Vesta Zook, along with Vi-
nora Weaver, arrived in Constantinople to 
serve with MCC in the spring of 1921.  
Zook writes of her work with refugee 
children: 

 

Many of the children are now 
wearing the clothing sent from sew-
ing circles in America and these gar-
ments are certainly appreciated on 
these damp, chilly days. I wish it 
were possible for the people who 
contributed these garments to see the 
children wear them. We do appreci-
ate these contributions and we hope 
to give these garments to those who 
really need them.6  
 
In later responses, sewing circles 

played a critical and ongoing role.  By 
August 1922, MCC’s Orie Miller, writ-
ing about the work of a sewing room in 
Paradise, Pennsylvania, notes, “Sister 
Mellinger reports that from March 2 to 
July 31 of this year, they sent out [to] 151 
sewing circles a total of 11,888 garments 
for Russian sewing.”7  

In September 1922, Miller affirms 
this support and describes the enormity of 
the task.  He writes about 75 tons of new 
and used clothing that “will be on the 
high seas going toward Russia by the 
time this letter is read.” Miller adds, “The 
Committee has…decided to continue the 
appeal and to prepare to send a further 
shipment of clothing about February 1, 
[1923].”8  

But significant delays predated this 
positive report in 1922. 

Access to communities needing help 
did not happen immediately upon MCC’s 
arrival in Constantinople.  By fall 1920, 
MCC made its first attempt to deliver 
assistance to Mennonites in Ukraine.  
MCC engaged a Greek freighter to carry 
goods from Constantinople, across the 
Black Sea to Sevestopol on the Crimean 
Peninsula.  

The ship left Constantinople in No-
vember 1920.  It arrived in the Sevestopol 
harbor in time to witness the frantic 

scramble of residents trying to escape the 
advancing communist army.  Unable to 
unload MCC’s resources, the captain 
headed for the nearest port and unloaded 
MCC’s material supplies in Constanza, 
Romania. After engaging another ship, 
the goods finally returned to Constantino-
ple on December 12, 1920.9  The fledg-
ing MCC lost more than a month in re-
sponse time, incurred huge shipping ex-
penses and offered no net benefit to hun-
gry Mennonites awaiting food in Russia 
and Ukraine.   

By spring 1921, MCC attempted a 
second delivery of aid, this time into 
mainland Russia, through the port of No-
vorissisk.10  When local authorities re-
fused to grant permission to import a such 
aid, Alvin J. Miller appealed to senior 
authorities, eventually taking the request 
to Moscow. The answer was always the 
same, “no.”  Finally, this shipment, like 
the first, returned to Constantinople with 
no net benefit to those suffering in Russia. 

During this time no comprehensive 
agreement existed between the Soviet 
republics and MCC’s program operating 
under the name of American Mennonite 
Relief.   

Within the first year of operation, this 
fledging organization experienced three 
major setbacks.   One member of its first 
assessment team did not return.  The first 
two attempts to supply badly needed food 
and clothing to beleaguered residents in 
Russia and Ukraine failed to make the 
deliveries. 

Orie Miller describes his thoughts: 
“All the plans we had made and the work 
we had done seemed to be for naught.  
But often our disappointments are God’s 
appointments.”11   

Beginning early in 1921, Alvin J. 
Miller’s pursuit of official permission for 
MCC to operate in Ukraine and Russia 
finally yielded fruit.  On October 1, 1921, 
an agreement was signed with Russian 
authorities.12  A similar agreement be-
tween MCC’s American Mennonite Re-
lief and the Ukrainian government was 
inked on October 10, 1921.13 

These agreements forced a shift in 
MCC’s original mandate.  Early planners 
organized MCC to provide avenues for 
American Mennonites to help Mennon-
ites in Russia and Ukraine. The agree-
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ments with the Soviet republics required 
such aid to go to all people in the regions 
being served.   MCC sought and received 
permission to work in territories heavily 
populated by Mennonites.  Thus, MCC 
could “maintain the principle of helping 
all the needy in a given territory—
regardless of their race or creed”14 as re-
quired by the agreements and still largely 
operate in a way primarily benefitting 
Mennonite people – the original inten-
tion.    

