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Topics Covered: Background: Born in the "Altkolonie" in Osterwick near
Choritza. At age 18 he went to Hamburg to study theology.
On reaching Hamburg he canpleted a series of entrance exams.
He married in 1914. As the respresentative for Mennonites
in North America he distributed funds where needed. He moved
to Holstein in order to open a bane for 36 children, wrote
his exams as a social worker and then worked as a social
worker priest.
In 1930 when the Mennonites arrived in Gennany in their
flight fran hhe Soviet Union Rev. Klassen looked after them;
he dedicated his life to them. In 1932 he moved to ttrazil
with the fuigitives who were unable to gain entry to
Canada. In Brazil he published two periodicals and served
as a teacher. He wrote his teachers exams in Portugese.
In 1959 they moved to Canada to retire. For eighteen years
Rev. Klassen had a radio broadcast in Gennan.
Life as a theology student. Restrictions on dating.
Reasons for the move to Brazil and the difficulties faced there.
The nature of Mennonite schools established in Brazil. The
sense of community which enabled endurence in the face of
hardship.
Colonies in Brazil: similarities to the communities in Russia.
Movement of the young to the cities in South America
The lack of community among Mennonites in Canada. Intennarriage
and its effects on the church. Comparison of Brazil and Canada
particularly in tenns of language persistence, leadership and
proclivity to leave the church.
Changes over the years in Canada: wedding ceremony, relations
between lM and MB, bilingualism,-_ highly educated ministers
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~ St. Catharines-Peter Klassen, 86, was buried here Ap~l
:· 18. Following an ac~ident which kept him out of _school ttl!
age 8; he ~rogressed rapidly , ~nd attende~ the ht~h school
in Sagradowka, Russia , a Btble school tn Russta a.~d a

• Baptist seminary in. · Ge_rm~ny . .He served. vartous
. . . churches in south Russta, Stbena and Germany, as well as
' • r in children's homes as social worker. He ~as a street
. . missionary in Hamburg and helped in s,e tthng refuges.s
1•
from Russia in 1929-30. In 1~32 the family moved to Braztl
.: • . where he· taught school; preached, farmed , and began
•
German paper. In the late 50s the . Klassens -moved to
r - Canada, settling at 9\.teenston, Ont., where Klassen taped
weekly tad1o messages in the German langl.Jage .for ~8
years. His last 1talks were ·recorded only weeks before hts
d~~ th .
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Interview with Rev. Peter Klassen, Queenston, Ontario, conducted by Trudy Funk
on October 9, 1976.

1)

Lasted

1~

hrs.

Born in the "Altkolonie" (meaning older colonies in Osterwick (town near
Chortitza.

Attended public school and high school extremely fast, because

at the age of 5 he was run over by a wagon causing extensive head injuries.
(The injury caused temporary blindness for

1~

deal and was under constant medical attention.

years.)

He suffered a great

Dr. Essau was the first

Mennonite Doctor in the area and he was his Doctor.

Once able to attend
(

school, he accelerated.
treology.

When he was 18 years old he went to Hamburg to study

(He attended a high school called Fentralschule 200 - 300 kilometres

from his home. )
His family consisted of 12 living children and 6 that died.
very simple, but we all made it.
very young age.

Life was

We were farmers and very hard working at a

His father was a successful farmer and children were eager to

start working hard on the farm, because of the example of older brothers and
sisters and the hired Russian help.
number one thing in their upbringing.

Churches and schools were always the
Schools had a morning sermon and sometimes

a closing prayer, in any case the teachers were mostly religious .
as follows:

Schools were

started with German, then both German and Russian and towards the

end mostly in Russian.

For post secondary education one had to go to big cities.

Most people went to (Petersburg), Germany or (Basel), Switzerland.
had to pay their own way..

Students

In his case his f ather considered the expense as a

deduction from his inheritanceof the future estate.

