
 
9 

MQR 98 (January 2024) 
 
 

Mennonites, German Occupation, and the Elimination of 
Jews in Ukraine 

 
ARNOLD NEUFELDT-FAST* 

 
Abstract: This paper seeks to identify and map out the social interactions between 

Nazi Germany, Mennonites in southern Ukraine, and local Jewish populations during 
the Holocaust by examining experiences and relationships in two of the region’s 
larger Mennonite settlement areas, Molotschna/Halbstadt and Chortitza. The paper 
also examines the content and impact of Nazi propaganda in ethnic German 
communities as well the pressure to officially change “Jewish-sounding” names to 
Germanic names in later applications for naturalization. This mapping of interactions 
aims to contribute to a fuller understanding of the complexities of twentieth-century 
Mennonite history in Ukraine under Nazi occupation and open a door towards a 
healing of memories. The focus on one small ethnic-religious group in its interactions 
with Nazi Germany during the time its Jewish neighbors are eliminated is a small 
contribution towards understanding how social relations shaped the evolution of the 
Holocaust. 

 
Archival documents suggest that a majority of Soviet Mennonites were 

silent, fearful observers as local Jews fled, sought refuge, or were gathered 
to be executed during the 1941–1943 German occupation of Ukraine. 
While the vast majority of Jewish murders in these regions happened at 
the onset of German occupation, there is also some evidence of active 
Mennonite collaboration or participation in subsequent killings—though 
this is still thinly documented. Some Russian Mennonites with surnames 
like Ediger, Penner, Wiens, Dick, and Jantsen have been identified as 
auxiliary police (Hilfspolizei); others were appointed as mayors in 
predominantly Mennonite villages and nearby towns—some of these 
officials were likely involved with the execution of Jewish neighbors.1 

 
* Arnold Neufeldt-Fast, Ph.D., is Associate Professor of Theology and Dean of the 

Seminary at Tyndale University, Toronto. 
1 See e.g., Markus Eikel, “Division of Labor and Cooperation: The Local Administration 

under German Occupation in Central and Eastern Ukraine, 1941–1944,” in The Holocaust in 
Ukraine: New Sources and Perspectives Conference Presentations, Center for Advanced Holocaust 
Studies, 101–20 (Washington, DC: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2013). 
https://www.ushmm.org/m/pdfs/20130500-holocaust-in-ukraine.pdf; also Aileen Friesen, 
“A Portrait of Khortytsya/Zaporizhzhia under Occupation,” in Mark Jantzen and John D. 
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Gerhard Rempel has argued these names might only be “the tip of the 
iceberg in terms of Mennonite involvement with the Holocaust.”2 While 
evidence is meager and in some key cases unreliable,3 repeating the often-
made claim that Mennonites in this region were simply victims caught 
between Stalin and Hitler is not sufficient. Historians as well as Mennonite 
theologians are beginning to unearth new elements of this story and map 
out the social interactions between Nazi Germany, Mennonites in 
southern Ukraine, and local Jewish populations during the Holocaust. 
This essay builds on these recent contributions to open another small 
window onto a local context of extreme violence and examine the 
interactions and responses of one minority Christian group to the 
destruction of Jewish lives and communities in their area of Nazi-
dominated eastern Europe.4  

About 35,000 Mennonites in Soviet Ukraine lived in close proximity to 
major killing sites during the Holocaust. For the purposes of this paper, I 
use the term “Mennonite” broadly to include those who identified or were 
identified by others as Mennonite because of a significant familial, social, 
cultural, or theological tie and experience.5 Most of these Mennonites 
would at some point become beneficiaries of crimes against Jews. Some 
were eyewitnesses and a few were perpetrators. Together they were 
situated in a borderland region of multiple languages, religions, and 
ethnicities that was deeply impacted by the pre-war Soviet regime. 

 

 
Thiesen, eds., European Mennonites and the Holocaust (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2020), 229–49. 

2 Gerhard Rempel, “Mennonites and the Holocaust: From Collaboration to Perpetuation,” 
Mennonite Quarterly Review 84, no. 4 (October 2010): 535.  

3 Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1967), 206. 
Some literature presents atrocities in Zhytomyr and by Special Command R in Transnistria 
in September 1941 in a way that suggests ethnic Mennonite involvement, though this is 
improbable because of chronology and location. See Wendy Lower, Nazi Empire-Building and 
the Holocaust in Ukraine (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 40–41. On 
Alexander Rempel’s much-cited memories of Mennonite involvement in the massacre of 
20,000 to 30,000 Jews, see below. Moreover, some confessions were made under duress. 

4 I build on the collection of Jantzen and Thiesen, eds., European Mennonites and the 
Holocaust; see also Benjamin Goossen, “Mennonites in Nazi-Occupied Ukraine. Childhood 
Education, Waffen-SS Recruitment, and the Holocaust, 1941–1944,” in A Pilgrimage of Justice 
and Peace: Global Mennonite Perspectives on Global Mennonite Perspectives on Peacebuilding and 
Nonviolence, ed. Fernando Enns, Nina Schroeder-van 't Schip, and Andres Pacheco-Lozano 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2023), 266–80; Benjamin Goossen, Chosen Nation: Mennonites and 
Germany in a Global Era (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017). 

5 Here I follow the model outlined by Doris L. Bergen, Mark Jantzen, and John D. Thiesen, 
“Neighbours, Killers, Enablers, Witnesses: The Many Roles of Mennonites in the Holocaust,” 
in Jantzen and Thiesen, European Mennonites and the Holocaust, (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2020), 12–17. 
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ARRIVAL OF GERMANS: MOLOTSCHNA (HALBSTADT) 

 
In 1939 some 249 Jews lived in the predominantly Ukrainian and 

Russian town of Tokmak, which was adjacent to the town of Halbstadt in 
the old Mennonite Molotschna District. Immediately prior to occupation, 
German planes flew over the Molotschna and air-dropped leaflets written 
in both German and Russian that linked Jews and Communism: “Jews and 
Communists, flee! Not one of you will survive. We will find you even in the 
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remotest corner.”6 Memoirs recall that east-bound trains were jammed with 
Jewish families, and a stream of Jewish refugees flowed through the 
Molotschna as well “with their possessions piled on their wagons.”7  

German military entered villages in Ukraine in 1941 quickly and with 
terrifying efficiency. SS-Cavalry brigades had clear guidelines for 
Ukraine: First, the village mayor must be identified and commanded to 
report. “If it is a Russian or a Jew, another person must be appointed.” The 
mayor was then made personally responsible for any hostility towards SS 
members. Second, the mayor was required to share all information about 
Red Army and Communist Party members and their assistants in the 
village and any partisan groups in the area—their strength, location, 
direction. Third, all weapons, radios, cameras, and politically or militarily 
relevant files must be handed over. Finally, there was the SS’s highest 
priority: a detailed list of all Jewish inhabitants was to be created, a Jewish 
ghetto established, and “the immediate attachment of identification 
markers to the clothing of Jews” required.8 In this way, Mennonites were 
swiftly drawn into Nazi Germany’s atrocities when the invaders arrived 
in their villages.  

A German Rear Army Command Division (Korück) was established in 
the city Melitopol not far from the Molotschna district and was 
responsible for securing supply routes, pacifing the newly occupied 
territory, and creating transit camps for prisoners of war. On October 11, 
approximately 2,000 Jews were killed in Melitopol.9 Together with the 
First German Mounted Rifle Division, allied Romanian troops were the 
first to penetrate the southern Molotschna villages as the Soviets 
scrambled to evacuate the population. The Germans controlled 
Molotschna by October 13, 1941. Some Mennonites were mistaken for 
Jews: “When we told them that we were in fact Germans, they did not 
molest us,” Albert Dahl recalled.10 

On October 17, Hauptmann Rottendorf ordered that “increasing 
plundering of the ethnic Germans in the said area, the senseless 
destruction of belongings, and the destruction of the modest livelihood of 

 
6 Johann Rehan (of Schardau, Molotschna), “Etwas aus der Vergangenheit” 1992/1995. 

Copy of hand-written memoir in author’s possession. 
7 Katie Friesen, Into the Unknown (Steinbach, MN: n.p., 1986), 37; also Helene Dueck, 

Durch Trübsal und Not (Winnipeg: Centre for Mennonite Brethren Studies, 1995), 35. 
https://archive.org/details/durch-truebsal-und-not/mode/2up. 

