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Mennonites in Canada, 1920-1940:
A People’s Struggle for Survival

Dr. Frank Epp’s 1974 book, Mennonites in Canada,
1786-1920: The History of a Separate People,
was the first account to examine Canadian Menno-
nites without regard to geographical, chronological,
or denominational limitations. This first volume
received much critical acclaim. The Canadian His-
torical Review called it “a scholarly achievement
marked by solid documentation, objective interpre-
tation and insight.”

The second volume, Mennonites in Canada,
1920-1940, follows the exacting standards of the
first in its detailed research and readable style. Sub-
titled A People’s Struggle for Survival, it covers the
period framed by the two world wars.

This was a critical period when the Mennonites’
survival in Canada was under a variety of external
threats. It was also an age in which Mennonite his-
tory was marked by fragmentation even in their own
communities. During this twenty-year timespan the
battle for separate schooling led to a significant emi-
gration of Canadian Mennonites to Latin America,
while another struggle was waged with our immigra-
tion authorities to allow the entry of Russian Men-
nonites into Canada. The book also covers the
impact of the Depression on the Mennonites and
their efforts to preserve their cultural and racial
identity. The book ends with the response of the
Mennonites to the outbreak of the Second World
War.

The book focuses on the Mennonite minority but
it is far more than a Mennonite history. It contributes
greatly to Canadian minorities’ history and provides
a new perspective on the role of provincial and fed-
eral governments and on federal-provincial relations
generally. Through the Mennonites’ involvement in
global events, the book also throws light on the
international world in the inter-war period.

The book is written for a general audience and in
popular style. However, its bibliographic documen-
tation, numerous tables, maps, and illustrations
increase the book’s attractiveness for both the gen-
eral reader and the scholar of Canadian history, reli-
gious studies, ethnic minorities studies, and, of
course, Mennonite history.

Selected photographs from various Mennonite
sources enhance beautifully the lucid prose of Dr.
Epp. This eminently readable book is an outstanding
account of a unique people during a turbulent time
in their history.
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Cforezoond

HE DOMINANT THEME of Mennonites in Canada 1786 -

1920 (published in 1974) was the Mennonite search for a
measure of separation from Canadian and other secular societies. In
the present volume, the struggle to survive despite the failure to
maintain the traditional physical or geographical separation becomes
dominant.

In Canada, wartime passions and reforms made it impossible for
the Mennonites to maintain the educational and cultural institutions
which had enabled them to achieve a degree of physical separation
from Canadian society. Consequently, in the 1920s, those Canadian
Mennonites who still regarded such separation as essential for the
preservation of their faith decided to leave Canada. At very consider-
able economic and social cost, they moved to Mexico or Paraguay
when it became clear that provincial governments in Manitoba and
Saskatchewan were determined to enforce educational “reforms”
which were unacceptable to the Mennonites. They, however, were a
minority, even among the Mennonites.
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FOREWORD X1

The majority of Canadian Mennonites tried to accommodate
themselves to the new conditions of post-war Canada, but many had
serious doubts about whether the distinctive features of their faith
could survive and prosper without the safeguards of physical separa-
tion. Certainly, other safeguards and other institutions would have to
be created to replace those destroyed by provincial reforms. Thus the
Mennonite struggle to preserve some cherished nonconformist
values against the onslaught of alien ideas and modes of life could be
observed on many fronts. The disasters of the Great Depression of
the 1930s further intensified the struggle for survival, adding
economic concerns to those of culture and religion.

For other Mennonites, the struggle for survival in the 1920s and
1930s was even more desperate. During the war, Mennonite
churches in Germany and Holland made old and venerable religious
principles optional for their members, and many quickly flocked to
the colours in the military defence of their fatherland. In Russia,
where Mennonites had enjoyed exceptional privileges and achieved
phenomenal successes, the war, revolution, and civil strife com-
pletely destroyed the social and economic viability of the Mennonite
colonies. The colonists were faced with the harsh choice of immigra-
tion or forcible induction into an alien and hostile new reality under
the Soviets. Survival, not separation, became the overriding concern
of a people whose desperation rose to incredible intensity in these
decades.

These experiences, while in some respects unique, had a great deal
in common with the struggles of other peoples in all parts of the
world. Certainly in Canada, Mennonites were only one of many
minority groups who at times felt the survival of the things dear and
precious to them was threatened. Each minority group tended to see
itself as being alone, threatened by all the others. French-Canadian
Catholics were often inclined to see all other Canadians as English
Protestants, and certainly small groups such as Jehovah’s Witnesses
thought themselves a very small minority opposed by everyone else.
In many Mennonite communities the Englaender (English) were all
non-Mennonites, whether or not they knew any English. This
history, therefore, reveals important aspects of Canadian history as
well as specific details of Mennonite history.

It 1s well known that when war broke out again in 1939, the
Canadian government was determined to avoid a crisis with the
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French Canadians over the question of compulsory military service
overseas. The French-Canadian objections to conscription were
certainly not the same as those of the Mennonites to active military
service, but the willingness of the Canadian government to accom-
modate both was rooted in a respect for minority groups unmatched
by any other wartime government. The Mennonites are only one of
many groups which make up the Canadian mosaic. Their struggles
in the 1920s and 1930s are therefore relevant for anyone wishing to
understand Canada better.

