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Photo credit: Between 1987 and 1999, the genealogically and historically oriented journal

"Wandering Volhynians" was published in Canada, which, in accordance with its title, was

devoted in particular to the migration history of this group. Wandering Volhynians, 
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In 1993 the Canadian genealogical journal “Wandering

Volhynians” featured an article on the life story of Rosalie

Scheming Hein.   Rosalie was born in 1893 in 

(now Ukrainian Bubni, then Russian Bubno) in eastern 

, which is today part of . Her parents had

immigrated from . In the early 20th century,

her family settled for a few years in  in present-

day , but returned to Volhynia before the First World

War. Due to the  anti-German policies at

the time of World War I, Rosalie was deported to 

on the  in 1915. She moved back to Glückstal

after the war, but was deported again in 1935 as part of

Stalinist dekulakization, this time to , from

where she was able to return home after four years. At the

end of 1942, the occupying Nazi forces settled her in the

German model colony of  south of  in

Volhynia. Model colonies were intended to serve the

construction of settlement cores within the framework of a

German colonization of Eastern Europe. The inhabitants of

the villages in this colony had been deported shortly

before. In 1944/45, Rosalie and her children first arrived in

Perleberg in Brandenburg on refugee trains. The Soviet

occupation authorities deported them from here once

again, this time to a camp near  in Siberia, where

Rosalie died in 1952. Most of her family now lives in North

America or Germany.

Photo of Rosalie Scheming Hein from

her Immigration Central Office (EWZ)

file. The EWZ was responsible for

registering German speakers resettled

from Eastern Europe, determining

their citizenship, and providing

temporary housing and settlement..

BArch / EWZ-G-Karte Rosalie Hein,

geb. Schimming *21.03.1893, 
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From the mid-nineteenth century onward, innovations such as steam
navigation and the advent of the railroad led to a sharp increase in global
migration movements. The German-speaking Volhynians were part of this
development, which moved between the ideal-typical poles of voluntary and
forced migration and was significantly influenced by the enforcement of the
ethnonational principle. This article focuses on the emigration movements of
this group from the Russian governorate of Volhynia in the period between the
1860s and the First World War. The subsequent forced migrations of the
German-speaking Volhynians are also briefly discussed.
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At the center of this exemplary personal migration story is the Russian governorate of

Volhynia. It was formed after the second and third partition of Poland and bordered the 

 to the west, the  to the east, and the 

to the north. Many of the German-speaking inhabitants of Volhynia moved from settlement

areas in the Kingdom of Poland between the 1860s and the early 1880s, including Rosalie

Scheming Hein's parents.  In 1889, official statistics showed a population of just under

150,000 German speakers out of a total population of just under three million; by 1908,

official statistics show that this number had risen to 210,000 people living in 800 colonies due

to a natural population increase and despite a considerable emigration movement away from

Volhynia. In the governorate, this group constituted the fourth largest after Ukrainian, Jewish

and Polish populations, accounting for just under six percent of the population. However, their

share of the population in Luzk, Zhytomyr, Volodymyr Volynskyi and Rivne counties stood at

nine to twelve percent.  The proper name "Wolhyniendeutsche" (Volhynia Germans), which is

widespread today among the descendants of this group, but also in literature, was originally a

foreign name. It is not used in this article because its genesis in the 1930s and 1940s is closely

interwoven with “völkisch” ideas and, in particular, with the violent National Socialist

population policies in Eastern Europe.

The European part of the Russian Empire (governorates

and railroad lines), detail zoom on Volhynia. Alexej Iljin, 
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This map shows the approximate population composition

of the Volhynia Governorate. According to the legend,

the dominant red shaded areas show Ukrainian speakers,

the blue speckles German speakers, the dark brown

Jewish speakers and the dark red Polish speakers.

