
Makhnovists and Mennonites: 
Intersecting Histories, Unacquainted Narratives 

 

In my preachments of love and truth I am not partisan.  I condemn both revolutionists and reactionaries.  I 

loathe the yoke of party; for I believe that all physical force is brutality … The only government in which I 

believe is that which exercises moral authority.  Moses, Buddha, Christ these are the great lawgivers, the 

real autocrats, who ruled not be force, but by character, whose government was love, justice and 

brotherhood. 

-  Leo Tolstoy, Mother Earth, March 1909 

 

Alongside the Spanish Civil War the case of the Makhnovshchina’s social 

experiments in left-bank Ukraine serves as a unique historical moment when anarchism 

was put into practice at a mass social level.  In the reality of civil war a paradox emerges 

when assessing the success or failure of anarchism as a practical philosophy.  On the one 

hand civil war engenders a power-vacuum that allows the ideas of anarchy to be tested; 

on the other, anarchism, as a constructive force, is itself challenged by the chaos 

unleashed by the social furies of a politicized and militarized population.  Amidst this 

wasteland a fine line exists between anarchy and chaos.  One civil war survivor captured 

the crux of the matter: “The lower depths of a human soul are the same as those of an 

orangutan, but the heights of a human soul are heavenly and attain the eternal dignity.  

Mankind sways between the two extremes.”1 Ukraine’s revolution would frequently 

teeter between the extremities of human nature.  If anarchy as the “mother of all order” 

offers the promise of freedom, equality and solidarity, then chaos threatens the 

miscarriage of order and a descent into revenge, greed and atrocity.  

Did the Makhnovshchina embody the virtues of anarchy as its defenders insist, or was 

it swept away by the currents of chaos?  Peter Arshinov, anarchist and Makhnovist 

participant, wrote:  

Anarchism embraces two worlds: the world of philosophy, of ideas, and the world of practice, of activity.  

The two are intimately linked.  The struggling working class stands mainly on the concrete, practical side 

of anarchism … The struggle can never be born in the finished and perfected anarchist form which would 

correspond to all the requirements of the ideal.  Such a perfect form is possible only in narrow political 
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circles, and even there not in practice, but in plans, in programs.  When the popular masses engage in a 

struggle of large dimensions, they inevitably start by committing errors, they allow contradictions and 

deviations, and only through the process of this struggle do they direct their efforts in the direction of the 

ideal for which they are struggling (Arshinov, p. 233, 234) 

It is the purpose of this essay to situate the Makhnovshchina within the paradox of 

civil war it faced from 1917 to 1921.  If the Ukrainian experiment is to be fairly assessed 

the philosophy of the Makhnovshchina must be taken seriously.  Equally, its actions must 

be soberly juxtaposed with its stated intentions. This essay seeks to lay bare the nature of 

the anarchist experiment through a comparative analysis of the movement’s beneficiaries 

and victims.  For this purpose the aspirations and interrelations between the Ukrainian 

peasantry and Mennonite colonists will be examined.  The unique demography of left-

bank Ukraine brought together these two peoples from a vast cultural chasm into conflict 

during the civil war.  Their intersecting histories produced equally disparate narratives of 

the civil war experience that to this day remain largely unacquainted.  Makhnovist-

Mennonite relations pose an unresolved historical experience with grave implications for 

modern day anarchists and Mennonites alike. 

The Makhnovshchina emerged from the hope and expectations of the revolution and 

was developed, and ultimately defeated, in the devastation of civil war.  A thoroughly 

peasant movement it drew support predominantly from the rural poor (bedniaki and 

batraki) and to a lesser extent the middle peasantry (seredniaki).  While labeled a kulak 

(“rich peasant”) counter-revolutionary force by Trotsky and all subsequent Soviet 

historiography any familiarity with the primary sources attest to the movement’s lower 

class origins and revolutionary character. The movement was also one of youth with over 

eighty-percent of its participants in their early twenties. 2   

A defining characteristic of the Makhnovshchina was its adherence to philosophical 

anarchism.  While the whole of the civil war “Green movement” could be described as 

“anarchistic” it was only the Makhnovshchina that was led by confirmed anarchists and 

actively strove through propaganda to make its ideological agenda widely known. The 

Makhnovshchina aggressively campaigned urban anarchists to assist the movement, 

which attracted the likes of Voline, Arshinov and members of the Nabat Confederation.  
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It also attracted the sympathies of renowned anarchists Emma Goldman, Alexander 

Berkman and Peter Kropotkin.  During its brief existence the Makhnovists maintained a 

resolute independence, fighting all forces that threatened the sovereign self-management 

of the labouring classes.  Emerging from the power-vacuum the civil war produced in 

Ukraine, they sought to restructure society along radically new lines, emphasizing the 

transformational potential of practical anarchy.  Freedom, equality and the solidarity of 

all peoples liberated from the strictures of party mandates and state directives, was 

uncompromisingly championed.   

The Makhnovshchina took the slogan of “All Power to the Soviets” seriously 

facilitating some of the last free and representative elections within the Soviet Union.  

