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Abstract

At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, Siberia once again became a “melting pot” that brought
together representatives of diverse ethnic groups. The reasons for migration beyond the Urals were
predominantly economic. This article examines how various social events in the first third of
the 20th century affected the lives of Siberian Germans. Amid the agrarian crisis, Russian Germans
engaged in agriculture were compelled to seek ways to survive within Russia. The modernization of
the state resettlement policy in the early 20th century and the expansion of rail transport created
favorable conditions for labor migration, as a result of which, by the mid-1910s, Siberia had become
one of the most rapidly developing agrarian regions. German settlers played no small part in this
process by establishing capitalist family-farm enterprises that served as models for Russian old-
settlers and other migrants.

The events of 1914-1922 disrupted the established rhythms of German rural life. The economic poli-
cies of the Bolsheviks who came to power precipitated famine in the first half of the 1920s.
The German population suffered as well, which fueled growing emigration sentiment. Even so,
the New Economic Policy (NEP) and the revival of cooperatives enabled a rapid recovery of small-
scale commodity production. The All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union played an important role
in this process. The gradual rollback of the NEP and the shift to a command-administrative economic
model brought increasing pressure to bear on the German population, among which conservative-
clerical sentiments predominated. By the late 1920s, this would trigger a new round of confrontation
between Russian Germans and the Soviet state.

This article will interest readers concerned with the history of ethnic minorities (Russian Germans)
and nationalities policy in the 20th century.
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AHHOTaug

Ha py6esxe XIX - XX B. CO1pb BHOBb CTajla «IJIaBUJIbHBIM KOTJIOM», B KOTOPOM OKa3aJIUCh NIpeJCcTa-
BUTEJIU PA3/IMYHBIX STHUYECKUX IPYNIL [Ipyr4nHbl niepecesieHrs 3a Ypajl HOCUJIY [IPEVMYIIECTBEHHO
SKOHOMUYECKUI xapakTep. llesblo JaHHON CTaThby SIBJISIETCS! QHAIN3 BIIMSIHUSL Pa3jIM4YHBIX OOLIe-
CTBEHHBIX COOBITUII NepBON TpeTh XX B. Ha XU3Hb CUOMPCKUX HEMIEB. B ycCioBUSIX arpapHOro
KpHU3HCa POCCUICKHE HEMIIbI, CBSI3aHHBIE C CEJIbCKUM XO3SVICTBOM, BBIHYKZIEHbI ObIM MCKATb IyTU
BbDKMBaHMA BHYTpu Poccun. MopepHusanus TOCYZAPCTBEHHOM II€PECEJIEHYECKON IOJIUTUKU
B Hayasle XX B. M pa3BUTHE >KEJIE3HOJOPO’KHOTO TPAHCIIOPTa CO3[AJI0 OJIaroNpUsITHbIE YCJIOBUS
II71s1 TPYZIOBOY MUTPALIY, B pe3yJsibTaTe KOTOpo K cepearte 1910-x rr. Cubupb npeBpaTuiiach B OJUH
13 IVHAMWYHO Pa3BMBABIINXCS arpapHBIX PETMOHOB. He MocieqHIo0 posib B 3TOM IPOLIECCE ChIrpaiv
HEMELIKMEe IepPeCcesIeHLIbl, CO3JaBlIie 3[eCh KallUTaJIUCTUYECKUE XO35MCTBA (PEPMEPCKOro TUIa U
cTaBuMe OOpa3LoM IJIsl PYCCKUX CTApOXWIOB W IpOvYMX IepeceseHneB. OIHAKO COOBITHS
1914-1922 rT. HAPYLIWIN CJIOKUBIIMICS PUTM KU3HA HEMELIKOM JEPEBHU. DKOHOMMNYECKAs MTOJIUTHKA
MpUILENIIUX K BJIACTM OOJBLUIEBUKOB CIPOBOLMPOBAajia rojiof, B mepBoi mnosnoBuHe 1920-x IT.
Hemenkoe HacesieHue Takke IMOCTPAnaao OT TOJIOAQ, YTO CIIPOBOLMPOBAJIO POCT 3MUTPALIMOHHBIX
HactpoeHuil. OgHako HOIT u BocCTaHOBIEHNE KOONEpaLyy O3BOJIMIA €My HadaTb ObICTPOE BOCCTA -
HOBJIEHUE MEJIKOTOBAPHOIO XO3SMCTBA. BakHYI0 posib B 3TOM IPOLIECCE ChIrpasl Bcepoccuiickuil
MEHHOHUTCKUI CEJIbCKOXO3SMCTBEHHBIN CO03. [locreneHHoe cBeproiBanue HOIla u mnepexop,
K KOMAHJHO-aIMVHUACTPATUBHOY 3KOHOMUYECKOM MOMENM ObIM COIpPSDKEHbl C [ABJIEHHUEM
Ha HEMELKOe HacejeHue, Cpedu KOTOpPOro Ipeobsafiajii  KOHCEPBATHMBHO-KJIEPUKAJIbHbIE
HACTpoeHUs. Yxe B KOoHLEe 1920-X IT. OHO CIIPOBOLMIPYET HOBbI BUTOK IIPOTUBOCTOSIHUSL POCCUMCKUX
Hem1eB 1 COBETCKOro rocynapcTsa. CTaTbs pacCUATaHa Ha TEX, KTO MHTEPECYETCA UCTOPUEN STHUYE -
CKUX MEHBUIMHCTB (POCCUNCKMX HEMIIEB) U HALIMOHAJILHOM IIOJIMTUKU B XX B.
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Introduction

