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ImmIgrant Daughter: a monument to Poverty

When my parents and five chil-
dren came to Canada in 1925 they 
had a Dutch name, were proud of 
their German language and cul-
ture, and had Russian citizenship.  
 Two years later I was born 
in Saskatchewan on a very stormy 
November night.  I was their first 
Canadian.  Their name was Klas-
sen which is Dutch, but in Prus-
sia the name spelled ‘Claassen’ 
and was proudly carved above the 
household’s front door. 
 In 1982 I had no intention 
of writing a book or to tell my 
family’s story to the historical so-
ciety today. In 1982 I started to 
work for the Senior and Disabled 
Services in Albany. My tall co-
worker, Maureen, an Irish Catho-
lic, wanted to know who I was.  
She asked a lot of questions and 
was curious about the informa-
tion I gave her.  
 She was interested in my 
parents coming from Russia, but 
speaking German and having a 

Dutch name. Maureen was also 
interested in my being a Menno-
nite.  She had never known a Rus-
sian Mennonite. After I told her 
all she wanted to know she said, 
“You need to write it down.”
 Our two daughters were 
in much the same position.  Who 
were they? They were full blood-
ed Americans.  They knew their 
father’s family, his church, his 
language, his country, his culture. 

They went to see Grandma Kauff-
man who taught Lynette to read 
and understand the Hershberger 
and Kauffman genealogy books. 
 They knew mostly Ameri-
can foods, but I served a smatter-
ing of foods whose origins could 
be Dutch -- like pancakes (similar 
to crepes), delicious soups like 
summer borsch (could it be Pol-
ish?) or the well known cabbage 
borsch, and verenichi, which are 
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The house where Tina lived with her family at Rush Lake, Saskatchewan, from 1929-37. 
The picture was taken in 1977, and inspired Tina’s book title, as the house was a monu-
ment to the family’s abject poverty. Photo courtesy the Kauffman family.
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Russian, and a version of scram-
bled eggs called reah rei.   
 But what did they know 
about my heritage?  They could 
not converse with my German 
speaking mother.  They did not 
know her German songs.  They 
did not know their Canadian 
second cousins but did learn to 
know their Russian Mennonite 
first cousins.   
 I wanted our daughters to 
know my story as well as Ray’s so 
I began to write an “I REMEM-
BER”  book, listing whatever I 
could remember from childhood 
to adulthood, including, pictures, 
maps and records from the Immi-
gration Department of Canada. I 
knew all about school, our only 
close neighbor, our cousins, the 
church and all about farming and 
gardening. And I knew my par-
ents’ moods of depression due to 
poverty.
 Family records were scant.  
My grandfather had recorded 
some of the births and marriag-

es.   A double cousin from Para-
guay sent his family’s statistics. I 
remembered the air mail letters 
coming from Paraguay and my 
aunt and uncle’s trying to pros-
per in the hot Chaco. My uncle 
Abram Klassen died in the Chaco 
before I was born. 
 My mother shared her 
memories. We owned a heavy 
brass Russian-made wash basin 
which we polished with ashes.  
An aunt inherited the Russian 

version of a Mennonite covering.  
No, it wasn’t made of white net, 
but rather a black, lacy and ruf-
fled affair that married women 
wore.  My grandmother wears it 
in a photo.  Mother had none.  I 
was told it meant the woman is 
married.  But they wore wedding 
rings also.
 Then when I retired in 
1990, and could give more time 
to the project of recording the 
family story I worked on making 
a book with paragraphs from the 
earlier “I Remember” stories.  
 When I started writing, my 
older sister asked blandly, “What’s 
to write about?”  But I had heard 
that authors write about what 
they knew.  When I was a child 
I remembered that my cousin’s 
romance started when she was 
picking gooseberries and her ad-
mirer got her attention by tossing 
a few berries over the bush she 
was picking. That would be part 
of a story if I ever wrote one.  It 

Duplicate Periodicals Available For Free 
       
 Purpose  1969-1975, 1979-1990 (issues missing)
        Words of Cheer 1944-1950
 Mennonite Life 1946-1953, 1954-1958
 Missions Now  1998-2001 (issues missing) 
 Signs of the Times 2004-2007 (issues missing)
 Rejoice   1990-1997, 2000 (some issues missing)
 

