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Since the first edition of this book I have been receiving many letters from readers from all over the world. People whose families had to find a new home feel the need to tell me about themselves. Since many of the descendants from such families no longer speak German, an English-language edition of the book was required, which again resulted in new readers and even more letters.

The descendants of relatives who had lost touch from each other over the decades also came forward. In the age of traveling and fast communications, one can track down one another again even after generations. Contacts and visits across continents have become a matter of course and a great enrichment.

Home is not necessarily tied to one place, but something that you can take with you wherever you go. And family is like a tree with many branches and twigs growing in different directions, yet the roots remain as one.

Duderstadt, Germany 

September 2021

Helmut Exner


Prologue
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Where is Volhynia? 

A couple of years ago, when I started to delve into my past, I found myself asking this question. It is a region with a poignant history in the northwest corner of Ukraine. Above all, its history was poignant for the people who once had lived there. Several generations of my forefathers were born there, got married, had children and were buried in Volhynian soil. Everything changed, however, with the generation of my grandparents. If I tried to establish contact with my relatives now, I wouldn’t have to travel to Volhynia, because there’s nobody left whom I’d know. The people who once lived there are scattered about the continents, and have started new lives. The descendants of the former German Volhynians, to whom I also belong, can be found everywhere but in Volhynia. Today, those who once considered themselves Volhynians, are Germans, Poles, Americans, Canadians, Australians, Brazilians, Argentinians...

Nevertheless, something has remained which, unconsciously, has been spreading itself from generation to generation. The values of the multicultural and multireligious Volhynian society. These values include trust in God, tolerance and multi-lingualism. Astonishingly, even after a hundred years, common things like eating habits and an attachment to the rural life are found amongst the descendants.

My story begins in Volhynia. To be honest, it’s only a minor part of my story, but, above all, it’s the story of four outstanding women, namely my great-grandmother Christine, my grandmother Serafine and my great-aunts Mathilde (Katlika) and Martha. These women were the ones who took our family’s destiny in their hands and showed them the way into a new life. Without their courage and their energy, this family would no longer exist.


Volhynia 1904

– Chapter 1 –
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“Friedrich, get out of the water! You’re supposed to deliver the butter to the Jew.”

Ten-year-old Mathilde stood on the bank of the small river to bring her brother home as her mother had instructed. After a hard day working on the field, black-haired and wiry-slender Friedrich, eighteen years of age and the oldest son of the Exner family, had waded into the almost dried-out river to cool down, along with the other boys and men. The water level was too low for anyone to consider swimming.

“Turn around then, I’m coming out now. Or do you want to see your brother in the nude?”

The girl put her hands in front of her face, while the other boys made deriding catcalls.

Their parental home, a rather simple, but solid stone building, was only about 200 meters away. On the ground floor, there was a spacious kitchen and a small parlour. A precipitous stairway led up to three bedrooms.

“Well, have you washed your dirt away in the river?” asked Christine, the mother of the family, while she prepared dinner at the stove. “Take the horse and ride over to Solomiak, so that young Salomon gets his butter. Make sure he pays you today. The month is over and I’ll find a good use for that money.”

“Why must I ride to Solomiak? Isn’t Gottlieb here yet?” Friedrich countered.

“He’s still at the Hinzes. He might be late since they’re mowing today. Come on, please go now. Remember, once you’re back, dinner will be waiting for you.”

Gottlieb was Friedrich’s sixteen-year-old brother. He was helping out their neighbours at the moment. The father of that family had fallen off a horse a few days earlier, and was still recovering. Beside Friedrich, Gottlieb and Mathilde, Karl and Christine Exner also had eight-year-old Martha. Several children had died early.

The Exners made their living off the land, like almost everybody else in the small German village of Janowka by the river Slusz. Christine, the undisputed head of the family, which of course no one expressed loudly, was a woman in her early forties, dark-haired, small and thin, with brownish-green eyes which could look directly into one’s soul. She was a brilliant organizer assigning all the family’s work, even that of her husband Karl (without him noticing), and administering the housekeeping money. When the – mostly Jewish – grain merchants or cattle dealers came into town, she would determine the deal by either nodding or discreetly shaking her head at her husband. Aside from the housework, she looked after the cattle and the big garden, assisted with hay-making and the grain. Thus, she made it possible for her husband to earn a bit extra as a craftsman. They did not have a hard life.

Of course, there were also poor people in the area. There were poor Germans who – like anywhere else in the world – could never get off the ground. There were poor Ukrainians, Poles and Russians who weren’t able to seize opportunities with both hands, even after serfdom had been officially abo-lished in 1861. And, of course, there were people just living from hand to mouth. Some families had no choice but to live in mud huts.