The agreements with Russia and 
Ukraine have many parallel features.  
One unusual variation between the two 
agreements was the addition of a little 
phrase in the Ukraine agreement.  As 
recorded in Feeding the Hungry, the 
agreement with the Russian government 
states, “That the A.M.R. personnel in 
Ukraine will confine themselves strictly 
to the ministration of relief and will en-
gage in no political, commercial, or jour-
nalistic activity whatever.”15 

The very similar agreement with 
Ukrainian government adds two words, 
“That the A.M.R. personnel in Ukraine 
will confine themselves strictly to the 
ministration of relief and will engage in 
no political, commercial, journalistic or 
[and the added two words] religious 
propaganda, activity whatever.”16 

Alvin J. Miller later explains this 
difference in a letter to MCC board secre-
tary, Levi Mumaw.  Miller writes about 
the Ukrainians, “They added one point – 
we may not engage in religious propa-
ganda.  I enquired whether there is any 
objection to bringing in Bibles.  The pres-
ident’s representative willingly agreed to 
admit Bibles.”17 

With permission granted, MCC re-
lief work began in earnest, using the oper-
ational name of American Mennonite 
Relief” or AMR.  AMR worked closely 
with the U.S. government organization, 
the American Relief Administration 
(ARA) under the direction of Herbert 
Hoover.  Nutritional programs began 
almost immediately, but not all could be 
served immediately.  By the end of 1921, 
some communities experienced signifi-
cant loss. B. B. Janz writes on Dec 25, 
1921, “Our food since last spring has 
been black tea and herring, and now dear 
friends, all of this is gone. If you can’t 
help, then we will die of starvation.”18  

MCC representatives found the food 

situation desperate.  Alvin J. Miller de-
scribes his experiences: “As we visited 
the Mennonite village, we were made 
vividly aware of the terrible conditions.  
The quiet of death hung over the clus-
tered houses like a pall.  Not even a dog 
barked for the Mennonites had eaten their 
dogs.”19 

One primary vehicle for delivering 
food was through a “Ten--dollar food 
draft order” delivered to individual fami-
lies.  Basic food staples offered a ray of 
hope. This lot of food included: 

   
49 lb. flour  
25 lb. rice 
15 lb. sugar 
10 lb. bulk lard 
1 lb. tea 
20 tins of milk20 
 
Mass nutritional provisions hap-

pened through large kitchens serving 
many people.  The first feeding kitchen in 
Ukraine opened on March 16,1922.  Ar-
thur Slagel writes, “The day for which the 
hungry people have been praying and 
watching so longingly…One wishes 
there were a thousand [kitchens].”21 

The zenith of the originally planned 
activity – feeding hungry Mennonites in 
south Russia – came in July 1922 when 
MCC provided food through 140 kitch-
ens that feed 38,600 rations daily.22  This 
response developed in a span of two 
years.  Estimates indicate these efforts 
saved about 9,000 Mennonites from star-
vation in Russia and Ukraine.23 

From the earliest days of MCC, 
planners acknowledged that relief work 
does not address the primary causes of 
suffering.  One early expression of this 
understanding was to encourage Men-
nonite communities stalked by hunger to 
pursue new means of food production.  
But assistance with the means to produce 
food was needed.  The message from the 
Soviet republics was clear, “It is a sad fact 
that the poorest do not have any farm 
stock.  They cannot till the fields and 
could harvest only a part of the crops.  
Especially the lack of horses is more and 
more felt.”24   

By late 1922, and with the encour-
agement of John Epp from Whitewater, 
Kansas, this took the form of Fordson 

tractors hitched to Oliver plows.25 These 
tractors replaced the horsepower that had 
been stolen, eaten or destroyed during 
times of war and famine.  Fifty trac-
tor/plow sets sent from America arrived 
in Ukraine in late 1922 and early 1923.  
One Mennonite observer, B. B. Janz, 
noted the broad impact the tractors 
brought to this area. He notes that 
“Christians, heathens and Communists” 
alike could appreciate the profound con-
tributions of the tractors.26    

By 1923, efforts to address the dep-
ravation in these communities turned a 
corner.  In August, the last feeding sta-
tions closed in Ukraine.27 The intense 
famine had passed.  Many lives were lost, 
but many were saved.  Numerous expres-
sions of thanks flowed from the Mennon-
ite communities in the Soviet republics to 
their benefactors in America. 