In the mid-1760s, at the initiative of Empress Catherine the Great, foreign
colonization began. Germans ranked first among settlers from Central and Western
Europe and, over the 1760s-1820s, they established clusters of settlements (colonies)
in the Volga region, Novorossiia, and the Saint Petersburg, Novgorod, Voronezh,
and Volhynia gubernias. As colonial populations grew, land shortages in the second
half of the 19th century prompted the acquisition of land plots to found
the so-called “daughter colonies” (in the Volga region, the Black Sea littoral,
Belorussia, and the North Caucasus). At the turn of the 19th-20th centuries,
the same pressure pushed settlers to join empire-wide migration flows. German
participation in Stolypin’s resettlement program led to the emergence, across
Siberia and Central Asia, of numerous monoethnic settlements that became hubs of
grain and dairy farming of the family-farm type. By the outbreak of World War I,
they were important suppliers of grain and butter to the domestic market.

The upheavals of 1917-1920 dealt a severe blow to German farming in Siberia.
The New Economic Policy (NEP) proved a lifeline: in this period Germans relied
chiefly on various forms of cooperation. As the NEP was rolled back and the regime
shifted toward collectivization, a latent conflict arose between Siberia’s German
population and the Soviet state. Unwilling to abandon individual farming—under-
pinned by a predominant Protestant ethic—many sought, in the late 1920s-1930s,
to emigrate from the USSR to the United States and Canada, where, in many cases,
large kin networks had existed since the 1870s. This protest movement was
suppressed, and the German population of Siberia lost the “credit of trust” of
the Soviet government. It was compelled to enter the kolkhoz system. The loss of
most draft and productive livestock, improved agricultural implements, and cash
reserves made German collective farms ordinary and underperforming. The aboli-
tion of the Oktyabrsky (German) District in Altai Krai and the Great Terror of
1937-1938 inflicted colossal damage on Siberian Germans, from which they recov-
ered only in the 1960s-1970s.

Sources and methods

The aim of this article is to analyze how various social events in the first third
of the 20th century affected the lives of Siberian Germans. The focus is put
on the questions related to the resettlement and adaptation of Germans from
different parts of the Russian Empire to Siberia; their contacts with old-settler and
migrant populations in their places of settlement; the impact of World War I;
the Great Russian Revolution of 1917, and the ensuing Civil War, on the everyday life
of German peasants, as well as on Siberian Germans’ relations with the new author-
ities in 1922-1927.

The study is grounded in the theoretical frameworks of modernization and
the frontier. The migration of German peasants to Siberia created an additional
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factor that promoted modernization of agriculture. Drawing on diverse resources,
they quickly adapted to new natural and climatic conditions and, by 1917, had built
successful family-farm enterprises that served as models for surrounding popula-
tions.

The principal corpus of historical sources used here consists of archival docu-
ments preserved in central repositories—the State Archive of the Russian Federa-
tion (SARF) and the Russian State Historical Archive (RSHA)—and in regional
archives—the State Archive of Altai Krai (SAAK) and the State Archives of the Tomsk
Region (SATR).

Economic records from different historical periods are of greatest value
for our purposes. Particularly notable are the primary household cards of
the All-Russian Agricultural and Land Census of 1917, which analysis yields multifac-
eted information on peasant farms; the mass nature of this source permits in-depth
statistical investigation. The second statistical source comprises the cards of
German cooperatives in Siberia compiled for the All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural
Union (VMSKhS; Allrussischer Mennonitischer Landwirtschaftlicher Verein),
1923-1928. Together, these sources make it possible to assess the economic well-
being of Germans in areas of compact settlement on the eve of major social and
economic transformations.

Records of local party and soviet authorities (political reports, informational
letters, etc.) held in regional archives allow us to reconstruct conditions in German
settlements both on the eve of mass emigration (1928) and at its height (1929-1930).
Documents reflecting the economic and moral condition of Germans who were
forced to return to Siberia in 1930 are also important.

Taken together, this wide array of historical sources enables us to achieve
the study’s objective.

Discussion

The history of Siberian Germans in the first third of the 20th century has been
studied unevenly today, both thematically and chronologically. Domestic historians
of the late 20th-early 21st centuries have focused mainly on the pre-Soviet period,
producing both general and topic-specific studies.