Alexander Rittich, Free access - no reuse

German-speaking Volhynians in the Field of Tension of Anti-German

and Racist Migration Policies

The complex ethnic mix in Volhynia could be easily upset by domestic and foreign political

Kingdom of Poland Kiev Governorate Minsk Governorate

2

3

4

Jan Musekamp The History of the German-speaking Volhynians as Part of a Global Migration History

Seite 2 von 14



events. In fact, shortly after the settlement, tensions rose between the German speakers of

Volhynia and the Russian state, where pan-Slavic thinking was gaining ground in the form of

ethnic Russian nationalism. On this basis, a restriction of the rights of linguistic and religious

minorities had already begun after the Polish uprising of 1863/64, culminating in the 1880s

and affecting in particular the Polish-speaking, Jewish, but also German-speaking populations

in the western governorates.  In the debates of this period, security considerations increased

in the face of increasing "alien land ownership" in the border regions, so that in the 1880s a

series of laws were enacted that slowed down the influx and restricted the rights of settlers.

This situation led to migration movements, which saw German-speaking Volhynians settle in

Canada, Brazil, the , and , among other places. Rosalie Scheming Hein's

life story is only one example of these voluntary and involuntary migrations.

Canada

The deterioration of living conditions in Volhynia occurred at a time when the Canadian

government was opening up new areas in western Canada for immigration. At the same time,

it deprived the indigenous population (First Nations) of their livelihood and restricted their

settlement areas to reservations. In 1886, the transcontinental Canadian Pacific Railroad was

completed, encouraging settlement along the rail line. However, the Canadian government

pursued a racist immigration policy. It largely excluded immigration from Asia with the

Chinese Immigration Act of 1885, similarly to the United States, and favored immigration from

northern and eastern Europe instead. Between 1896 and 1914 alone, about half a million

people left the Russian and  and  to settle in Canada. Around

44,000 German-speaking Eastern Europeans arrived during this period, which accounted for

just under ten percent of the total number of immigrants. About half of these probably came

from Volhynia.  They founded settlements primarily in the newly opened prairie provinces of

Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba.
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Along the railroad lines in the prairie provinces of Alberta, Manitoba and

Saskatchewan, numerous immigrants from Eastern Europe, including

Volhynians, settled in the late 19th century. Jacques W. Redway, 
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A good example of this is the emigration of Lutherans and Moravian brothers and sisters from

Volhynia to two new settlements near Edmonton in Alberta, organized by Andreas Lilge. Lilge

was born in 1851 in the German-speaking settlement of  near , where his

family had lived for several generations. He was a skilled carpenter and additionally trained

as a Lutheran preacher and teacher. With his wife Wilhelmine, he followed his brother Ludwig

to Volhynia in 1878, where he became pastor at the parish of  (Yasenivka), about 50

kilometers northwest of Zhytomyr.   Although Lilge worked for the Lutheran Church, he

followed closely the ideas of the Moravian Brethren and sought training as a pastor with

them. After his application for training with the Moravian Brethren in Herrnhut/Germany was

rejected, he went to the United States in 1881 and began studies at the German-language

Concordia Theological Seminary in Springfield, Illinois. However, due to theological

disagreements, he discontinued his studies just one year later and returned to Volhynia.  

Here, he and numerous other Lutherans of the Heimthal parish transferred their allegiance to

the Moravian Brethren. Within the Russian Empire, this religious group had to struggle against

a number of repressive measures and was not recognized as an independent denomination

even under pressure from the Lutheran Church.   For this reason, Lilge and his family

traveled to North America in 1892 to find a suitable place to relocate. He succeeded in

Augustowok Warsaw

Heimthal
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gaining the support of the Canadian government for his plan, and in 1894, about 100 German-

speaking Volhynian families emigrated from Heimthal to the two newly founded towns of

Brüderheim (Bruederheim) and Brüderfeld (Bruederfeld) near Edmonton in Alberta.   As a

consequence of the establishment of other colonies in the region, Edmonton developed into a

center of German-speaking Volhynians in Canada. This was the basis for a chain migration

that was to last until after the Second World War and brought relatives and acquaintances of

all generations from Volhynia to Canada. According to the former editor of the "Wandering

Volhynians" Ewald Wuschke, the region around Edmonton currently has "the highest

concentration of Germans from Poland and Volhynia worldwide".   Today, Edmonton is home

to the Historical Society of Germans from Poland and Volhynia.

