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To all of our ancestors who came to this country to make a
better life for themselves and their families. Without their
perseverance and hard work we would not have the life we now
enjoy.
Thanks also to Bill Benner for starting this process by providing his personal stories and memories of the two areas.
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What is a Pioneer?
I asked a man, so very old
His hair was sparse and grey.
“What makes a man a pioneer?
Does he differ in some way?”
Sitting on a wooden bench
His hat pushed back a bit.
He pondered carefully a long, long time
Then, this is what he said.
“I guess a pioneer is a different breed.
He leaves the warmth of hearth and home
To blaze a trail into parts unknown,
Where fear and danger roam.
He‟ll take the bitter with the sweet,
And take it like a man.
Oft when the struggle seems too great
He‟ll brace and say, I can.
A pioneer sees a rainbow
Where naught but clouds appear,
He‟ll bend his being to the task
To bring that rainbow near.
A pioneer‟s not a little gent
Though his stature may be small,
He often walks a dusty trail
But he‟s always walking tall.
A pioneer plows a furrow wide
Or sails the stormy seas,
And charters visits to the moon
That dazzle you and me.
He stopped to puff his pipe awhile,
Then shared a secret that he knew,
“A pioneer keeps his bygones bright,
To help young dreams come true.”
Adapted from a poem written by Clara Cline Thompson in 1977
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Foreword
The historic Bridgeland and Riverside districts of Calgary
have long been associated with the resilient and remarkable
culture of western Canada’s Germans from Russia. Nestled along
the Bow River east of the downtown, the residents of this
community have long contributed to the vibrancy of Alberta’s
premier city. Through years of extensive research involving
interviews with first- and second-generation Volga Germans and
visits to private and public archives in Canada and around the
world, Marlene Michel has compiled an incredibly enriching
sampler of Calgary Volga German history and folklore richly
illustrated with photographs, maps, and original documents.
Through the pages of Usu Leut, Our People, readers are first
transported back in time to 18th century Germany when the
ancestors of Calgary’s Volga Germans coalesced from impoverished inhabitants of scattered Hessian villagers into the vanguard
of a substantial population from central Europe. They braved the
uncertainties of life far to the east in response to Catherine the
Great’s ―Manifesto of the Empress‖ invited the inhabitants of her
native land to immigrant to Russia’s newly acquired southern
Volga region. She endeavoured to secure the wild steppe
borderlands from foreign interests and transform them into a
region of agricultural productivity. Usu Leut relates how the
ancestors of many residents of Bridgeland-Riverside joined
together in the summer of 1766 in Buedingen, Germany, near
Frankfurt, a. M., journey east and eventually establish the colony
of Yagodnaya Polyana (Berry Meadow) near the Russian city of
Saratov. Of special significance is the appearance of this volume
on the cusp of the 250th anniversary of the village’s founding.
In the initial years of settlement, these ―Yagaders‖ overcame
recurrent challenges of deprivation after promised provisions
were not forthcoming, and they endured attacks by the region’s
tribal peoples. By the early 1800s, however, their village along
with some 104 others established on the lower Volga became
models of productivity. Not until the 1870s did government
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restrictions on their cultural, religious, and economic well-being
prompt some of their number to explore settlement opportunities
in the United States and Canada. Eventually a new generation of
pathfinders made their way across the North American prairies in
1882 to the Pacific Northwest and by the early 1890s some of their
number reached their final destination in Calgary—fittingly
nicknamed ―Heart of the New West.‖
Marlene Michel relates in fascinating detail how these people
built up the Bridgeland-Riverside district into thriving neighborhoods with schools, churches, and businesses closely identified
with the Volga Germans spirit of hard work and responsibility. In
addition to its popular appeal to all who are interested in regional
studies and those who share this cultural heritage, her story
stands in the first rank of public history as an important
documentary presentation on the community’s churches and
other institutions that have sustained this community for
generations.
Marlene and I shared the special privilege of ―time travel‖
when we joined others of Germans from Russia ancestry for an
unforgettable trip to Germany and Russia’s Volga region in the
summer of 2013. We walked the cobblestone streets of picturesque
Buedingen where the ancestors of many of Calgary’s Volga
Germans gathered that hot summer of 1766 to begin the long trek
that would seal their identity as Russlanddeutschen. Later we found
the place near St. Petersburg where Catherine the Great welcomed
our people to her domain, and our group continued on to our
ancestral Volga village of Yagodnaya Polyana. We had an entire
day to roam the streets where many of those featured in this book
recalled their youth, and where so many of the core sustaining
values of Usu Leut—faith, friends, and food, were forged in such
memorable ways and taken to places like Calgary.
I remember Marlene drifting away from the group to linger
in special places in the sunlit village that afternoon. She knew
where special happenings had taken place that forever remained
in sanctuaries of the mind among family elders—the well where
the women gathered every morning to draw water and visit, the
mill that transformed their grain into flour, and the entry to the
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old church where relatives bade earthly farewell. I join a host of
readers who are grateful for Marlene’s uncommon sense of
responsibility to our predecessors by paying tribute to their
sacrifices in this way, and recognize her book as a treasured
addition to the literature of our people.
Dr. Richard Scheuerman
Seattle, Washington
March 12, 2015