Contact the Ivan and Pearl Kropf Heritage Center before 
April 31, 2013 if interested.
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was only an idea that struck me as  
romantic.
 Joan Kropf and Lynn Mill-
er were two of the first to read 
the beginning story. Spending our 
winters in California, beginning 
in the early 90’s gave me time to 
work on my family’s story. 
 Then, in the fall of 1996 
just before going to CA, we 
bought a word processor. I had 
no time to learn how to use it. 
I took all my reams of notes and 
information along to California 
where I imposed on an acquain-
tance to teach me how to use the 
word processor.  I worked on the 
story all winter and finished it the 
next spring. It was not done pro-
fessionally and I knew it.  But it 
was good enough.   
 Many trips later to the 
Lazer-Quick print shop in Al-
bany I had spiral notebooks with 
the complete story on paper and 
ready to give to our children. Ex-
tra copies were made for my sib-
lings and their offspring. I thought 
I was finished with my goal of 
preserving history. 
   Some readers of Russian 
Mennonite history may know 
my story better than I do. Stories 
of immigrant families like mine 
were repeated often in Canada. 
My eyes were strained and I nev-
er wanted to face the process of 
publishing.  I closed that chapter 
of my life and let it rest.
 In September 2009 Ray 
and I went to Kansas for the cen-

tennial of Hesston College. Mar-
garet Shetler, our PNMHS archi-
vist, needed a ride. The subject of 
my book came up.  
 Being the historian that she 
is, she learned about my story 
and asked to read it.  Sure, why 
not?  Before long she invited us 
for lunch.  She had already read 
the spiral-bound version and at 
my request had a list of sugges-
tions on how to improve it.  From 
there on there was little question 
that we would try to publish.  
Thank you, Margaret. 
 Our neighbor, Margaret 
Dutton, a retired educator, also 
agreed with Margaret Shetler that 
the story needed to be published. 
When John Sharp from Hesston 
College was our house guest lat-
er that fall, he read the book and 
gave his “Amen!” to the notion of 
publishing. The following winter 
in California was very busy with 
reading, correcting and rereading 
the book.  Now Ray was fully in-
volved.  
 Ray did all the investigat-
ing about publishing: contacting 
potential publishers, the length 
of time required to publish, the 
style of book, the costs, contact-
ing other authors and much more.  
Finally, in the spring of 2011 we 
asked Lee Snyder whether she 
would edit. She graciously con-
sented.  Her work and the chang-
es made as a result of that edit 
made the thought of publication 
plausible.  We appreciate her pro-

fessional style. Thank you, Lee.
 For those of you who know 
the history of the Dutch Menno-
nites, you know that because of 
persecution in the 16th century 
many of them fled from Holland.  
Martyrs Mirror graphically depicts 
many scenes of torture and death 
by drowning, burning at the stake, 
etc.  
 One classic is Jan Luyken’s 
etching of Dirk Willems rescuing 
his pursuer, a bailiff, who never-
theless arrested Willems. In 2007 
with TourMagination Ray and I 
stood on the banks of the river 
near Asperen in The Netherlands, 
where in 1569 Dirk Willems was 
burnt to death for his faith.   

This photo shows Tina’s parents and 
her brother, Gerhard (George), circa 
1916. Photo courtesy the Kauffman 
family. 
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 My people emigrated from 
Holland in the mid-16th century, 
and travelled along the Baltic sea-
shore to the Vistula Delta in Po-
land. Danzig (now Gdansk) was a 
flourishing city in the Hanseatic 
League. In this city there is evi-
dence of Dutch architecture to 
this day, remarkably like the ones 
we saw in Holland. 
 In Gdansk we also visited a 
church that had at one time been 
a Mennonite church. Menno Si-
mons preached in this Danzig 
church in 1549.  
 The Vistula River, one of 
many tributaries, flows into the 
Baltic at this Danzig port. The 
delta was a lowland much like the 
lowlands in Holland.  The Men-
nonites knew how to build dykes 
and drain the swampy delta to re-
claim and transform it to valuable 
farm land. 
 In the course of time they 
developed large tracts of very 
fertile farms, a great asset to the 
country.  The Polish rulers en-
couraged this through various 
privileges and exemption from 
military service.  Today Menno-
nites are recognized in Poland 
for their important contributions 
centuries ago to the economic 
development of this region.
 After several partitions of 
Poland in the late 18th Century, 
the Mennonites became Prussian 
subjects.  In 2001 Ray and I trav-
eled with a Mennonite tour group 
to look for my Prussian ancestral 