8 SS-Kavallerie Brigade, “Merkblatt mit Richtlinien als Anhalt bei der Besetzung von 
Ortschaften und Dörfern, in denen die Einheiten länger als eine Übernachtung verbleiben,” 
August 4, 1941, Bundesarchiv [hereafter BA] MA, RS/3/8, 77. 

9 Alexander Kruglov, “Jewish losses in Ukraine, 1941-1944,” in The Shoah in Ukraine: 
History, Testimony, Memorialization, ed. Ray Brandon and Wendy Lower (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2008), 255. 

10 Albert Dahl (born in Marienthal, Molotschna), interview with author, July 26, 2017. 
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these ethnic Germans requires immediate and decisive action.” 
Rottendorf ordered that German mayors be appointed and that the 
villages be posted with clear signage as a “German Colony (village).” 
Rottendorf was concerned with infractions by the Romanians, the 
plundering of factories, warehouses and facilities in towns, and the arrest 
of deserters and “politically unacceptable elements.”11 The latter were 
delivered directly to the SD (Sicherheitsdienst) in Melitopol, which was 
typically responsible for executions. On October 16, the newly appointed 
mayor of the predominantly Mennonite village of Lichtenau handed over 
the bookkeeper of their oil press—“presumed to be a Jew”—to Rottendorf, 
who on the same day turned over 75 Jews to the SD.12 The Jews of Tokmak 
who were unable to flee “were made to wear the Star of David on their 
backs and a yellow arm band” and “forced to clean the town, especially its 
streets.” In little more than a week, Jews in Tokmak “were loaded onto 
trucks and taken to a murder site five kilometers from the village, near the 
airport” and were “shot, together with Jews from Molochansk (Molotschna).”13 

Einsatzgruppe personnel typically encouraged “reliable elements” of the 
local populace to participate in executions both to “absolve the Germans 
themselves from dirtying their own hands” and give the impression “that 
the local indigenous population had taken matters into their own hands” 
to “settle scores with former Communist functionaries” or begin a 
pogrom.14 Generally Mennonites were reticent “to settle personal 
accounts” in this way, at least according to a later member of the First 
Ethnic German Cavalry, Eduard (Abram) Reimer.15 While Melitopol 
maintained a “small but vital Mennonite community” throughout the 
Stalin years, its ethnic Germans were deported to Kazakhstan at the onset 
of the war.16 Its first German-appointed district mayor (Oberbürgermeister), 
however, was Mennonite Dietrich Klassen from Einlage in the Chortitza 
district. He died a few months later of a heart attack on December 17, 1941 

 
11 Rottendorf, Korück 553, Sonder-Befehl, October 17, 1941, BA RH 23/78, no. 30 [60]. Cf. 

related memoirs, Gerhard Lohrenz, Lose Blätter, 129; Selma Kornelsen Hooge and Anna 
Goossen Kornelsen, Life Before Canada (Abbotsford, BC: n.p., 2018), 54. 

12 Rottendorf, Korück 553, telegram to Nikolajew, October 16, 1941, BA RH 23/78, no. 37 [74]. 
13 Yad Vashem World Holocaust Remembrance Center, “Soviet Report about the mass 

murder of Jews in Molochansk,” Yad Vashem Archives, M.37/293; TsGAOOu 57-4-14. 
https://www.yadvashem.org/untoldstories/database/index.asp?cid=568. 

14 Gordon Williamson, German Security and Police Soldier 1939–45 (Oxford: Osprey, 2002), 
28. https://archive.org/details/GermanSecurityAndPoliceSoldier193945/. 

15 Eduard (Abram) Reimer, “Memoir” (n.d.), 56. From Mennonite Heritage Archives 
(MHA), Winnipeg, MN, Gerhard Lohrenz Fonds, 60, no. 63, vol. 3333. 

16 See Letters from Susan: A Woman’s View of the Russian Mennonite Experience (1928–1941), 
ed. by John B. Toews (North Newton, KS: Bethel College, 1988), 141, 150. https://mla 
.bethelks.edu/books/wedel_series/letters_from_susan.pdf. 
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and was given a ceremonial funeral by the German military, according to 
his sister.17  

It was a horrific two weeks for the Jewish community. Closer to the 
Mennonite Chortitza district, more than 11,000 Jews were killed in 
Dnipropetrovsk on October 14th and 15th.18 In Mariupol over 8,000 Jews 
were killed on October 20th and October 21st. After the city was declared 
“free of Jews,” corpses of some ethnic German men who had been killed 
by the Soviet secret police (NKVD) were “exhumed, made available for 
inquest, and publicly buried.”19 This followed a pattern identified by 
Timothy Snyder, underscoring from the start a connection between Jews 
and Bolshevist repression: “Wherever the Germans found corpses left by 
the NKVD, they blamed the Jews and usually shot some.”20 

The Black Sea region came under the German military administration 
of Army Group South (Heeresgruppe Süd). The SS-based Ethnic German 
Liaison Office (Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle or VoMi) was responsible for the 
administration, organization, and control of the larger German settlement 
territory, which was divided into two district commandos.21 The VoMi’s 
mandate was first of all to register the ethnic German population in the 
settlement area; establish and supply medical and public health services; 
and organize supplies of food, clothing, and everyday supplies. A second 
key responsibility was the cultural development and worldview training 
of ethnic Germans, including the establishment of kindergartens, schools, 
and teacher training institutions. Finally, the VoMi was tasked with 
establishing self-defense units in each village for protection from 
partisans. SS-Storm Unit Leader (Sturmbannführer) Hermann Roßner was 
appointed by the VoMi Special Command R as leader for the district of 
Halbstadt and its 144 villages.  

Soon thereafter Mennonite Adolf (Abram) Rüdiger of Lindenau 
(Molotschna) was appointed as translator and then mayor of Tokmak and 

 
17 See recollection of Klassen’s sister, Maria Harder, “Tagebuch, 1907-1965 [part 9],” 

Mennonititsche Rundschau 89, no. 33 (August 17, 1966): 14 (hereafter MR; for all articles cited: 
https://archive.org/details/pub_die-mennonitische-rundschau). Dmytro Myeshkov also 
mentions Klassen in “Mennonites in Ukraine before, during, and immediately after the 
Second World War,” in Jantzen and Thiesen, European Mennonites and the Holocaust, (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2020), 208.  

18 Kruglov, “Jewish losses in Ukraine, 1941-1944,” 255. 
19 Einsatzgruppe D, Operational Situation Report USSR No. 136, to the Chief of the 

Security Police and Security Service (SD), November 21, 1941, in Yitzhak Arad, Shmuel 
Krakowski, and Shmuel Spector, eds., The Einsatzgruppen Reports: Selections from the 
Dispatches of the Nazi Death Squads’ Campaign against the Jews July 1941-January 1943 (New 
York: Holocaust Library, 1989), 244. 

20 Timothy Snyder, Black Earth: The Holocaust as History and Warning (New York: Duggan, 
2015), 352. 

21 Andrej Angrick, Besatzungspolitik und Massenmord: Die Einsatzgruppe D in der su ̈dlichen 
Sowjetunion 1941-1943 (Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 2003), 279. 
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its 22,000 residents, 750 of whom were ethnic Germans.22 In Tokmak 
another thirty-six Jews were shot in an anti-tank trench 500 meters outside 
the town on December 15, 1941.23 Soviet State Extraordinary Commission 
reports indicate that in the first half of 1942 twelve more Jews were 
“brutally tortured and shot dead” in a ravine behind Tokmak’s 
slaughterhouse.24 This continued sporadically over the two years of 
occupation. In trenches along the road from Tokmak to the nearby village 
of Sadovoye ninety-five Jews were tortured and shot as late as May 7, 
1943. This group included “21 bodies of children and teenagers ranging in 
age from infancy to 15.” At yet another nearby site, twenty-five corpses of 
people shot on July 27, 1943, were found later.25  

It was discovered that that the bodies of the men, women, and 
children were not buried in a proper way but were haphazardly 
thrown into a pit and buried. The bodies were not buried deeply at 
all, but only at a depth of 15–20 cm. . . . With a few exceptions the 
bodies in the trenches were without clothing or shoes . . . . 26 

Local Mennonites who traveled between their homes in the renamed 
German district of “Halbstadt” (which was Molotschna) and Tokmak 
were very aware of the Jewish killing site they passed en route.27 Notably 
in the first four months of occupation, Bereichskommando 31 of 
Einsatzgruppe (Operational Command) Halbstadt executed eighty-one 
Roma people, and Special Command 10a killed “about one hundred” 
Roma in Melitopol. “The fate of the Roma was virtually no different from  
that of the Jews. Like the Jews, the Roma were subjected to annihilation 
based solely on their ethnicity.”28  

 

 
22 Schwarzmeerdeutschtum: Mennoniten, Propaganda materials, 1944, Office for 

Resettlement of Germans, Poznań Branch, from Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe (National 
Digital Archives Poland; NAC), 53/800/0, file 184. https://szukajwarchiwach.pl/53/800/0/ 
-/184. 

