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“Where the people tell no lies:”

Religious Images of California in 
Mennonite 
Memoirs

Mennonite immigrants from Harbin, China, picking fruit in the Reedley area 
during the 1930s.
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 n pre-World War Two migra- 
 tions to the San Joaquin Val- 
 ley, Mennonites came from  
 two general areas: Russia and 
the North American Plains. People 
from both places of origin wrote 
memoirs of their experiences of 
moving to, and living in, Califor-
nia. One interesting aspect of these 
memoirs is the common use of bib-
lical imagery to describe California. 
What we find is that both groups 
use similar images, but in different 
ways, as California represented 
their deepest hopes and ambitions 
in biblical language.

In John J. Gerbrandt’s memoir, 
Destination California, the theme of 
westering and the biblical symbol 
of the Promised Land dominate. In 
1922 the Gerbrandts left Manitoba 
for California. When they reached 
South Dakota he lamented, “we 
had so much hoped that we would 
be farther along to the land of eter-
nal summer by this time.”1 Later, in 
Nebraska, he recalled, “we felt that 
we had reached a great milestone 
as we now turned west towards 
California.” A few days later he 
exclaimed, “our faces were turned 
west, for ahead of us lay our des-

tination—Reedley, California.” 
The West was not just a direction, 
but also a destination.2 Excite-
ment built the nearer they came to 
California, “as we headed west to 
lower elevations with expectations 
of reaching our ‘Promised Land’, 
our spirits rose … the closer and 
closer we came to the Promised 
Land.” Finally they crossed the 
border into Needles, California, 
and, “oh how we all rejoiced when 
finally we entered this ‘Land of 

Milk and Honey’ with all the 
oranges and grapes we had heard 
about!” They rejoiced in the belief 
that God had brought them to 
Reedley, on Thanksgiving Day in 
1922. It was an adventure under-
stood in biblical imagery.3 

Many who came west to farm 
the rich soil of the San Joaquin 
Valley used this set of exodus and 
Promised Land images. One Men-
nonite farmer, before migrating 
to California, described the mood 



California Mennonite Historical Society Bulletin2 California Mennonite Historical Society Bulletin 3

in Oklahoma in 1909, “Because 
of the ongoing unmerciful storm 
and continuing drought, we have 
gotten the blues and already have 
strong symptoms of the California 
fever.”4 Flush with “California 
Fever,” many headed west and 
incorporated another component 
of the exodus story: spying out the 
land. Regina Becker, of the same 
family, reflected on her childhood 
experience when her grandfather 
and some local men visited Cali-
fornia. Her grandfather exclaimed, 
“Upon seeing the citrus groves, 
the prosperity and beauty, Grand-
pa remarked, ‘The half has not 
been told!’” The land was “flow-
ing with milk and honey.”5 

In another case of visiting 
before moving, Adolf Frantz vis-
ited San Francisco, from Kansas, 
in 1915, for the Panama Pacific 
Exposition. He took a ship from 
Oregon to the San Francisco Bay, 
and noted, “In front of us lay 
the Golden Gate and beyond it 
the mysterious, land-locked San 
Francisco Bay.”6 He also reflected 
on the 1906 earthquake and San 
Francisco’s reconstruction as 
“Phoenix-like,” “rejuvenated and 
beautiful.”7 A few years later he 
inherited a large sum of money 
and purchased a vineyard near 
Shafter to produce raisins. He 
explained, “Now, at this time Cali-
fornia was still believed by many 
to be the Promised Land, not for 
a further ‘gold rush’ as much as 
for real estate investment.”8 North 
American Mennonites understood 
their move to California in the bib-
lical images of exodus, Promised 
Land and abundance.9 