But as it turned out, war

broke out and the question of inheritance ceased to exist for obvious reasons.
(He was lucky because he got it before father's death, but his brothers did not
get much.)

His father was very much in favour of his post secondary studies and
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encouraged it, because the grandfather had not allowed the father to get a
post secondary education.

It was cons i dered stupid to just go to school ever

his father's place was to be on the farm behind the plough.
left home at 18, people thought the world was going bad.
to leave home.

When Rev. Klassen

It was not in fashion

When he arrived in Hamburg, he had to pass entrance exams.

He

was complimented for his perfect command in the German and Greek languages.
(Greek for the study of the Old Testament).
He visited Russia on his holidays a few times.
he took his bride (now wife) to meet his family.

The last time he went,

During his studies of

theology, he was prohibited from going out with girls.
love until you had completed your studies.
now it does not matter.

You were not to fall in

This was quite interesting, because

In the last 3 months of his studies, he was given

severe disciplinary warnings by one of the teachers for falling in love at such
a young age and, above all, before completion of his studies.
World War came.

In 1914 he married.

Missionaries after a stop in England.
did not materialize.
FinSachsen.

Then the 1st

They had plans to go to India as
But today he is very happy that that

He stayed in Germany spending 3 years in Hamburg and

This he calls "Elendsland" meaning misery land.

poor and workers were paid very little for a lot of work.

People were very

Life was sad.

Industry did not pay much and at home the wives and children had to work very
hard to make it.

Being the representative for the Mennonites of North America

he received help (money) from North America and distributed it where it was
mostly needed.

This was when he got into social work.

to Hollstein where they opened a home for 36 children.
by the state.

Then he moved back
The home was supported

He wrote his exams as a social worker and then served as preacher

and social worker.
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Then came the severe economic crisis and approximately 4,000 Mennonites
arrived from Russia (starting in 1929) but the big lump arrived Christmas 1930.
It is important to note that these people had received the necessary documents
to leave Russia and settled in Germany.

Rev. Klassen looked after them.

The imrnigrants . left Russia because of economic crisis as well as the
unwillingness of the government to educate their children in their beliefs and
ways.

The Russian government did not want them to leave, only 1/3 were allowed

to go.

Many had to go to Siberia where they perished.

a temporary
~ell
:~

being.

camp.

Rey . Klassen dedicated himself to these people and their

rhen cam¢ a very difficult decision for he

they go to Brasil?

Th@ 4,000 were put in

~ffd

his wife:

Would

It was difficult in that in Germany they lived well,

comfortably (nice house, beautiful place).
In 1932 they moved to Brasil.

By this time out of the 4,000 Mennonites

who had come to Germany, 1,000 had gone to Canada, 2,000 to .Paraguay and 1,000
to Brasil.

The massive move was due of Germany's economic crisis.

The

Mennonite Central Committee was in charge of looking after the people and
when Canada only allowed 1,000 to come, then the decision was made that the
rest should go to Paraguay .

Some people wanted to go to Brasil, but this was

not very good because of the country's military service obligations.
did not have military service obligations.

Paraguay

(He calls these 4,000 "fugitives",

but his moves were never as a fugitive but out of his obligation to serve Jesus.)
In Brasil Rev. Klassen published two periodicals:
Bridge) and

2) "Bibel und Flucht" (Bible and Escape).

The difficulties in Brasil were not small.

1) "Die Brucke" (The
He was also a teacher.

The geographic location consisted

of hills and mountains and farming was very difficult. (Brasil was where the
world ended;

their task was to start a new one.)

years and then moved north to look for better land.

They stayed here for six
They had their own

schools and teachers and considered them to be superior to other German schools
or native schools.

Rev. Klassen wrote his teacher exams (written 10, oral 8)
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in Portugese.

They were difficult times.

People were very poor, but

the~e

was a strong sense of that sense of community cannot be repeated. It was
very important to their hard lives.
such as Argentina.

Many did not last and went to places

Most of the young moved to bigger cities in Brasil to

make money bo maintain their parents.