Noteworthy in this respect is P. P. Vibe’s monograph analyzing the socioeco-
nomic life of German settlements in Siberia (2007). Drawing on rich empirical mate-
rial, the author concentrates on migrant settlements in the Omsk uezd of Akmolinsk
Oblast, while evidence on German settlements in Tomsk Gubernia is used only
minimally.

Over many years, we have been examining various aspects of the historical
past of Siberian Germans. In 2003, we published a monograph that explored
in detail the resettlement of German peasants beyond the Urals and their economic
adaptation to new living conditions (Shaidurov, 2003). Later, the Germans of Siberia
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were considered from a comparative perspective alongside the region’s Polish and
Jewish populations (2013).

In the 2000s-2010s, considerable attention shifted to individual problems.
Studies appeared on the history of German entrepreneurship in Siberia; V. A. Skub-
nevskii (2010), I. I. Krott (2010), and V. N. Shaidurov (2017) are among the active
researches in this area. These works highlight the contribution of Germans to both
agrarian and industrial enterprise in Western Siberia.

Accordingly, study of the period from the late 19th century through 1917 has
centered primarily on socioeconomic issues.

The Great Russian Revolution of 1917 and the Civil War played a significant role
in the history of Siberia’s Germans. Like other ethnic minorities, they came under
the scrutiny of Soviet authorities, who sought to cultivate support among them.
This theme is examined in detail in I. V. Nam’s monograph (2009). Another important
chapter in the interwar history of Siberian Germans—the attempt at mass emigra-
tion to the United States and Canada in 1929-1930—has been treated only
in L. P. Belkovets's monograph (1995).

The interwar period in the history of Siberian Germans is addressed predomi-
nantly through the lens of state policy. The economic life of the German village
in the 1920s is reflected though only fragmentarily in the domestic historiography
(Vibe, 2007). This gap is partially filled by local-history studies (Fast, 2012).

Activities of the regional branches of the All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural
Union (VMSKhS) during the NEP period are of particular interest. With respect
to Siberia, this topic has been addressed only rarely (Vibe, 2007). One may agree
with Russian scholars that “the question of business contacts ... remains a distinct
lacuna in the research” (Redkina, Nazarova, & Morozova, 2020, p. 45).

Foreign scholars also showed interest in Siberia's German population.
In Germany in the late 1920s and 1930s, studies appeared that mentioned German
migrant settlements in Siberia (Schmidt, 1926). Some of these drew on primary
materials the authors collected during visits to the settlements. Unlike their prede-
cessors (e.g., Pastor J. Stach) (Stach, 1938), authors of the 1950s-1960s relied mainly
on emigrant memoirs and earlier scholarship (M..., 1964; Stumpp, 1964).
The co-authored monograph by D. Brandes and A. Savin (2001) represented
a genuine breakthrough: drawing on a rich evidentiary base, the authors examine
multiple facets of relations between Siberian Germans and Soviet party-state
authorities.

In sum, one may agree with T. B. Smirnova’s assessment that the history of
Siberian Germans has been studied to a high degree (2008). At the same time,
important questions still remain outside scholars’ field of view and require in-depth
investigation drawing on a wide array of sources.
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Siberia’s Germans in the Early 20th Century

The agrarian crisis that engulfed the principal agricultural centers of
the Russian Empire in the 19th century did not spare the German colonies of
the Volga region, Novorossiia, and the Caucasus. The 1871 reform of the colonies,
aimed at further homogenizing society, elicited negative reactions among
former colonists. As a result, Germans lost the privileges granted to them
in the 1760s-1810s, including in matters of land tenure.

With colonial populations growing while the land base remained fixed,
the second half of the 19th century forced a prompt search for solutions to the land
question. The wealthier Mennonite colonies of southern Russia began purchasing
tracts and establishing so-called “daughter colonies” For example, lands were
acquired in Kuban (Alekseenko, 1994, pp. 56-57) and on the Don (Chesnok, 1994,
p. 82). Yet not all colonies had the means to buy new parcels to which young families
could be resettled. On an empire-wide scale in the early 1900s, the Peasant Land
Bank ceased, in effect, extending land-purchase credit to persons of German legacy
(RSHA, 1900-1901, 1. 4). In the Vistula Land, Siberia, and the Urals, officials justified
such measures by citing the government’s “lack of interest in the acquisition of land
by persons of this kind” (RSHA, 1900-1901, 1. 17). Crop failures, famine, and epidemics
in the early 1890s adversely affected the economic well-being of most colonists,
further fueling migration sentiment among German agrarians.