viii

Table of Contents
Introduction ........................................................................................ 2
Chapter 1: Movement of our Ancestors from
Germany to Russia ...................................................................... 4
Chapter 2: Life in Russia ................................................................... 7
Chapter 3: Bound for the New World .......................................... 11
Chapter 4: Alberta becomes Home ............................................... 17
Chapter 5: Establishment of Calgary ............................................ 22
Chapter 6: Early Community Life ................................................. 41
Chapter 7: Bridgeland/Riverside Churches ................................ 82
7.1: Evangelical Immanuel Lutheran Church ...................... 87
7.2: (German) Moravian Church ............................................ 95
7.3: St. John Lutheran Church .............................................. 103
7.4: Ebenezer German Congregational United Church ... 113
7.5: Zion Lutheran Church.................................................... 119
7.6: German Baptist Church (Grace Baptist Church)........ 121
7.7: Jehovah Lutheran Church
(St. Matthew Lutheran Church) .................................... 128
7.8: Evangelical St. Paul Lutheran Church ......................... 134
7.9: Salem Evangelical Church ............................................. 139
Chapter 8: Faces of Bridgeland/Riverside................................. 147
Chapter 9: Stores and Businesses ................................................ 157
Chapter 10: Homes and Gardens ................................................ 225
Chapter 11: Memories, Legends and Lies .................................. 251
Chapter 12: Nicknames ................................................................. 279
Chapter 13: German from Russia Cooking ................................ 280
Epilogue .......................................................................................... 291
Bibliography ................................................................................... 292

1

Introduction
This book about the Bridgeland/Riverside areas of Calgary
was written in an effort to help us remember and honour our
ancestors and their stories while recounting some of their
amazing tales of survival and conquering many obstacles. Our
German from Russia ancestors came from a different lifestyle
and different cultural values. Often they were not prepared for
what they had to endure.
History is not just about recording facts and dates but it is
also the stories and events that happened to those people
involved. There are anecdotes to tell, hardships to explore, new
and strange experiences to investigate. Their dissatisfaction,
first in Germany and then in Russia, gave our ancestors the
encouragement to look to distant lands for a new life for
themselves and their families. In most cases, they undertook the
long journey with nothing but their faith in God and often only
the clothes on their backs. Their goal was to go somewhere to
live in peace and harmony, away from the strife they had come
to know.
We must all thank them for their hard work, their faith in
their Creator and their courage in coming to this new land to
give us a better way of life.
This book is my attempt to thank my German from Russian
ancestors by remembering and appreciating what they did for
all of us. I would also like to thank those people who helped me
in my research: Tracy Moland, Facility Manager for the
Bridgeland Riverside Community Association; Sandra Stelter
and her story on the Calgary Yagoders; Jean Bowe McCarthy,
MAS, Alberta and Northwest Conference Archivist from the
Alberta Provincial Archives; and Karen Baron, Lutheran
Archives in Edmonton, Alberta. Thank you also for the
photographs and rich stories: Doris Armstrong, Bill Benner,
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Dale Carriere, Sharon Fisher, Marilyn and George Haugen, Stan
Hergert, Ed Hoak, Dorothy Hunt, Mabel Kiessling, Marion
Mason, Ed Michel, Judy Miller, Dawn Nelson, Leanne
Poffenroth, Elvira Thurn, and especially to Larry Krause for
writing the story of Grace Baptist Church. I am also thankful to
Andreas Zilke and Horst Gutsche for their translation skills and
thanks to Wendy Karhoffer and Roberta Hurdis for their help to
edit the book and especially to Jan Mosimann for her guidance
in formatting the book.
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CHAPTER 1

