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A special Christmas edition in collaboration with the Mennonite Heritage Museum 

By Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, adapted 
 
I heard the bells on Christmas Day 
Their old, familiar carols play,  
And wild and sweet/ The words repeat 
Of peace on earth, good-will to All! 
 
And thought how, as the day had come, 
The belfries of all Christendom  
Had rolled along/ The unbroken song 
Of peace on earth, good-will to All! 
 
Till ringing, singing on its way, 
The world revolved from night to day, 
A voice, a chime /A chant sublime 
Of peace on earth, good-will to All! 
 
Then from each black, accursed mouth 
The cannon thundered in the South,  
And with the sound/The carols drowned 
Of peace on earth, good-will to All! 
 
It was as if an earthquake rent 
The hearth-stones of a continent, 
And made forlorn/ The households born 
Of peace on earth, good-will to All! 
 
And in despair I bowed my head; 
"There is no peace on earth," I said;  
"For hate is strong/And mocks the song 
Of peace on earth, good-will to All!" 
 
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep: 
"God is not dead, and doth not sleep;  
The Wrong shall fail/The Right prevail, 
With peace on earth, good-will to All." 

I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day 



Editorial   By Louise Bergen Price 

Often, during the recent Russian invasion of Ukraine and the horrors that have followed, I think of my Oma. Most of her 
family were killed during Stalin’s reign – out of a family of eight, only she and her sister survived. Her husband was 
“disappeared” and later shot. But Oma had no hatred of “the Russians.” She blamed the Communist government, often 
lamenting, “Oh the poor Russian people. How they’ve suffered.” It is a good reminder to me today as well, to separate 
a government’s actions from my feeling towards the people. As we head towards the Christmas season, may the mes-
sage of “Peace to All” find home in our hearts.   

Christmas Food 

and Memories 

Cow candies and brown peroschki.  
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By Louise Bergen Price 
 
My parents, who were in their mid-twenties when they 
came to Canada, were eager to start a new life here. Yet 
our own family traditions remained linked to the past, to 
a country they called Russland. There were the candies 
that Dad bought by the pound at Funk’s: creamy Krovka/
Korovki “cow” candies with colourful wrappers picturing 
contented cows; “lobster” candies with a peanutty cen-
tre; and hard candies filled with jam. We called them 
“Russian candies,” but they were likely imported from 
Poland, as are the ones you can buy at AbbyMate today. 
     Also from Funk’s, burlap sacks of peanuts. Spread out 
on a cookie sheet and roasted to perfection just before 
eating, peanuts were a staple in our home in the winter 
months. Inevitably, some shells fell to the floor, crunch-
ing underfoot. Sometimes peanuts took flight across the 
table. “Aber Kinder, hört auf!” Mom would scold. 
(Children, stop it!) 
     Of course, Christmas wouldn’t be complete without 
Camel brand halvah in a metal tin in which you could lat-
er bake Syrupsplatz (syrup cake). Mom and Dad pro-
nounced it Khalva (халва), the Ukrainian/ Russian way. 
Made with sesame seeds and honey, the first written rec-
ipe appeared in the early thirteenth century in the Ara-
bic Kitab al-Tabikh (The Book of Dishes), although many 
cultures claim halvah as their own invention. (https://
momentmag.com/open-sesame-the-history-of-halvah/) 
In our home, it was a staple over the Christmas season, 
especially when friends dropped by, and yet, strangely, I 
have found very few references to halvah in Mennonite 
literature. It was certainly familiar to at least some Men-
nonites in South Russia: in an online memoir, Johann J. 
Maties tells of an incident in the early 1900s in which his 
former teacher J. Unruh invites him to share a “lovely 
piece of halvah.” (www.krausehouse.ca/krause/
MathiesJJ1965_2.htm) 

     Finally, there were cookies, more cake-like in texture 
than “English” cookies and made using sour cream rather 
than lashings of butter or oil. Jam-filled peroschki were a 
staple in Mennonite cookbooks – the Mennonite Treasury 
contains eight recipes. After the peroschki had cooled, 
Mom would slide them into her large bread-kneading 
pan, pour a generous recipe of seven-minute frosting 
over top, then gently stir until the cookies were glazed. 
  

Brown Peroschki 
from Irene Sawatzky Bergen’s cookbook 
 
Beat together: 2 eggs, 1 cup brown sugar, 1 cup sour 
cream, ½ cup honey, ½ cup syrup, ¾ cup butter, 1 tsp bak-
ing powder, 1 tbsp baking ammonia (first dissolved in 1 
tbsp water),* 1 tsp cinnamon, and 1 tsp star anise.  
 
Add enough flour to make a soft dough – about 5 cups. It 
will still be sticky. Put in a cool place overnight.  
     Roll out dough, cut into circles with a drinking glass. 
Place a tsp of jam in the centre of each cookie, fold in 
half, press edges together. Bake at 350o until done. Ice 
with 7-minute frosting. 
 
* I used 1 tsp baking soda in place of baking ammonia. 

https://momentmag.com/open-sesame-the-history-of-halvah/
https://momentmag.com/open-sesame-the-history-of-halvah/
http://www.krausehouse.ca/krause/MathiesJJ1965_2.htm
http://www.krausehouse.ca/krause/MathiesJJ1965_2.htm


Travelling in  

Winter to Siberia 
By Julia M. Born Toews, with John H. Toews 

“Dad, what do you remember about a 
Christmas time when you were a 
child?” I was sitting with my father-in-
law in the kitchen on a sunny October 
day. Every autumn he came down to 
Abbotsford from his home in Ender-
by, BC and helped peel apples to be 
put in the fruit dryer.  When the fruit 
was ready it would be stored in two-
quart jars for winter consumption. 
Cutting up fruit was something that 
helped him feel useful and it was a 
connection with his own childhood; 
his parents had been adept at preserving fruit and storing 
food for the winter.  
     During this activity, I sometimes asked for stories, and 
often I switched on the tape recorder in order to capture 
his words. This time he told a story about a trip in the 
middle of winter when his family moved from Neu  
Samara to Slavgorod, Siberia, in 1908. This is how he re-
counted it. 
      “As I remember, since I was five years old. Mom, Dad, 
Uncle Corny, Aunt Sara, four sleighs with one horse to a 
sleigh, one had a canvas cover, took up a homestead 
back in Russia in the northern part, the coldest, the cold 
Siberia. In the one covered sleigh was Mom and my sister 
Helen who had the measles. They travelled from Dolinsk,  
 ...continued on next page. 

John H. Toews 

(Hans) circa 1912, 

Slavgorod, Asiatic 

Russia. Photo:  

Family Archives. 

Give a Subscription to 

Roots & Branches this 

Christmas!  

Sleigh in blizzard. Arnold Dyck, Verloren in der Steppe, p. 160. 

Manitoba Mennonite Historical Society, 1985. 

Give the gift that helps uphold the memories of our 

Mennonite heritage. Gift your loved one with an an-

nual membership to the Mennonite Historical Socie-

ty of BC, and they will also receive the Roots and 

Branches newsletter all year. For a $35 donation, 

they gain membership, and the knowledge that their 

gift helps upgrade archival equipment, support our 

staff, keep our office and archives open to the pub-

lic, and sponsor events that tell the Mennonite sto-

ry. Members also enjoy a vote at the AGM, and 

emails about upcoming events and news. To give, 

contact the office at 604-853-6177, email ar-

chives@mhsbc.com, or visit our office at 1818 Clear-

brook Road in the Mennonite Heritage Museum. 

 

Roots & Branches 
Is a publication of the Mennonite Historical Society of 
BC and is mailed three times per year to all members.  
 
Editors for this special Christmas issue: Julia M. Born 
Toews and Louise Bergen Price; MHM section by  
Jenny Bergen 
 
Associate Editors: Maryann Tjart Jantzen and Robert 
Martens 
 
Layout: Jennifer Martens, Heather Pauls Murray, and 
Louise Bergen Price 
 
Mennonite Historical Society of BC 
1818 Clearbrook Rd, Abbotsford, BC  V2T 5X4 
Phone: 604-853-6246 
Email: archives@mhsbc.com 
Website: www.mhsbc.com 
 
Holiday closure: MHSBC and the Mennonite Heritage 
Museum will be closed from December 17, 2022 to 
January 15, 2023. 



Samara, by horse and sleigh in the wintertime, because in 
the summertime it was too far to go by land. In the win-
ter they could travel over across the lake with the cold, 
the Irtysh River, since Dad did not have the money to 
travel by boat. There were also three other kids: Aunt 

Sara’s Helen, Corny, and 
Susie. Mom drove one of the 
sleighs. 
     “It took them four weeks 
to get there by horse and 
sleigh. At one point one of 
the horses died. I remember 
how Aunt Sara and my mom 
threw their arms around 
each other and cried. Some-
how, they kept going and 

when they got there, there was lots of snow and it was 
cold. They stayed in a village of the ‘kald’ Bagatske, old 
Russian people. They were very good to us.  
     “They [we] stayed there for two weeks, then all of a 
sudden the weather changed: the water was running all 
over. Dad and Uncle Corny went to find the homestead, 
their peg number. They stayed over one week, and by 
then they had built a shelter for each one. Dad, Mom, 
Uncle Korny, and Aunt Sara. The shack was two feet in 
the ground, eight feet wide, twelve feet long. The roof 
was birch trunks and twigs – five feet high.” 
     “So, what did you do for Christmas celebrations? Were 
your people able to celebrate at all?” I repeat my 
question. 
     “Well,” he replied, thinking hard, “I do remem-
ber, when Christmas came around, getting a bag 
of candy, which I treasured very much. I wanted 
this candy to last a long time. But where to keep it 
safe? The place was so small. So I put it under my 
bed, far back against the wall.” 
     He paused and a faraway look came in his eyes. 
“But, when I went to get some candy, I could not 
get it out.” He stopped and laughed at the 
memory of his childhood predicament. “You see, 
the bag had frozen solid against the wall, it was 
that cold.”  
     And that’s where his story ended. Hopefully he 
was able to peel the bag off the wall when spring 
arrived and the walls thawed out. And hopefully 
the candy tasted as good as he hoped it would. 
 
Historical background 
The Barnaul Colony (later called Slavgorod) was 
established in West Siberia on the desolate Kulun-
dian Steppes in 1908. Part of the attraction, espe-
cially for landless Mennonites, was the arrange-
ment for free land, reduced railway fares, start-up 

A sod house (semlin) at the Mennonite Heritage Village,  

Steinbach, Manitoba. Photo: Julia M. Toews, 2015. 

Christmas colouring by Lydia Isaak, decorating her song book from Ger-

man School, 1936. Source: MHSBC files.  

“You see, the 
bag had frozen 
solid against the 
wall, it was that 
cold.”  

loans, and exemption from taxes. Families from all over 
Russia, not just Mennonites, responded to the Russian 
government’s invitation to settle in this remote area, 
among them the Toews family who eventually settled in 
the village of Gnadenheim. 
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