Half a world away, in the late 
1920s and early 1930s, in Har-
bin, Manchuria, China, a group 
of several hundred Mennonites, 
who had fled Russia across the 
frozen Amur River, waited for 
visas to enter America. H.P. Isaak’s 
memoir is filled with millennial 
imagery constructing a utopian 
California. When his family finally 

received permission in 1930, it was 
to travel to “the glorious Beulah 
land of America,” when, “the day 
and hour had come where we also 
would leave for the beloved land 
where gold and honey flowed.” 
On April 4, 1930, they boarded 
a ship for San Francisco and it 
was “like a dream…the fact that 
we were actually on our way to 
the ‘Promised Land,’ the United 
States; where the people tell no 
lies, no one steals, and none are 
poor!”10 While his utopian con-
victions would be tested by near 
deportation from Angel Island 
and, later, by being swindled out 
of wages picking fruit, along the 
eastward journey to California he 
enthused:

“We also believed that the 
American dollar was worth more 
than a gold dollar, that the Presi-
dent of the United States [Herbert 
Hoover] must be like unto the 
angels, that on some streets the 
surface was covered with gold, 
and that all one had to do was to 
bend down and pick it up.”11 

Other Harbin migrants wrote 
less eloquently and less passion-
ately than Isaak, but the cosmic 
rhetoric was present. 

The Jacob Neufeld family 
“prayed fervently that God would 
help them find a way to get to 
America.” Jacob recalled that his 
brother had a daughter, Elisabeth, 
in California, in either Shafter or 
Reedley, so he wrote letters to 
both Mennonite Brethren churches 
hoping to find her. In the win-
ter of 1929, their family’s name 
was finally put on a list, in effect 
granting passage to America. They 
received money from Elisabeth 
Neufeld, in Shafter, for their trav-
els at just the right time. This only 
confirmed for them the providen-
tial nature of their journey.12 “Even 
though they were still unable to 
get much food, they knew they 
could endure anything, now that 
they were leaving for America!” 
Having endured the trans-Pacific 

voyage, they arrived at the Golden 
Gate and described it as, “the 
beautiful bay … the most beautiful 
sight they had ever seen. This was 
America!”13 In their new home 
they immediately gave thanks to 
God, “Now they were finally safe 
and free from oppression, thanks 
to the wonderful people in Shafter 
and the generosity of the govern-
ment of the United States and the 
president.” Three months after 
their arrival in early 1931, Helena 
Neufeld gave birth to a son whom 
she named Herbert. 

Elizabeth Schroeter wrote her 
story as a fictional novel. Her fam-
ily immigrated to America across 
the Atlantic and landed in Galves-
ton, Texas. When they boarded the 
train for California she wrote of 
her ability to create a new identity 
freed from the burden of the past: 

“The train to Reedley bore 
Liesbeth onward to a new hope, 
a new adventure and new 
challenges. Behind her a tradi-
tion—steeped, secure childhood, 
a wholesome and interesting 
adolescence, hard work, poverty 
and ever-present ambitious hopes 
glided under a temporary cover 
of insignificance and obscurity to 
be exposed only as need for them 
arose.”14  

The importance of these ob-
servations in the immigrant tale 
of new hope in a new land and 
the voyage to California rests in 
submitting her older identity to 
the new in California. Neverthe-
less, she maintained control of her 
own agency in stating that traits 
of her old identity—now sub-
merged—can be recalled at will as 
needed to cope and flourish in her 
new home.

Memoirs that used the 
dominant image of escape and 
deliverance also include John 
Thielmann’s, Escape to Freedom. 
Thielmann, while in Harbin, cred-
ited providence, “He who knows 
the end from the beginning, into 
His hands I was committed.”15 In 
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Tilton’s Trolley Trip 
was a popular tourist 
attraction in Los Angeles 
during the early twentieth 
century, and a likely source 
of many glorious Califor-
nia images. This group of 
Mennonites rode the trolley 
during a 1909 excursion 
led by land agent Henry 
J. Martens. Many of them 
later bought land from 
Martens in Kern County.