For a small number of Germans, overseas emigration offered a way out.
According to some sources, by the early 20th century about 80,000 Russian
Germans had departed for the United States, Canada, Brazil, and other American
destinations—over 4% of Russia’s entire German population as of 1897 (Professions
and occupations...). Emigration, however, was far from accessible to all who wished
it, because it entailed substantial financial costs that many colonist families could
not afford. Consequently, the overwhelming majority remained in Russia and sought
for internal avenues to improve their material circumstances.

Up to the end of the 19th century, spontaneous migration to Siberia was legally
prohibited. At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, however, the government
began to view the territories beyond the Urals not only as places of exile but also
as regions of economic promise. Development proceeded slowly due to sparse
settlement, the absence of a developed road network, low purchasing power, high
cost of bank credit, and other factors. The onset of railroad construction and mass
peasant resettlement were expected to improve the situation.

By the end of the 19th century, the First General Population Census (1897)
recorded only 5,400 Germans in Siberia; they resided chiefly in towns and worked
in local industry (23.5%), private service (about 8%), and other occupations (Profes-
sions and occupations...). At that time, only 23% of the region’s Germans were
engaged in agriculture (Professions and occupations...). These were the German
migrants who had settled in Tobolsk and Tomsk gubernias in the early 1890s.
The settlements they founded—Aleksandrovka (Vibe, 2007, p. 45) and Podsosnovoe
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(Fast, 2012, p. 15)—became magnets for former colonists. During this period, several
centers of German agrarian colonization took shape in Western Siberia. In Tobolsk
Gubernia, most migrant settlements arose near Omsk. In Tomsk Gubernia, Germans
established themselves primarily in its Altai part (until 1907, the Altai Okrug of
the Cabinet of His Imperial Majesty). One hub in the northwest was the town of
Slavgorod; another, in the southwest, was the village of Zmeinogorskoe.

Until 1910, the principal stream of migrants came from Saratov and Samara
gubernias, the areas hardest hit by the crop failures and epidemics of the early
1890s. The German settler population in Siberia differed not only by place of origin
but also by denominational affiliation. Whilst Catholics and Lutherans from
the Volga region predominated initially, in the 1910s the share of Mennonites rose
sharply; they maintained ties with their mother colonies in Novorossiia.

In their new places of residence, Siberia’s Germans faced numerous chal-
lenges: they needed funds to purchase implements and seed, and they had to adapt
farm management to risk-prone agricultural conditions. Adaptation proved
extremely difficult. The first two to three years were poor harvest years. Limited
means were spent on buying grain for new sowings. Famine became commonplace
in settler villages. A typical situation appears in one peasant petition: “In the present
year 1910, on the tract allotted to us, there turned out to be absolutely no grain
harvest owing to drought; even to this day [autumn 1910 — V. Sh.] in many localities
the grain has not sprouted at all, and that which did sprout burned up entirely while
still green, so that after the harvest some households did not even recover the seed
that had been sown in the spring of this year” (RSHA, 1910-1912, 11. 12-12 verso).

Germans repeatedly appealed to local authorities for a “seed loan” until
the next harvest. Peasants also asked for loans to buy livestock: “Having come
to Siberia and outfitted ourselves with horses, in the current year [1910 — V. Sh.]
we have lost literally everything; at present we have not a single horse,
nor the means to purchase any” (RSHA, 1910-1912, 1. 46). Most such petitions went
unanswered—a predictable outcome, since at the same time steppe districts saw
the emergence not only of German but also Russian, Ukrainian, Belarusian, and
Baltic settlements whose populations faced the same problems. They were largely
left to their own devices in addressing them. Unsurprisingly, disappointment grew
and “return migration” ensued, amounting to roughly one-third of all settlers.

Mennonites were in a more favorable position. Not counting on state support
for resettlement measures, they had accumulated experience since the mid-19th
century. Former members of the same congregations received interest-free loans
to establish farms and acquire necessities at the new place of residence—loans that
far exceeded the state funds available to ordinary settlers. For example, Mennonites
of Tavrida Gubernia provided more than 440 rubles per family in interest-free loans
for a term of 19 years (Collection of Statistical Data..., 1913, p. 186). Significant capital
combined with mutual aid enabled Siberian Mennonites to get on their feet quickly.
During 1910-1914, the share of well-to-do German farms rose to 50%, and it was
slightly higher among Mennonites (SAAK, 1917a-1917k).
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Already by the 1910s, distinctive farming profiles had formed among Germans
in the Omsk and Altai areas. As sources and recent studies show, the former exhib-
ited a high proportion of large-scale agrarian enterprises oriented toward animal
husbandry. Horse breeding, raising of fine-wooled sheep, and the so-called “Kras-
naia/Red” or “German” breed of cattle became hallmarks of German farms (Vibe,
2007, p. 110). This was due in no small part to proximity to Omsk, which in the early
20th century became one of Siberia’s most rapidly developing cities.