Anyone who could no longer work due to poor health, and had no family to support him would be in a bad situation. The most effective social net was a big family which also included more distant relatives. Of course, the parish was res-ponsible for charity and neighbours were always there with practical help. But for effective and lasting support, one counted on one’s family. Therefore, it wasn’t surprising that often whole clans either emigrated entirely or little by little. Almost everybody in the village had a large number of relatives in the area which constantly increased through marriage.

People considered themselves first as Volhynians, and then as Germans. Volhynia, located in the northwest of Ukraine, had been Polish for a long time. In 1792, after the third Polish division, the Russian Tsar took over the region. His subjects, however, didn’t have much reason to complain. As early as the 19th century Germans had already settled here. Immigration increased in the 1860s, as many of the former serfs had run away from their landowners. Nevertheless, there were only a few willing to work as farmhands, because this they could do in Germany. Those who came here wanted to be their own masters, no matter how small the piece of farmland was or how hard one had to work for it. There was nothing the big landowners could do but lease or sell vast pieces of their land. Besides, there was still much land waiting to be broken. Settlers cleared the land and drained the swamps. All this made the Tsar regard his new subjects with great favour.

Volhynia bloomed with the arrival of the many German colonists in the 1860s and onward. The economy flourished. In the bigger towns, there were all kinds of tradesmen and also the first industries, and, of course, a lot of shops that offered everything one’s heart desired. Houses were built and had to be furnished enabling carpenters to earn their daily bread. Cloth was needed to sew clothes, which gave business to the textile manufacturers, who, in turn, required raw material from the farmers. Everybody needed clothes and footwear. Tools were required. Production and trade was booming. An optimistic spirit ruled.

While prosperity in this province grew, bitter poverty was prevelant in many other areas of the gigantic Russian empire. This phenomenon, however, when many people enter a  thinly populated area, get settled and boost the economy, had been already known in Russia for centuries – for example, in the Volga region or in the Black Sea region. In 1890, there were about 2.5 million Germans living in the Russian tsardom, 240,000 of them in Volhynia. Of course, Germans were not the only ones who had come from faraway to live here. Driven by the desire to build a new and better life in Russia, people from many other countries were setting off. Apart from Russians, White Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, there were also Dutchmen, Czechs, Slovaks, Lithuanians and Hungarians attracted to Russia. In addition, they were joined by several single adventurers from many other countries who were also longing to achieve some degree of prosperity. Numerous people who were victims of religious persecution in their home countries, had come here, too. Religious freedom had been granted to Mennonites, Hutterites, Baptists and others.

The immigrants had an inspiring influence on the whole empire, but then things changed.  Tensions grew between the Tsar and the German emperor. Many privileges the Germans had been given were suddenly cancelled. These privileges included the freedom from taxes, the exclusion of military service or the right to speak German at school. Under the rule of Alexander III the lives of Germans as well as other minorities in Russia gradually got worse. Jews, in particular, were despicably treated. In the Schtetls there were certain Jews who were doing well, some even very well, but most Jews were facing bitter poverty. Under Tsar Nicolaus II the situation worsened. To add to this, unrest was growing within the Russian population. Both the autocratic rule of the Tsar and the privileges of aristocracy were defended with an iron hand. After the revolution of 1905, an informer network, with the intent on exposing politically conspicuous persons,  was installed. A careless remark made under the influence of alcohol could be enough to send one to a Siberian penal camp.


– Chapter 2 –

Friedrich was on his way to Solomiak, riding on his bay with an easy canter. As usual, when he was on his own, he was completely lost in thought, not even noticing the farmsteads and fields he was passing. Instead, he wondered whether he’d meet some representatives of the opposite sex in Solomiak. Indeed, there were two or three girls he’d already had his eyes on for a while. But what was he going to do if one of these adorable creatures crossed his path? Come to an abrupt halt?

He slowed his horse to a walking pace. Well, if one of these girls comes my way now, I can start a conversation without appearing too pushy. Women! What a cross to bear. Those who were his age just wanted to get married or else they had pushy parents who were just waiting to marry them off at the first opportunity. The fifteen or sixteen year old girls weren’t a good choice either unless one was willing to run the risk of getting a beating, with a flail in the worst case, by some infuriated father. If, against all odds, one succeeded in getting close to a girl out of the public eye – and something happened – then one had to get married anyway. No – he still loved his freedom too much. For this reason alone he was just happy to have escaped from his grandfather’s family.