homeland.  My maternal family 
name was Unger.  We wanted to 
see a home formerly owned by 
Ungers. Our guide knew of one 
home that had been Mennonite 
but dared not take us there be-
cause when the guide had taken 
a tourist to this farm previously, 
the lady of the house shook her 
fist at the intruders, apparently 
thinking they wanted to reclaim 
their land.  
 But we did see the farm 
buildings from afar and saw 
healthy cattle feeding in green 
pastures. I knew that a Peter Un-
ger who produced a Peter Unger 
had emigrated from Prussia to 
Russia.  More Peter Ungers were 
born to a Peter in Russia and my 
mother came from a large Peter 
Unger family. She married my 
father, Gerhard Klassen, the sur-
name I mentioned earlier.
 Prussia, for a long time, 
had been a good place to live.  
The farmers prospered and we 
saw the huge houses they left be-
hind. We also saw churches and 
the remains of cemeteries. We 
searched for specific locations 
and names on houses or grave-
yards but none were conclusive.  
Brush covered the tomb stones in 
neglected graveyards.  
 In the past ten years youth 
from Holland, Germany, and 
France have worked to clean up 
these old Mennonite cemeteries.  
There is even a Polish Museum in 
this area honoring and preserving 

the history of early Mennonite 
pioneering and life here. 
 In church they adhered for 
many years to the Dutch language. 
Eventually they spoke German 
instead of Dutch in their homes 
and in their churches.  There are 
a few Polish names in the church 
files today:  Sawatzky, Laskowski 
and others less well known. They 
adhered to their Mennonite faith 
including their belief in pacifism. 
 In spite of their finding a 
refuge in Prussia, over time ten-
sions developed. Prussia became 
unsympathetic to their non-mil-
itary position. The Mennonites 
felt discrimination in trade, such 
as in selling and trading their 
products. Lace making was a 
Dutch art, for example, but trade 
was restricted.  In lieu of military 
service they were forced to pay 
taxes to support a nearby military 
academy. They were second class 
citizens.
 They wanted to be treated 
as equals but refused conscrip-
tion. Restrictions were put on the 
amount of land they could buy to 
support their expanding popula-
tion. 
 Neither the Mennonites 
nor the Prussian government was 
content.  Many Mennonites from 
Poland immigrated to Russia and 
North America.  The last Menno-
nites in Poland fled for their lives 
at the end of World War II. My 
family’s ancestors left much ear-
lier, in about 1789.         
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time the colonies had outgrown 
the available farmland and looked 
for more land.  In 1888 a Rus-
sian sold his thousands of hect-
ares to the Mennonites, located 
some 254 kilometers mostly 
east and a little north of the old 
colony.  Hearsay is that his name 
was Ignatyev so they named their 
daughter colony Ignatyev.  The 
soil was black and stone free,  the 
climate pleasant.  
 Grandfather Unger moved 
his family of six to this would-
be earthly Eden. My mother was 
a year old. My father’s family 
would migrate from Chortitza 
to this village in Ignatyev when 
he was a young man.  The village 
itself was named Grigorjewka, af-
ter Gregory. 
 Those years of our parents 
and grandparents were called the 
Golden Era. Although in 1789, 
Mother Russia did not give them 
the fertile land promised them in 
the Kherson area, nearer to the 
Black Sea, and the land in the Old 
Colony was inferior, the Men-
nonites prospered during the ap-
proximately 150 years they occu-
pied the land.   
 Village life had been safe 
and secure, provided a church 
and school, wholesome family 
life, freedom of religion, a social 
life, abundant fruit and vegetables 
and good crops.  Their village had 
white picket fences along the 
street, guarding the fruit trees 
and gardens.  In their connected 

were forbidden to proselytize the 
Russian Orthodox Church mem-
bers. They would live in colo-
nies separate from the Russians 
and control their own villages, 
churches and schools. In these 
colonies, Mennonites could wor-
ship freely.  They could keep their 
German language.  
 Emigration from Prussia 
began in 1789.  The first colony, 
called Chortitza, was next to the 
Dnieper River.  All my known an-
cestors settled in this area.  Chor-
tiza was close to the city of Za-
porozhye, today a large Ukrainian 
city.   The second colony was es-
tablished in 1804 and called Mo-
lotschna.  Each of these two colo-
nies consisted of several dozen 
small villages where immigrants 
lived close together like in a small 
town with their fields being away 
from the housing area. 
 Here again the Mennonite 
settlers prospered, some becom-
ing quite wealthy.  Manufactur-
ing as well as agriculture was 
well advanced.  After graduating 
from Mennonite High Schools, 
students attended University in 
far away St. Petersburg and at 
institutions in various European 
countries. Ray and I visited many 
of the villages in both Chortiza 
and Molotschna when we toured 
the Ukraine (no longer a part of 
Russia) in 1996. 
 My parents were born ap-
proximately a century after the 
first immigrants arrived. By this 