With equal seriousness they sought an equitable land distribution scheme that encouraged 

the development of a voluntary communal agrarian economy.  The unique combination 

of the Makhnovshchina as an indigenous peasant movement fighting under the banner of 

revolutionary anarchism, greatly contributed to its success amongst native and 

international revolutionaries.  

 What did the Makhnovist social programme consist of?  At the core of their vision 

was the total rejection of the State in all its forms.  A leaflet issued by the “Cultural-

Educational Section of the Insurgent Army” stated:  

Only through the abolition of all rulers, through the destruction of the whole foundation of their 

lies, in state affairs as well as in political and economic affairs … only through the destruction of 

the state by means of a social revolution can the genuine Worker-Peasant soviet system be realized 

and can we arrive at SOCIALISM.3       

In place of the state the Makhnovshchina sought to create “a free, happy and independent 

system of social life for the working people; in which each [toiler] taken separately, and 

society as a whole, will be able to build without assistance his own happiness and well-

being according to the principles of solidarity, friendship and equality.”4  Mutual aid was 

to serve as the foundation of the new society.     

 At the heart of the Makhnovshchina’s social programme was what they called the 

“Free Soviet System.”  In contrast to the parliamentary democracy of the Constituent 

Assembly or the “democratic” centralism of the Bolsheviks, the Makhnovshchina 
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advocated a radical form of direct democracy. When in June 1919 Makhno resigned from 

his post in the Red army, he cited as reason: “I consider it an inviolable right of the 

peasants and workers … to call [elections] on their own account to discuss their affairs.”5  

Through the soviets the Makhnovists envisioned a vast social network “federated from 

the bottom up.”  Furthermore, the ‘Draft Declaration’ stated the free soviets would, “[i]n 

no case … be political institutions led by this or that politician or political party, who 

would dictate their wishes.”6  Delegates were to exclusively represent their electors.  At 

the first session of the Gulyai-Polye free soviet, two defining principles were articulated: 

• Soviets free, in that they are wholly independent of any central authority whatever and 

are elected with complete independence. 

• Soviets of toilers, in that they are founded on a basis of shared labor and embrace only 

toilers, operate in accordance with their wishes, serve their interests alone and are wholly 

impervious to any and all political influence.7  

Elected members were forbidden to sit as representatives of a political party.  The free 

soviets were to function as purely “ADMINISTRATIVE, not ruling soviets.”8

 However, the free soviets represented toilers to the exclusion of all other classes.  

The bourgeoisie and estate-owners were disenfranchised.  During one of the sessions of 

the Alexandrosvk free congress a peasant delegate asked for the definition of ‘kulak’ to 

be clarified.  He was immediately denounced as a counter-revolutionary in disguise and 

silenced for the remainder of the congress.  Voline describes this incident as a triumph for 

the revolution.   

Whatever defects the free soviets had, there is no doubt that it represented the 

most developed form of democracy in both Ukraine and Russia.  This is made clear when 

we contrast the free soviets with Bolshevik ‘democracy.’  Under the Bolsheviks the 

soviets and trade unions were converted into transmission belts through which the power 

of the Party was maintained.  Only vague references to legality were retained, as the 

functioning of the soviets became increasingly arbitrary and contradictory.  Arthur 

Lehning writes that “the abolition of the Soviets and their transformation into pure and 
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simple state organs, proclaimed the end of the Russian Revolution and the beginning of 

the statist counter-revolution.”9    

Of interest are the recollections of Gerhard Schroeder, a Mennonite teacher from 

the Khortitsa settlement, who participated in both Bolshevik and free soviet elections.  

Schroeder describes his experience with Bolshevik ‘democracy’ as follows: 

[In the] first district elections under Soviet [i.e. Bolshevik] rule … we were ordered to ‘participate’ 

….  [W]hen we got to Zalivnoe we found a large assemblage of delegates from other villages in 

the yard of the volost building, surrounded by a sizable detachment of Red Army troops.  The 

meeting was opened by its chairman … His opening remarks left no doubt about what was in store 

for us in case we did not act in accordance with what was expected of us.  His introductory 

remarks were, “We know who you are.  We know what some of you are planning.  We know your 

sentiments.  You see those Red Guards behind you?  You make one false move and they will take 

care of you”…. Thus ended our first participation in an election under our new system of 

government.10  

The above account is in stark contrast with Schroeder’s experience of the free soviets.  

Schroeder recounts: 

[T]he workers of the factories and mills in Alexandrovsk and Chortitza, and in a few the other 

Mennonite villages in the district … decided to take the initiative in forming new soviets at the 

village, city, and district levels in order to restore a semblance of order and to meet the most 

essential needs of the urban population ….  The auditorium of the seminary was filled.  The 

audience was composed of men, although was chaired by a local labourer, Kovaliev, by trade a 

carpenter.  The balloting was preceded by the inevitable round of speeches in which our present 

state of liberation from the yoke of the exploiters was accorded its usual praise.  This was followed 

extolling our fortunate position whereby the workers once more were able to elect their own 

government.11  

To Schroeder’s surprise he was unanimously elected by the soviet to represent his 

district.  Ironically, Schroeder was oblivious to the fact that it was the Makhnovshchina 

that had organized the elections.  Schroeder was an implacable enemy of the Makhnovists 

writing they “had no interest in establishing any form of formal government on the ruins 

of the old; their main concern was to maintain a state of anarchy [i.e. chaos] as long as 
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possible.”12 It was incomprehensible to Schroeder that the Makhnovists could 

simultaneously be pillagers and defenders of democracy.                 

   As part of the free soviet system congresses were convened.  Four such 

congresses met between January and October 1919.  Another congress had been planned 

for June 1919 but its participants could not meet, due to a Bolshevik order that called for 

the execution of anyone even discussing it.  The largest of these congresses drew 

delegates from an area representing over two million people. The congresses acted as 

supreme administrative bodies.  At the second congress in Gulyai-Polye on February 12th 

1919, a Revolutionary Military Soviet (RMS) was elected.  This body was considered the 

highest organ in the free soviet system.  Voline, who was elected its chairman, describes 

the purpose of the RMS: 

It was supposed to carry out all the economic, political, social, and military decisions made at the 

congress.  It was thus, in a certain sense, the supreme executive of the whole movement.  But it 

was not at all an authoritarian organ.  Only strictly executive functions were assigned to it.  It 

confined itself to carrying out the instructions and decisions of the congress.  At any moment, it 

could be dissolved by the congress and cease to exist.13     

The RMS helped organize local soviets, as well as barter exchanges between the cities 

and the countryside.  On a number of occasions trainloads of grain were shipped as far 

away as Moscow in exchange for manufactured goods, despite frequent harassment from 

the Bolshevik authorities.   

  The RMS was also to supervise military activities; however, an internal rift 

developed between the RMS and the Insurgent Army.  At the third congress delegates 

commissioned an investigation into the activities of the kontrrazvedka (the Makhnovist 

counter-intelligence), which was accused of “arbitrary acts and uncontrolled actions – of 

which some are very serious, rather like the Bolshevik Cheka.”14  The RMS investigation 

was unable to complete its work; however, Voline is correct in arguing that “[s]uch an 

initiative on the part of the workers’ delegates would not have been possible under the 

Bolshevik regime.”15  
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 Another fissure emerged between the RMS and the army over an unsanctioned 

execution of a Makhnovist commander.  Voline refused to accept Makhno’s version of 

events.  Malet explains that Voline “could not approve of the undemocratic and 

authoritarian manner in which the executions had been carried out behind the backs of the 

RMS, a body elected only a month before in Olexandrivske, and supposed to be the chief 

authority over the army.”16 After an investigation it was determined that henceforth the 

army, and not the RMS, would deal with military affairs.  This decision was a major blow 

to the democratic nature of the movement, effectively giving the army free rein on the 

battlefield.  While the RMS struggled to live by the principles of anarchism, the army 

progressively became more chaotic and unwieldy in its actions.     

 Some writers have argued against the charges of authoritarianism and banditry 

within the Insurgent Army.  Such a position is tenable only by ignoring ample evidence 

to the contrary.  Interestingly, some of the harshest criticisms of the movement come 

from Voline.  Voline believed that the existence of an army within the movement was 

detrimental to the Makhnovshchina’s positive development.  Voline explained: “Any 

army, of whatever kind, is an evil, and even a free and popular army, composed of 

volunteers and dedicated to the defence of a noble cause, is by its very nature a danger.  

Once it becomes permanent, it invariably detaches itself from the people and the world of 

labour.”17  Voline argued that one of the main failures of the Makhnovshchina was “the 

existence of an army, which inevitably became more and more professional and 

permanent.”18 

 Voline provides further examples of corruption describing with contempt the 

military’s treatment of women, who were forced to “participate in orgies”.  Voline’s 

account is substantiated by the many Mennonite accounts of rape.  Furthermore, Voline 

writes of the development of an excessive “warrior sentiment which led to the formation 

of a kind of military clique or camarilla about Makhno.” Voline goes on,  

This clique sometimes made decisions and committed acts without taking account of the opinion 

of the Soviet or of other institutions.  It lost its sense of proportion, showed contempt towards all 
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those who were outside of it, and detached itself more and more from the mass of combatants and 

the working population.19                    

Makhno is described as chronically waving his gun at meetings and to have shot down 

deserters at the front “without having looked into their case and not knowing whether 

they were innocent or guilty.”20  Voline’s report reveals a “dark side”, often chaotic and 

authoritarian, of the movement he championed.  While Voline may have wrote guardedly 

of this side of the Makhnovshchina, Mennonite literature lays bare the cruelty only hinted 

at in anarchist accounts.   

 Before examining the Makhnovist-Mennonite conflict a look at the socio-

economic background is necessary.  For if the anarchists were prone to downplaying their 

darker moments, Mennonite historiography shows a shocking ignorance of the Ukrainian 

peasantry’s trials of poverty and exploitation.  The peasants’ expectation of the revolution 

can be summed up by one word: land.  Since the emancipation of the serfs in 1861, the 

peasant mind was consumed by a burning desire for land.  The peasantry’s land hunger 

was not petty-bourgeois greed as the Bolsheviks argued, but rather a matter of survival.   

 This was especially the case in left-bank Ukraine where the bedniaki (poor 

peasants) constituted two-thirds of the peasant population, and one in six peasants were 

landless.  Furthermore, 45 percent of peasant households had no draught animals and 

while the poor peasantry owned 57 percent of Ukrainian farms they occupied a mere 12 

percent of the land.21    Impoverishment and class differentiation in pre-revolutionary 

Ukraine were more pronounced than in any other region of the Russian Empire.  A strict 

hierarchy of landholding had been established over the centuries.  The average peasant 

landholding in pre-revolutionary Ukraine was 16 hectares with the poor holding far 

less.22  The average kulak landholding was 26 to 30 hectares, while Mennonite colonists 

commonly owned farms of 176 hectares.23  At the top of the hierarchy sat the landlords 

who owned on average 800 hectares in 1905.  This was substantially higher than the 
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grain-growing regions of the central Russian provinces where landlords owned between 

200 and 600 hectares.24   

 With so much land concentrated in so few hands, the fertility of Ukraine’s black-

soil region meant nothing to the majority of the population.  While Ukraine produced 90 

percent of the Empire’s wheat exports, 50 percent of its tobacco and 40 percent of the 

world’s barley, the country’s status as the “granary of Europe” did little to quell the 

peasantry’s hunger pangs.  Referring to Ukraine the Tsarist Minister of Finance, once 

quipped: “We may go hungry, but we will export.”25      

 Society was especially stratified within the region that would give birth to the 

Makhnovshchina.  In the provinces of Kherson, Tauride and Ekaterinoslav half of the 

total crop area was concentrated in the hands of the kulaks, even though they made up 

only one-fifth of the households.  This made for an extremely exploitive arrangement.  

 Peasant landholdings in the Makhnovist provinces were significantly lower than 

in the rest of Ukraine, averaging 8.9 hectares per household in 1908. As many as one-

third of peasant households farmed less than one hectare.26  As large-scale commercial 

farming expanded in the region there was a corresponding increase in peasant rebellions.  

The years leading up to World War I were particularly intense.  Darch writes: “Such 

revolts joined together a mixture of the landless, the poor, and criminals, protesting 

against the loss of the hromada’s [peasant commune’s] protection and the growing power 

of agrarian capitalists.”27  By September and October of 1917 southeast Ukraine 

accounted for one quarter of Russia’s land seizures and destructive activity.  It is 

therefore no surprise, given the exploitive economics of the region, that a movement 

advocating a radically egalitarian land redistribution scheme should have gained mass 

support.            

 With rapid industrialization and rising population in the late 19th century, the 

commune’s existence was increasingly threatened; especially in left-bank Ukraine where 

large-scale commercial farming ruled and the well-to-do peasantry rallied to Stolypin’s 

reforms.  While the Russian commune experienced its share of problems, 95 percent of 
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peasant landholdings were still held communally in 1917.  Conversely, in the left-bank, 

the commune was reduced to 14 percent of landholdings.  Impoverishment, social 

stratification and landlessness increased accordingly.28 

 The artificiality of the situation was exposed when the Ukrainian peasantry 

revived the commune en masse in the wake of revolution.  Darch explains: “In Ukraine 

the increase [of land held by the peasantry] went from 56 to 96 percent of the total.  The 

mechanism to which the peasantry turned to control the distribution of this reclaimed 

land was, not surprisingly, the commune.”29  Given the economic protection of the 

commune, the poor peasantry ardently supported a return to a communal system of land 

tenure.   

 Central to Makhnovist agrarian policy was the immediate seizure of all landlord 

estates, the reintegration of kulaks into the commune, and the equal distribution of the 

land.  At the second congress, the following resolution was passed: 

The land belongs to no one and only those who work it may have the use of it.  The land should 

pass into the hands of the Ukraine’s toiling peasantry in accordance with an egalitarian working 

arrangement, i.e. it should ensure that the needs of each person are met according to established 

norms and should be worked by each individual in person.  Until such time as the agrarian issue is 

radically resolved, the congress wants local agrarian committees to draw up an immediate 

inventory of all holdings of the big landowners, the common lands and all the rest; then they can 

share them among the landless peasants or peasants with inadequate holdings, supplying them in 

general with seed and materials.30      

The Makhnovshchina’s land redistribution scheme emphasized egalitarianism unlike the 

traditional commune.  The commune confined its activities to the redistribution of land 

exclusively.  The Makhnovshchina, on the other hand, stressed the importance of equally 

redistributing livestock, farm implements and seeds in addition to land.  As Darch points 

out, this was not standard practice: “The land seizures after 1917 - the ‘Black Repartition’ 

- gave the bedniak more land, but they did not usually provide him with the tools or the 

draught animals he needed to work it.”31 Thus, while the revolution saw a massive 

redistribution of land, it was anything but egalitarian, in the true sense of the word.  On 
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the whole the poor peasant’s lot was improved and by 1919 the number of landless 

peasants had been halved.  However, a growing number found they were forced to work 

for the richer peasantry as a means of survival.32  Hence, while the Black Repartition 

momentarily led to an improvement in the poor peasant’s overall condition, in the long 

term the scheme failed to achieve economic equality.  For the poor the Makhnovist 

scheme proved very appealing.    

A case in point is the experience of the village Taratki.  The Taratki anarchists 

successfully redistributed land, livestock and supplies, thus avoiding many of the 

problems that plagued the surrounding countryside. To compare, the non-anarchist 

villages found themselves in shambles by late 1918 for lack of constructive organization. 

Taratki resident Osip Tsebry recalls: 

… whoever was strongest and had the most sons to help him had seized the best animals 

and the finest lands from the lord’s estates.  Plainly, these were predominantly kulaks [rich 

peasants], whilst the bednyaks (poor peasants) got only the crumbs … [I]n most cases, he received 

only a plot of the poorest land and did not have the tools to work it.  So it very often happened that 

he would ask the kulak to plough his holding, in return for which he would commit himself and 

his family to laboring for the kulak. … All of the neighboring villages came to regret that they had 

not done the same as had been done in Taratki, where everybody had food to eat and clothes, and 

there were neither kulaks nor bednyaks.33      

We see a stark contrast between the non-anarchist villages, in which the peasantry 

destroyed many materials and inefficiently redistributed acquired land, and those villages 

under anarchist influence, where redistribution was dealt with in a comparatively ordered 

and egalitarian manner.  Far from promoting chaos, the presence of anarchists in the 

villages helped to stabilize the situation and reestablish life on a more egalitarian basis.   

Equally impressive was the Taratki’s preservation of the local landlord estate that was 

reestablished as a ‘free working commune.’ The Makhnovist ‘free communes’ are to be 

distinguished from the tradition commune.  The free communes were experiments in 

collective farming.  

Within five kilometres of Gulyai-Polye four communes were established ranging 

from 100 to 300 individuals each.  Makhno himself worked on the Rosa Luxemburg 
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commune, which supported 285 members, who worked a former landlord estate of 340 

hectares.  Makhno describes daily life in the commune:  

[The commune’s] organization was based on equality and solidarity of the members.  All members 

of these communes – both men and women – applied themselves willingly to their tasks, whether 

in the field or the household … [A]ny members of the commune who wanted to cook separately 

for themselves and their children, or to take food from the communal kitchens and eat it in their 

own quarters, met with no objection from the other members.        

The management of these communes were “conducted by a general meeting of all its 

members.”  Anarchist schooling, based on the ideas of Francisco Ferrer, were introduced 

in the communes as well.34  These free communes are a clear example of the 

Makhnovshchina putting anarchist ideals into practice.  

 It is one thing, however, to speak of expropriation and land seizures in a purely 

academic manner; it is quite another to look at the reality of those who suffered at the 

hands of the revolution for owning too much.  It is often amidst the uplifting rhetoric, the 

acts of bravery on the battlefield and intriguing social experiments that we forget the 

suffering and the utter depravity of human behavior that accompanies war and revolution.  

The tragedy of the Mennonite civil war experience attests to the horrors of revolution and 

reveals a dark side of the Makhnovshchina, which is commonly ignored. 

 On the night of October 26 1919 a Makhnovist contingent of 1000 troops stormed  

the German Mennonite village of Eichenfeld.  By the time the riders left, 75 Mennonites 

lay dead, numerous women raped, houses burned to the ground and cartloads of personal 

belongings stolen.  Over the following day the death toll rose to 136 in the surrounding 

area.  In a panic the surviving Eichenfelders buried their dead in an unmarked grave and 

fled to neighboring villages.   

 To make sense of the Eichenfeld massacre we must follow the thread of history 

back to the time of Catherine the Great.  In the 18th century Ukraine was largely 

unconquered.  Superficially part of the Russian Empire, Ukraine was in reality a grand 

refuge for peasants seeking to escape the grip of landlord and state.  Those peasants who 

fled to Ukraine in search of ‘the free life’ (volnitsa) came to be called Cossacks.  The 

Cossacks formed confraternities based around the Don and Dnieper rivers.  One such 

group was the Zaporog Cossacks who established their base on the Khortitsa islands. 
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Following Pugachev’s rebellion, the Zaporozhian capital was destroyed in 1775.35 At 

Catherine’s behest, Ukraine’s peasantry was forcibly enserfed and the land resettled by 

foreigners.  In particular, Prussian Mennonites were offered incentives by the state to 

settle the former Zaporozhian lands.  In a document known as the Privilegium, Catherine 

set forth special rights for the Mennonites, including the right to faith, self-administration 

and exemption from military service.  By the 20th century the Mennonites had managed 

create a “state within a state”; prosperous, educated and segregated in colonies, the 

Mennonite presence was bitterly resented by the native peasantry.  To add insult to 

injury, many Ukrainians found themselves as hired labour or house servants on 

Mennonite estates.  One such labourer was the young Nestor Makhno who recalls his 

servitude arousing a “sort of rage, resentment, even hatred for the wealthy property-

owner.”36   

 While never able to recover their former way of life, the spirit of volnitsa 

continued to flow through the veins of the toiling peasantry. One Ukrainian wrote that, 

“[Gulyai Polye's] inhabitants are mostly descendants of the old Cossack times, who have 

down to the present preserved the true Zaporozhian traditions.”37  The majority of 

Makhnovists descended directly from the Zaporog Cossacks and retained a memory of 

the injustice they suffered in 1775.  Makhno recalls his mother telling him stories of “the 

epic struggles of their Zaporog Cossack forebearers against enemies on every side in 

order to safeguard their freedom.”38  It is in this historical context that the 

Makhnovshchina regarded the Mennonites as invading colonists that had taken their land 

on heels of Tsarism. 

 In the context of the civil war anti-German sentiments had risen to new heights 

due to state propaganda during the World War I.  Germanophobia was further 

compounded by the Central Powers’ occupation of Ukraine in 1918.  Throughout the war 

Mennonites, as ethnic Germans, were considered spies and treated accordingly. The 

government initiated a slanderous campaign culminating in the banning of the German 

language and the 1915 Land Liquidation Laws.  Under these laws, ostensibly aimed at 
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assuaging peasant land hunger, all German colonies were to be liquidated and given to 

returning soldiers upon the end of war.  In west Ukraine the liquidation process began in 

1916, displacing thousands of ethnic Germans.  Reports from the time record mass 

starvation and death, particularly in the Volhynian region.39   

 Facing the imminent death of the Mennonite way of life, Mennonite leaders 

addressed the crisis by recourse to their special status as outlined in the Privilegium. 

Additionally, in a strange twist the Mennonites denied their own Germanic roots.  A 

campaign was mounted to emphasize the Mennonite’s Dutch roots .  The Mennonite 

leadership drew attention to their Anabaptist origins in Holland during the Reformation 

and declaimed any “German” cultural influences.  Furthermore the Mennonite Low 

German dialect was proclaimed a Dutch dialect.  Mennonite leaders went so far as to 

proclaim in a memorandum to the Tsar: “In our veins flows not a drop of German blood!  

We reject everything Germanic!”40  Bombastically, it was trumpeted that “the 

Mennonites have never, nor will they ever forget what they owe Russia … [We] have 

united as one with all the devoted sons of great Russia in the protection of Tsar and 

Fatherland.”41  Thus on the eve of revolution, the Mennonite community was 

psychologically and materially in state of siege.  In the attempt to preserve their way of 

life, some have argued they abandoned that very way of life.  The hypocrisy of the 

‘Dutch Argument’ and Russian patriotism would become all too evident in the wake of 

civil war.  

 With the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk a fact, the German army occupied the 

Mennonite colonies.  From Dietrich Neufeld’s diary we read: [The Germans] were 

greeted by cheering crowds of Mennonites jubilant over their rescue by soldiers from the 

ancient ‘homeland’.  Pretty blonde Mennonite girls carried bunches of flowers and their 

mothers offered thick slices of ham to the astonished but delighted young liberators. Then 

they all joined in the singing of ‘Deutschland, Deuschland Über Alles.”42  Fraternization 

bled into the militarization of Mennonite life.  The Germans armed and drilled the youth 

of the colonies, exhorting them to abandon their cherished non-resistance and form self-
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defence [Selbstschutz] units to fend off the roaming bandits.  The Mennonite leadership 

responded with a luke-warm acknowledgement of the Mennonite right to bear arms.  

Anton Sawatsky remembers that, “For us it was a big testing of our non-resistant 

principle for which our ancestors had sacrificed country and property.  However, to our 

own harm our leaders were stricken with blindness and took the sword.”43  During the 

occupation, the Selbstschutz aided the Germans in the confiscation of stolen property and 

land.  Mennonites also participated in reprisal campaigns in which bandits were singled 

out for execution.  The same aid would later be offered to the White army, rousing the ire 

of the local peasantry.  

 Enlistment in the Selbstschutz was to be purely voluntary although heavy peer 

pressure was exerted and in some villages outright conscription was practiced.  

Eichenfeld Selbstschutz leader Heinrich Heinrich Heinrichs wrote that he “had” to join in 

1918.44  With the retreat of the German army, the self-defence became enmeshed with the 

White army.  The Whites provided weaponry and pressured the Selbstschutz to integrate 

as regular units.  To the Mennonites’ credit, they resisted formal integration, though 

many Selbstschutzler would later join the Whites as part of ethnic battalions. 