The writing of this volume, like Volume I, was sponsored by the
Mennonite Historical Society of Canada. It was supported finan-
cially by the Social Science and Humanities Research Council,
several Mennonite organizations, and private donors. Equally
important, but less tangible, support has come from many interested
readers and critics of the manuscript. This volume is intended to
foster a better understanding not only of Canadian Mennonites, but
also of the country in which, after struggling for years to survive,
Mennonites have now found opportunities to participate actively and
positively in virtually all aspects of community life.

T. D. Regehr

Professor of History
University of Saskatchewan
Saskatoon



HE WORLD had survived the Great War (1914-1918),

but peace did not bring with it a feeling of contentment or
even a sense of security. On the contrary, in the words of Sir Robert
Borden, Canada’s wartime Prime Minister, “the world had drifted
from its old anchorages and no man could with certainty prophesy
what the outcome would be.” The post-war international community
was confronted by many problems, some of which the war had not
solved and some of which the war had created. The war-to-end-all-
wars did not end all wars. And before the twentieth century was half
spent, the nuclear bombs of a second world-wide conflagration
focused the survival question for the whole of humanity as never
before.

The impact of the first total war just concluded was felt by the
European states, their colonies, and other parts of the world, includ-
ing the separated Mennonite world, for decades to come. The big
revolution in Russia, which the war helped to precipitate, sent shock
waves of its own around the globe, shaking old and new nations in
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ever-recurring quakes. Revolutions and counter-revolutions threat-
ened the democracies with authoritarian forms of government, both
of the left and of the right. Communism and fascism in turn stirred
new rivalries, which the crumbling empires, the awakening colo-
nies, and their distant allies could not escape.

Complicating the emergence of a secure international order were
the world-wide economic dislocations of the 1930s, which accentu-
ated political instabilities, class conflict, and extremist solutions.
Slowly but surely, the world stage was set for more belligerency. And
the international instruments created by the Peace of Versailles and
the League of Nations were too weak, or their leaders too unwilling,
to prevent the ensuing conflict.

The historical period framed by the two world wars was an age of
displacement in every way. People by the tens of millions lost their
homes and became refugees. The borders of nations and empires
were adjusted as changing international realities required a massive
redrawing of the maps. Old traditions and cultures were confronted
and often swept aside by new political ideologies, social movements,
and technologies. The advent of radio heralded the age of mass
communication and the further invasion of minority cultures by the
majorities.

These developments all had their international dimensions, but
each national society mirrored the struggle for continuity in its own
way. And within the nation-states themselves, smaller populations of
all kinds were caught in the squeeze of contradictory forces at work.
No groups, no matter how isolated or separated, could escape the big
question of the century: the survival of humankind in general and of
minorities and their values in particular. Canadianization, urbaniza-
tion, and various reform movements were threatening the traditional
cultures of ethnic and religious minorities alike.

In Canada, the problems of minority groups were complicated
during this time by the country’s own dilemmas, resulting partly
from her own choices and partly from forces beyond her control.
Should Canada be simply a British dominion or should she be a
nation in her own right? If nationalism was the most logical direc-
tion, should that nationalism move Canada closer to, or further away
from, the United States? Was international co-operation and interde-
pendence the call of the hour or did the American idea of isolation
hold the key to the Canadian future?
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Fundamental questions about basic political and economic direc-
tions remained unanswered, as Canada’s internal confidence was
shaken repeatedly by many dashed hopes. The idea that the twentieth
century belonged to Canada was fast losing credibility for several
reasons. Canada’s capacity to attract and keep immigrants was cast
into doubt by the large outflow to the United States and other
countries. The promises of the golden West were shattered when the
price of wheat fell temporarily from $2.32 per bushel in 1919 to 76
cents per bushel in 1921 and a low of less than 40 cents per bushel a
decade later. Low prices, moreover, were accompanied in the 1930s
by severe drought, dust storms, and great numbers of grasshoppers
throughout most of the prairie region. An accelerating move to the
cities was not only threatening rural values but also ushering in a new
class-consciousness, as had become evident in the Winnipeg strike.

Intellectual leadership was not lacking during these critical times,
but achieving a popular consensus was quite another matter. There
was a turning away from the old political, social, economic, and
religious institutions and ideals which seemed unable to meet and
solve the problems of post-war Canada. None of the new ideas and
new movements, however, gained nation-wide majority support.
Clergymen spoke out boldly, but neither the convinced pacifists nor
the ardent nationalists were the leaders of majorities. Newspaper
editors, like the politicians, succumbed to parochialism in order to
survive or, as some believed, to follow the better course. Other
writers, as well as artists, commanded too little recognition and were
too poorly paid to have a national voice. And radio was preoccupied
with establishing itself as an institution, unsure whether to take its
cues from Britain or the United States.

In this national and international situation the Mennonites tried to
find themselves and their future. Throughout their 400 years they
had sought to survive by separating themselves from the main
thoroughfares of the world and the power plays in the international
community. Yet separation and isolation were never complete or
entirely successful. The Mennonites were not spared the tribulations
of the wars and of the inter-war years. No place on earth, not in the
cast and not in the west, not in the north and not in the south,
provided a seclusion sufficient to protect them from the storms of the
twenticth century, though many sought such a place of refuge with
diligence.
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Thus, the Mennonites became a part of the struggle for survival in
places and ways so diverse that they recorded a chapter quite unique
in the history of the twentieth century. Canada was the setting and the
focus for much of that history. The Mennonites found this country to
be both a friend and an enemy in their struggle, one to which they
fled with great eagerness and one which some left with equally great
sadness. Perhaps it will surprise no one that a time of many troubles
also gave rise to many different responses.