 Some of you will remem-
ber that Catherine the Great in 
Russia came from Prussia and did 
not forget her homeland.  While 
she reigned in Russia in the 18th 
century she went to Prussia and 
Germany to invite Mennonites, 
Lutherans, and Catholics to settle 
in Russia on land taken from the 
Turks in a recent war. 
 Two Mennonite scouts 
from Prussia went to see the 
promised land and returned to 
tell their countrymen of the 
agreement they made with the 
Russian government.  There was 
good land in the steppes of the 
Ukraine to be had and military 
exemption and other privileges 
were promised. 
 In turn the Mennonites 

At the Klassen’s first home in Canada, 
1931. Back row: Lena, Annie, and 
Nettie Klassen. Front row: Tina, 
Justine, and Henry Klassen. Photo 
courtesy the Kauffman family. 
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the Russian revolution but others 
were afraid.
 My Klassen grandmother 
had been widowed three times 
and my father was operating her 
farm. This was not a way to get 
rich but it was a good life until 
the revolution.  Grandma died 
of natural causes in 1924, a year 
before our parents left. She was 
buried in Grigorjewka. 
 My maternal grandparents 
were comfortable but a daughter 
and her husband had died during 
the flu epidemic, leaving behind 
five orphan children.  My par-
ents grieved the death of their 
own oldest two children, three 
and one, in 1915.  They had two 
childhood communicable diseas-
es at the same time.  My mother 
still grieved their death ten years 
later but after living in Saskatch-
ewan for some years she plainly 

house and barns under one roof, 
they felt protected.  
 For my parents and their 
people in the village of Grego-
rjewka, it was not until Nicholas 
the II was forced to abdicate the 
throne in 1917 that they felt in-
secure.  After all they were just a 
small dot on the map of the Rus-
sian empire, isolated and far away 
from seats of power.  However, 
18,000 of their fellow believers, 
Mennonites from the two origi-
nal colonies and other daughter 
colonies, saw “the writing on the 
wall” and immigrated to North 
America already in 1874-1875.  
 Their freedoms were 
threatened and the government 
could no longer be trusted to 
keep their promises.  For exam-
ple, German could no longer be 
the language used in Mennonite 
schools.  Before long, military ex-
emption would be denied.  But in 
Grigorjewka the emigration did 
not begin until the mid-1920s.  
This time, in the second exodus,  
25,000 migrated to the United 
States, Canada, and South Ameri-
ca.  
 There were many uncer-
tainties for those who stayed be-
hind after the 1870’s migration.  
Now, in addition to fear of los-
ing their privileges like freedom 
of religion and exemption from 
the military, there were many 
uprisings that portended a bigger 
revolution coming. Some were 
hopeful and decided to wait out 

said, “They are better off dead.”
 Grandpa Unger had the 
means with which to help his 
children emigrate. He paid their 
fare to Canada. 
 However, two of his chil-
dren did not make it to Canada. 
One was imprisoned in Siberia 
and later lived in Khirghiz near 
the northwest corner of China, 
and one went to Paraguay because 
she had trachoma of the eyes and 
Canada would not accept her.  
And one orphaned niece also re-
mained in Russia with aunts on 
the other side of the family. And 
thus the family was torn between 
three continents never to see each 
other again.
 My parents and their five 
children had legitimate visas and 
in 1925 took the train to Riga, 
Latvia, then on to Southampton, 
England, where they boarded the 

This picture, taken in 1925, shows the Klassen family. Back row: son Gerhard 
and father Gerhard. Front row: Anna, Helena, Mother Anna holding Heinrich. 
Nettie is missing at front left, as she needed a picture of herself for school. 
Photo courtesy the Kauffman family. 



the jars of canned peaches.  They 
had never seen peaches and were 
unfamiliar with canning.  What is 
this, they wondered. Like Adam 
and Eve they were curious.  To 
open the jar was a challenge but 
they got it open and took out only 
one half of a peach and closed the 
jar.  Mother chuckled as she told 
the story later, because she knew 
the peaches would have spoiled.
 One night they saw the 
work of God in those northern 
skies, full of bright and moving 
lights.  What kind of signal was 
God trying to give them?  They 
had already experienced enough 
drama on the other side of the 
Atlantic. They soon learned about 
Canada’s beautiful and innocent 
northern lights.
 I think they spent only 
the winter in Manitoba before 
they followed Dad’s sister and 
her family to Blumenort, Sas-
katchewan. In 1926 some shacks 
in southern Saskatchewan were 
emptied by conservative Men-
nonites who left Canada to go to 
Mexico where they could have 
their own school instead of the 
English schools in Canada, which 
were compulsory.  
 My dad knew farming as 
the only way to make a living. He 
needed land, implements, a house 
and a barn and animals, but he 
had nothing. And Mother needed 
a table, chairs, beds and bedding, 
a stove, a sewing machine, dishes 
and all that goes with beginning 