A thank you note – denkschrift – 
expressed profound gratitude for the trac-
tors.  The thank you art piece noted:  

 
Dear brothers! Your daily bread 

was and is such a light shining in a dark 
place. You Mennonites have shown us 
our own principle of religious life in an 
ideal way. For this we are grateful wit-
nesses. And you have done even more. 
Through your tractor assistance you have 
strongly demonstrated the value of eco-

nomic generosity.
28

   

 
Another letter from Russia indicates 

the depth of gratitude: “Our hearts are 
filled with gratitude towards America.  
We are having services of thanksgiving 
to thank our heavenly Father for the 
hearts of love that are beating for us in 
America.”29 

Arthur Slagel offers a panoramic 
rearward look after three years of intense-
ly managing MCC’s material resources 
in the Soviet republics.  He describes a 
three-fold plan.  MCC’s work in Russia 
and Ukraine aimed: 

 
1.  To save lives with food 
2.  To address suffering with 

clothing and medicine 
3.  To bring hope “…with a 

new faith in a loving God who had 
answered their prayers for help, and 
with a new hope that there might yet 
be a future for them worth planning 
and working for.30 
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Some Mennonites in the areas where 
MCC operated struggled to visualize 
“new hope” in this context.  They set their 
sights on emigration.  From 1923 to1927 
some 20,000 Mennonites left Russia since 
they saw no hope for a better future in the 
Soviet republics. They found new homes 
in Canada.31   

The writer in Feeding the Hungry 
observes an ancillary benefit of MCC.  He 
describes the unifying effect among Men-
nonite groups, “A common cause has 
brought us closer together, for, while 
working shoulder to shoulder in the cause 
of love and humanity, we have learned to 
love and appreciate one another despite 
such differences as may exist among 
us.”32  

These sentiments echo the musings 
of Arthur Slagel as he writes to a cousin in 
1923, “I am confident that this work 
[MCC] will be the means of bringing the 
various divisions of the church more 
closely together and make them more 
sympathetic toward each other.  The Cen-
tral Committee seems to be functioning 
very satisfactorily.”33 

Despite these positive sentiments, the 
MCC board of directors expressed some 
tentativeness about MCC’s future as fam-
ine faded in the Soviet republics. 

The original mandate for the newly 
formed MCC in 1920 was to respond to 
the needs in Russia and Ukraine.  The 
original resolution at MCC’s formation 
states:  

  
Resolved, that we the representa-

tives of the several branches of Men-
nonites assembled at Elkhart, Ind., 
this 27th day of July 1920, deem it 
well and desirable to create a Men-
nonite Central Committee, whose 
duty shall be to function with and for 
the several relief committees of the 
Mennonites, in taking charge of all 
gifts for South Russia.34 
 
Despite some early missteps, the new 

organization offered hope and a future to 
many people facing threats to their surviv-
al.  The response also demonstrated the 
side benefit of merging the energy of vari-
ous Mennonite groups in America. But 
with MCC’s original task completed, 
MCC planners turned toward the future.  

They hoped to establish a more formal 
organization as a sequel to the hurriedly 
assembled MCC of 1920. 

The board of directors developed 
plans to disband MCC and reconstitute 
the same members in a more formal or-
ganization to be named American Men-
nonite Relief Commission. (AMRC).  
Feeding the Hungry notes that, “[MCC] 
had been intended … only to function in 
response to the unprecedented plea for 
help in South Russia. Therefore, … it was 
agreed that as soon as the work of the 
Mennonite Central Committee was con-
cluded, a more permanent organization 
should be formed.”35  

By 1923, the MCC board moved to 
form the American Mennonite Relief 
Commission (AMRC).  [Note: this organ-
ization’s name, American Mennonite 
Relief Commission (AMRC), is not to be 
confused with MCC’s operational name 
in South Russia, American Mennonite 
Relief (AMC).]  The first AMRC board 
meeting took place after the conclusion of 
the MCC board meeting in December 
1924.36  

From its beginning, MCC has man-
aged the diverse interests of the churches 
participating in the “Central Committee.”  
Some participants viewed inter-
Anabaptist work with skepticism.  The 
(Old) Mennonite Church presented one 
primary hurdle in the effort to create a 
more formal connection with other forms 
of Mennonites.  The (Old) Mennonite 
Church hesitated to link itself more tightly 
to those unlike themselves. Two (Old) 
Mennonite Church MCC officers, Orie 
Miller and Levi Mumaw, brought no 
mandate to represent their church on the 
board of the newly formed American 
Mennonite Relief Commission.  Rather, 
they were “accorded the privileges of the 
meeting.”37 Without the support of the 
largest body of Mennonites in America, 
the new organization’s survival came into 
question.   