23 Yad Vashem, “Soviet Report about the mass murder of Jews in Molochansk.” 
24 Yad Vashem, “Bolshoy Tokmak,” May 7, 1944, State Extraordinary Commission for the 

Determination and Investigation of Nazi and their Collaborators’ Atrocities in the USSR (ChGK), 
Yad Vashem Archives, JM/19707; GARF 7021-61-29. https://www.yadvashem.org 
/untoldstories/database/chgkSovietReports.asp?cid=563&site_id=705. 

25 Yad Vashem, “Bolshoy Tokmak,” State Extraordinary Commission, May 7, 1944. 
26 Yad Vashem, “Bolshoy Tokmak,” State Extraordinary Commission, May 7, 1944. 
27 Cf. Gerhard J. Klassen [b. 1889], “Elia oder Elias? Erlebnis von unserer Einbürgerung 

in das ‘Großdeutsche Reich’ in Polen,” MR 79, no. 25 (June 6, 1956): 5. 
28 Mikhail Tyaglyy, “Nazi Occupation Policies and the Mass Murder of the Roma in 

Ukraine,” in The Nazi Genocide of the Roma: Reassessment and Commemoration, ed. Anton 
Weiss-Wendt (New York: Berghahn, 2013), 127, 144. 
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“Halbstadt: German Colony” (image from German propaganda film, 1943).29 

During this time in the town of Halbstadt, Rudolf Federau was 
appointed its first mayor under German occupation, a position he held 
until February 1942 when he was deployed to Crimea with the notorious 
SD (Sicherheitsdienst). Dmytro Myeshkov has brought to light Soviet 
documents including witness statements that accuse Federau of shooting 
Jews on the city outskirts on a number of occasions. Complaints reached 
the SD command that Federau also arrested innocent Ukrainians in order 
to extort valuables from their relatives, and then he “typically shot them 
anyway.” Various women also accused him of rape. The German SD 
arrested Federau and executed him a few months later.30 Despite his 
typical Mennonite surname, we now know that Federau’s parents and 
grandparents were not Mennonite but an ethnic German Lutheran family 
from neighboring Prischib. Nevertheless, his wife identified as Mennonite 
during the war and afterwards in Canada, and she was born in Halbstadt 
to a Mennonite father and Lutheran mother.31  

 
29 Two versions of the film are available; shorter (edited for length; higher quality with 

background music): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_VzkxGBCrdk; longer: “Material Nr. 
1574,” https://archiv-akh.de/filme?utf-8=%E2%9C%93&q=halbstadt#1.  

30 Myeshkov, “Mennonites in Ukraine before, during, and immediately after the Second 
World War,” 203–28. 

31 Myeshkov assumed for good reasons that Federau was Mennonite; however the 
“Einwandererzentralstelle” (EWZ) German naturalization file for his wife Frieda Lötkemann 
Federau, who was a Mennonite, clearly indicates that her husband and his parents were 
Lutheran from Prischib (A3342, Series EWZ 50-B056, frame 2820, National Archives 
Collection Microfilm Publication, Washington, D.C.). Frieda Lötkemann’s father was 
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Many of the smaller Molotschna-area villages were home to one or two 
Jewish families each.32 Abram Thiessen of Gnadenheim claimed that Jews 
“of our villages” were taken up in a plane and then dropped out alive.33 
Helene Bräul had often bartered dried fruit and geese for dry goods from 
a Jewish woman whose family lived on the edge of Marienthal. The village 
cobbler, a Mennonite, identified the Jewish mother and her children, and 
they were taken by the Germans to the Marienthal cemetery behind the 
school and shot.34 Prior to the arrival of the German Wehrmacht, Anni 
(Vogt) Toews of Marienthal was ordered to dig anti-tank trenches in a 
group that included two Jewish girls from her village, approximately her 
age (fourteen). When the Wehrmacht arrived, they were permitted to 
return home, but they knew that the Jewish girls needed protection. 

On the way back to Molotschna, they hid the two [Jewish] girls on 
the wagon under straw and thus took them away unseen. At a 
checkpoint the German girls talked with the soldiers, and all arrived 
safely back in Marienthal. However, there were some people there 
who were not quite ‘kosher,’ even during the Communist period and 
betrayed their fellow Mennonites. They knew nothing better than to 
betray the two girls as well. Then two young SS-men came and took 
some 14-year-old boys from the village to dig graves for the Jewish 
girls at the cemetery. . . . The two SS-men then took the two crying 
and completely innocent girls to the graves and shot them.35 

Nelly Bräul, who lived in Paulsheim, remembered how a pair of Jews 
in the village were led out by soldiers, made to dig their own grave, forced 
on their knees, and then shot.36 Agatha Janzen (pseudonym) who lived in 
neighboring Gnadenfeld remembered her sister and friends playing out-
side in January 1943 and seeing a hand sticking out of the snow, where 

 
Mennonite and her Lutheran-born mother married three Mennonite men, including the 
author’s grandfather in Paraguay. 

32 E.g., Fischau had sixty resident families, including fifteen individuals who were not 
Mennonite, “Russians, Jews, Lutherans.” Jacob B. Janz, “The Russian Mennonite Village. A 
Documentary Portrait from 1909,” trans. John B. Toews, American Historical Society of Germans 
from Russia, Working Papers, no. 25 (Winter 1997), 38. 

33 “Abe Thiessen Interview,” Mennonite Heritage Museum (Abbotsford, BC), 1:19–1:37. 
Uploaded May 21, 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kwlvRecc6oE&t=22s. 

34 Albert Dahl and Katharine Bräul Fast, interview with author, July 26, 2017. Both were 
children at the time from different families, and each with this distinct memory. Cf. Arnold 
Neufeldt-Fast, “German Mennonite Theology in the Era of National Socialism,” in Jantzen 
and Thiesen, European Mennonites and the Holocaust, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2020), 125–52. 

35 As told by Johann Toews to Horst Gerlach, Die Rußlandmennoniten: Ein Volk Unterwegs, 
vol. 2 (Kirchheimbolanden [Pfalz]: n.p., 2007), 351. It is important to note that the local SS 
First Ethnic German Cavalry Squadron—comprised of some 500 Molotschna Mennonite 
young men—was not formed until later the next year. 

36 Nelly Bräul Epp, interview with author, 2017.  
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“the Germans had taken a Jewish lady into the bush and shot her.”37 There 
were some Jews in Hierschau and Waldheim who were executed locally; 
their bodies were said “to have been dumped into the White Earth Pits 
near Hierschau.”38 In Nikolaidorf a Jewish girl was hunted down by the 
SS commander after she managed to escape execution. She was shot to 
death in a ditch on the edge of the village. “She was shown no pity. … 
How we grieved for this girl, who grew up among us, and was now so 
brutally murdered. Many met the same fate.”39 “Anna” (pseudonym), a 
Mennonite kitchen manager for German troops, told of a sixteen-year-old 
orphaned Jewish girl under her work supervision who asked if she too 
would be killed: “Child there is nothing we can do in this manner. We 
certainly disapprove of these things and I hope nothing will happen to 
you.” Anna was told by one of the soldiers that the Jewish girl “took her 
little brother by the hand” and stood with him on the edge of the pit. “The 
first volley swept both of them into the grave. They felt nothing.”40  

Twenty-seven-year-old Walter Jansen was appointed Gnadenfeld 
district mayor in spring 1942 and was aware that Jews who were unable 
to flee were being rounded up. Attempting to save them from certain 
execution, Jansen wrote years later, “he would either use the maiden 
names of the women or transpose Ukrainian names” when translating 
Jewish names; in this way he was able to save “a number of people, in 
spite of the obvious danger to himself.”41 Though this is unconfirmed, it 
does indicate that Mennonite mayors helped Nazi German officials to 
identify and register local Jews before their killing. 