all over again. 
 Dad began to earn a liv-
ing by working for farmers; not 
all of them knew German.  Again 
he was in trouble when help-
ing a farmer catch his horse in a 
pasture. The farmer said, “Catch 
him, catch him,” and he did.  But 
the farmer still kept saying, “catch 
him,” so thinking he misunder-
stood, Dad let the horse go.  Then 
Dad heard some unforgettable 
language from the farmer, though 
he never forgot the meaning of 
“catch him.”
 I was two when Dad bought 
his first farm about fifty miles 
from his sister and her family.  
You will read in the book about 
his loan, the burden of the debt, 
and how it was paid off. This was 
in the autumn of 1929, the year 
of the stock market crash; soon 
came the decade-long Great De-
pression and the beginning of the 
long years of drought.  What Dad 
didn’t know was that this farm 
was in the middle of the Paliser 
Triangle where a glacier had 
melted, and the land was dry and 
stony.  
 Here in this place I have 
my earliest memories. And they 
were happy memories. I was too 
young to understand the agony 
of poverty.  As long as I remem-
ber I played with my younger sis-
ter, Justine, who was born in the 
spring of the first year we lived 
on that farm. When she was older 
Justine and I played endlessly with 

ship, Minnedosa, and after four 
weeks, arrived safely in the Que-
bec harbor.  An unknown world 
of smoky black chimneys defined 
the horizon, Mother remem-
bered.  They knew not a word of 
English.  Feeling like foreigners 
began in England where they had 
to be examined by physicians to 
pass a health inspection required 
for immigration. Dad recalled 
that he had been looking for the 
dining room and said to the stew-
ard “Essen Essen.”  The Brit showed 
him the bathroom.  And that was 
only the beginning of orientation.  
 In Canada they took a long 
train ride to Steinbach, Manitoba, 
where Dad’s half brother awaited 
him and his family. His brother 
could not accommodate them 
because his family had arrived re-
cently also. A Reimer family in the 
area accepted them in their home.  
Mrs. Reimer had recently deliv-
ered a baby and needed house-
hold help. My mother’s baby had 
celebrated his first birthday on 
the ship and she had three daugh-
ters aged two to eight and a ten- 
year-old son. They were Gerhard, 
Aganetha, Anna, and Helena and 
Heinrich.  In Canada they became 
George, Nettie, Annie, Lena, and 
Henry. 
 So my mother had her own 
hands full. She seldom complained 
about the work but talked about 
the things that were entirely new 
to immigrants. She and Dad had 
been in the Reimer cellar and saw 
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paper dolls cut out of the Eaton’s 
catalogue or with our hairless 
dolls, pretending we were moth-
ers and having meals with our toy 
dishes.  
 I also remember how my 
brother Henry sought me to play 
with him on the binder, running 
old rubber tires down the hill, 
climbing onto the granary roof, 
and hiding in the barn to watch a 
chicken lay her egg.
 Our town was Rush Lake, 
a little farm community with two 
streets that made an ell.  It had 
two country stores, a small ho-
tel, a country doctor, a United 
Church of Canada, a post office 
and a brick school where all 12 
grades were taught by two teach-
ers.  
 It was also where our cous-
ins lived. Their parents owned 
the store.  We were literally their 
country cousins. Our world con-
sisted of that little town and our 
160 acre farm two miles from 
town. 
 If our farm had only had a 

 Rush Lake became to us a 
place of having a lot of nothing.  
No electricity, indoor plumbing, 
or other modern conveniences 
like a car, but that was true for 
many people of that day.  But we 
didn’t have even the bare necessi-
ties so we learned to improvise.  
We had no bath towels, no tooth-
paste, no shoe polish, no trees, no 
hair brush for my tangled curly 
hair, no books except the Ger-
man Bible and a black and white 
Bible story book, no curtains, no 
Mennonite church. 
 Mother had lost all her 
teeth and could not afford den-
tures. Dad even threatened to 
have us recycle our school work-
books so we could use them 
again.  We would have to erase 
the penciled writing and arith-
metic.  That is once I pleaded for 
mercy. “Dad, if we have to work 
with erased paper I would no lon-
ger enjoy school!”  We never did.  
I loved school.  We had a marvel-
ous teacher by the name of Miss 
Erskine.  
 Christmas was another sto-
ry.  I got a combined car/motor-
cycle toy when I was eight.  Dad 
had done the shopping. My sister, 
Annie, got stockings. There was 
only enough fabric for two sis-
ters’ dresses at Christmas instead 
of three. One had to wait until 
spring when another order went 
from the catalogue.
 The year 1937 was more 
brutal than all the other years.  