AMRC held a second board meeting 
in December 1926,38 but then the plan 
was postponed indefinitely. The AMRC 
board never met again. The net result was 
the AMRC never became viable and 
MCC continued to function on an ad hoc 
basis.  

MCC survived to address another 
need.  Toward the end of its first decade, 
MCC responded to thousands of Men-

nonites emigrating from the Soviet Un-
ion.  In 1929, the German government 
granted admission to nearly 4,000 Men-
nonite refugees from the Soviet Union. 
With MCC’s assistance, many of these 
refugees, along with others coming from 
northern China, moved to Brazil and Par-
aguay. The Canadian Mennonite Board 
of Colonization (CMBC) helped a por-
tion of these migrants to settle in Cana-
da.39  

Eventually, the MCC board moved 
toward a more firmly established institu-
tion.  While a board of directors had been 
appointed when MCC first emerged in 
July 1920, little formal organizational 
structure developed.  The secretary of the 
board served as a key point of reference.  
(The indistinct term, “executive secre-
tary,” to describe MCC’s CEO, persisted 
until a bylaws change in 1996.40)  With 
this understanding of a board officer su-
pervising the staff, the first “office” of 
MCC was lodged with board member 
Levi Mumaw in Scottdale, Pennsylvania, 
where he worked at the Mennonite Pub-
lishing House.  Orie Miller became the 
“executive secretary” in 1935, moving 
the MCC office to Akron, Pennsylvania, 
where he co-owned a shoe factory.41 

By 1937, the sentiment of the MCC 
board moved toward establishing a more 
formal undergirding for MCC.  MCC 
was incorporated in Pennsylvania in1937 
and established bylaws for its govern-
ance.  The board did not know, of course, 
about the global, cataclysmic events 
about to unfold that would force the insti-
tution to mature rapidly.  Germany’s 
1939 invasion of Poland began changing 
the world in which MCC operated.  

In its initial work in Russia and 
Ukraine, MCC operated as an informal, 
non-incorporated entity.   Most of MCC’s 
funding to respond to Russia and Ukraine 
in the 1920s came from church groups or 
church relief agencies that operated as 
precursors of MCC.  Only limited funds 
arrived directly from individuals.  Of the 
$680,000 cash donations accounted in 
Feeding the Hungry, only 3.5% is listed 
as coming from “individual donations.”42   

The 1937 incorporation presented 
newly codified expectations.  One prac-
tice that appears to have been assumed 
from 1920 was now first articulated in 
these new codes. Item 3 presents the in-
formation clearly: “The Committee does 
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not raise funds of its own by direct pro-
motion but secures its finances primarily 
by contributions from the supporting 
Mennonite relief organization.”43 This 
arrangement seemed to work in MCC’s 
infancy.  Numerous other organizations 
existed among denominations and con-
ferences.  MCC’s role was to provide a 
committee to centralize this Mennonite 
generosity to respond to suffering in Rus-
sia and Ukraine.  Over several decades, 
this arrangement declined and today 
MCC joins many church related organi-
zations in inviting direct donations from 
supporters.  

The incorporation did not change the 
MCC board’s role in the daily manage-
ment of MCC’s affairs.  Functioning as 
board secretary and volunteer MCC 
CEO, Orie Miller, attended the 1936 
Mennonite World Conference in Amster-
dam.  There he encountered a group of 
Anabaptists, the Society of Brothers, that 
emerged in Germany in the same year 
MCC began in 1920.  Contact with 
North American Hutterites forged a bond 
with historic Anabaptists.44  This MCC 
contact provided a valuable link a few 
years later when the Society of Brothers 
found themselves unwelcomed in Ger-
many. The Society’s resistance to the 
Nazis and their embrace of Christ’s way 
of peace created tension.45  In 1937, the 
Society had 48 hours to leave Germany.  
A Gestapo official writing in an internal 
memo noted that the Society “represents 
a worldview totally opposed to National 
Socialism.”46 