There was at least one exception in Molotschna. Samuel Dunajewski 
(b. 1887) of Blumenort was a “deaf-mute with Jewish ancestry,” who had 
married the Mennonite widow Luise Penner (b. 1878) shortly after the 
Revolution. Dunajewski was arrested in Halbstadt in 1941 or 1942, and 
then in a highly unusual act was released at the “request” of his wife. 

 
37 Pamela E. Klassen, Going by the Moon and the Stars. Stories of Two Russian Mennonite 

Women (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1994), 85. Cf. also the graphic 
account by Anna Sudermann of Chortitza, where there were larger numbers of Jewish 
neighbors, in G. Rempel, “Mennonites and the Holocaust,” 528–30. 

38 Helmut T. Huebert, Hierschau: An Example of Russian Mennonite Life (Winnipeg: 
Springfield, 1986), 317. https://archive.org/details/HierschauAnExampleOfRussianMennonite 
LifeOCRopt. 

39 Susanna Toews, Trek to Freedom: The Escape of Two Sisters from South Russia during World 
War II, trans. Helen Megli (Winkler, MN: Heritage Valley, 1976), 20. 

40 “Anna,” in Gerhard Lohrenz, ed., The Lost Generation and other Stories (Steinbach, MN: 
Gerhard Lohrenz, 1982), 136. 

41 Walter Jansen and Linda Jansen, Our Stories, trans. and ed. Walfried Jansen (Winnipeg: 
n.p., 2010), 45. MHA, Walter and Linda Jansen Fonds, 1946–2009, vol. 5477-5478, 5691. For  
four other stories of help rendered, cf. A. Friesen, “Portrait of Khortytsya/Zaporizhzhia 
under Occupation,” 234. 
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Dunajewski was born in the Molotschna village of Ohrloff, perhaps to a 
Mennonite mother. There is every reason to think he had been a pupil of 
the Molotschna Mary School for the Deaf (Marientaubstummenschule), 
which started in Blumenort (1885) and in 1890 properly established in 
Tiege, which was adjacent to Dunajewski’s birth village. Mennonites 
donated generously to this favored charity, especially after it became clear 
that deaf children too could understand the gospel and request baptism. 
It is entirely possible that Dunajewski was a baptized Mennonite. He 
survived occupation and was evacuated to German-annexed Poland in 
1943-44 with other Mennonites. In her German naturalization file, his wife 
Luise Penner indicated that he was “Mennonite,” though this is corrected 
by racial examiners: “He was a Jew.” Dunajewski was taken from his wife 
in the last week of April 1944, and he died in the Litzmannstadt Jewish 
Ghetto on June 13, 1944. On paper he was a Mennonite Jew.42 

SS-Storm Sturmbannführer Roßner was in charge of all aspects of the 
VoMi mandate in Halbstadt (Molotschna), including the recruitment and 
training of the self-defense units in the first year, units that would later 
become Waffen-SS. We know that on one occasion in 1942 a member of the 
First Ethnic German Cavalry Squadron (ultimately under Roßner) was 
ordered by their leader (unnamed) to the take the young Jewish boy who 
cleaned their barracks in Waldheim to the edge of the village and shoot 
him. “At supper time the men talked about the shooting,” according to 
Mennonite Isaak Regehr. “There was no pressure put on the soldier and 
had he not done it, another man would have been happy to obey the order 
and kill the Jew.”43 Eduard Reimer, a member of the same cavalry unit, 
confessed that when they sang the war hymn of “The Blue Dragoons,” 
they added an antisemitic verse about the “wandering Jew” and German 
dive bombers that would “give the Jew rest.”44 Since the young adult 
population was almost fully ignorant of their faith tradition and bitter 
about their family lot under Stalin, there is no reason to doubt that many 
adapted their worldview fully to the frequently repeated claim that linked 
Jews with Bolshevism and complied with the new regime as others had 
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done under communism. Reimer, however, surmised years later that their 
anti-Jewishness likely predated German occupation and had perhaps 
found a place in their theology. 

Almost all ethnic Germans appear to have received supplies of linen, 
shoes, and clothing from Jewish victims and even some toys for children. 
Käthe Bräul recalled that for Christmas in 1941 her older cousin Marga 
Bräul was able to purchase a porcelain doll in Odessa for her sister 
Lenchen. While the doll’s origins are unclear, only two months earlier 
Romanian allies had killed about 20,000 Jews in Odessa over a period of 
three days.45 A year later on October 6, 1942, SS-Reichsführer Heinrich 
Himmler sent a memo ordering that depot items from the recently 
liquidated Jewish ghetto in Lublin and the concentration camp at 
Auschwitz be distributed for Christmas to all the major Volksdeutsche 
settlements; this included the Halbstadt district, which Himmler was 
scheduled to visit at the end of the month.46 On November 25, 1942, SS-
Oberführer Hoffmeyer confirmed that twenty-seven box cars of clothing 
items had arrived, which were intended for the ethnic Germans for whom 
he and the VoMi had responsibility in South Ukraine.47 It was more than 
the Volksdeutsche could believe, even a decade later: “We were in dire need 
of clothing, yet even with that we were helped. The Germans in the Reich 
gathered many old clothes and sent them to us in Ukraine.”48  

In his short history of the Molotschna Mennonites and the VoMi, Horst 
Gerlach was eager to absolve Roßner of any responsibility for the murder 
of Jews under his watch. Task Force Halbstadt under Roßner should not 
be confused with the “Einsatzgruppen trained for the persecution of the 
Jews,” Gerlach argued.49 Gerlach’s claim is not convincing and only serves 
to deflect attention from the murder of individual Jews in Halbstadt under 
Roßner’s command. Roßner remained a friend of the Mennonites after the 
war, but nowhere does his correspondence show recollection, remorse, or 
responsibility for the murder of Jews under his command. He recalled 
incorrectly that “to his knowledge there were hardly any Jews in the 
[Molotschna] area. They had, almost without exception, been cleared out 

 
45 Cf. Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe between Hitler and Stalin (New York: Basic, 2010), 218. 
46 For details of the memo by Himmler to SS Senior Group Leader Werner Lorenz and to 
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Christians Verlag, 1999), 603, n. 100. 
48 Käthe Becker, in A. A. Töws, ed., Mennonitische Märtyrer der jüngsten Vergangenheit und 

der Gegenwart, vol. 2: Der große Leidensweg (North Clearbrook, BC: A. A. Töws, 1954), 378. 
49 Horst Gerlach, “Mennonites, the Molotschna, and the Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle in the 

Second World War,” trans. John D. Thiesen, Mennonite Life 41, no. 3 (September 1986): 5. 
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Mennonites, German Occupation, and Jews in Ukraine       21   

before the arrival of the Germans.” Stunningly, Gerlach adds that this 
opinion “concurs with that of many others.”50 

 
Guide and Map for Halbstadt51 

 

CHORTITZA DISTRICT 
German and Soviet records on the atrocities in the predominantly 

Mennonite Chortitza region do not conflict in substance, and they 
complement Mennonite memory. “Jews were shot without mercy by the 
Germans,” Mennonite Susanna Toews recalled.52 Harry Loewen, who was 
a child at the time, remembered generally that those Jews unable to flee 
were rounded up and simply executed.53 Osterwick had twenty-two Jews 
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(six families) before occupation. “It did not matter what kind of life a Jew 
had lived, all Jews were brought together and summarily shot,” recalled 
villager Victor Janzen.54 With more detail, Margaretha (Sara) Vogt 
Letkeman recalled that in Osterwick it was “mostly [the] Ukrainians who 
had declared themselves willing to help the Germans,” but they were 
supervised by “Mennonites men”; these Ukrainians were “ordered to 
round up the Jews in the area and take them to some undisclosed 
destination and shoot them.”55 Helen Rempel seemed to know that they 
were taken to the city of Zaporizhzhia in October and November 1941. “At 
first we didn’t know what happened to the Jews that were sent away. But 
then we began to hear—the Jews were all being murdered. This happened 
in all the villages, wherever there were Jewish families.”56 One twenty-
year-old German soldier boasted to a Mennonite in Kronsweide 
(Chortitza) of personally shooting 180 Jews. (NB: there were no Jews in 
Kronsweide before or after the occupation).57 

Not long after the start of the occupation, as Jacob Braun of Neuendorf 
(Chortitza) recalled, 

. . . we heard of a Mennonite woman in a neighbouring town who 
had married a Jewish man. Since he was Jewish, he had fled east, 
leaving his wife and small child behind. When the Germans found 
out this child had a Jewish father, they took him from his mother and 
poisoned him.58 

Braun also recorded that around the same time he had heard that 
German soldiers “had shot and killed ten Jewish men just outside our 
village.” 