Altai Germans found themselves in a more difficult position. After adapting to
local natural and climatic conditions, they became one of the principal producers of
wheat. Slavgorod emerged as the chief grain-buying center. According to a contem-
porary, in the early 1910s, a resettlement elevator with a capacity of 100,000 puds of
grain was built there, with the grain moving along a conveyor belt (Voshchinin, 1912,
p. 41). The market orientation of German settlements in Altai was much higher than
in neighboring Russian and Ukrainian villages, making those a model to emulate.
V. P. Voshchinin described what he saw in the Kulunda Steppe as follows:

“We overtake huge paired, iron-wheeled wagons piled high with hay; just ahead we
come upon a reaper-binder in the thick of its work, taking down the wheat. Village
life is in full swing, but somehow in a new way—everything bears too strong
a Western, farmer-like stamp, as if one weren't even in Russia. It turns out these are
khokhly, men from Ekaterinoslav and Kherson, mixed with Mennonite Germans—by
the thousands they have taken a liking to Kulunda and have generally found
in it a second, rich homeland” (p. 30).

In the early 1900s, separators spread widely across Siberia, with positive
effects on Germans’ prosperity. In Omsk uezd, in the first years after settlement,
butter-making proved a lifeline during the famine of 1900-1901 (Vibe, 2007,
pp. 109-110). By 1917, virtually all German settlements in Altai had established dairy
(butter) cooperatives producing high-quality butter and supplying their members
with additional income.

Another non-agrarian activity that became something of a hallmark of Siberian
Germans was flour milling. Germans built mills not only in their own villages but
also leased plots in Russian and Ukrainian settlements, thereby meeting peasants’
needs. One of the largest German milling enterprises in Altai was Jakob Tjart’s steam
mill in Halbstadt, a three-story facility equipped with machinery purchased
in Germany. Its popularity is evidenced by the fact that, as G. Fast notes, grain
for milling was brought there not only by Germans but also by Russians, Ukrainians,
and other settlers (1956, p. 23).

The outbreak of World War I affected the lives of Siberia’s German population
adversely. Some men were conscripted into the Imperial Russian Army and subse-
quently served on the Caucasus front or in sanitary units (in the case of Mennon-
ites), which led to some reduction in sown area. Butter production also suffered
modest losses. The principal buyer of Siberian butter was the Siberian Company
(Denmark), which, with the onset of war, was forced to cut back deliveries
to Germany—one of its main markets. Unlike in European Russia, there was no full-
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scale “anti-German campaign” in Siberia, and the so-called liquidation laws were
applied only in isolated cases (for example, land-lease contracts were terminated).

At the same time, in 1915-1917 Siberia received a small number of refugees—
who largely settled in towns—as well as new migrants. A wholly new phenomenon
in the formation of this ethnically dispersed group during World War I was deporta-
tion on ethnic reasons. Thus, in the summer of 1916, several contingents of local
German colonists were deported from the front-line Volhynia Gubernia by order of
the military authorities. Their new place of settlement was designated as Tomsk
Gubernia, to which, in August 1916 alone, 402 Germans arrived “by etap (convoy)
procedure,” 70% of them children and adolescents (54%) and the elderly (16%)
(SATR, 1916, 11. 27-41).

Overall, by 1917 more than 55,000 Germans lived in Siberia, the overwhelming
majority being peasant settlers. Most of them were concentrated in the Omsk uezd
of Akmolinsk Oblast and the Barnaul uezd of Tomsk Gubernia. Having formed
primarily monoethnic settlements, they adapted to new conditions in a relatively
short time and carved out their economic niche in agricultural production.
In Siberia, Germans interacted actively with surrounding populations. With their
higher level of economic development, they served as models to emulate in land-
holding and land use, as well as in other domains: breeding more productive live-
stock, employing complex agricultural machinery, establishing public grain-reserve
stores for times of famine, and so forth. A generally favorable stance by the authori-
ties—coupled with Siberia’s abundance of land—precluded the rollout of the noto-
rious campaign against “German predominance.”

From the Civil War to the New Economic Policy (NEP)

Documents indicate that Siberian Germans reacted calmly to the socio-polit-
ical changes that unfolded in 1917. This can largely be explained by a degree of polit-
ical indifference, especially among Mennonites. Unlike Siberian Jews or Poles, they
did not take any active part in oblastnichestvo (regionalism) or other political move-
ments.

During the Civil War, Siberian Germans experienced all its hardships. In 1918,
while on territory controlled by the Provisional Siberian Government, they—like
everyone else—were required to meet mobilization goals. Their reluctance to fight
on any side pushed them, by late summer, toward Bolshevik agitators active
in villages of Slavgorod uezd in Altai Gubernia. The result was the Chernodol-Slav-
gorod uprising (August 28-September 11), in which peasants of the German Podsos-
novskaia volost took part. Its bloody suppression by Ataman B. V. Annenkov’s
detachment in Slavgorod (by some accounts, about 200 delegates to the uezd
congress were cut down in the town square) was accompanied by reprisals
throughout the uezd, among whose victims there were Germans as well.