producing well, we would have 
been happy.  The farmer before 
us had attempted to dig a well 
without reaching water.  Dad be-
gan to dig the dry earth to a depth 
of about 50 feet. Not a drop of 
water from that well in the eight 
years we lived at Rush Lake.  We 
had a dug-out which we called the 
slough that collected snow wa-
ter in spring.  Dad hauled water 
from other farms with horses and 
wagon for eight years!  In freez-
ing cold he took the horses and 
the sleigh two miles to a farmer 
who allowed him to fill his bar-
rels, one by one with a bucket.  It 
rarely rained.  
 Some years Dad harvested 
some grain.  I remember it be-
cause my brother and I played 
in the bin and when Dad found 
out we were told never to do it 
again because the walls of the bin 
would break. It was a place where 
the fall smoked hams were buried 
to preserve them in winter, and 
to keep the mice from finding 
them. No grain was to be wasted.

The Ivan and Pearl Kropf Heritage 
Center Needs Volunteers 

If you are available to 
help one or more days 
a month at our library 
and archives, located in
Hubbard, Ore.,
please contact Jerry 
Barkman at 
jbarkman@canby.com.
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We had wood to burn. Manito-
ba had trees. But we still had no 
money.  
 I cannot go in detail about 
how we survived, but the three 
of us youngest children suffered 
skin infections. We were mal-
nourished. The animals suffered 
much more than we did.  It was 
a very cold winter and they did 
not get enough quality fodder to 
keep them healthy.  One horse 
fell while trying to pull a sleigh 
across a gravel road.  That horse 
did survive, but another did not.
    Henry, Justine and I went 
to a country school, named Nor-
dheim, taught by a Russian Men-
nonite.  We had three and a half 
miles of mostly cross country 
farm roads to get to school.  We 
attended school only three days a 
week because the horse was too 
weak to go five times. It was a 
school full of immigrant children, 
both Ukrainian and German-
Mennonite.    
 I cannot tell you today how 
mean that teacher was.  It is in the 
book.  I lost all love of learning. 
We students were, without ex-
ception, all very poor. One boy 
had no shoes so he wore rubbers 
meant to be worn over shoes.  
They were also too big so he 
wore rubber rings over the instep 
to keep them on his feet.
 At this point of utter 
hopelessness how does one ever 
get past the poverty, the lack of 
education, the degradation and 

There was no crop at all. Dust 
storms, grasshoppers and army 
worms had taken every stalk.  
Green tumble weeds were abun-
dant so Dad and Henry harvested 
them and stacked them in the 
yard.  They turned from green 
to black stacks.  The stacks were 
black because the worms had 
made them poisonous to animals. 
 Relief came from the gov-
ernment at last. It offered a free 
railroad car and transportation to 
anyone who wanted to move out 
of the dustbowl. My Dad could 
never say enough good things 
about the Canadian government 
for this and for stability, depend-
ability, and lack of corruption.  
What a contrast to his native land.  
The book tells about the move.
 On Sept. 9, 1937, we ar-
rived at Winnipegosis, Manito-
ba, to make our new home. It is 
about 200 to 250 miles north of 
North Dakota. It was a new chap-
ter in our lives.Our parents start-
ed over when they were fifty and 
fifty-two years old.  But now they 
had some live-stock, implements 
and meager household items. And 
their children were old enough to 
help with household chores and 
farming.
 That first winter was the 
hardest winter we had ever seen. 
We had not expected anything 
worse than 1937. Now we faced 
1938. We lived in a log and mud 
plastered house with an earthen 
floor.  We could keep warm here.  

become a useful citizen of the 
world?  Even the Canadian Pa-
cific Railroad tracks ended here. 
I would gladly have been a fourth 
grade drop-out.  It seemed to be 
the end of the world as we had 
known it.
 One significant positive:  
We had a German Mennonite 
church.  Every Sunday we went 
to church.  We made friends.  
About forty families attended 
here. Everyone had migrated 
from Ukraine to Canada during 
the 1920’s. Some even came from 
Grigorjewka.  
 This was still pioneering 
country.  New land was being 
broken.  Here there was hope.  
We had Sunday school, and ser-
mons by uneducated ministers.  
And the next year we would go to 
a different school.  For my three 
older sisters this was an oasis in 
more ways than one: there were 
girls their age and young men 
whom they learned to know at 
innocent evening parties. 
 Spring came at last and 
Dad bought a farm with bor-
rowed money - again. There were 
no buildings on the property so 
the building began. Henry, 13, 
and Dad got free lodge-pole pines 
to build a house and a barn. An-
nie and Lena mixed the clay and 
water and plastered every inch 
of both buildings with their two 
hands.  In summer my oldest sis-
ter, Nettie, married.  George, my 
oldest sibling, was by now on his 
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too.
 I will jump from age ten 
to age twenty in my story now.  
Dad was getting too old to farm, 
and all my older siblings were 
married. Dad sold the farm to 
my brother-in-law, Nettie’s hus-
band, John Redekop, for $8,000.  
Justine had left earlier to work 
in B.C. for my oldest brother, 
George, who owned Sunrise Bak-
ery in Cranbrook.  In the spring 
of 1948 we had the only auction 
sale of our lives.  The farm, all of 
the animals, the implements, and 
the little furniture we had, were 
sold.   
 My parents and I took the 
train to Abbotsford, B.C., para-
dise compared to Manitoba. I 
could earn money and get an ed-
ucation. When I was about 17 or 
18 a young woman of twenty and 
I had a conversation about high 
school.  Mary had come from 