Both Mr. and Mrs. Klassen stressed

that without the religious community and comradeship they would not have
been able to endure it.

All were poor, but the schools and churches were

the most important things to them in order to progress.
things to be built.

They were the first

Mrs. Klassan said that as a comparison people said

that what could have been done in 2 years, took them 6 years because instead
of having a plough they worked with a hoe.
Mrs. Klassen is not of Mennonite background.

She is German, but had to

fit herself in with the Mennonites because of her husband's profession.

She

is very interested in their history.
In 1959 they moved to Canada to retire but he says today he still has
not retired.

He did not tell anyone he was coming, but the first Sunday in

Canada he was asked to preach in St. Catharines.

Their son, resident of

Niagara-on-the-Lake, was living in Canada and through him Mr. and Mrs. Klassen
came to this area.
5.

The Community in Russia was closed in the sense that church and school
were important and that the Mennonites kept together.

The same goes for Brasil.

The colonies consisted of almost 100% Mennonites with their own schools,
trade, stores and churches.
like in Canada.

In Brasil the MB and UM were together not split

In Brasil they have their own cooperative.

As the years went

by this unity started to disintegrate in Brasil because the younger people
moved to the cities.

In Canada the disintegration is even more noticeable.

For example, churches

g~ve

are split.
is not as

the message in 2 languages and the ID1 and MB are

This they do not see as too good because the sense of community
stro~g.

The church still unites, but when everyone is poor then

---

----- - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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everyone care for each other and there is a sense that one must look after
and help his brother.

When eveTyone is rich, everyone looks at where he can

get more for himself.

Friendship in Canada is not as essential as before and

there is the danger that Mennonites will drift apart.

Some Mennonites in

Brasil occupy very high positions within the Government.

One person for

example married a Catholic woman.
Marriages

outside of Mennonites are happening more often.

not completely against it, if they join the Mennonite Faith.
its different - more acceptable or more welcome.
are occurring because of marriages to natives.

They are

If they do, then

Changes within the church
For example, in Brasil services

are now conducted in German and Portugese.
In Brasil it is important to know German, where as in Canada the kids
do not want to speak German.

Canadian attitude is a little "crazy." Kids

think they do not need to know two languages.

The Klassens do not understand

why the Mennonites here do not want to bother to speak their mother tongue.
Are they ashamed?

Churches have not been able to work around the growing

problem of marriage for divorced people.
it is different.

In Brasil there is no divorce, so

Some young people do leave the churches presently, because

in many cases the young people do not have a good leader.

Leadership is

very important, but in many cases it is missing.
e.

Moral Codes:

The young people in their church are beautiful, but a good

leader is essential, but not available.

He has not noticed that many are

living immoral lives.
f.

Separation of Mennonites from Non-Mennonites is something that occurs
automatically.

g.

Marriage patterns:

some things have changed.

Ceremony:

for example is

not as simple as before, and the use of numerous bridesmaids and their clothes
are different.
h.

Relations between UM and MB have changed for the better.

-

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - --- -----

Before some thought

-- - -- -- - - - - - - - " ' - - - - -
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they were the more religious and would not associate with the others. When
using one church, one had a problem because of the concern that the religious
were mixed with the non-religious.

At least this problem has been relieved

through separation resulting in less conflict.

On the other hand as families

grow and marry and have children, you might be in one church while another
member of the family is in another.
i.

Religious services have changed, for example 2 languages are used.

Also

the new Ministers are highly educated, and speak in a way that a simple
person cannot understand.
j.

I have taught myself to speak in a simple manner.

Role of the Church important because the Church is the community of the
faithful.

7.

Changes in the next 20 years are difficult to project.

Cannot really answer

this question.

8.

Our Mennonite background is important to us, but in my radio service I deal
with Lutherans and many others.

9.

Mennonite background has had no effect in the way non-Mennonites have treated
us.

- - -· - - - - - - - - -

- - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - --

