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In October 1921 Doane Robinson, secretary of the South
Dakota State Historical Society, received two manuscripts,
"The German-Russian People of South Dakota" and "The
Huterisch People," from Bertha W. Clark, immigration secretary
for the Y.W.C.A. Clark wrote the manuscripts earlier in the year
when she was organizing botany clubs for the Y.W.C.A. in
South Dakota among the Huterisch, or as they are more
commonly known, the Hutterites. Robinson declined to publish
the manuscripts at that time, fearing that the anti-German
sentiment after the war made it "impohtic" to do so. However,
he retained the carbons for future consideration. Only recently
were the two manuscripts discovered among unprocessed
manuscripts in the Historical Resource Center. Today, fifty-five
years later, they are at last being published.^

As first-hand accounts of Clark's own experiences among
the Huterisch, the manuscripts need little editing. The editor
has retained Clark's own words, with her imperfections of style,
to avoid losing the feehngs her words convey. As a result, the
following article contains only a few minor changes in style and
grammar and only occasional inclusions of minor transitional
sentences and clauses. The article is a composite, based
primarily on "The Huterisch People," with parts of "The
German-Russian People of South Dakota"—a more general
study—interspersed in the text. Sections, paragraphs, and even

1. Sec also Bertha W. Clark, "The Hutterian Communities" Part 1, Journal of
Political Economy 32 (June 1924): 357-74; "The Hutterian Communities" Part 2,
Journal of Political Economy 32 (Aug. 1924): 468-86; and "Turners of the Other
C\\ce)ii," Survey 47 (31 Dec. 1921): 519-24.
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2 South Dakota History

sentences have been reordered, transposed, or deleted for easier
reading and understanding.

Clark was not a historian and her interpretations are, of
course, open to question, but she was a skilled observer. She
based the short history of the Huterisch, which opens the text,
upon an unnamed work written "by a member of the Academy
of Science at the court of Vienna some years ago, a Cathohc,
and one of the most unbiased and fairest of historians." Clark
herself was aware of the possibility of errors and misstatement
of facts in her manuscripts and asked Robinson for his opinion
regarding the accuracy of her two accounts. Robinson wrote
that he beheved her work was most sympathetic and truthful.

Her accounts are indeed sympathetic. In a sense, they were
written to counteract the anti-German sentiment of the period
(she notes, incidentally, that the Huterisch are predominantly
Swiss, not German). More particularly, her accounts were
written in reaction to the prejudice that she felt the Huterisch
had to face. She discusses, in detail, Huterisch views on religion,
education, work, and social life, hoping to dispel some of the
misunderstandings surrounding the Huterisch. Her tone is often
defensive, but, overall, as a first-hand account of a unique
people, her writing is hard to equal.

The German-Russians of Hutchinson County [South
Dakota] are not a homogeneous people, nor do they react to
public questions as a community, but as separate groups or
factions in the community; and this is caused partly by
differences in historical background, and partly by differences
of religion. The people in this one county represent five distinct
lines of migration. [One of these five are the Huterisch].

It was in the 1520s that the Huterisch church had its
beginnings. Luther had led the movement of church reform, but
there were those who felt that he did not go far enough, and
who wished to go still farther in the direction of return to the
primitive simplicity of the apostolic church. These people were
called Anabaptists, and there were some forty sects of them,
each differing sUghtly from the others in the way it felt its
ideals should be expressed. The feeling that war was wicked and
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The Huterisch People 3

that the then widespread shedding of blood in battle was
directly against the principles of Jesus characterized several of
the Anabaptist sects. Because of this they met the most violent
opposition, and equally from Cathoiics, Lutherans, and Calvin-
ists, and especially from governinent officials. Within the first
five years of their history, a thousand of them had been put to
death. Under the awful persecution of those early years the
people [leftj the section of Europe which marks the birthplace
of the Huterisch church, and includes a part of Switzerland, of
southern Suabia, Bavaria, and the Tyrol [and] tied to Moravia.
And because of the extreme dangers they were surrounded by
[they] adopted the communistic form of hfe, just as the early
Disciples had done. Jacob Huter became their greatest leader.
He was burned at the stake in 1536 and the church has always
been known by his name.

In Moravia the Huterisch people lived for nearly a hundred
years and prospered greatly. [They] were most acceptable
subjects, paying larger taxes than did others, and most willingly
for the sake of enjoying religious freedom. Their largest
community was at Austerlitz, afterwards to become as famous
for war as they had made it for peace. In the beginning of the
seventeenth century Bohemia and Moravia were in the throes of
the terrible war that culminated in the Battle of White
Mountain in 1620 and lost Bohemia her independence. The
Huterisch people were there during those awful days, and
suffered at the hands of each invading army every sort of
plunder, ravaging, and indignity. Many were massacred.

So great was the suffering that they left the farms they had
for a hundred years been cultivating and fled to Hungary to
begin life anew. Again they went througli the hardships of
pioneer days. Again they began to see the fruits of their labor in
prosperous homes and an easier hfe. And again persecution
arose, and again they fled, this time to Siebenburgen, or
Transylvania. And again the old, old story repeated itself. Here
there were Turks and Tartars and Haiduks to invade and
plunder. Men must stand guard over the women and children
while others went to the fields to work. But wholly unarmed
and using no force to resist force they were always the losers,
and soon ail their possessions were gone, and famine overtook
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them. In direct need they sent delegates to Holland, and
Christian brethren there sent them relief. But they knew it was
impossible to continue living under the old conditions, and so,
after a hundred and fifty years in Hungary and Siebenburgen
they undertook another pilgrimage, going to Wallachia, which is
now southern Rumania.

They found conditions there more terrible than those they
had gone out from, if such was possible. In their first year in
Rumania the Russian army was there fighting the Turkish one,
and again they suffered the horrors of war and of poverty.
Seeing their wretched plight, a great Russian general told them
of the most generous terms just then being offered to German
people, and especially Mennonites, by the Empress Catherine of
Russia, and suggested they accompany him back to his country,
which they did.

Catherine's terms were indeed most generous ones. She had
great tracts of devastated lands in the south of Russia, and she
needed colonists. Agriculture there was in a low state of
development, and she wanted the settlers to be model farmers.
She had, being a German princess herself, heard of the
wonderful farms the Mennonites had developed out of worth-
less swamps in Germany, and knew that under the growing
military spirit in that country they were extremely fearful and
were considering emigrating. So she offered them free land,
exemption from taxes for a period of years, religious freedom,
and entire exemption from military service. Such an offer at
such a time was indeed a godsend to Mennonite and Hutterite
alike. They came to Russia, and again built up villages and
prosperous homes.

For a hundred years all went well, in fact too well. Jealousy
arose, and naturally among the Russian serfs who lived all
around them, to whom no such generous terms had been given.
Complaints were entered. When the hundred years' lease was
up, the government refused to renew it on the old terms. Two
things they required under the new contract the Huterisch and
Mennonite people would not submit to. They must do mihtary
service and they must be Russianized, that is, they must learn
Russian and give up their own Swiss-German dialect. To a
Hutterite, and to a Mennonite, those two things were impos-
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sible. For one principle they had suffered a succession of exiles
for now three hundred and fifty years, and to give up the
others, their language, was to give up that to which they clung
almost as dearly as to life, the great tie which bound them to
those fathers who had founded their faith.

There was no alternative except another exile. And by
thousands upon thousands they set out till in alarm the Russian
government woke up and tried to compromise. She would
substitute forestry service for military service. Under these
modified terms many of the Mennonite people stayed, but of
the Huterisch folds none. All of them emigrated to America,
some to the United States and some to Canada. It was in 1874
that most of those who came to South Dakota came.

For forty years they lived so quietly that scarcely anyone
outside the valley of the James knew of their existence, and yet
they were building up our country as few have ever done. And
then war came, and the old, old story was once more repeated.
They were asked to do military service and to give money to
help wage war. They were told to lay aside the language to
which for now four hundred years under the most rigid
persecution they had clung, and which they had saved even
when surrounded by multitudes who spoke different tongues.
Again there was only one answer, the old, old one. More than
half of them sold their farms and went again into exile, this
time to Canada, where others of their sect had been well
treated. Others were brought to prison, one lost his life there
because he refused to carry out mihtary orders. Still others were
brought to our courts and their book of their articles of faith
was stigmatized there as a "Black Book." I think that hurt them

Arrival of German-Russian immigrants at Eureka in 1898
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the worst of all that was done. And when it was ordered to be
translated so that all might see the blackness of its contents,
these were found to consist of "Thou shalt not kill," "Resist
not evil," "If thine enemy hunger feed him," and "If he smite
thee on the one cheek, turn to him the other also." Black
doctrines, indeed, and quoted from a dangerous Leader, and
still allowed to stand uncancelled even in an American Book.
Suffice it to say that when the Black Book was half translated,
it was not thought necessary to complete the work.

JamesvUle, started tn the 1870s, is located on the James River
about fifteen miles northwest of Yankton.

My work during the past year has brought me much in the
Dakotas, and especially into the James River Valley, where the
Huterisch people all live. 1 have come to know them well, and
have marvelled to see how so wrong an impression could go
forth of so kindiy and so deeply Christian a people. I have heard
them described as a menace to the country, as pro-German, as
people who were close with money even to the point of
stinginess, and I heard many stories of the abnormal work the
women were required to do. And in each case I found the
report wrong even to the point of absurdity.

They are the most peaceable, and the least a menace, of any
race I have ever known. As to their being pro-German, I find
that a great part of them are not of German ancestry at all, but
Swiss. They are anti-war, anti-all war, and the greatest criticism
their near neighbors make of them is that they stay by
themselves.
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I think one would say that the cardinal, basic principle of all
their faith is nonretaliation. Not only is it that they must not
kill, they must not in any way resent evil or feel hatred. And
such kindly spirit. I cannot do justice to the richness of the
spirit of Christian love and forgiveness which characterizes all
their conversation. When I spoke of one of their boys who died
because he would not don uniform or carry out military orders
in the late war, one of them answered, "Yes, but for most of
our boys it was so different. The officers were not often like
that one. And there were so many to help us. The Quakers in
the camp helped our boys greatly. They knelt down with them
and prayed and helped them to keep their strength up so that
they could stand for their principles."

One of the most astonishing conversations 1 ever shared in
was with one of the men who served a term at Leavenworth for
his stand on war. He did not speak a word of resentment or
criticism. He remembered the people there. The Jews-such
wonderful students. How anyone could learn books as fast as
they did was a marvel. The l.W.W.'s-there was unadulterated
idealism. "But," someone interrupted, "the l.W.W.'s are very
wicked people." "Not these in our prison," he said, "probably
there are very wicked people among them, but these were
people who had the highest Christian ideals."

The first time I ever visited one of the Huterisch colonies, I
questioned the teacher about this policy of nonretaliation they
hold. I said, "I too think wars are wicked. But do you not think
there is a difference in wars? Would it not be right to defend
oneself against an invader? Suppose someone should rush in just
now with knives and attack me. Would you do nothing to help
me? Or if they were killing your wife and children, could you
do nothing?" "Oh yes," he said, "I could run fast, and pull you
all along with me. Only that."

In their religion the Huterisch people are conservatives. The
goal toward which their eyes turn lies in the distant past. Their
fathers set the pattern and they foHow. To keep the faith of the
fathers is their great duty, to sing their songs, to pray as they
prayed. This has much to do with their deep love for the
language in which their services are held-a feeling very parallel
to the love many feel for the King James Version and dislike for
new ways of expressing old thoughts.
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I visited a vesper service once. It is there more than
anywhere else that one reahzes how a bit of the old, old days,
centuries gone by, has come down to us with these friends. The
service all so primitively simple. There were the elders sitting up
in front, the short prayer and words of exhortation, and then
one of the elders lined' [?] the hymn. The Huterisch people use
no musical instrument, nor do they sing by parts, but all in a

Bon Homme Bruderhof, estabUshed in 1874. is one of fifteen
Hutterite colonies in South Dakota.

high soprano, making a shrill melody. The elder sang one line,
then all the men in the congregation sang it after him, then he
sang the second Une, and they repeated it, and so on. It is the
way their fathers did, and their father's fathers.

And when this religious conservatism is intensified by the
conservatism that characterizes rural hfe in general, we find it a
factor that has great bearing on the attitude toward social and
educational movements. In such a community there is little
liking for New Theology or for the hberalism in education that
tends toward that. To pass to the rising generation the great
truths as they were handed down by the fathers is the most
sacred duty in life. And because this is done most effectively
through parochial schools, sectarian colleges, and schools with
teachers of one's own church, we find such schools very
numerous in this part of the country.

[The children are taught in the Huterisch schools, but,
despite impressions to the contrary] all the children speak
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English, even in the Huterisch colony where there is the least
contact with outside influences. The children pointed out to me
as great curiosities two little girls who couldn't speak the
English language because they had just come from Montana. It
is often thought that the German-Russian people have objected
to the teaching of English on its own account. I have never
found this to be the case. English is taught most willingly in all
the schools. The thing that is feared is the way it is taught and
the one who may be sent from outside to teach it.

ITheir re]igious] conservatism makes the Huterisch people
hesitate to send their children to outside schools, for fear of the
influences there that will tend to break down their allegiance to
the old faith. They maintain elementary schools. And in things
that one does not need to go to outside schools to get, they are
well skilled. Constantly neighboring people speak of their
progressive ness in methods of work and their interest in
knowing all that pertains to it. Recently we were conducting
botany clubs in the county and often found herbs we did not
know, and a frequent remark under such circumstances was: "if
one of the men from the colony comes in to-day, perhaps he
can tell us. They know all such things."

There is yet much to be desired in the length of school
terms and in the qualifications required of teachers. We see
traces of an influence that has nothing to do with churches, but
is a matter of money. Many of the men and women still live
who were among the first to enter the county, and who endured
all the hardships and privations that go with breaking in new
soil. They felt the cost of every dollar earned, and men part
with such money not easily. 1 talked with such a woman this
summer. She said, "Last night was school election. We got
almost every one in the district out. Every woman in the district
except one was there and voted. We had great excitement, for
they were trying to put in a man who would hire a teacher for
eight months. As for me, one month a year would be all I would
have school taught." This was in one of the remotest parts of
the county.

In a town I saw a woman of the opposite type. She said,
"When 1 was a gir! 1 wanted so badiy to go to school. Once or
twice I slipt out of the back window and crept to the school
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house, but my father caught me each time and whipped me. We
had to work so hard in those early days. When I was married
and came here to town to live, I used to see big tail boys going
past to school with books under their arms, and no one coming
to catch them, and they looked so funny to me I could hardly
stop looking. My girls are going to have all the schooling they
want."

[The proper, if restricted, education of their children is seen
by the Huterisch as necessary to the survival of their com-
munity. As might be expected, the education of the Huterisch is
not limited to the classroom.] Particularly do they feel tbe
intimate connection between the performance of home duties
and the building of character in their youth. In starting the
botany clubs in the colonies, the one in charge there said, "We
are very willing to have the girls have such a club, but
sometimes we assign them special duties, and if these at any
time confhct, they must see to the duties." I was talking with a
German-Russian man in another state about certain recent
legislation there, and he said, "It seems as if there is a swinging
from one far extreme to the other, missing the happy medium
where we ought to rest. At first our laws allowed abnormal
child labor under factory conditions that were disastrous. In
order to stop such inhuman conditions in the city, a law is
passed that no child under sixteen shall be allowed to work even
an hour a day in the open beet-fields. Here are thousands of
acres where no other work outdoors is done. I have a boy of
fourteen. He has always helped me and is healthy and happy,

"Mill and Water Wheel, Bon Homme colony
near Scotland, S. Dak. "
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in IS75. It was recently destroyed
by fire.

and has money of his own earning in the bank and uses
discretion as to whether he will or will not attend the circus,
because he knows the value of his money. If I had been required
to wait two years more before letting him learn these most
valuable lessons of hfe, 1 should never have been able to teach
them for he would be too old to begin to learn them then. We
do not want city legislation applied to country conditions. Even
an hour a day is hurtful to a child's heahh in a close dark city
factory. It is not hurtful to a child's health in the sunny open
fields, and is imperative to his character-growth."

Quite as absurd are the stories of the excessive work of the
women. I think many of the reports of excessive work are due
to the fact that so many of the German-Russian women share in
the work in the fields. Work may have been [excessive] in the
earliest pioneer days, for there was suffering then, and failure of
crops, a rigorous northern climate to get used to, and so little to
do with in the new wilderness homes. But those are things that
go with pioneer life. [Today] a woman's work is far from being
excessive. The Huterisch form of life makes it so. They are
communists, perhaps one of the oldest communist societies in
existence, patterning their manner of life after that of the
earliest Christian disciples. They do it from the deepest religious
motives. There is one bake-room, one laundry, one dining-room
for the adults, one for the children, a common granary, and so
on, for the hundred and more people of the colony. Work is
assigned to groups in turn, and in the way it is arranged seems
to me to be less arduous than any work I have even seen fall to
farmers' wives who do their own work. For hours in the day the
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women and girls sit out in the yard under the trees spinning and
talking, or with perhaps one of their number reading to them,
while the children after their light duties are done revel in
swimming in the river and gathering crabs.

In the midst of prosperity and abundance, the Huteriscb
people observe the strictest simplicity and the greatest restraint.
This holds in regard to food, dress, and manner of conducting
religious services. Food is wholesome, plentiful, and plain. In
clothes there is no changing of style whatever, but a similar
pattern holds for all, young and old. Their dress is plain and
neat and cleanly.