First church of German-speaking Volhynians in

Brüderheim/Alberta in, 1890s. Heinz Lehmann,

The German Canadians 1750-1937. Immigration,

Settlement & Culture, St. John's/Newfoundland

1986, after p. 368. Heinz Lehmann, 

Free access - no reuse Andreas Lilge and family. The pastor of the Moravian Brethren

Andreas Lilge initiated the emigration of families from

Heimthal/Volhynia, who settled in Brüderheim/Alberta in Canada.

University of Calgary in Alberta, Glenbow Library and Archive

Western Research Centre, Sign. NA-2676-4, auf

https://sites.ualberta.ca/~german/AlbertaHistory/Moravians.htm,

Free access - no reuse

Brazil

After the abolition of slavery in 1888 and the founding of the first Brazilian Republic the

following year, a racist "white immigration policy" (branqueamento/whitening) dominated,

aimed at increasing the proportion of the population of European – preferably of Protestant –

origin.  Immigrants from Eastern Europe also accepted the invitation and increasingly moved

to South America in the 1890s as part of what became known as "Brazil fever." Although some

Volhynians subsequently returned to Europe because of the Brazilian government’s broken

promises regarding land acquisition, several colonies of so-called "Teuto-Russos" were

established in the southernmost state of Rio Grande do Sul.  Here, a significant German-
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speaking population already existed, for example from the Hunsrück, but also from the Volga

region. An example of a settlement of German-speaking Volhynians is the Guarani colony on

the border with Argentina.  It was established in the 1890s and still exists today. In the early

20th century, the colony attracted the attention of Lutheran authorities in Germany, as its

pastors repeatedly approached German church authorities for financial and material support.

The mostly German-speaking settlement of Guarani in Rio Grande do Sul. The map was drawn by

Pastor Weidemann in 1914 and indicates the different denominational affiliations of the settlers. In

his accompanying letter, the pastor asked for the support of German Protestant agencies to fend

off the missionary efforts of the Missouri Synod from the United States. l.: Weidemann / r.:

Wikimedia Commons, https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Brazil_Provinces_1889.svg, 

Free access - no reuse

Courland (Baltic)

As shown, the Russian government was interested in reducing the German-speaking

population of Volhynia. At the same time, some Baltic German landowners worked to bolster

the German-speaking population on their estates. By the end of the nineteenth century, the

political and economic position of the landowners had visibly deteriorated. This development

was intensified by the 1905 revolution. There was a shortage of farm workers caused by a

rural exodus of the local, mostly Latvian-speaking population. The latter hoped for higher

wages in the city than those offered by the large landowners, as well as for social

advancement. As a possible solution to this plight, some Courland landowners considered the

settlement of a loyal German-speaking population. The initiative for the settlement of

German-speaking Volhynians came from three landowners who had been militant opponents
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of the 1905 revolution and were already thinking in terms of German nationalist categories.

After plans to rebuild the areas devastated by the revolution with the help of money and

settlers from the German Reich failed, the landowners fell for the idea of settling German

speakers from Volhynia here. This had the advantage that no resistance from the government

was to be feared, since the German speakers of Russia had proven themselves to be largely

loyal to the state during the revolution. Personal connections also played a role, as many

Lutheran pastors of Volhynia had previously studied together with Baltic Germans or even

originated from there. We know about one group of German-speaking Volhynians who

migrated from  (30 kilometers south of Luzk) to Courland (Russian: Малевана;

Polish: Malowana; present-day Ukrainian: Mal'ovane or Мальоване). The migrants succeeded

in "winning over a group of rich Czech peasants to buy the farms of the migrants (...). The

Russian governor-general did nothing to prevent the Czechs from buying the places, seeing

them as Slavic brothers, so they paid... and the settlers were able to leave."  Additional

incentives, such as payment of travel costs, the promise of greater land ownership and social

advancement, ultimately persuaded about 10,000 Volhynians to migrate internally to

Courland, some 900 kilometers away – among them Rosalie Scheming Hein's family.