I was working with a number of women in the field who decided to 
go and see these corpses after work. I went with them and witnessed 
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a pile of dead and decaying bodies. Some men were stripping these 
corpses of any valuable items.59 

Immediately prior to the German occupation, 402 Jews lived together 
with 2,178 ethnic Germans and 11,507 Ukrainians in the administrative 
center of Chortitza and neighboring Rosenthal. There were no Jews left in 
Chortitza in June 1942.60 Peter Harder—whose aunt Aganetha Krahn 
(b. 1914) had married a “half Jew” in Rosenthal, Bernhard (“Boris”) 
Tinkelstein—witnessed a truck loaded with local Jews leave Chortitza and 
return empty; Harder was sixteen years old. His “Onkel Boris” operated 
a store with candy in Rosenthal, as Peter recalled fondly, and fled east 
before occupation. However, the young daughter, Peter’s cousin, was 
identified as part-Jewish by neighbors; the girl and mother were required 
to go to an administrative center in Zaporizhzhia, where the daughter was 
"examined" behind doors; she was not returned to her mother.61 Similarly, 
Johann A. Bräul, an engineer on the Dnjeprostroy hydroelectric dam at 
Einlage who had grown up Mennonite, had children with two Jewish 
wives. These children were also not spared.62 

 
Chortitza District Mayor Hans Epp greeting Alfred Rosenberg June 27, 194263 
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Mennonites surely disappointed the Germans by not rising en masse 
against local Jews; nevertheless, locals could be recruited as auxiliary 
police for a variety of tasks to enable the killing of Jews. Einlage 
(Chortitza) provides a good example. This village was also established by 
Mennonites and included a population of 633 Jews before German 
occupation. Most of Einlage’s Jews fled in advance, but, according to 
village chronicler Heinrich Bergen, those who could not were “just simply 
shot.”64 However, this did not happen immediately or concurrently. Soon 
after “liberation,” newly appointed mayor Isaak “Heinrich” Reimer’s 
“first gruesome task” was to apprehend ethnic Mennonites Bernhard 
Dueck (Neuendorf) and Heinrich Winter (Einlage) for execution as 
communist informants;65 they were shot by the military police. The 
gendarme did not want the newly appointed civil administration present 
at the executions.66 In this context, a policing agency was soon established 
comprised of local ethnic Mennonites. David Tiessen, who took on the 
functions of the Gestapo, “excelled in chicanery against Ukrainians and 
Russians,” as Bergen remembered.67 The Geheime Staatspolizei (Gestapo) 
recruits were politically reliable individuals given the task of combating 
political subversion, though that could include frontier policing in the 
occupied territories, including the roundup of “undesirable” civilians. 68 A 
certain Janzen and then Johann J. Dueck took over the role of police chief 
in Einlage; the latter was remembered for organizing “binge drinking 
parties” with German officers and for engaging “Ukrainian girls and 
young Russian women to serve him and his assistants.”69 Two years later 
both Dueck and Tiessen “identified as nonresistant Mennonites” and 
claimed to embrace “the heritage of our fathers,” Bergen noted with 
cynicism.70 “In total, not including Jews,” twenty-six Einlage civilians were 
executed between October 1941 and September 30, 1943, by different 
policing agencies—military police, the SD, and Hungarian and German 
troops.71 While the number of Jews killed was not counted, Bergen 
recorded that the Field Gendarmerie (military police) ordered the Einlage 
police headed by Janzen to round up three local Jews for execution: the 
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butcher Lejba Schief, the merchant Isaaksann, and the mill worker 
Sasmanowitsch.72  

In Einlage as in Chortitza, there were no Jews eleven months after the 
start of German occupation.73 We still know relatively little about those 
Mennonites recruited for policing agencies, involved in handing over 
Jews, and in some cases involved in the execution of Jews. Ethnically 
defined denunciation of neighbors had been part of Soviet life for at least 
a decade, and now the denunciation of Jewish neighbors followed that 
familiar Soviet pattern. Violence changes everyone; the arrests, torture, 
deportations, and executions of Stalin’s Great Terror had traumatized 
thousands of Mennonite families prior to the German invasion.74 This social 
process perhaps lowered the threshold for some to commit acts of physical 
violence and negotiate their new roles in a different violent regime. 

With the seizure of Zaporizhzhia on the left bank of Dnieper, Isaak 
(“Heinrich”) Reimer and several of his coworkers from the local police 
were relocated for new roles in Nove-Zaporizhzhia. Kornelius Loewen 
was subsequently appointed mayor of Einlage.75 Reimer’s Einlage deputy 
Wilhelm Wiens was appointed District Mayor of the Zaporizhzhia Region 
(Rayon).76 A document by Alexander Rempel has been used frequently to 
support claims that Mennonites were involved in the execution of up to 
20,000 Jews in Zaporizhzhia. In this letter by Rempel, which was copied 
to at least one Mennonite historian and one Mennonite archive in 1984, he 
claimed that on the outskirts of Zaporizhzhia “one to two dozen 
Mennonites from the Old Colony of Chortitza, together with 50 to 60 
Ukrainians and Russians, murdered approximately 16,000 to 20,000 Jews 
during the first six months of the German occupation of Ukraine, from 
October 5, 1941 to March 23, 1942.”77 Bergen’s collection of Einlage 
documents in fact confirms the deployment of some Mennonites from the 
right bank of the Dnieper to Zaporizhzhia for local administrative and 
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policing roles. The use of larger numbers of collaborating “Ukrainians and 
Russians” to carry out German-ordered executions is a pattern found 
elsewhere as well. In contrast to Rempel, however, the Yad Vashem World 
Holocaust Remembrance Center records a much smaller—though no less 
horrific—number of Jews murdered around Zaporizhzhia in 1942: “On 
March 28, 1942 about 3,700 Jewish men, women, and children were taken 
to an anti-tank trench near the Stalin sovkhoz and shot there.”78 While 
Alexander Rempel’s “report” offers some documentation, he was mentally 
ill when writing, and hallucinations dominate parts of the document. 
David G. Rempel replied politely that he simply “cannot believe that the 
USA government deliberately and continuously shadows you and 
tortures you”79 and challenged Alexander Rempel pointedly to give 
names:  

Did the Mennonites  participate in the Nazi atrocities against 
Russians and Jews in the Ukraine during the years 1941–1943? Here, 
so it seems to me, you should fearlessly let your knowledge of the 
matter speak for itself so the matter can be judiciously studied and 
judged once and for all. And you ought to mention names if such are 
known to you. That much you owe to us Russian Mennonites.80  

Rempel’s request received no answer. 
In the 1942 village reports commissioned by Alfred Rosenberg’s Reich 

Ministry for Occupied Lands of the East, ethnic German mayors and 
teachers were specifically instructed to give detailed “descriptive reports 
of arrests [of ethnic Germans], incarcerations, maltreatments, perse-
cutions, and the like.” Where a known Jew was involved, it was high-
lighted. Reports for some fifty-six (predominantly) Mennonite villages 
from the historic Mennonite settlement areas of Chortitza, Sagradovka, 
Baratow, Schlachtin, Milorodovka, and Borosenko have survived. 