[Still] instead of being stingy I found, and all who know
them agree with me in this, that they are abnormally generous. I
have never seen such hospitality. One day as I drove through
their colony, a group of strangers, two automobiles full,
stopped and asked if they might see the community buildings as
they were tourists. A moment later I saw them all seated in the
dining-room eating supper. The first thought of the Huterisch
people was to offer them hospitality. At another time, in order
to save myself a ride of many miles to the nearest hotel, I asked
if I might eat and sleep in the colony. They said yes heartily,
and when a day later on leaving I asked what I owed, one of
them answered, "What do you owe us? You owe us another
visit, and nothing but that will pay us."

So many stories have been spread of the excessive work in
German-Russian communities, that I had supposed of course
social life must suffer in consequence. [It has not.] Social hfe
here is still in the stage where it centers around the home and
the church. Movies have come, but not yet to an excess.
"People talk so much about our need of looking to the cities for
a social program," said a woman from a local town. "I think
that, on the contrary, we have a more normal, healthy and
satisfactory social hfe than they have. We have not lost as they
have our sense of neighborliness. No one suffers here but what
we care and help in a personal way. And our home life has not
broken down as it has in the cities under the stress of highly
organized social activities outside the home." Made curious by
her remark, I set out to observe how much of social life such
communities have. I was in the county in charge of eight weeks
botany clubs under the Y.W.C.A. These were conducted in nine
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different centers and I lived at the point most central to all
which happened to be in the open country, ten miles from any
settlement. The first night 1 arrived at this house, I found them
planning to take me to a missionary convention that night, and
the thought uppermost in their minds was to get there early to
visit. Everybody else came early for the same purpose. Through
the long addresses groups of people slipped out of the crowded
church and were visiting outside everywhere. When the meetings
were over something else social took their place. It was a matter
of almost daily occurrence to have some one call up and ask us
to "Come over for the evening."

I was riding with one of the girls of the Mennonite faith
nine miles from her town, and she pointed to the church she
attended. "But why come nine miles when you have a church
right in the town?" I asked. "Oh, we used to live here, and it is
so nice to go somewhere on Sunday." That country church is
one where people stay together all the afternoon, eating
together. In the Huterisch colonies, the girls are all a-quiver with
the visit they will make to one of the other colonies next
Sunday, or the one they made last Sunday. Seven women of
different towns either took charge of our botany clubs or
shared in the responsibility. Of these seven, six had to be away
during the eight weeks because their vacation trips had been
planned for that time.

[In their religious beliefs and in their attitudes toward work
and education, the Huterisch have developed a society that has
isolated them from the mainstream of American life. They are
communists in a highly competitive society. Yet they are
devout Christians]. I was interested to notice a careful line of
distinction the Huterisch people draw between their kind of
communism and that advocated by many socialist thinkers of
today. A Huterisch man said, "The socialist plans of
communism can never succeed because they are not based on
religion. All our success in our colonies depends upon our giving
up the individual will entirely, and being willing to do as we are
directed by the head-man, and all for the sake of God."

[In past years, the Huterisch colonies have proven to be
amazingly stable, but the pressures of social change during the
twentieth century are unusually powerful.] Unquestionably,
forces are at work that will break down much of the
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conservatism that has hitherto marked the Germ an-Russian
community, and develop community feeling in the place of
individualism and sectarian grouping. Organized baseball is one
such factor. Throughout the season no other subject is discussed
at hotel tables. Towns have developed the greatest pride in their
teams. Everyone turns out to see the games, and whole
communities are mingling as communities.

The automobile is another such force. Everyone has one,
and everyone goes everywhere and sees everybody. It mixes
people of the same community, and those of different ones, and
already people from here are motoring from coast to coast,
making the ties stronger between the German-Russian country
and the rest of America.

The last political campaign was another force that broke
down old groupings and drew people together in a new way,
and brought a great sense of unity with people in other states
sharing their same ideals politically. Chatauquas, W.C.T.Us,
and other women's organizations just now beginning to be
established are other factors operating toward the same result.
Undoubtedly, the people there are standing at the parting of the
ways. The great problem they face deeply concerns us all.

We have been the pioneers in building up our type of highly
socialized life, and having achieved it, realize now that it has
been at the cost of two or three of the most treasured things life
holds. These treasures the German-Russian community has not
yet lost. The problem it faces is: Can we in the new social order
that must inevitably develop in response to these new forces at
work, still keep the home influence the strongest one, still keep
social prestige as the reward of honest hard work, and still find
a way to shape character by the performance of homely duties?
It is a problem which the German-Russian people must work
out for themselves, and the greatest help we can give them will
be by a hearty and sympathetic understanding.
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