The establishment of Soviet power affected the economic condition of German
farms negatively. Grain and livestock were requisitioned under prodrazverstka (grain
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requisitioning). The situation was aggravated by the frequent crop failures typical of
this risk-prone agricultural zone. Under these conditions, the prosperity of German
households declined markedly.

In 1920 and 1921, most grain-producing districts of Siberia were hit by crop
failure; the sown area fell to half of its prewar level (Ilinykh, 2013, p. 20). Even so,
Germans in Slavgorod uezd managed to gather a decent harvest. Amid the ensuing
famine, they provided assistance to Germans living in Omsk uezd, sending small
surpluses of food to Omsk.

The year 1923, however, brought crop failure to the south of Western Siberia—
the region’s main breadbasket. The situation was substantially worsened
by the collection of the tax in kind (prodnalog) at the local level. Although over
twenty years peasants had adapted to the region’s natural and climatic conditions
and developed practices for coping with poor harvests, the unpredictability of prod-
nalog policy nullified their efforts. Many saw relocation as the only way out. Data
from the Altai Provincial Statistical Bureau are telling: a survey revealed that from
1922 to 1923, the number of households in Rubtsovsk uezd fell by nearly 3% (from
56,358 to 54,605). A memorandum to the Siberian Revolutionary Committee
(Sibrevkom) reported that “the population is fleeing, and large families with many
mouths to feed are fleeing” (SARF, 1924, 1. 21). Over the same period, the uezd’'s popu-
lation declined from 352,258 to 333,124—that is, by 5.4% (SARF, 1924, 1. 21). The chief
reason given for removal was “heavy taxation” (29%), while “drought” was cited by
only 3% (SARF, 1924, 1. 21).

The situation was most severe at the turn of 1923-1924 in Slavgorod uezd of
Omsk Oblast. About one-third of the acreage sown in spring 1923 was lost
to drought and failure to germinate. The need to pay the tax in grain and cash dealt
a heavy blow to peasant households. Local officials reported that the livestock herd
declined from 121,000 to 80,000, and that “throughout 1923-1924, horses and
productive stock were and continue to be sold off in the most merciless fashion,
for a song” (SARF, 1924, 1. 12). Speculator-middlemen took advantage of the situation
and, as the local press put it, “poured into Slavgorod.”

Conditions in the uezd continued to deteriorate due to the central authorities’
unwillingness to make concessions and recognize it as famine-stricken. The prin-
cipal opponent of softening local tax policy was the Central Statistical Administra-
tion, whose representatives maintained that “in Siberian conditions, the presence of
one horse and one cow in a household may be called normal” (SARF, 1924, 1. 12-12
verso). Siberian officials—especially at the uezd level—voiced categorical disagree-
ment, arguing that “one cannot apply the same yardstick to Siberian and Central
Russian farms, because a Siberian peasant with a single horse will not be able
to cultivate the amount of arable land, the harvest of which would ensure existence
for the family. In other words, one horse and one cow amounts to nothing” (SARF,
1924, 1. 12 verso).
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The negative consequences were not long in coming. As early as September
1923, the first signs of famine were noted. By early 1924, of the 11 districts (raions)
in the uezd, with a total population of 383,000, nine districts with 300,000 people
were experiencing hunger. The situation was most acute in three districts—Slav-
gorod, Znamensky, and Novo-Alekseevsky—with 118,000 inhabitants, who were
“condemned to universal undernourishment” (SARF, 1924, 1. 15).

Table 1. Number of People Experiencing Hunger
in Slavgorod Uezd, Omsk Gubernia, 1923-1924 (SARF, 1924, 1. 15 verso)

Number of people suffering from hunger

Months

able-bodied unable to work total
September 2546 5454 9000
October 3128 6935 10063
November 4105 8139 12144
December 5682 9113 14795
January 7259 14776 21835
February 8451 17254 25705
March 11780 43872 55652
April 20089 71204 91293

In April 1924, more than 27,000 people were suffering starvation edema, having
neither bread nor livestock (SARF, 1924, 1. 15 verso). Deaths from starvation were not
infrequent. As a petition for material aid to the starving population of Slavgorod
uezd dated April 26, 1924 put it, “people are swelling from hunger, eating all manner
of bread substitutes and refuse, carrion, oilcakes, even rawhide. They steal
the carcasses of animals that have died or been slaughtered because of contagious
diseases” (SARF, 1924, 1. 15 verso). The situation was dire. The Omsk provincial exec-
utive committee described the condition of the starving as follows: “Inspections of
the starving revealed horrifying scenes. Peasant families are without clothing; chil-
dren and women lie completely naked in piles of straw inside their huts. Cases of
death from hunger and of children and the infirm being left to their fate have
become more frequent of late” (SARF, 1924, 1. 47).