The European part of the Russian Empire (governorates and railroad lines), detail zoom on

the governorate of Courland (in green). Alexej Iljin, Free access - no reuse

Siberia

17

Malevana

18

19

Jan Musekamp The History of the German-speaking Volhynians as Part of a Global Migration History

Seite 7 von 14



From the 1860s onward, Siberia gradually became a popular destination for Russian internal

migration and was both a notorious destination for deportation and banishment, but also a

promising, freer country to which many peasants were drawn. The Russian government, like

the politicians in Canada and the USA, was also interested in limiting immigration from the

Chinese Empire. The number of European resettlers to Siberia increased, especially from the

mid-1880s, and reached 409,000 annually in the last eight years before the World War, partly

due to the completion of the Trans-Siberian Railway.  With Stolypin's reforms, the

colonization of Siberia also achieved new significance because new settlers were offered 50

desjatines of land – about 55 hectares – by the government at affordable prices, and were

also granted tax privileges, favorable loans, and relief from military service.  As a result,

from the 1890s onwards, smaller and larger groups of German-speaking Volhynians made

their way there and founded colonies on the Amur and around Tomsk, for example.  Some of

their descendants still live in Siberia or emigrated to Germany in the 1990s as ethnic Germans

– among them descendants of Rosalie Scheming Hein. Thousands of German-speaking

Volhynians who were willing to migrate thus made a conscious decision before the First World

War against a possible emigration to North America or Prussia. Here, the Royal Settlement

Commission for Posen and West Prussia endeavored to increase the proportion of German

speakers as part of its anti-Polish policies at the time. It also courted German speakers in the

Russian Empire, largely unsuccessfully.

Thirty Years of Forced Migration: 1915-1945

While Volhynians were still able to make migration decisions relatively independently in the

period before World War I, a thirty-year era of forced migrations began with the First World

War.

The beginning of World War I ushered in a period of extreme nationalist, anti-German

sentiment in the Russian Empire. In February 1915, the tsar enacted the so-called liquidation

laws, by which large sections of the population of "German, Austrian and Hungarian descent"

who were living in the border governorates were forced to sell their property far below its

value. About 70,000 Volhynians were subsequently deported to Siberia and southeastern

Russia, including Rosalie's family.  Alfred Krüger, for example, reported how in early July

1915, as the front approached, his family set off on a six-month odyssey in horse-drawn

wagons, first to  and from there by train to a village near  at the edge of the 

, a "Bashkir village, on the border of Siberia."  One consequence of this collective

deportation experience was a growing sense of togetherness among the German-speaking

Volhynians. This was expressed, among other things, in the "Wolhynierlied" (Volhynian Song),

which was written during the time of the deportations.
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Places of deportation of German-speaking Volhynians during the First World War. The map is

based on numerous accounts of experiences, which were collected and partly published in the

1980s. Nikolaus Arndt und Johannes Arndt, Karte: Die Verbannung der Wolhyniendeutschen im

I. Weltkrieg, in Wolhynische Hefte, 4. Folge, 1986, S. 98-99, Free access - no reuse

Those of the German-speaking population who had remained in Volhynia until the advance of

the Austro-Hungarian army and who had to flee from the combat zone that existed here for

an extended period of time or from the destroyed villages were able to take advantage of the

help of the "Fürsorgeverein für deutsche Rückwanderer" (Welfare Association for German

Repatriates) in Berlin, which was supported by the German Reich and temporarily evacuated

60,000 people mostly from Poland and Volhynia to Germany.   The Brest-Litovsk peace

dictate of March 1918 provided in an additional treaty for the right of deported Germans to

return to Germany, but had no significant impact before the end of the war.

The end of the First World War and the following fighting between Poland and the Red Army

initially made it possible for the Volhynians to return. However, quite a few found their former

homes destroyed or had to fight for their expropriated farms to be returned to them.