Twenty-two of thirty-three families in the village of Schöndorf, 
Borosenko (Rayon Friesendorf) were missing the male head, for example. 
Their 1942 official village report included a survivor account which 
repeated three times that the interrogator and torturer of some was a Jew.81 
In neighboring Heuboden, purportedly it was “a Jewish supervisor” who 
whipped the women and older men on to dig trenches in order to thwart 
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the German advance.82 In Nikolaidorf, forty-four-year-old Johann Buller 
was purportedly “discovered and shot dead by a Jewish commissar” 
when he escaped arrest just outside his village immediately prior to the 
arrival of German troops.83 From Nieder Chortitza, Mennonite village 
Mayor Redekop reported in July 1942 that their Jewish manager “had a 
brother who came to help” with the evacuation. “They were all armed and 
because they were Jews everyone was afraid.” The evacuation was 
accompanied by the “military, GPU [secret police] and Jews.”84 Another 
village report noted that “immediately after the arrival of the German 
troops there was calm again, and everyone began to breathe easy, even 
the Ukrainian population was happy to be saved from the Jewish yoke.”85 
And the Schönhorst (Rayon Chortitza) village report noted that until 
recently they had had “a wind orchestra and sixteen instruments, but 
these were taken when the Jews fled the village.”86 The village reporter for 
Gnadental (Sofiewka) recalled their thoughts when war was declared: 
“Either we are now completely lost, or we will finally be freed from 
Judaeo-Bolshevik slavery by Germany.”87 It was not unusual for a report 
to be signed with exuberant praise: “Heil to the Liberator and Führer, Adolf 
Hitler!,” which is how ethnic Mennonite Mayor Redekop concluded his 
report. It was stamped with an official village swastika seal and the 
signature of the regional administrator for Special Commando Dr. 
Stumpp, Gerhard Fast (a Mennonite leader and preacher).88 In Franzfeld 
its senior teacher remembered that a Jewish communist party organizer 
was sent to introduce alternatives to the Mennonite-led choirs, drama, 
sports, and music circles and that a Jewish communist “who understood 
nothing about agriculture” was made chairman of their collective.89  

Not only was maltreatment or threats at the hands of local Jews 
recorded. So was the elimination of Jewish neighbors. The Ebenfeld 
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(Schirokoje) report noted that the village was “founded by Jews in 1921,” 
but “after the entry and occupation of the region by the German army, the 
Jews were resettled (ausgesiedelt) and replaced with ethnic Germans who 
lived scattered in the district of Schirokoje.”90 Similarly Rotfeld (Sofiewka) 
was founded as a Jewish colony in 1926, and after the “evacuation of 
Jews,” ethnic Germans—primarily Mennonites who lived nearby—were 
resettled (angesiedelt) there.91 Another Jewish village in proximity to this 
Mennonite area was renamed “Friesendorf” shortly after the arrival of the 
German army. A few months later on the few streets of Friesendorf, one 
could hear Low German, Swabian, and Bavarian spoken by a mix of 
Lutheran, Catholic, and Mennonite families. While Mennonites did not 
make up a majority of the new inhabitants, their Frisian ethnic 
background was honored in the renaming of this once Jewish village and 
of the district (Rayon). Those families—Enns, Epp, Funk, Kasper, Klassen, 
Penner, Reimer, Tillman, Unger, Wiebe, and Wielers—came largely from 
surrounding Mennonite villages, in particular Novo Podolsk, 
Friedensfeld, Steinfeld, Miloradovka, Neuendorf, etc., after the Jews of 
“Stalindorf” or “Tschemerinsk,” as it was previously known, were 
“resettled (ausgesiedelt).”92 Stumpp’s reports for the nineteen villages of the 
Chortitza District record that none of the 1,066 Jews who lived in these 
villages prior to German occupation remained. These predominantly 
Mennonite villages were “Judenfrei” by summer 1942 at the latest. 

Jacob Jantz of Friedensfeld (Miropol, Borosenko), seventy-five 
kilometers west of Chortitza, was still a child in 1941 and conveniently 
conflated Jews and Communist party members responsible “for arresting 
all of our fathers.” He was an eyewitness to a local execution: 

It was in October [1941] and there was a little frost on the ground. 
The four prisoners were marched from a house across from our place, 
barefoot and in their underwear, to a field about half a kilometre 
away. We followed them. There were three soldiers and an SS officer. 
The prisoners were ordered to dig a hole with the small folding 
spades which all soldiers carried. It was six foot square and not very 
deep. Then the men were shot, shoved in the hole and covered with 
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earth. We thought we could still see the earth moving when the grave 
was covered.93 

PROPAGANDA 
From the mandated village reports completed by Commando Dr. 

Stumpp, we know that multiple copies of the German-language Nazi 
daily newspaper Deutsch-Ukraine Zeitung [DUZ] were circulated in each 
Mennonite village beginning early in 1942.94 The DUZ was complemented 
by the weekly Ukraine Post, which published its first issue on July 18, 1942. 
In some villages these were the only German reading materials available 
and were used in schools as instructional material and worldview 
training.95 Between crossword puzzles and tips for gardening, the Ukraine 
Post reported on the German settlements including Halbstadt and 
Chortitza and almost daily reinforced the messages that “Bolshevism 
equals Judaism” and the Soviet Union is a “state of Jews.”96 Lengthy 
columns by Professor Dr. Johann von Leers, a high-ranking official in the 
Ministry of Propaganda, were notoriously antisemitic.97 In an article with 
the byline “Judah’s War Goal,” von Leers cited from a “Jewish-political 
journal from England” and argued that “the military goal of the Jews is 
the extermination of our [German] people.” It is a war between the 
German Volk and “our ancient evil foe,” he wrote, quoting Luther’s most 
popular hymn, “Ein feste Burg,” in order to link Satan “with global Jewry 
(Weltjudentum).”98  

Exposure to official propaganda from von Leers and others was 
inescapable in the ethnic German communities in Ukraine, and the articles 
served to make the persecution of Jews seem somehow acceptable or even 
necessary. Von Leers emphasized to his readers that “Judaism is the devil 
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97 Cf. Martin Finkenberger, Johann Von Leers (1902-1965): Propagandist im Dienste von 
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in human form, criminalism incarnated, and the expulsion of these 
‘servants of Satan’ from all countries is an imperative of justice and self-
protection of decent peoples.”99 Even the war itself was ultimately expli-
cable by Jews in Washington, Moscow, and London, according to von Leers: 
“There would be no war without Roosevelt—a half-Jew under the influence 
of world Judaism.”100 The Red Army too “upsets the order of life among 
other nations in order to bring their property into the hands of the Jews.”101 

Many of the antisemitic articles in the Deutsch Ukraine-Zeitung and the 
Ukraine Post were designed to provide ethnic Germans with an 
explanatory framework for their years of suffering in the Soviet Union.102 
Von Leers told his readers that “when the half-Jew Lenin and the full-Jew 
Trotzky together with their Jewish accomplices smelled opportunity and 
seized the government, their merciless destruction of the people revealed 
the true Jewish soul as thirst for human blood and diabolical mockery of 
the human disposition.”103 That “most brutal exploitation of workers” 
which they had endured was “in the interests of the Jewish potentates in 
Moscow.”104 The Ukraine Post published photographs of Stalinist torture 
chambers with the first-hand accounts of survivors. The editor surmised 
that the described methods of torture could “only be devised by a Jewish-
Oriental mind” and added that “such practices by their [Jewish] protégés 
will, of course, make no impression on the mendacious apostles of 
humanity in London and New York.”105 One columnist twisted a biblical 
verse into a rationale for the annihilation of Jews: “What did Moses say in 
Deuteronomy 7:16? ‘You shall consume all the peoples whom the LORD 
your God gives over to you. Show them no mercy . . . !’ However in the 
end it will be the Jewish people, who will be consumed!”106 Moreover 
regime-coherent answers by Mennonites were encouraged and high-
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lighted in the Ukraine Post: “A five-year ordeal crippled these men who 
were persecuted for being German. … ‘the Jews tortured us the most.’”107  

Already for years the Office of the Propaganda Ministry in Germany 
had issued daily press directives concerning what may or may not be said 
on any issue, whose speeches should be reprinted, and which themes 
should be exploited for maximum impact on German readership—e.g., a 
Jewish connection to anything contemptuous. This was especially the case 
with regard to the Soviet Union. For example, in 1938 German newspapers 
were not to show antisemitism in Soviet-Russia. They exploited it in other 
contexts, but there the policy was to display the violence of “intra-Jewish 
cliques.”108 International communist rebels in 1935 were not to be referred 
to as “Russians,” but as “Bolshevik Jews,” or “Bolshevik hordes,” and in 
1937 the press was always to mention Jewish names in foreign governments 
when they arose.109 Five years later and during war, German occupation 
newspapers were entirely Party-controlled and employed targeted 
antisemitic propaganda. 

Over twenty-five weeks the Ukraine Post also sought to winningly 
explain and outline the twenty-five planks of the Nazi Party platform to 
its new Volk German readership, with the fourth installment on the racial 
unity of the German Volk published on October 24, 1942.110 Pseudo-
scientific beliefs about blood purity were deemed to be critical for 
understanding the “why” of German cultural achievement or decline, and 
it gave a rationale for Germany’s rejection of universal human rights.  