Otherwise, he’d presumably eke out his existence weaving at some loom. Some of his cousins down in the Dubno area had been working in the factory of his Uncle Robert. Others, particularly the women in the family, had a loom at home working until they became deformed. That was no life for him. Thank God his father was a farmer. The land up here was big enough to share with his brother Gottlieb one day – all the better, if they’d get the chance to buy some extra acres. If his parents hadn’t taken the initiative to come here, he’d probably have also ended up working in the cloth factory. Over my dead body, he thought. Moreover, I’m still too young for marriage and children. He was completely surprised when he had suddenly reached his destination, which rudely awoke him from his thoughts.

“Sholem-aleykhem, Salomon.”

“Ah, Friedrich, mayn friend. Ikh have already thought, du would nit kum mer or ze puter haven nit become thick enough in this weter.”

Once a week, young Salomon came to the Solomiak colony collecting butter from the local farmers which his parents sold in Kostopol, the chief town of the district. He was about thirty years old, a bearded man who had been very popular with the people in the area, being friendly to everyone and always cashing up correctly. For centuries, Jews had been banned from farming and/or carrying on a trade almost everywhere in Europe. Therefore, most of them had been specialising in trading. Salomon’s family had been dealing in butter which was essential for preparing kosher meals. Sometimes he would even send Jewish milkers to the cowsheds to ensure that everything was kosher. Christine did not allow this, so Salomon, at the very least, put milk buckets at their disposal which were not to be used for anything else. His customers could have complete confidence in getting genuine kosher butter and his suppliers always received their money on time.

Thus, Salomon’s family had achieved a modest degree of prosperity over the years. Salomon was married and had four children. His parents as well as some other older members of the family depended on his work. Salomon was fluent in several languages. His Yiddish accent, however, always came through, especially when he used Yiddish expressions which, upon closer examination, had already been known in many other languages and, consequently, weren’t regarded as typically Yiddish. Because he was getting around a great deal, visiting various villages and colonies and returning back to town in between, he’d always been a steady source for news. Usually, the villagers looked forward to his visits hoping to catch on up his news, though a lot of what they got to hear these days was far from good. But many people just kept on nurturing the hope that bad things wouldn’t reach them.

“Well, Friedrich, here’s dei dough far ze month,” said Salomon counting out the agreed amount quietly and carefully on the small table which he had put up beside his carriage. Then he made a note of it in his cash book and asked Friedrich to sign his full name. As every Thursday, Salomon had his two span carriage standing in front of the barn of a farm in Solomiak.

“Well, what’s the news?” 

“There is nothing new. Heaps of work, as always.”

“Have du hert already that ze Schindels have sold, too?”

“What?” uttered Friedrich completely outraged.

“But where are they going then? There won’t be a bed of roses waiting for them in the German Reich either. That’s for sure.”

“Who’s talking of Deitschland?” countered Salomon.

“Canada! That’s a big country in America, to the north of ze United States. It belongs to ze Engelish Queen, who appears to be thankful far every new immigrant willing to turn the wilderness into farm land. People have been telling amazing things about Canada. Ze few British living zere aren’t able to take ze cold winters, nor do they cope with ze hot summers. But ze likes of you, young and eager, being used to clearing land, working on the field in the heat and chopping wood in the freezing cold, it is exactly richtik.”

“I’m not gettin’ it into my head. One can’t just drop everything and start all over again.”

“It’s not as bad as getting nothing for it some day, and – on top of that – getting shot in the Tsarist army. Just have a look at the Mennonites. First, they were promised that they’d not have to join the army, now the Tsar has been calling up all ze young fellows. By ze way, many Mennonites have already gone to Canada. They’ve even founded a town over zere: Steinbach. And, from hearsay, they’ve been doing pretty well.”

Silence spread, and was then interrupted by Salomon.

“The Tsar wants to bring everything under Russian control. My foter still remembers it, when ze village you live in, once was called Johannesdorf. And what’s it called today? Janowka! In Deitsche and Polish and Ukrainian schools children have to speak Russian, everybody has to serve in the Russian army. If you don’t obey zere orders, they either revoke your lease contract or ze bank no longer gives you a loan. So, either you become more Russian than ze Russians or you become poor as a church mouse slogging as someone’s vassal.”

“Up to now neither your family nor mine has become impoverished. Butter is always eaten,” Friedrich replied with a smile.

“As long as you’re still able to afford it. Just think about it, mayn friend. I’ve been hearing quite a lot, but most of it is not good. There’s something brewing in Europe. My cousins travel from ze Black Sea coast to Hungary, from Poland to ze Deitsche Reich. Ze only thing that matters to ze emperors in Austria and Deitschland is power. They don’t care about ze common people – ze farmers, ze workers or even ze Jews – they show as little concern as ze Tsar.”

At this moment, a farmer’s wife came by with another butter delivery, so the chat was over. Friedrich said good-bye, mounted his horse and rode away.

“See you next week.”

Salomon shouted: “Give your parents my regards!” Then he turned to the woman with a smile.


– Chapter 3 –

“You’re so pensive today, Friedrich. Didn’t you enjoy the perogies?” asked Karl, the father of the family, after the mother and both girls had already left the supper table. 

“I’ve been thinking about what Salomon told me today.”

“Good heavens! That Salomon... he’s just like his old man. Is the world coming to an end once again? Or has lightning struck his loo?”

“There’s always a grain of truth in what Salomon tells,” interjected the mother from the other end of the kitchen.

“He said the Schindels have also sold their property and will emigrate to Canada,” said Friedrich.

“What?” shot out of Karl’s and Christine’s mouth simultaneously.

“Well, life hasn’t been easy recently, but as far as I can remember it’s always been like that,” said Karl with a mixture of excitement, defiance and grief.

During the last few years, many German, but also Polish and Ukrainian farmers from the region, had sold their land and belongings. Several Germans had moved to East Prussia, many others, however, had gone overseas. Over the last few years, there had been a lot of talk about Canada. In Kostopol and Tuczyn there were posters in different languages calling for people to emigrate to Canada.

“Nevertheless, one can’t just abandon everything that’s been built with great difficulty and sacrifice,” said Karl. “We’ve just moved up here a couple of years ago from Kopan, because there’s more and better land here for us. In a few years you can be your own master, and Gottlieb too. What do you reckon life was like where your mother’s father came from? He was living in Poznan, laboriously building a life for himself and his family, as his father and his grandfather had done before him. Because the Germans had not taken part in the Polish national uprising, it became more and more difficult. They simply didn’t want to have Germans there anymore, especially no Protestants. Over and over again, there had been use of force. One day, my father-in-law, like many others, packed up the wagons and came here to Volhynia with the entire family. Of course, it hasn’t been easy here either. You know the land we used to have in the Kopan area wasn’t properly nourishing our growing family. Therefore, we have come to this place. Well, my boy, thing’s aren’t too bad here, are they? Moreover, your Uncle Robert has turned your grandfather’s small weaving mill into a respected cloth factory.”

“Of course, this is wonderful,” replied Friedrich who felt himself being taken seriously when his father talked to him like that. “I’m just telling you what Salomon told me. But, somehow, I have a feeling he’s right, after all. And the Schindels were right, too, with their decision to go to Canada. Recently, more and more Germans have been put into the Tsar’s army for four or five years military service. Many can’t get a loan from the bank anymore to buy land, and leases aren’t extended. Sometimes I have the impression they want to drive us out of the country.”

“Rubbish!” roared Karl. “Volhynia, the whole of Ukraine, even the entire tsardom has been dependent on us. Catherine the Great was only too pleased to get Germans into the Russian Empire. Even us, although we’ve arrived much later, have done good work and have received many privileges in return. So, why should things change? Everything will remain the same. Believe me! We have our German churches and schools. This is the only place in this huge empire where everybody can read and write. There are Germans in the Russian administration, there are German officers in the Russian army. We’re the ones who make sure there’s no famine – what reason should the Tsar have to drive us out of here?”

The longer he talked the more furious Karl became, while Christine sat down again at the table trying to appease.

“Fair enough, Karl, but please be a little more quiet.”

Karl was a grumpy man – at times – always expressing his views loudly and backing up his arguments with abrupt gestures. Sometimes he would pound the table with his fist causing the plates to jump. Those who didn’t know him would no doubt get scared. As far as his family and the neighbours were concerned, however, this kind of behaviour was absolutely normal. It was just Karl as they knew him. When he would get angry with his sons because they were fooling around, he’d loudly announce what was in store for them, as soon as he’d get a hold of them. Sometimes he yelled a warning to rub some bacon rind onto their bottoms while he cut off a rod from the hazelnut shrub and threateningly waved it around. If, after some time, they dared go near him again, his anger would have fizzled out, and nothing would happen. At the most, he would take them by the ears and say: “If you do this again, then may the Almighty help you!” No doubt Karl himself once had a head full of silly ideas, so it would seem unnatural to him if his sons had been different. It would only get dangerous when he became quiet. But that rarely happened.

Karl had a distinctive sense of humour – the more crudely explicit the better. He wasn’t afraid of making a respectable person, like the local teacher, the butt of a joke. Once, when the pastor had visited a town meeting, he had given high praise to the teacher for doing a good job, and his breast was swelling with pride. Karl’s loud comment was: “Well, Richard, all you need is a plume of feathers up your arse now, and you’d pass for a peacock.” Christine wanted to sink into the ground, while the entire community snorted with laughter.  The pastor said in his loud voice: “This is Karl as we know him. Without his comments we would be poorer.” Indeed, nobody ever held that against him, as everybody knew that Karl was a good-hearted soul. Whenever someone needed help, he was there, giving a helping hand without asking questions. Like the rest of the family he wasn’t very tall, but he became broader over the years. He could still carry a beam alone, which his sons could only manage together.

Christine was the exact opposite of her husband, a rational person. What she said was well thought-out and carried a lot of weight. The children did what she asked. Karl believed that his wife had been blessed with extraordinary intelligence. When she asked him to do this or that, he sometimes replied:  “Yes, Sir!” And if one of their friends made an ironical remark saying Christine seemed to have everything under control, he said in response: “I am the man in the house. What my wife says will be done.” At least someone in the family must be sensible, thought Christine. If her husband wasn’t able to completely get rid of his childish nature, it was her job then to maintain some order in their everyday routine. Still, she loved him for who he was. For nothing in the world would she want to have a grouch or a tyrant in the house. One always knew where one stood with Karl. He always freely said what he was thinking.

Today, however, Karl had become a little pensive pondering over what his son Friedrich had said. The day’s work had been done, and he was sitting in the garden behind the house. Damn and blast – he thought, everybody can’t just take off. This has been going on for years now. Come what may – I’ll stay where I am. A man my age can’t just give everything up and start over, whether in Germany or in Canada or elsewhere. With nothing.

After a while, Christine came over from the house, giving her husband a pat on the shoulder, saying: “Don’t you worry too much. There’s always a way. It’d be best if we go in now and you have a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow morning everything will look completely different, I’m sure. We have to get up very early.”

“As every day,” answered Karl.


Canada 2008

– Chapter 4 –
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In almost every family there is, according to genetic disposition, an accumulation of distinguishing physical features: hair colour, height, posture, striking noses, dark or light skin, freckles, big or small feet, fat or slim. Of course, the whims of nature play a role in deciding whether maternal or paternal features dominate in each particular child. But family traits go beyond the mere physical. There are also certain characteristics, qualities, attitudes and likes or dislikes, which are grouped in many familes. One can say “the love of horses is in his blood.” or “good cooking runs in the family”, but such qualities are probably based on family traditions and upbringing. Nevertheless, it is truly astonishing when after a hundred years, despite being separated from a family who was scattered throughout the continents, one comes across these same character traits, attitudes and likes and dislikes.

This is exactly how I felt when I first met the descendants of my family who had emigrated many years ago. On my father’s side, people have always been rather small. Dark hair, grey-green-brown eyes and a dark complexion have been unmistakable indicators of a family connection. For generations, there’s been a tendency to have the small finger of the right hand shorter than that of the left hand. This is cause for a good laugh when this or that cousin meets for the first time. Many women in the family have been of such petite stature one should never have thought they had the tenacity and strength required to bring up the many children, drive a team of horses over a field, care for their parents and grandparents and, if necessary, assert themselves against all men. For a long period of time, this family has been living and surviving because of the very power of these small, inconspicuous, thin, tough women.

I had exchanged some letters with Aunt Frieda and talked to her on the phone a couple of times. Her English is perfect, and the East European German she learned from her parents is fair. I already knew her oldest daughter and youngest son from their first visit to Germany. I was immediately attracted to them because they were both petite and dark-eyed. And, of course, cousin Darlene also has this ‘magic little finger’. Even more agreeable to me was the fact that both, despite their modern academic professions, were connected to the land and surrounded themselves with horses, cats and dogs, grew tomatoes and potatoes, and enjoyed the company of a big family – brothers and sisters, granny, parents, grandchildren and a confusing number of cousins. It was exactly this lifestyle I knew from my father and it defines family for me.

And now the first meeting with Frieda in Manitoba, Canada. She’s a small person, and although at the age of 78 her hair is grey, she’s unmistakeably a dark type, loud, full of energy and warm-hearted. The embrace is long and firm. Frieda – a daughter of the petite Mathilde who, in 1904, had brought her older brother (my grandfather) home from the river in Volhynia, so that he could deliver the butter to Salomon, the Jew.
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