southern Manitoba to help with 
Summer Bible School, and had a 
high school education. I envied 
her and told her it was too late 
for me.  Her reply was, “NO, it is 
not too late for you.” 
 The Mennonite high 
school was one and a half miles 
from the two acre plot my par-
ents bought in Clearbrook, B.C.  
I had an opportunity and was not 
about to miss it.  The West Ab-
botsford Mennonite Church was 
a half mile in the opposite direc-
tion.  We had no horses now and 
no transportation. I walked to 
school. I looked young for my age 
and hoped no one would notice 
that I was twenty and in grade 
nine. 
 Three years later I finished 
grade twelve.  During my time in 
B.C. I did housework in Vancou-
ver, picked hundreds of pounds 
of strawberries and raspberries, 
left the Fraser Valley in late sum-
mer to can tomatoes, and entered 
nursing school in New Westmin-
ster at the Royal Columbian Hos-
pital in January of 1952. A full 
college degree in nursing was not 
even dreamed about back then. 
My goal was to become a regis-
tered nurse so I could serve oth-
ers and earn a living.
 I graduated three years 
later holding a dozen red roses 
to my white bibbed uniform.  I 
continued working at the same 
hospital to earn money to go to 
the Canadian Mennonite Bible 

own and worked in Regina.
 Before the end of the 
school term in June 1938, we 
moved into our new mud/log 
house. Our horses and cows had 
green pastures and the chickens 
grazed in the grassy yard.  We 
had milk and eggs and sold cream 
every week.  It was income.  The 
garden was big and growing.  The 
grain grew on good black soil. 
 It was by no means instant 
wealth but we prospered. The 
new school with 56 students was 
taught by a dear man who did his 
best to teach that many children 
in a one room school. But I had 
lost my zeal for learning anything.  
No one in our church, except Mr. 
Dyck, had an education.  A few 
of us went to winter Bible school 
so we could teach Sunday school. 
But why go to high school?  Ev-
eryone got married and lived on 
a farm.  That would be my future, 

The Klassen home at Rush Lake, after its collapse. Tina Kauffman has labelled this photo 
“A Farewell to Poverty: Poverty on its Knees.”  Photo courtesy the Kauffman family. 
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College in Winnipeg in autumn 
1955. Now I was ready to change 
the world.
 While I was in school for 
these many years of adulthood 
my friends and cousins got mar-
ried and were raising families.  I 
had gained an education at the 
cost of being a wife and mother. 
At that time there were few Men-
nonite men I knew who had the 
opportunity to get an education.  
Survival of the family was more 
important than school.
 After World War II many 
refugees from Russia had im-
migrated to Canada. One family 
lived in a building on our yard 
until they could get on their feet.  
So on our yard and at church I 
met charming young men who 
were looking for wives.  But I had 
walked the immigrant daughter 
road for all these years and had 
struggled to work myself out of 
that quagmire and could not face 
starting all over again by marry-
ing one of them. 
 In the fall of 1957 I volun-
teered with Mennonite Central 
Committee and went to Jordan.  
On my way to Jordan, when I was 
at orientation at Akron, Penn., I 
met a fine young educated Amer-
ican whom I married two years 
later.  This is pretty much where 
my book ends.
 In conclusion I want to 
come back to the subtitle of my 
book:  “A Monument to Pover-
ty.”  No, I’m not the monument 

to poverty.  I’m the immigrant 
daughter. The monument to pov-
erty is the house on the front cov-
er of the book.  That’s my child-
hood home in Saskatchewan.  The 
photos in the book on page 223 
show three stages or time periods 
of the house, as it deteriorated.  
The last one is on the bottom of 
the back cover too – the house on 
its knees.  
 Farewell to poverty.  Not 
just for me, but for all my siblings 
too.  Every one of them worked 
hard, overcame deprivation, suc-
ceeded in business, farming, or 
real estate, raised their families, 
and were generous, giving of 
their time, talent, and resources.  
In truth Ray and I are the poorest, 
and we have absolutely nothing to 
complain about.  And we recog-
nize there are worse things than 
growing up poor.  We would have 
preferred more opportunities 