Movement of our Ancestors
from Germany to Russia
Our story begins with our ancestors living in Germany. As
their lives became difficult due to the severe restriction placed on
their religious beliefs,1 forced military service, repeated crop
failures leading to years of famine, high taxes exacted by the
ruling German princes, and the even more dangerous Seven Years
War, our ancestors decided to leave their homeland, family and
friends and make the move to Russia.
Russia had always been a country looking for outside help to
tame their vast wilderness and to colonize their lands, not to
mention needing help to keep away warring intruders. Their calls
for help were answered by thousands of Germans who eventually
emigrated from various parts of Germany, as well as many other
colonists who came from various parts of Europe such as France
and Switzerland.
The settlement of German immigrants in Russia took place in
three waves beginning with the invitation of Ivan the Terrible
(1533 to 1584). Merchants and scholars were invited to Russia in
the hopes they would build up the city of Moscow. Existing until
World War II (1941), a settlement was formed by the colonists
outside the walls of Moscow, complete with their own churches,
schools, hospitals and newspapers.
The second wave was courtesy of Peter the Great (1672 to
1725). During this period the colonists settled primarily in the St.
Petersburg area, building churches, schools, business establishments, bookstores, and newspapers.

1

Often their religious practices were banned completely.
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The final wave occurred when Catherine the Great2 (1762 to
1796) came into power. Catherine was chosen by Empress
Elizabeth (ruling Empress of Russia at the time) to wed her
nephew Czar Peter III. Once Sophia converted to Eastern
Orthodoxy, from Lutheran (June 28, 1744), she became Catherine
(Ekaterina). The marriage of Catherine and Peter took place on
August 21, 1745 and for sixteen years they lived in Oranienbaum,
with Peter becoming Emperor in 1762. Shortly after assuming
power, a palace revolt took place and Peter was unseated, with
Catherine taking his place on the throne. It was not long after her
succession that Peter was murdered by her partisans.
Catherine had many grand plans, but her control over Russia
and its inhabitants was very limited. The Russian aristocracy had
given her the position of Czarina but they did not approve of
some of the changes she wanted to make. Instead, Catherine
began planning to attract and settle German peasants on her
empty lands in order to bring industry and growth to her country.
In December of 1762, Catherine issued her first manifesto
(invitation) to foreigners. Unfortunately, there were no real
incentives and it offered little in terms of appeal to foreigners.
Desperate to attract foreign settlers, Catherine issued a second manifesto on July 22, 1763. In this second attempt she offered
the settlers many incentives: local self-government, free land to
every family, freedom of religion, retention of their own language,
customs and schools, no taxes for five to thirty years, free
transportation to Russia, interest free loans, freedom to settle
anywhere in the country and the ability to practice any trade or
profession, freedom from military service, and freedom to leave
Russia if it became unsuitable.
Government and private agents were sent by Catherine all
over Western and Central Europe, encouraging people to leave
their homeland and settle in the new Russian frontier. Gathering

2

She was born May 2, 1729 in Stettin, Pomerania Prussia as Sophie Friederike Auguste von
Anhalt, Zerbst, Domburg.
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at various locations in Germany,3 the colonists soon began the
long arduous task of moving to their new homes.
In many cases, the colonists travelled for a year or more
through hardships and strife with many adults and children
dying along the way. According to Brent Mai, approximately
3,293 of the 26,676 colonists who left Oranienbaum for settlement
in the Volga Region died on route.4
Each group of settlers was assigned to a military officer.
These men were responsible for the safety of the new settlers.
When the Russian guides finally stopped, the colonists were
home, establishing 103 German colonies and one French colony in
the Volga region. Of these 104 colonies, 44 were established on the
west side of the Volga (hilly side or Bergseite) and 60 on the east
side of the Volga (meadow side or Wiesenseite).
The colonists settled in the Volga region first and became
known as the Volga Germans. Later, more Germans began settling
in the southern Ukraine, north of the Black Sea (they became
known as the Black Sea Germans). Russia acquired more land in
1812 (Crimean Peninsula and Bessarabia) and more Germans
settled there.
Once they arrived at the chosen site, the hard work truly
began!
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Please refer to the book by Brent Mai and Donna Reeves-Marquardt: “German Migration to
the Russian Volga, 1764 – 1767”, copyright 2003, for a listing of the various meeting places.
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Brent Mai and Donna Reeves-Marquardt: “German Migration to the Russian Volga, 1764 –
1767”, copyright 2003, p iii, introduction.
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Church in Yagodnaya Polyana early 1900s;
Photo courtesy of Kris Ball

Church building in Yagodnaya Polyana (now a community centre);
Photo courtesy of Marlene Michel
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Want to keep reading?

You can buy this book at PageMasterPublishing.ca/Shop
To find more books by Canadian authors or inquire about
publishing your own book, contact PageMaster at:
PageMaster Publication Services Inc.
11340 - 120 Street, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, T5G 0W5
books@pagemaster.ca
780-425-9303