California the first church service 
he attended was the Mennonite 
Brethren Church in Reedley where 
the pastor read Psalm 137, a psalm 
about captivity, deliverance and 
vengeance. The dominant motifs 
for writers from both general 
groups were those of Exodus 
and Promised Land. Within the 
general trope of the exodus nar-
rative, the writers from the Plains 
stressed the natural abundance 
of a promised land, whereas, the 
Russian migrant writers stressed 
the providential hope of deliver-
ance from evil into a land of prom-
ise where life can be made new.

Millennial language is found in 
the titles of the Russian memoirs, 
in contrast to the more individu-
alistic titles of the Plains writers, 
a trend also present in cover art. 
The cover art used for the Russian 
migrant memoirs include Herb 
Neufeld’s where a red outline of a 
man running against a black back-
ground gives a bold impression 

to the subtitle of the book, Escape 
from Communist Russia. Titles like, 
Escape to Freedom, with the Golden 
Gate Bridge superimposed onto 
an American flag on the cover, or, 
From Despair to Deliverance, with 
a cover depicting a dark green-
gray dense forest giving way to a 
light blue-white mountain vista, 
or, Escape: Siberia to California—the 
65 Year Providential Journey of Our 
Family, all come with symbols 
of spiritualized place identity as 
personal stories contained within 
a divine narrative.16 

Both migrant groups incorpo-
rated biblical imagery in describ-
ing California. However, the Har-
bin migrants employ an exodus 
Promised Land narrative laced 
strongly with millennial hope 
and destiny. The Plains migrants 
used an exodus Promised Land 
narrative filled with images of 
natural abundance. After settling 
in their new homeland, however, 
such biblical imagery for both 
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by Paul Toews

 ince 1996 the Center for  
 Mennonite Brethren Stud- 
 ies has been gathering  
 documents from state ar-
chival agencies in both Russia and 
Ukraine. Because I annually  ac-
company the Mennonite Heritage 
Cruise tour to Ukraine our collec-
tion efforts have been much more 
focused in Ukraine. We now have 
gathered materials from archives 
in Odessa, Simferopel, Zaporizh-
zhia, Dnipropetrovsk, Kiev and 
Lviv. 

The largest collection of docu-
ments has come from the Odessa 
Region State Archive. In the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries many peoples (Bulgar-
ians, Greeks, Germans, Poles, 
Mennonites, etc.) flocked into 
areas close to the Black Sea and 
eastward to the Volga River re-
gion. Between 1800 and 1871 the 
Board of Guardians for Foreign 
Settlers was the Russian govern-

ment agency responsible for the 
oversight of all foreign colonists in 
Russia. The largest bulk of records 
for this agency ended up in the 
Odessa archives. Since 1996 we 
have working together with this 
archive to microfilm Mennonite 
documents.  Lilia Belousova, as-
sociate director of the archives, 
has been systematically oversee-
ing the careful examination of 
the Board of Guardians collection 
(numbering untold pages) for the 
Mennonite materials. The archives 
prepares a listing for us and we 
select which materials will be mi-
crofilmed. We have been working 
at this project in successive stages. 
To date we have acquired slightly 
over 87,000 pages of documents 
from this collection. We estimate 
that there are another 30,000-
35,000 pages to acquire to com-
plete the comprehensive acquisi-
tion of Mennonite materials.

So what kind of records are 

in these files and where did they 
originate?  The collection is very 
diverse. The records detail agricul-
tural, political, industrial, judicial, 
educational and religious concerns 
and patterns. Inheritance prac-
tices, land purchase and transfers, 
movement from one location to 
another, and many different kinds 
of genealogical materials are in 
these files. Agricultural records 
may indicate the number of trees 
on each piece of property, the 
kind of crops grown and the yield 
for various years, the number of 
animals, the kind of machinery 
and the number of buildings on 
the farm. The educational records 
tell us subjects taken and grades 
earned by individual students in 
village schools. They detail some 
curriculum features. The voting 
records tell us who sought election 
as village mayor and for whom 
individual eligible voters cast their 
ballot. Construction of indus-

“The records detail agricultural, political, industrial, judicial, educational 
and religious concerns and patterns … These newly available sources 
mean that we are at the front edge of a reassessment of the entire Russian 
Mennonite story. Utilizing the new materials will permit us to develop 
a fuller understanding of the story that shaped the ancestral heritage of 
many of the readers of this bulletin.”