Eventually the group reunited in 
England.  England provided only tempo-
rary relief.  The English did not welcome 
German speaking residents who refused 
to fight the Germans.   A Society of 
Brothers writer describes their plight in 
England to Orie Miller, secretary of the 
MCC board, on July 15, 1940: 

 
Our communities were flourish-

ing, with woodturning, publishing 
house, farm., garden etc., until re-
cently, when the critical situation in 
Europe made our position extremely 
difficult, Lack of paper has practical-
ly closed our publishing 
house…some of our neighbours 
have been very hostile towards us - 
so that we have had to withdraw 
from selling our milk, vegetables, 

bread, eggs etc. in the local town. 
Our fields have been broken up by 
huge trenches and stone blocks 
placed across them as part of defense 
measures. Our geographical position 
near to many aerodromes is very bad 
also. The fate of our German broth-
ers would be terrible if they fell again 
into the hands of Hitler.47 

 
By 1940, with the personal assis-

tance of Orie Miller and MCC, the Socie-
ty of Brothers found refuge in South 
America.  Guy Johnson writes for the 
Society on November 27, 1940: 

 
At long last I have news from 

England that the first group of 81 
folks, mostly German, with Eberhard 
C.H. Arnold in charge, left England 
one day last week and arrive[s] in 
B[uenos] A[ires] on or about De-
cember 12, [1940].  And from Hans 
Meier that the transatlantic question 
is now cleared for all.48  
 
The relationship between the Society 

of Brothers (today known as the Bruder-
hof) and MCC has persisted to this day. 

The first five years of MCC’s work 
reflected Arthur Slagel’s idealized vision 
for those suffering in the Soviet republics.  
He expressed his thoughts in his 1923 
diary, “With a new hope that there might 
yet be a future.”  Inactivity characterized 
the next 15 years.   

By 1940, global restlessness hinted at 
the raging firestorm about to impact 
many of the world’s political alignments 
and to reshape MCC for the next many 
decades.  New tests awaited an organiza-
tion representing Christ’s peaceable king-
dom as the world plunged into another 
war. The invitation came yet again to 
equip vulnerable people “With a new 
hope that there might yet be a future”   
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A Meeting 
that Mattered 

 
The following report appeared in 

Herold der Wahrheit, issue of September 
1, 1920, p. 405-407, reprinted from 
Elkhart Truth, July 28, 1920. A journalist 
reports on the meeting of various Men-
nonite relief agencies on July 20, 1920, 
and the decision to form a “Central 
Committee” to serve the various Men-
nonite relief agencies in relief work 
abroad, specifically Russia. As noted by 
Kenneth Sensenig in the lead article of 
this issue, the presentation of the delega-
tion from Russia convinced the American 
Mennonite agencies that the need in Rus-
sia was great and urgent. Historians rec-
ognize that the descriptions of the plight 
of the Mennonites in Russia, as presented 
by the delegation, was a key factor in the 
decision to act in behalf of those needs 
and the subsequent decision to create a 
central committee, which soon was offi-
cially formed and named Mennonite 
Central Committee. Here is a report of 
that meeting from the perspective of a 
journalist.  

 

The woes of the Russians — espe-
cially the Mennonites — under soviet 
rule were graphically depicted in an ad-
dress at the Prairie Street Mennonite 
church last evening by Professor Abra-
ham A. Friesen, whose home is near 
Odessa, Russia, and who with three other 
leaders of the sect have been sent to 
North and South America to see if there 
is available land for the colonization of 
immense numbers of Russian Mennon-
ites, and incidentally to inform the people 
of the western world of the persecutions 
their fellows in Russia have suffered. 

Professor Friesen’s visit to Elkhart 
was timed to coincide with the convening 
here of the Mennonite Relief Commis-
sion, representing the benevolent activi-
ties of the sect throughout the United 
States and Canada. The commission, as 
the result of deliberations yesterday, de-
cided to delegate Orie O. Miller of Mid-
dlebury, Ind. [or Akron, PA], and Arthur 
Slagell of Flanagan, Ill., as relief workers 

in South Russia, and they are to leave 
America for their new field next month, 
going via Constantinople. The General 
Conference [of Mennonites] will send H. 
H. Regier of Mountain Lake, Minn. Ar-
rangements for their departure are being 
considered this afternoon. 

 
New Committee Created 
The commission, before making the 

above appointments, formally adopted 
the following resolution ; 

“Resolved, that we, the representa-
tives of the several branches of the Men-
nonites assembled at Elkhart, Ind., July 
20, 1920, deem it well and desirable to 
create a Central Committee. whose duty 
it shall be to function with and for the 
several Relief Commissions represented, 
taking charge of all gifts for Russia, to 
make purchases of suitable articles and to 
provide for the transportation and equita-
ble distribution of same. 

“Also resolved that this Central 
Committee shall consist of not more than 
one member from each commission to 
cooperate in this work.” 

The main purpose of the meeting 
here is to so unite with the five or six 
branches of the Relief commission as to 
enable them to more effectively assist in 
extending relief to the Mennonites of 
southern Russia. 

The Mennonite Relief Commission 
is represented by President, Aaron 
Loucks, and Secretary, Levi Mumaw, of 
Scottdale, Pa.; Vice President, Eli G. 
Reist of Mt. Joy, Pa.; and S. C. Yoder of 
Kalona, la.; D. H. Bender of Hesston, 
Kans.; D. D. Miller of Middlebury, Ind., 
and the following representatives from 
other branches of the church : P. C., 
Hiebert of Hillsboro, Kans., a member of 
the Brueder Gemeinde; William J. Ewert 
of Hillsboro and H. H. Regier of Moun-
tain Lake, Minn. The latter three are rep-
resentatives of the General Conference of 
Mennonites of North America. 

The special meeting called yesterday 
chose D. H. Bender of Hesston, Kans., as 
chairman and P. C. Hiebert of Hillsboro, 
Kans., as secretary of the session here. 

Professor Friesen, who with Rev. H. 
B. Unruh, J. J. Esau and K. Warkentin, 
was sent from Russia as the agents of 
100,000 Mennonites seeking new homes 

in the western world, was heard with 
intense interest during his talk last night. 
He said in part: 

“One hundred and thirty years ago 
100,000 [10,000 per Mennonite Encyclo-
pedia] Mennonites, upon invitation of 
great Queen Catherine II of Russia, im-
migrated to Russia from Poland and 
Eastern Prussia. The Russian government 
gave to these Mennonite people altogeth-
er about four and a half million acres of 
land on which to settle. This land was not 
all in one place, but was scattered about 
in several places. On this land the people 
settled in villages of from 1,000 to 3,000. 

“Each village had its school and all 
children were compelled by law to at-
tend. Besides primary schools, they also 
have centralized schools corresponding 
to our high schools and, in addition to 
that, about 12 years ago they started a 
commerce school in Halbstadt corre-
sponding to our colleges. In these schools 
all the teachers are trained because all the 
teachers in their schools must be Men-
nonites in order that the children may be 
taught religion. 

“About 80 per cent of the Mennon-
ites are farmers, but they are also busi-
ness men and manufacturers of farm ma-
chinery, of which they make a specialty. 
One of the largest and best-known facto-
ries produces 12,000 reapers in a year. 

“There are only two branches of 
Mennonites in Russia — known as the 
Old Mennonites and the Mennonite 
Brethren, but these cooperate in a general 
conference and have a standing commit-
tee of church relations, through which 
they do all their official work. 

“Thus the Mennonite people lived in 
peace and prosperity before the war. 

“Soon after the opening of the war in 
1914, their suffering began and has con-
tinued until the present time. Twelve 
thousand of the Mennonite boys were 
drafted but not for combatant service. Six 
thousand of the boys were assigned to 
protect the large forests and 6,000 were 
employed in sanitation work and in the 
hospitals. They were loyal and patriotic. 

“But in spite of the fact that they put 
forth their best efforts to serve the gov-
ernment, a cruel and unjust law was es-
tablished, that all colonists including 
Mennonites and all other German settlers 
must sell their land, which amounted to 
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about 13,500,000 acres, in eight months. If 
not sold within specified time, the govern-
ment would take possession at its own 
price and all the colonists must leave im-
mediately. 