       The peasant response to Mennonite-German-White collaboration was 

predictable.  When the Reds occupied the colonies Commander Dibenko gave voice to 

the peasant’s frustrations after being asked for protection by a Mennonite delegation: 

“You damned apostates from the faith of your fathers, for 400 years you could not take 

any weapons into your hands, but now, on behalf of your damned Kaiser Wilhelm.”45 

The Mennonites had backed themselves into a dangerous corner.  In his 1925 address to 

the Mennonite World Conference Jacob Kroeker condemned his people’s victim stance 

in clear terms: “The sickle was often more important to us than the sanctuary, possessing 

the earth more worthwhile than the heritage of the saints in heaven.  No longer walking 

with God, we transferred our allegiance from Christ to a Christian church.  Without 

fellowship with the source of power that comes from God, we contented ourselves with 

the cultivation of our own powers.”46 In the chaos of war and revolution the Mennonite 
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community lost touch with its Anabaptist identity, succumbing to the temptation of 

protecting land and property at all costs.   

 It would be wrong, however, to pigeonhole the Mennonite population as strictly 

Selbstchutzer or pacifist.  Reality was more complex.  The Mennonites themselves were 

stratified along class lines.  Many Mennonites were landless (anwohner), some even 

forced to serve as hired labour for their wealthier co-religionists.  The anwohner’s status 

as de facto toilers would prove their fortune during the Makhnovist occupation.   

 Eichenfelder, HW Klassen recalls: “A the end of the village lived the anwohner.  

None of the Makhnovtse came to their houses and bothered them, for they owned 

nothing.” (Janzen, Eichenfeld-Dubovka, p. 14)  That the anwohner were spared based on 

ideological grounds is confirmed by David Quiring’s account.  At the height of the 

massacre Quiring was assigned the chilling task of informing each household that they 

were to bake bread for the Makhnovists.  While performing his grim duty, Quiring was 

brought before the Makhnovist commander: “I murmured and prayed for strength and 

grace to bear the fate that would be announced for me.  The commandant placed his 

revolver to my forehead.  He asked if I owned land … I owned neither land nor house.  

Mrs. Franz Klassen had to verify all my answers and so I was released.  He commanded 

one of his soldiers to see me safely to the street.”47  Later that evening Quiring would 

meet the commander again at his brother Jacob’s home:  “They grilled my brother Klass.  

I interceded on his behalf.  They freed him too, since he had no material possessions.  

Then came Jacob’s turn.  He was asked if he owned land.  He said yes.  The commandant 

shouted and ordered him to remove his clothes.  How pale he became!  He saw death 

before him …  We knew that they would execute him … Jacob said ‘goodnight’ as he 

left.”48 

 From the above accounts it is apparent that the Makhnovists had a clear 

ideological agenda.  From the available testimonies it appears that the invading 

Makhnovist unit was given orders to leave the landless and poor unmolested.  An 

Ukrainian eyewitness recalls an order being given not to “harm the workers, women, or 
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children.’”49  The fact that the anwohner were expressly spared in the massacre indicates 

that the attack was motivated more by class antagonisms than anti-German sentiments per 

se.   

 Another element of the Mennonite population included those who turned against 

their own to join the Bolsheviks and even the Makhnovshchina. Despite the anwohner’s 

Mennonite heritage they were vulnerable to the same land hunger and class resentments 

as their Ukrainian counterparts. Dietrich Neufeld wrote in his diary: “As a consequence 

of the Revolution, an evil, unbrotherly disaffection often appeared between the more 

affluent and poorer Mennonites.”50 Johann Rempel concurs class resentments existed 

within the community: “local radicals had selfish personal aims and were motivated by 

greed and a lust for power and revenge against those who had exploited them. These 

people now demanded redress of both real and imagined grievances.”51  A number of 

accounts even make speak of anwohner joining the Makhnovschina.  Heinrich Friesen 

recalls his anger upon recognizing one of his co-religionists: “And then, among the 

Machnowze, I noticed – a German, name of Schmidt … How could such a scum of 

humanity massacre his own people … Right next to the apparent leader of the band stood 

a German – Schmidt!  ‘You crafty, sly fox!’ he bellowed at me and hit me on the head 

with his gun butt.”52  

 The Thiessen brothers provide another case in point.  Cornelius Thiessen 

belonged to a Bolshevik cell within the Khortitsa colony, and was even exiled to Siberia.  

The younger Peter Thiessen, inspired by his brother’s exploits, first joined the Bolsheviks 

and later returned to Khortitsa as a Makhnovist. Rechristened Petka, he became so 

notorious that attempts were made to expunge his existence from official Mennonite 

history.53  In Eichenfeld it was one such Mennonite turned revolutionary that put into 

motion the events ending in massacre. 