Unlocking the Early 
Mennonite Story

S

Ukrainian Archives Continue to 
Yield Documents Key to
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trial factories, large agricultural 
buildings, schools and churches 
required a permit process that 
frequently include architectural 
drawings. Documents regarding 
new factories reveal Mennonite 
inventiveness. Juridical  proceed-
ings indicate inheritance disputes, 
arrests for public misbehavior 
and many other kinds of issues 
that find their way into the legal 
system. Passport applications tell 
us something about mobility and 
travel habits.  

Beyond much detailed in-
formation about the nature of 
Russian Mennonite society, the 
Board of Guardians records and 
other newly acquired materials  
also ask us to revise some of the 
larger understandings which have 
shaped our view of the story. We 
have traditionally thought of the 
Russian story as a village story, as 
a people on the margins of Rus-
sian society, as a landed society, 
as a culturally isolated Mennonite 
world. These  records clearly point 
to a Mennonite world much more 
scattered, more involved in the 
Russian world, more industrially 
oriented and more urban. Some 

past interpreters of the Russian 
Mennonite story have been quick 
to see the acceptance of limitations 
on proselytizing, which were in-
cluded in the terms of settlement,  
as an unacceptable compromise, 
perhaps even a fatal compromise. 
We are discovering  a missionizing 
activity, a religious book and tract 
distribution and production enter-
prise, and a witnessing story that 
suggests anything but restraint in 
Mennonites communicating their 
faith to surrounding populations.

Differing Mennonite migra-
tions out of Tsarist Russia and 
the Soviet Union brought along 
some resources. We usually refer 
to them as in-group sources, or 
sources created by Mennonites. 
What is now becoming available 
are also the assessments, concerns, 
fears, recognition, restrictions 
and persecution of the Mennonite 
world from government sources, 
from the Russian Orthodox 
Church and other elements of 
Russian and Soviet society. These 
newly available sources mean 
that we are at the front edge of a 
reassessment of the entire Rus-
sian Mennonite story. Utilizing the 

new materials will permit us to 
develop a fuller understanding of 
the story that shaped the ancestral 
heritage of many of the readers of 
this Bulletin.

We are fortunate that Fresno 
Pacific University has so many 
students who are first or second 
generation immigrants out of Rus-
sian speaking areas. They bring 
the linguistic skill that helps us 
index, abstract and translate these 
materials. 

We are always in need of finan-
cial contributions to carry forward 
this collection work. The Califor-
nia Mennonite Historical Society 
has been most generous in its 
assistance in this project. We solicit 
your direct contributions. You can 
send a check to the Society specifi-
cally designated for the collection 
of Russian Mennonite archival 
materials. In so doing you will 
help us acquire these important 
materials. Conditions in Ukraine 
do not necessarily assure the fu-
ture survival of these records. Cur-
rently they are available. We  owe 
it to our ancestors, to ourselves 
and to posterity to acquire them 
while we can.  

Annual Spring Meeting
The annual spring meeting of the CMHS will be held May 17, 2003, at 
First Mennonite Church in Reedley. The genealogy session will begin 
at 3:30 p.m., followed by dinner and a presentation by guest speaker 
Brian Froese. More information on the meeting will be coming soon. 

Guest speaker Brian Froese, author of the feature article in this 
bulletin, will present Though We are a Thousand Miles Apart: Early 
Mennonite Writing from California, 1895-1935. Brian Froese is a 
doctoral candidate, in History, at the Graduate Theological Union in 
Berkeley,California. 

Mark your calendars for May 17, 2003
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Leo Wiens Sermon 
Collection (1.75 linear ft.)