and an education, but the school 
of hard knocks probably taught us 
more than we realize.  
 In the Fall 2012 newsletter, 
“Our Heritage,” that came in the 
mail last week, Melanie Springer 
Mock takes the subtitle in a dif-
ferent direction. She amends it to 
read “A Testament to Poverty.”  I 
like that.  Why didn’t I think of 
that?   My story is a validation and 
a testimony to my family’s eco-
nomic conditions.   I hope it also 
bears witness to virtues like pa-
tience, humility, fortitude, cour-
age, compassion and strength.~
Tina Klassen Kauffman lives in Alba-
ny, Ore., with her husband, Ray, a re-
tired high school teacher. Tina served 
as a registered nurse before her own 
retirement. They have two daughters, 
Pat and Lynette, and one grandson. 
They are members of Albany Menno-
nite Church; in her spare time, Tina 
likes to sew and read. 
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My husband and I went to see the 
Steven Spielberg movie “Lincoln” 
at the end of what was a very dif-
ficult week for our country. 
 That morning, a gunman 
had murdered twenty children 
and six educators in Sandy Hook, 
CT. Earlier that week and closer 
to home, another man shot and 
killed two strangers at a shop-
ping mall. Although innocents are 
murdered every day, and mothers 
weep for lost children moment by 
moment around the world, these 
deaths on our own land struck es-
pecially hard.
 By the time we started 
watching “Lincoln” that night, my 
heart was sore; I couldn’t stop 
thinking about parents who had 
lost children, and children who 
had lost their parents, and those 
who witnessed the carnage.
 I was also angry: at the cul-
ture of violence in our country, 
and the all too easy availability of 
guns, and at the lack of voices for 
peace right now. That most of the 
movie previews focused on vio-
lent themes did little to ease my 
anger.
 But then several things 
happened as I watched the film, 
which explores only a sliver of 
Lincoln’s presidency, when he 
was trying to get the eighteenth 
amendment passed in Congress. 
 First, the movie provides 

From the Editor

the leSSonS oF hIStory: ShInIng lIght In DarKneSS
a stark reminder that there have 
been other dark periods in our 
country’s history, and that though 
this time might seem bleak, we 
have lived through other dark-
ness, when violence prevailed.
 I was also struck by the 
ways that Lincoln, compelled by 
his convictions and his persever-
ance, was able to create massive 
change. The southern states were 
deeply entrenched in a culture of 
slavery, one that drove the econ-
omy, influenced human relation-
ships, and even shaped the Chris-
tian church, which condoned 
slavery because of biblical inter-
pretation. 
 Yet somehow, Lincoln dis-
rupted that culture, providing 
freedom for millions and creating 
a new society where people could 
be all God had created them to 
be. One man’s doggedness helped 
to create light in the darkness of 
war; that darkness--the violence 
and loss and despair--could not 
contain the light, nor the hope 
created by the emancipation 
proclamation.
 You’re probably asking 
yourself what all of this might 
have to do with Pacific North-
west Mennonites, and why we 
should care about a Hollywood 
movie that no doubt sensational-
ized parts of Lincoln’s struggle. 
Stick with me here. 

 The movie was a powerful  
reminder to me--and, I hope, to 
others--that light exists, even in 
dark times. Now, as our nation 
faces another bout of darkness, 
this is a powerful reminder. 
 During the Civil War, Lin-
coln bore that light in darkness; 
in the same way, we are called to 
be light. Indeed, perhaps these 
bleak times demand our action as 
light-bearers.
 But, too, “Lincoln” suggests 
the significance of history, and of 
knowing our nation’s stories both 
because they provide hope, and 
because they provide warning. 
 We see hope in the work 
Lincoln did to free the enslaved; 
we can be warned about the costs 
of violence and of entrapping oth-
ers, maybe not in literal chains, 
but in the snares of our culture 
and the idolatries that keep us 
from being all God wants us to 
be. 
 When we sometimes get 
caught up in the moment, and in 
what is happening right now, the 
stories of our forebears remind 
us of roads already taken, and the 
ways our own lives can continue 
to bear light in our world’s dark-
est corners. ~
Melanie Springer Mock teaches Eng-
lish at George Fox University, New-
berg, Ore. She is also the editor of the 
PNMHS Newsletter. 
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