The main blow fell on peasant households whose welfare had been under-
mined in preceding years. Party and soviet documents of the time recorded that
“socially, all of the starving are the poorest peasants, and in terms of nationality the
majority are Germans” (SARF, 1924, 1. 15 verso). As early as December 1923, the Slav-
gorod uezd executive committee reported that conditions were worst in Podsos-
novskaia and Novo-Romanovskaia volosts, populated predominantly by Germans.
A resolution of the presidium stated that “unless swift and effective aid is provided,
... 3,179 people in the two volosts will be doomed to prolonged hunger and severe
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privations, with all the attendant consequences (morbidity, mortality, crime, etc.)”
(SARF, 1924, 11. 59-59 verso).

The central authorities’ unwillingness to grant concessions and the lack of
resources at the local level forced Germans to seek solutions on their own.
One might have expected, for example, that Mennonites would receive support
from the All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union (VMSKhS). Yet all their appeals
drew the same response: “No funds” (SARF, 1923-1924, 1. 7). In a latent conflict with
the state, they turned to a previously tested path—emigration. Thus, in April 1923,
Mennonites of Yenisei Gubernia declared their intention to emigrate “to the home-
land,” citing “the society’s hopeless economic and food situation” as the chief reason
(SARF, 1923-1924, 1. 15). In a telegram to Moscow, Peter Lepp—who was in contact
with the VMSKhS leadership—reported: “The well-off are leaving. We cannot hold.
Save us” (SARF, 1923-1924, 1. 8).

German emigration in 1923-1924, however, did not become mass and remained
isolated. In 1924, Siberians harvested a good grain crop. The gradual restoration of
cooperative institutions and contacts with various organizations, including
the VMSKhS, enabled German farms to overcome the crisis in short order.

Beginning from 1924, priority was given to forming producer-oriented agricul-
tural cooperatives. In Slavgorod uezd, the first cooperatives were registered
in the fall of 1924. By the end of 1925, 32 associations and artels had been estab-
lished, bringing together 1,387 households (SARF, 1926-1927, 1. 90). At the same time,
they sought to strengthen ties with the VMSKhS by having individual householders
join the Union. This process advanced rapidly: by the summer of 1925, 899 house-
hold heads had enrolled (SARF, 1925, 1l. 148-154 verso). For comparison, the Omsk
branch of the Union counted only 414 householders as members in May of the same
year (SARF, 1925, 1. 26). Branch offices opened in uezd and gubernia centers to coor-
dinate economic activities and mediate between the Moscow head office and rank-
and-file members. Similar work proceeded across the region: Mennonite coopera-
tives emerged near Omsk, in Semipalatinsk Oblast, and in the Kyrgyz Autonomous
Oblast.

By the mid-1920s, the All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union (VMSKhS) had
accumulated experience in successful operations under the NEP. Responding
promptly to shifts in market conditions, it dispatched requests to the localities
for rapid delivery of various agricultural commodities, with the added requirement
that products arrive in proper merchantable condition. For example, the Omsk
branch received an order for eggs. The shipment was sent in straw-packed crates;
however, during transport, “the Omsk eggs, owing to the straw packing, proved 66%
defective” (SARF, 1924-1925, 1. 22). The same commodity from Slavgorod was
required to be shipped in wood shavings; otherwise, losses would be charged
to the consignor.

One of the most in-demand commodities in 1925-1927 butter became again.
On the domestic market, clarified (rendered) butter was most sought after.
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Branches purchased it from local peasants for shipment to the European part of
the country, participating in all-Union trade flows. By 1927, German butter-making
cooperatives had restored production of “export-grade” butter, which consistently
earned excellent marks at butter competitions.

A distinguishing feature of Siberia in the first quarter of the 20th century was
its underdeveloped banking network. Under the NEP, “meager funds” became one of
the chief reasons for the slow development of the regional market. The limited own
capital of Siberian branches often led initially to the collapse of numerous profitable
contracts. For instance, in late 1924, Omsk Mennonites undertook to supply
Moscow with first- and second-grade flour. The high quality of the product opened
the way to a favorable contract—60 and 30 railcars, respectively—but only 5 railcars
were delivered (SARF, 1922-1924, 1. 10).

The Omsk, Slavgorod, and other VMSKhS branches east of the Urals proved
unprepared for active commercial operations. Some researchers rate the Siberian
branches as “the weakest” (Ostasheva, 2000, p. 292). This “weakness” is explained
primarily by the adverse aftereffects of the Civil War, elevated prodnalog rates, and
the famine of 1923-1924.

Amid economic recovery (1925-1927), the branches’ principal contribution lay
in coordinating local cooperatives and supplying them with graded seed, pedigree
productive livestock, and necessary equipment. Deliveries of consumer goods
(textiles/dry goods), complex machinery (separators and tractors), and mineral
fertilizers were equally important. The VMSKhS served as a convenient interme-
diary between Gostorg (the State Trade Agency) and its grassroots units.