Moreover, Volhynia was now divided between Poland and the , so many

preferred to emigrate either to the German Reich or to America. The “Verein Deutscher

Wolhynier” (Association of German Volhynians) and the “Zentralkomitee der Deutschen aus

Russland“ (Central Committee of Germans from Russia) provided financial and logistical

assistance for emigration.  This period saw an increased interest in the German speakers of

Eastern Europe in general and from Volhynia in particular. Within the framework of a German

26
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nationalist “völkisch” movement, politicians used the German-speaking population of Eastern

Europe as a basis for a revisionist foreign policy that assumed a German civilizing mission in

Eastern Europe. The German-speaking Volhynians were at the center of a propaganda

campaign that reached its peak during the Third Reich. As a result, the term

"Wolhyniendeutsche" (Volhynian Germans) came to be used for this group.

Following this logic, the Second World War ushered in the end of the German-speaking

settlements in Volhynia. Shortly after the beginning of the war, Hitler appointed Reichsführer

SS Heinrich Himmler as "Reich Commissioner for the Consolidation of German Nationhood." In

a programmatic document of 1940 under the title "Menscheneinsatz," the "repatriation of

ethnic Germans and Reich Germans from abroad" was proclaimed for the "shaping of new

settlement areas" and the "elimination of harmful influences of non-native population

segments in the Empire."  These "repatriations" led to the forced migration of about 67,000

Volhynians between 1940 and 1944, the majority of whom were settled in the annexed Polish 

 after the deportation of the original inhabitants, but some of whom remained

until the end of the war in transitional camps.  Thus, the Volhynians had become an

important instrument of the forcible transformation of East Central Europe envisaged in the

"General Plan East" and a plaything of National Socialist nationality policy. The glorified

propaganda trek of the covered wagons on their "Heimkehr" (“return home” – the title of a

propaganda film) to the "Greater German Reich" became the harbinger and symbol of the

great flight movements, deportations and expulsions of the East and East-Central European

population in the 1940s.

29
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Propagandistic depiction of a "typical" Volhynian

German peasant. The images of the farmer and the

covered wagon on the stamp are by Otto Engelhardt-

Kyffhäuser, who, among other things, designed the

propaganda exhibition "The great trek. The Return of the

German Peasants from Galicia and Volhynia", which was

shown in 1940 in the Haus der Kunst/Berlin. Briefmarke

von 1940, Michel-Katalog, Generalgouvernment, Nr. 58

(Archiv des Autors/Author's archive), 

Free access - no reuse

Propaganda film "Homecoming" about the resettlement

of German-speaking Volhynians. This film was premiered

in 1941 and deals in a highly exaggerated form with the

discrimination of German-speaking Volhynians by the

Polish administration and population in the late 1930s. In

this reading, they were "rescued" by the advancing

Wehrmacht and subsequently resettled ("returned

home") to their "homeland of Greater Germany".

„Heimkehr“, Wien-Film GmbH; 1941, 96 Minuten, Regie:

Gustav Ucicky, Drehbuch: Gerhard Menzel / 96 minutes,

director: Gustav Ucicky, screenplay: Gerhard Menzel, 

Free access - no reuse

The Germans who settled in Eastern Volhynia, like Rosalie, were initially resettled in "German

settlement centers" after the German attack on the Soviet Union. These centers were to

become nuclei of a future large-scale German development of the western Soviet Union.32
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Between October 1943 and May 1944, they too embarked on large journeys on foot to

Wartheland. Around 44,600 people were affected.

Volhynians were again affected by forced migration only a few years after their settlement in

Wartheland. When the front approached in 1944/1945, they were mostly evacuated to the

west or fled on their own. Their forced migration came to an end only after 1945, when they

were finally able to settle in one of the two German states or again overseas – after they had

been forced to stay for long periods of time in transitional camps or on farms. Those who

were not able to flee in time or who were identified as "Wolhyniendeutsche" (Volhynian

Germans) by official authorities in the Soviet occupation zone had to reckon with being

deported to Kazakhstan or Siberia, just like Rosalie.

Today, the descendants of the German-speaking Volhynians form a global diaspora which,

despite different migration paths, is often still aware of its origins in Volhynia. These groups

have organized themselves in associations, as part of a transnational community, especially in

North America and Germany. In addition, the Volhynian Resettlement Museum in

Linstow/Mecklenburg hosts exhibitions and other events and thereby keeps the memory of

the history of the German-speaking Volhynians alive.

English translation: William Connor
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