“Inasmuch as there was no one to buy 
the land, when the eight months were 
passed, none of the land was sold. So the 
government began, in February 1917, to 
carry out its program, paying for the land, 
not in cash, but in government papers or 
bonds due in 25 years, written in the name 
of the individual and not transferable, and 
reducing the price to one-third to one-sixth 
of the original value of the land — and the 
people had to flee. 

“The ,men who took charge of the 
farms were impractical men who knew 
nothing about farming and in six months 
had lost everything which had taken years 
of hard labor to accumulate. 

“But with the overthrow of the Czar 
this terrible process was left, the law is still 
not repealed. This was a hard blow, espe-
cially on the older people who had abso-
lute trust and confidence in the govern-
ment. 

“After the revolution there prevailed 
general quiet and peace, and hopes began 
to spring up in the hearts of the people. 
Suddenly the soviet form of government, a 
series of councils in which only those who 

had no property had a right to vote or 
hold office, sprang up. The Mennonite 
people, however, realizing that it was 
only temporary, refused to take part in 
this government, so that these councils 
were composed of only the worst ele-
ment. All former laws were repealed and 
absolute authority was given into the 
hands of the soviet, young men of 18 to 
24 years, without experience or intelli-
gence. 

“They had large wants, so they 
raised the taxes from three to five times 
the original amount, then so high that no 
one could pay them. People discontinued 
working, factories closed down and pric-
es advanced from two to three, then fifty, 
one-hundred and a thousand times. 
When at last even the soviets could not 
pay the prices, instead of taxes, they lev-
ied certain articles of produce from the 
people and if they did not pay, they were 
tortured and persecuted in the most terri-
ble way. 

“Robber bands were organized in 
December, 1917, who went from village 
to village demanding certain articles and 
robbing systematically. This continued 
practically two years, not under the direc-
tion of the soviet, but beyond its control. 
By this time the Mennonite people were 
stripped of everything they had. They 

had not horses enough to cultivate their 
land, therefore the land lies practically 
idle. There will be no crops this summer, 
which will bring a famine in Russia this 
winter such as it has never seen before. 

“But the material losses were not to 
be compared with the persecutions 
which they had to endure. These bands 
went from village to village picking out 
men, mostly ministers, elders and young 
men, stripped them of their clothing and 
beating them with steel rods, smashing 
and breaking their muscles on all sides 
until they were unconscious. Then they 
would pour cold water over them to re-
vive them and then begin all over again, 
putting salt and slaked lime on to make 
the pain more severe. 

“In February, 1918, they began to 
kill men outright without any cause. First 
they picked out seven men and shot them 
down in cold blood. This process contin-
ued until, by the time the general confer-
ence was held, the death list was 359; 
later 60 more were killed, making a total 
of over 400. In one village only one old 
man was left who escaped. 

“Therefore, on account of these ter-
rible conditions, the Mennonites sent a 
delegation of four men to this country to 
see whether they can find some piece of 
land on which they might settle.” 

 

 
Annual Meeting 

of The Casselman Historians 
 
After two years of cancellation, due 

to the COVID pandemic, the Cassel-
man Historians are gearing up for a 
meeting again this year. The focus in 
2022:  The Amish Mennonite experi-
ence in the Casselman Valley in the 
period of 1825-1850. 

The meeting is scheduled for Fri-
day evening and Saturday forenoon, 
September 16 and 17 at the Maple Glen 
Mennonite Church, Dorsey Hotel Rd., 
Grantsville, MD.  

The Amish Mennonite church of 
the Casselman Valley represents the 
early history of local congregations, 
including Old Order Amish and Men-
nonite congregations known to today as 
Mountain View, Oak Dale, Maple 
Glen, Bittinger, Cherry Glade, and Pil-

lar. That history also is simultaneous with 
congregations earlier affiliated with the 
Southwestern Pennsylvania Mennonite 
Conference (later Allegheny), including 
Springs Mennonite and daughter church-
es.  

The Casselman Valley was a step-
ping stone, for the Amish, between the 
eastern seaboard and the states west of the 
Ohio River. Much “stepping” into and 
out of the Casselman Valley occurred in 
the period of 1825-1850. The Casselman 
Valley history is relevant to the history of 
many western families and congrega-
tions, especially in Ohio and Iowa.  
 Questions for consideration in this 
study:  

 
• What was the Amish population in 

the Casselman Valley at the begin-
ning to the period, and at the end? 