The cooperative movement centered on the All-Russian Mennonite Agricul-
tural Union (VMSKhS) became the principal organizational form of economic
activity among Siberia’s German population. As early as 1926, according to the local
VMSKhS branch, 59 agricultural cooperatives had been organized in Slavgorod
Okrug alone, bringing together 2,055 Mennonite households with a total population
of 13,029 and controlling over 80,000 dessiatinas of land (SARF, 1926-1927, 1. 6 verso).
Enjoying considerable authority among German peasant proprietors, the Union
helped preserve, within the self-isolating German settlements, a traditional way of
life strongly shaped by communal institutions and religious activists. Yet by late
1925, the VMSKhS'’s activities began to draw criticism from local party and soviet
officials, who advocated its liquidation (Fast, 2012, p. 27).

Already in the early 1920s, local party and soviet bodies sought to pursue poli-
cies of Bolshevization and Sovietization of ethnic minorities through nationality
sections and departments; however, amid the “NEP euphoria,” these structures were
dismantled in the mid-1920s. Thus, the People’s Commissariat for Nationalities
(NARKOMNATS), headed by J. V. Stalin, was abolished in 1923 (Donninghaus, 2014,
p. 118).

Some recent studies assert that “the Kremlin leadership’s interest
in the ‘current national groups™ was driven by mass anti-Soviet protests in response
to collectivization (Donninghaus, 2014). This claim is difficult to accept. A coun-
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terexample is the de facto campaign of 1927-1928 to establish several German
districts within the RSFSR (in the Siberian Krai, Orenburg Gubernia, and Samara
Gubernia). The initiative usually comes from local authorities, and it represents
three practical implementations of the idea of national-cultural autonomy
for the Soviet Germans. On July 4, 1927, upon the submission of the VTsIK Nationali-
ties Department, a decision was adopted to organize a German District in Slavgorod
Okrug, which, at the initiative of the district committee of the VKP(b), was renamed
Oktyabrsky in 1928 (SARF, 1927-1928, 1. 7). In Orenburg Gubernia, a Kichkass German
subdistrict was created within Pokrovskii District. An initiative to establish
a German district on the lands of the former Bol'she-Konstantinovskaia volost
in Samara Gubernia (Middle Volga Oblast) did not gain support in Moscow: without
reference to the existence of the Volga German ASSR, central officials emphasized
the “small numbers” of Germans in the volost (SARF, 1928, 1. 4). At the same time,
regional authorities were instructed to “immediately take measures to organize
German national village soviets” (SARF, 1928, 1. 5).

A bit earlier (in 1924), lower-tier national administrative-territorial units had
begun to be formed within certain okrugs. Thus, in the Slavgorod Okrug of
the Siberian Krai alone, there were 21 German village soviets during this period
(SAAK, 1925-1926, . 26).

Comparable activities occurred in all regions of compact German settlement.
In Ukraine, for example, by 1931 there were seven national districts, two settlement
councils, and 252 village councils (Klets, 2000, p. 318).

Formation of the German (Oktyabrsky) District of the Siberian (later West
Siberian) Krai was, on the one hand, part of the ongoing reform of administrative—
territorial divisions; on the other hand, establishing a national unit enabled
the authorities to bring the situation under closer control.

Conclusions

In the late 19th-early 20th centuries, a new ethnically dispersed group took
shape in Siberia—the Siberian Germans. They were primarily peasant settlers who
built robust family-farm enterprises. Having adapted to new conditions, they firmly
occupied an agricultural niche, becoming important suppliers of grain, butter, and
other products to the market.

World War I marked the starting point in the dismantling of German farms.
The Civil War and the economic policies of the Whites and the Reds in 1918-1920
in Siberia drove their further ruin.

Only the transition to a mixed economy and the revival of cooperatives
in the early NEP—supported by the All-Russian Mennonite Agricultural Union
(VMSKhS)—made it possible to reverse the trend. In 1924-1927, thanks to the Union’s
entrepreneurial activities, German farms in Siberia overcame the economic crisis
and returned to stable growth.

132


https://doi.org/10.46539/jfs.v10i4.810

J Journal of Frontier Studies. 2025. No 4 | ISSN: 2500-0225
Specific Issues in Frontier History | https: //doi.org /10.46539 /jfs.v10i4.810

Seeking to keep compact settlements under closer control, bolster Germans’
loyalty to Soviet power, and minimize the influence of clerical circles, the party and
soviet authorities implemented nationality policy by forming lower-tier administra-
tive-territorial units (village soviets, settlement councils, and districts). Yet by
the outset of the “Great Leap” (1928-1933), they had not succeeded in eliminating
conservative sentiment in the German countryside. The coercive turn at the cusp of
the 1920s-1930s would only provoke a new conflict between Soviet Germans and
the state.
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