A people can only attain high achievements if it keeps its blood pure. 
For us Germans, the Jew . . . is a foreign race, just like the Negro. A 
mixture of German blood with Jewish blood leads to a reduction in 
the achievements of our people and thus to racial decline and finally 
to collapse. National Socialism is the fiercest opponent of that Marxist 
theory of the equality of all that bears the face of man, for it knows 
from the history of our people how disastrously Jewry has influenced 
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the history of the Reich in all fields, and how much it has endeavored 
to deliver up this Reich to its opponents.111 

The article connected this party plank with Hitler’s 1935 Nuremberg 
Race Laws, which sought to “eliminate the influence of Jewry on the racial 
value of the German people.” This required that “every German must be 
able to prove that there are no Jews among his ancestors. . . . Only he who 
has German blood in his veins can think, feel and act German. He is free 
from the bad qualities inherent in the Jewish race.”112 35,000 Mennonites 
from Soviet Ukraine would follow this line of thought in 1944 when they 
applied to become naturalized German citizens. 

When Reich Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels first received the 
reports of “huge shootings of Jews in the Ukraine” on October 19, 1941, he 
ordered an increase in anti-Jewish propaganda in the newly occupied 
territories: “Bolshevism has gradually weakened the antisemitic instincts 
of the peoples of the Soviet Union. We must, so to speak, start over from 
the beginning.”113 This was correct, at least in part. The bulk of Soviet 
citizens including ethnic German Mennonites were associated with the 
Soviet regime. As Timothy Snyder has argued, everyone generally knew 
that Jews were not responsible for communism, but it was highly 
convenient to ethnicize the horror of the past decade and so absolve 
oneself from any guilt or responsibility for previous Soviet practices. For 
Mennonites, this guilt included involvement in denunciations and arrests 
of fellow Mennonites. The Judeo-Bolshevik myth could release non-
Jewish Soviet citizens from their own past and allow Jews to be punished 
for communism. “[T]he clarity of German anti-Jewish stereotypes (Judeo-
Bolshevism) combined to create an easy and callous excuse for murder. . . . 
Jews were sacrificed for the holy lie of the collective innocence of others.”114 

In his November 16, 1941 radio broadcast and lead column in 
newspapers supplied to soldiers on the Russian front, Goebbels 
emphasized that international Jewry plunged the world into a war with 
only one of two possible outcomes: either the “Bolshevization of the 
world” or “the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.” The propaganda 
address sought to convince listeners and readers that Germans were 
targeted for extermination by an international conspiracy orchestrated by 
Jews and that their gradual annihilation now is a defensive act according 
to their own law, “an eye for an eye . . . .” Jews are by virtue of their birth 

 
111 “Die 25 Punkte (no. 4),” Ukraine Post, no. 15 (October 24, 1942), 4. 
112 “Die 25 Punkte (no. 4),” 4. 
113 Joseph Goebbels, diary entry for October 19, 1941, cited in Jeffrey Herf, The Jewish 

Enemy: Nazi Propaganda During World War II and the Holocaust (Cambridge: Harvard, 
2008), 116. 

114 Snyder, Black Earth, 349; see also 357. 



Mennonites, German Occupation, and Jews in Ukraine       33   

enemies of National Socialism, according to Goebbels, and anyone who 
stands by Jews is an enemy of the German state.115 This basic message 
would be repeated and reinforced in German-occupied Ukraine for almost 
two years. 

Goebbels’s October 1941 intention to increase antisemitic propaganda 
in the newly occupied eastern territories was an extension of the themes 
he had repeated since his infamous 1936 address, “Communism with the 
Mask off”—namely, that a Jewish minority was the terrorist power behind 
the Russian Revolution and contemporary Bolshevism; that international 
Bolshevism was nothing less than international Jewry; that both were 
joined in a satanic battle against human civilization itself to control world 
politics; and that both must be met with the same ruthless and even brutal 
means. Notably, the address was reprinted in the Canadian Russian 
Mennonite paper Der Bote in 1936,116 a sign of the larger Mennonite 
community’s openness to its arguments. Nazi propaganda fueled latent, 
local Christian antisemitism in Ukraine and encouraged this interpretive 
framework for the cause of Mennonite suffering.117  

Did the propaganda have an impact on Mennonites in occupied 
Ukraine? In May 1942, Hans Spittler, an engineer in the German military 
Organization Todt assigned to the Dnieper River dam project near 
Einlage, wrote a letter to his uncle Emil Händiges, the German Mennonite 
Union (Vereinigung) denominational chair and pastor in Elbing, with 
greetings from the 84-year-old Halbstadt midwife Helene Berg. “Despite 
her advanced years she was physically and intellectually fit,” Spittler 
wrote, “and is curious about everything, even political matters. She had 
studied the Führer’s [Mein] Kampf with the appropriate interest,” the young 
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man reported.118 Years earlier Berg and Händiges had been in a reading 
group together in Basel, Switzerland. Spittler assured his uncle that “the 
German essence and nature (Art) in this Volk are healthy and strong 
enough to withstand the blows and tests which they had to endure.”  

While there are any number of anecdotes of heartfelt praise by 
Mennonites for Hitler and the German forces, there are also many 
indicating that Mennonites could not internalize all of the regime’s values 
or accept the brutal treatment of their Jewish and Slavic neighbors. Shortly 
after the war, Anna Braun of Einlage was interrogated and said, “I often 
thought of the German soldiers: how is it possible to do such things?’ For 
example, with respect to the Jews. . . . it is not right, the way you treat the 
Jews, murder the Jews; the Jews, they are a chosen people.”119 If this was 
once the dominant pulpit perspective, the younger generation now largely 
lacked a faith-shaped historical compass and were more easily convinced 
by German-occupation propaganda that they, ethnic Germans, were in 
fact were the “chosen race.”120 

 
PERSONAL NAMES AND THE HOLOCAUST 

As Germany’s fortunes declined in Ukraine, ethnic Germans were 
evacuated in the fall of 1943, including 35,000 Mennonites. Most arrived 
in German-annexed Poland (largely Upper Silesia and Warthegau) 
between October 1943 and March 1944. They were designated to resettle 
a region where Jews and Poles had been systematically removed or 
enslaved. After some months in resettler camps, some of which were in 
close proximity to Auschwitz and its subcamps, they were naturalized as 
German citizens, beginning in January 1944. 

The Nazi regime recognized that Mennonites had a preponderance 
of “purely Jewish sounding” Old Testament names; this posed a 
problem for registration personnel at the Central Immigration Office 
(Einwandererzentralstelle or EWZ) in Litzmannstadt, an agency of the Reich 
Security Main Office, RSHA. There was a sanctioned list of first names for 
Jews in Nazi Germany, and in cases where Jews had forenames other than 
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those allowed, they were required to adopt a second name for identity 
papers—“Sarah” or “Israel” (= Jacob), two of the most common names in 
any Soviet Mennonite family.121 Personal names enabled officials to 
quickly pinpoint Jews on governmental lists, employ anti-Jewish 
legislation, and ultimately relocate Jews to a ghetto or transport them to 
an extermination center. One week after the arrival of thousands of 
Molotschna Mennonites in the new German province (Gau) of 
Wartheland, where all Jews had already been ghettoized, interned, or 
eliminated, the EWZ issued a directive titled “Regarding the elimination 
of Old Testament and Communist Given Names in the Registration of 
Ethnic Germans from Russia.”122 An appendix to the directive gave 
immigration officials a list of recommended “German first names” to “be 
suggested to the resettlers when necessary.”123 The directive mentioned 
“Mennonites” twice, recognizing not only their many “biblical names,” 
but also that after years of religious repression they had remained a “Bible-
believing” Christian group with “religious feeling.” Immigration officials 
were instructed to avoid a tactic of “forced change . . . especially among 
the Mennonites,” but rather to persuade and recommend the benefits of a 
“good German” name in their new country. 