 The Eichenfeld Selbstschutz was a small unit comprised of some 14 men, of 

whom Heinrich Heinrich Heinrichs served as their leader.  According to Heinrich’s 

brother Cornelius, the group did not even consider itself within the official structure of 
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the Selbstschutz.  He relates in a letter: “Eichenfeld never had a Selbstschutz.  They never 

drove out, never practiced, and were never organized.  Heinrich Heinrichs was always the 

leader whenever an emergency arose.”54  Indeed, a local Mennonite newspaper described 

its Selbstschutz as “poorly organized and lacking in uniform leadership, military training 

and discipline.”55 

 Under Heinrichs’ leadership the Eichenfeld group gained a measure of notoriety, 

successfully repelling bandit attacks throughout the spring of 1919.  In one incident the 

Selbstschutz feigned an arms turnover to local bandits.  At the arranged spot of exchange 

the Mennonites turned their guns on the bandits forcing a retreat.  A number of prisoners 

were tried and executed.  Upon hearing of this incident Soviet troops occupied Eichenfeld 

and the surrounding region, demanding the surrender of all Germans weapons.  The 

majority of the Selbstschutz acquiesced; however, the Eichenfeld group chose to hide 

their weapons.  In July 1919 the Soviets returned with 300 troops, surrounding 

Eichenfeld.  Mistaking the troops for bandits, Heinrichs’ group reemerged, miraculously 

defeating the Soviets without a single casualty.  Red reinforcements were called in and 

established a permanent presence in Eichenfeld in the form of a village soviet headed by 

Commissar Snissarenko.  Snissarenko showed no sympathy turning the village over to 

plunder.   

 It was at this point that one of Heinrichs’ comrades, Daniel Hiebert, turned traitor 

handing the names of the Selbstschutz unit to Snissnarenko in return for a position in the 

soviet.  Hearing of this traitorous action Heinrichs decided to eliminate the soviet.  In the 

words of Heinrich’s younger brother Kornelius, “the group decided to clean up these 

men.  Heinrich Heinrichs was the leader – they decided they would kill everybody, take 

no prisoners and not one person would utter a word.”  Three members of the soviet, 

including Hiebert and Snissnarenko, were murdered, however, a fourth had managed to 

escape by hiding in an oven.  Upon reporting to his seniors, a delegation was sent to 

Eichenfeld to investigate the matter.  It was at this time that Heinrichs left Eichenfeld.           

 In the aftermath of these confused events the Makhnovists had reestablished 

command of the region and used the above incident as a pretext not only to destroy the 

                                                 
54 Janzen, p. 10 
55 Ibid, p. 7 



Selbstschutz but also annihilate the Mennonite colonies as a whole. Arshinov reports the 

mood of the army upon their return to their native region: “They literally swept through 

villages, towns and cities like an enormous broom, removing every vestige of 

exploitation and servitude.  The returned pomeshchiks, the kulaks, the police, the priests 

… all these were swept out of the victorious path of the Makhnovist movement …  All 

those known to be active enemies of the peasants and workers were condemned to death.  

Pomeshchiks and kulaks perished in great numbers.” 

 On the morning of October 26th Makhnovists and local peasantry entered 

Eichenfeld.  By nightfall more than 1000 troops had blockaded the village to prevent an 

escape route.  The Makhnovists first action was to kill whom they believed to be 

Heinrichs.  The man they murdered was Heinrichs’ father, Heinrich Heinrichs.  A recent 

book on the incident theorizes the rationale for the massacre:  “In the midst of Makhno’s 

struggle to assert firm control over the region, this execution of a prominent leader in the 

self-defense movement was surely an intentionally symbolic act.  The Eichenfeld 

massacre was a warning to Mennonites throughout the region that Makhno would not 

tolerate resistance.”56  Following the murder Heinrichs senior, the Makhnovists went on 

to systematically execute all landowners and sons over 16 years of age. 

 In the aftermath of the killing, Ukrainian peasants from the surrounding area 

descended upon Eichenfeld taking anything of value.  Raisa Gurazda relates her mother’s 

eyewitness report:  “Later some daring people from neighbouring villages came, after 

everything was deserted.  They took all the doors and windows.  The Germans had 

everything of the best quality … Not a single German home remained standing in the 

they were torn down … It was like a ‘black hole’.  The bricks were scattered around.  It 

was desolate and the cats slunk about, and the dogs.”57 As for the survivors, after three 

days the dead were gathered from the streets and buried in mass graves. Eichenfeld had 

ceased to exist.               
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 The fate of Eichenfeld was not a unique event. The pattern was repeated 

throughout the colonies, each village with their own harrowing stories of murder and 

destruction.  Beyond the scope of Mennonite historians these massacres have been 

largely forgotten.  All major studies, academic or anarchist, fail to address these events.  

In A. Skirda’s, otherwise outstanding history of the Makhnovshchina, no mention is made 

of the Mennonite experience.  Skirda goes so far as to write, “none of the charges of 

banditry aired by this one or that, stands up to a serious examination of the facts.”58  In 

his final assessment Skirda dismisses Makhnovist banditry as fairy tale fears of the “dark, 

nameless peasant masses” concocted by the rural bourgeoisie. 

 The Mennonite experience is overlooked simply because it does not fit into the 

traditional narrative of the Makhnovshchina as a movement of liberation.  As has been 

illustrated there is no doubt that for the majority of poor peasantry the Makhnovshchina 

was a liberating force and often lived up to its egalitarian rhetoric.    However, this is not 

the whole picture.  Ultimately both sides were swept away in the torrents of civil war.  

Strained life circumstances combined with an entrenched militaristic psychology led to a 

fundamental collapse in both the anarchist ethos and traditional Mennonite pacifism.     
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