• Who were the Amish families that 

moved into, out of, or stayed in the 
Casselman Valley? 

• Who were the church leaders of 
that period? 

• What were the methods, tools, 
appliances, and methods of farm-
ing and housekeeping? 

• What was the doctrinal stance of 
the church? 

• What were the issues of church 
discipline under discussion? 
 
The meeting is public. Advance 

registration is not required. In case of a 
continued pandemic in September, 
check the status of the meeting before 
driving many miles to Grantsville. 
Contact:  301-501-4326 or 240-727-
1072. 



 

 

        
P.O. Box 591 

Grantsville, MD 21536    
          

  The Historian    Page 8 January 2022, Vol. 34, No. 

The Historian    

Casselman River Amish and Mennonite Historians: 
Statement of Purpose 

 
To encourage and implement the collection and preserva-

tion of Amish and Mennonite historical material 
related to the Casselman River area of Somerset 
County, PA and Garrett County, MD. 

To encourage writing and publishing Amish and Men-
nonite historical materials. 

To provide a forum where persons interested in and 
knowledgeable about churches in the area can gain 
an understanding of how church life in Somerset-
Garrett Counties influenced Amish and Mennonite 
church life in other communities. 

To hold meetings for fellowship, mutual encouragement, 
and business. 

To pursue a scope of Amish and Mennonite history, with-
in the purpose of the organization, that includes 
church history, family history, and cultural and so-
cial features of Amish and Mennonite history. 

Anyone interested in these purposes is invited to be a 
member. 

 
For information on contacting The Casselman Histori-
ans, see the information box at the bottom of this page. 

CasselmanHistorians.Wordpress.Com 

Membership/Subscription 2022 – New and Renewal 
The Casselman Historians and The Historian 

Here begins a new calendar year. Please check the expiration date of your subscription shown right after your name on the ad-
dress label. If this is your final issue, find a subscription/membership card enclosed for renewal. Since the Covid 19 pandemic pre-
cluded the annual meeting last year, that opportunity for taking membership and subscription did not occur.  But here is your oppor-
tunity. Note the following options: 

 
1. Membership includes subscription to The Historian ($15 value) and subscription to Mennonite Family History ($25 value). 

Rate: $30 one year or $80 three years.  
2. Subscription only brings The Historian to your mail box each quarter. Rate: $15/yr. or $40 for three years.  

 
The benefits of membership include: (1) subscription to the quarterly, The Historian, (2) subscription to the quarterly Mennonite 

Family History, (3) free use of the archives by appointment, (4) voting privileges at business meetings, and (5) satisfaction in 
supporting the cause.   

Do this: whichever you choose – subscription only or membership with subscription and other benefits – fill out the enclosed 
card, and send with your check, payable  to The Casselman Historians, P.O. Box 591, Grantsville, MD 21536. If you need a 
card, but do not find one enclosed, send check with note of selected option and your address or request a subscription card at 
abcdefor@verizon.net.  

On-Line.  Subscription and membership also can be taken on-line, payable by credit card at casslemanhistori-
ans@wordpress.com, including discounted two- or three-year options.  Thank you for your support!   

The Historian is published quarterly by the Casselman River Area Amish and Mennonite Historians (a.k.a The Casselman Historians). Executive 
Committee: Delvin Mast, chairman; David I. Miller, vice-chairman; Kenton Yoder, secretary; Bernard Orendorf, treasurer; Lowell Bender; Na-
than Mast, James L. Yoder, Kenneth  L. Yoder. Address: P.O. Box 591, Grantsville, MD 21536. Phone: 301-245-4326. Subscription with mem-
bership is $30/yr; subscription without membership is $15/yr. Back issues and online subscription options for The Historian are available at 
www.casselmanhistorians.wordpresscom. For admission to the archives at 29 Dorsey Hotel Rd., Grantsville, contact Alice Orendorf at 301-245-
4326 (abcdefor@verizon.net), or James L. Yoder at 240-727-1073 (jameslyoder@aol.com). Editor: David I. Miller. Layout by Kevin D. Miller. 
Scroll art work on masthead created by  Alta Byler Nisly for the first issue of the  Historian in April 1989. 