The head of the registration office must therefore point out to the 
head of the family unit that these . . . Jewish first names are 
undesirable in Germany and that the change is not only in the general 
interest, but also in the interest of the resettled person. If the resettler 
does not have a second first name, the first name of a German 
grandfather or grandmother is to be used in place of the undesirable 
first names in order to strengthen the clan consciousness, but the 
choice of the first name is to be left up to the resettler. It is to be made 
certain that only good German first names are selected. If the head of 
the family does not express a wish, the head of the registration office 
must make an appropriate suggestion.124 

The EWZ was comprised of representatives of Reich ministries for health 
and labor, party officials, SS organs for political and criminal examination, 
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and SS racial office experts.125 It was well-informed on strategies for 
working with Mennonites and also invested in their successful resettlement 
and integration.126 The directive was distributed the same week that the 
Governor of Wartheland Arthur Greiser met with Mennonite expert SS-
Sturmbannführer Karl Götz and Prof. Benjamin H. Unruh.127 Unruh was 
Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler’s recognized representative of the 
Russian Mennonites.128  

The EWZ directive hints at a hesitant but open attitude among 
Mennonites to changing their Old Testament first names. This was, in fact, 
the case. For example, Helene Bräul’s EWZ naturalization file (this 
author’s grandmother) included an application to have her daughter 
Sara’s given name changed to the more Germanic “Else.”129 Another Sara 
changed her “Jewish-sounding name” to “Agatha,”130 another to 
“Margarethe,”131 another to “Anna,”132 another to “Sofie,”133 and another 
to “Dorothea.”134 One Mennonite boy with the name David was given “the 
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sturdy German” name “Albert,”135 another takes “Peter,”136 another 
“Viktor,”137 another “Reinhold,”138 another “Franz,”139 and another 
“Arnhold.”140 An “Isaak” took the name “Georg,”141 another “Heinrich.”142 
A “Jacob” took the name “Peter;”143 an “Abraham” took the name 
“Gerhard,”144 another “Eduard,”145 another “Heinrich,”146 another 
Dietrich,147 and another Adolf,148 etc. Some changed their names before 
resettlement, but most after the trek. Together with a short genealogy, 
each family head signed their EWZ confirming “that there is no trace of 
Jewish blood” in the family. The naming policy not only enabled the 
efficient elimination of “undesirables,” but also gave “the opportunity to 
build a foundation [in Warthegau] on which the German future will be 
built,” according to Greiser149—or, in Himmler’s words, to create a “blond 
province” to rule the newly won German Lebensraum.150 This is the larger 
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context that ties the Mennonite story into that of the Holocaust in 
Warthegau.   

In this context, the editor of Warthegau’s propagandistic Nazi Party 
paper Ostdeutscher Beobachter profiled the Mennonite “Jakob Friesen.” The 
account reminded readers why resettlement was so important.  

Despite the Bolshevist Revolution, loss of property and abductions, 
Bolshevism could “not rob them of their German face, their German 
language—preserved like a sanctuary—and their faith in Germany, 
slumbering deep in their hearts. If their names were not enough—
like that of old Jakob Friesen, a pale-blond giant with gray-blue 
eyes—their bright, open continence with Nordic characteristics and 
clear gaze from gray-blue eyes mark them as German people of the 
best racial affiliation.”151 

For author and editor Fritz Albrich, the Black Sea Germans represented 
by Jakob Friesen were the antitype of the Eastern European Jews he had 
profiled a year earlier: “The satanic quality and restrained cruelty of his 
race speak forth from this Eastern Jew,” according to Albrich.152 In the 
Nazi-run Jewish ghettos of Ukraine, Albrich had found “model collections 
of degenerate, filthy, lice-infested creatures; grimaces instead of faces, 
with deviousness in their eyes, displaying restrained cruelty and 
groveling servility at the same,” he wrote. Moreover, these Jews had 
responded to Soviet terror “like an unleashed animal horde that pounced 
on anyone they suspected of being opponents of the Jews.” Albrich 
repeated the Nazi message that without strong ghettos or occasional 
pogroms, Eastern European Jews are like a “plague” that regularly “bursts 
its walls and pours over” to threaten and suffocate host populations. 
Conversely, Albrich’s March 1944 column had the highest praise for Black 
Sea Mennonites: “The rise of the German settlements in Russia can be seen 
as one of the most important German achievements abroad.” With 
“German tenacity and industrious” and “German language and 
manners,” they opposed both assimilation and the “Bolshevik chaos.” 
Albrich announced to his readers in Warthegau that the Mennonites and 
other Black Sea Germans “have found their way home under the security 
of the Reich . . . and a strong stream of German blood flows back to the 
homeland. . . . They are entitled to all of our love.”153  

 
151 Fritz Albrich, “Der Ring eines langen Weges schließt sich,” Ostdeutscher Beobachter 6, 
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CONCLUDING HISTORICAL MEMORY 

Mennonites and Jews in Ukraine had a long-shared memory of a 
parallel existence as noncitizen minority groups in Greater Russia. 
Existence in Greater Russia for Jews and for Mennonites was dependent 
on separation, distinct external appearance, unique dialect, inner 
cohesion, international familial networks, self-governing institutions, a 
sojourner mentality, a sense of divine mission, and a view of the other as 
unclean or dangerous. Each ethnic group had its distinct legal privileges, 
restrictions, and duties under the Tsar, and each looked out for its own. 
For both Mennonites and Jews, moderation, spiritual values, family, 
learning, and success were important, and their related dialects made 
communication possible. There are also multiple examples that show how 
Mennonites tracked Jewish persecution (pogroms) with concern and 
sympathy—and offered some hospitality.154 The similarities and 
complementary gifts even led to a government plan for a “shared” Jewish-
Mennonite colony, but this had decidedly mixed results.155 Many more 
Mennonites had regular business dealings in larger or smaller matters 
with neighboring Jews throughout their sojourn in Russia.156 But more or 
less antisemitic attitudes, interpretations of Scripture, and actions by 
Russian Mennonites before and after the Russian Revolution can also be 
easily documented.157 

It is estimated that a half-million Jews were murdered in Nazi-occupied 
Ukraine alone.158 How does one begin to understand the inexplicable? 
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1913), 114. https://media.chortitza.org/pdf/pdf/vptk89.pdf.  

157 E.g., “Die Judenfrage,” MR 1, no. 17 (February 5, 1881): 3. 
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Hitler found understanding and support in Ukraine for the call to 
eradicate all Jews. For Nazi propagandists, it was a call to cleanse the 
world of all that is decrepit, to unmask all that is degenerate and evil in 
order to purify and perfect the Volk and inaugurate a joyous new age. 
James Rhodes likens this to a modern, secular apocalyptic movement—
and Mennonites were susceptible.159 

Some Mennonites actively collaborated in the murder of Jews, though 
the stories and evidence are limited. One Mennonite man who had lived 
through these events and whom I had known from church since my 
childhood refused my request for an interview: “I know nothing. I only 
know that I am in Canada. Otherwise I know nothing.” Many Mennonites 
themselves were people broken under Stalin,160 and most were silent, 
fearful, and confused onlookers as local Jews fled, sought refuge, or were 
gathered to be executed in their region. However, Jan Burzlaff has 
suggested that these categories of “by-stander, resistor and collaborator” 
may be too rigid to sufficiently capture these different levels of opposition 
or approval; the “complex experiences of communities and individuals” 
should give caution “to judge behaviors and antisemitism as a universal 
explanation.”161 While these stories are difficult to record and read, the 
task is a necessary first step toward a fulsome account of this dark side of 
Mennonite experience in Russia and multi-generational healing in the 
families and churches implicated in those events. It also sets an agenda for 
Mennonites to pursue Christian-Jewish dialogue and develop a robust 
post-Holocaust Mennonite theology as a resource for new toxic political 
environments. Whether one is Mennonite or not, this microstudy of one 
small ethnic, religious group in its interactions with Nazi Germany as its 
Jewish neighbors were eliminated can be a small contribution toward 
understanding how social relations shaped the evolution of the Holocaust. 

 
159 James M. Rhodes, The Hitler Movement: A Modern Millenarian Revolution (Stanford, CA: 

Hoover Institution Press, 1980), 198.  
160 Cf. Arnold Neufeldt-Fast, “A new Examination of the ‘Great Terror’ in Molotschna, 

1937-38,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 95, no. 4 (October 2021): 415-458. https:// 
digitalcollections.tyndale.ca/handle/20.500.12730/1031. 

161 Jan Burzlaff, “Confronting the Communal Grave: A Reassessment of Social Relations 
during the Holocaust in Eastern Europe,” The Historical Journal 63, no. 4 (2020): 1057. 