This collection includes notes 
for sermons preached by Leo 
Wiens, ca. 1950-1994. Most are for 
sermons preached at Lustre Men-
nonite Brethren Church (Frazer, 
Mont.), Rosedale Mennonite 
Brethren Church (Bakersfield, Ca-
lif.), and Zion Mennonite Brethren 
Church (Dinuba, Calif.). 

Leo Wiens (1921-2002) served 
as pastor of the Lustre Mennonite 
Brethren Church, 1950-1957, the 
Rosedale Mennonite Brethren 
Church, 1957-1971, and the Zion 
Mennonite Brethren Church, 1971-
1977. He later worked in the Ad-
vancement Department for Fresno 
Pacific College and as a minister of 
visitation at Butler Avenue Men-
nonite Brethren Church (Fresno, 
Calif.).

Records of Fig Garden 
Bible Church (10.3 linear ft.)

The Fig Garden Bible Church 
(Fresno, Calif.), founded in 1981, 
closed in 2002. Its records were 
transferred to the Center in 
August 2002, where they await 
processing.

New Acquisitions in the Center for 
Mennonite Brethren Studies

Papers of Susie Baltzer 
Kiehn (0.9 linear ft.)

This collection, donated by 
Larry Warkentin, includes diaries 
written by Susie Baltzer Kiehn 
while she served as a Mennonite 
Brethren missionary in China, 
1918-1924; diaries written after she 
returned to the United States and 
was living in Kansas, 1932-1936, 
and Los Angeles, 1954-1960, 1964-
1965, 1967-1968; and photographs, 
mostly pertaining to Mennonite 
mission work in China.

Susie Baltzer went to China 
in 1919 as a missionary with the 
China Mennonite Missionary 
Society. In 1924 she married fellow 
missionary Peter D. Kiehn, and 
they served together in China 
until 1927. The Kiehns returned to 
China with the Mennonite Breth-
ren Board of Foreign Missions, 
and worked there from 1946 to 
1948.

Henry J. Martens Research 
Collection (0.4 linear ft.)

This collection includes mate-
rial collected by Kevin Enns-Rem-
pel while researching the land 
projects of Henry J. Martens in 
Kern County, California.

The Center has received the following archival donations in recent months:
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 he wait is over! The 
 newly-revised GRAND- 
 MA 4 CD is now avail- 
 able for purchase.
GRANDMA (which stands for 
the “Genealogical Registry And 
Database of Mennonite Ances-
try”) is a world-wide genealogical 
project overseen by the California 
Mennonite Historical Society. It is 
a compilation and publication of 
a comprehensive and expanding 
database of all persons descended 
from the so-called “Dutch/

Prussian/
Russian Low-
German Men-
nonites” of 
generations 
past and 
present.

The newly-published CD, 
the latest update of the database, 
provides information on 672,293 
individuals in 205,463 families. 
The CD comes in a new, attractive 
packet that includes a full hard-
copy user’s manual for the first 
time. This user’s manual provides 
instructions for installing, using, 
and adding to the database.

A new feature of GRANDMA 
is access to an on-line version of 
GRANDMA. This brings the data-
base into the home via the Internet 
for those who prefer this limited, 
but constantly updated, version of 
the GRANDMA files.

The basic cost of GRANDMA 
4 is $30. However, for the first 
time, purchasers have the option 
of “adding-on” a full registered 
version of “Brothers Keeper,” the 
preferred software that organizes 
the data. The combined cost of 
GRANDMA 4 plus a registered 
copy of Brothers Keeper 6, (for 
those who have not already pur-
chased “Brothers Keeper” on their 
own) is $75.

“GRANDMA” 4 is Up, Running 
and Available for Purchase! 

T

For full information on this exciting new CD, check online: 
http://www.fresno.edu/affiliation/cmhs/gpc/order.htm 
or call Kevin Enns-Rempel at (559) 453-2225.

The Center has received the following archival donations in recent months:

A new feature of 
GRANDMA is access 
to an on-line version of 
GRANDMA.
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