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The AHSGR 
Yesterday and Today

about a special, active group 
By Delbert Amen

The Germans From Russia
Beginn ing  in the 1760’s and c o n t in u in g  fo r  more 

than  a c e n tu ry ,  G e rm a n  fa rm e rs  and  a r t is a n s  
migrated to  Russia in num bers  to ta l ing  m ore than 
100,000. These people  longed to escape from  the 
econom ic  d if f icu lt ies  of the d isas trous  Seven Years’ 
War and  f r o m  s o m e t im e  r e l ig io u s  p e r s e c u t io n  
Catherine the Great issued a m an ifes to  in 1763 that 
made a llu r ing  promises to all fo re igners  “ regardless 
of na t iona li ty  and re l ig io n ” w ho  w ou ld  settle the 
uninhabited reg ions of Russia.

The earliest m igran ts  went m ain ly  to the Volga 
regions. Then, fo r  many years, the main movement 
was to the Black Sea region, where  co lon ies  were 
founded on the banks of the Dnieper, in the Odessa 
district, in the Crimea, on the northe rn  shores of the 
Sea o f A zo v ,  in B e s s a ra b ia ,  and  in th e  S o u th  
Caucasus. Finally, in the 1860’s, there came a major 
movement into Vo lhyn ia, where small num bers  had 
settled earlier in the century.

For the f irs t generat ion  on the Russian steppes, 
carving out the new fa rm s and vil lages was a harsh, 
often bitter, experience. But hard w ork  was a fact of 
life fo r  them, and they were a persevering people, 
in d u s t r io u s  m u c h  b e y o n d  th e  o rd in a ry .  W i th in  a 
short time, they had estab lished th r iv ing , a g r ic u l­
ture-based colonies. Season after season, granaries 
were fil led, fru its  and vegetables were harvested, 
and meats were sm oked and cured. Parents and 
children began to feel at home and con ten t in their 
new villages. The Russian steppe, with its rich black 
soil, was now home

What makes the h is to ry  of these people  un ique  is 
that in each new se tt lem ent they to ta lly  retained 
their German cu lture  and way of life. Hattie Plum 
Will iams has descr ibed this phenom enon  in THE 

CZAR S GERMANS: "These people are Germans, 
n o tR u s s ia n s : th e y a re T e u to n s .n o t  Slavs: they never 
spoke the Russian language, never embraced the 
Greek religion, never intermarried with the Russians, 
and many of the ir  ch ild ren  never saw a Russian until 
th e y  le f t  t h e i r  n a t ive  v i l la g e  fo r  a new  h o m e  in 
America."

U lt imate ly , the ins is tence on re ta in ing  the ir  s trong 
e thn ic  iden t ity  w ith in  a larger, unsym pa the t ic  nation 
left the Russian Germans vu lnerable  to new troubles. 
Promises made in the o r ig ina l Russian manifestoes 
were w ithd raw n : harassm ent and persecu tion  from  
native Russians became w idespread.

O nce again, e m ig ra t ion  was the response. From 
the 1870’s in to th e e a r ly tw e n t ie th c e n tu ry .  thousands 
of these Germ ans in Russia left fo r  a new promised 
land For most of them, th is meant s ta rt ing  again on 
the plains of the Americas where, like their forefathers, 
they began the hard task of being p ioneers in a 
strange new coun try .  And. once again, ag r icu l tu re  
was the way of l ife fo r  the m ajor ity , a lthough  many of 
them also settled in cities.

The hard, backbreak ing  w ork  was sti ll accepted; 
the sense of being d if fe ren t was sti l l  everpresent: 
and the dream of b u i ld ing  a better l ife was sti l l  the 
s trong  m ot iva to r  at home, in church , and at work. 
T h is  t im e ,  h o w e v e r ,  th e re  w as a d i f fe re n c e .  T h is  
time, these families were f ina l ly  able to realize their 
d re a m . M o s t  o f  th e m  w e re  a b le  to  e s ta b l is h  a 
com fo r tab le  way of life for themselves far beyond 
the ir  basic hopes fo r freedom  from  hunger, from  
p e r s e c u t io n ,  and  f r o m  fear. T o d a y ,  even th o u g h  
the ir  descendants  have become am algamated into 
the cu ltures of the ir  own countr ies, they can sti ll look 
back in adm ira t ion  at the accom p lishm en ts  of their 
fo re fa thers who were the Germans from  Russia.

Two area fam il ies  are descendants  of Germans 
from  R u s s ia - th e  Brehms and the Schnells. Both 
famil ies em igra ted  from  the vil lage of Norka, Russia, 
on the Volga River and settled in L incoln, Nebraska— 
the Schnells  in 1900 and the Brehms in 1904.

J o h n  G e o rg e  B re h m  and K a th e r in e  E l iz a b e th  
Schnell were united in marriage in Lincoln. Nebraska. 
They moved to Washita C oun ty  in 1915 and then to a 
farm south  of Weatherford, where they lived until 
1943. At that time, they moved into W eatherford  and 
o p e ra te d  a g r o c e r y  s to re  on  S ta te  S t re e t :  the  
bu i ld ing  is now occup ied  by the Rusty Nail The ir
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The Schnell fam ily circa 1908.

The Brehm fam ily about 1900

ch ild re n  are Mrs. A ud ry  Amen (M arie  B rehm ), 
Herbert Brehm, Mrs. Glen Utley (Mae Brehm), Mrs. 
Vernon Payne (Soph ia  B rehm ), Mrs. Earl Sm ith  
(Elnora Brehm), Phillip Brehm, Mrs. Leslie Harris 
(Irene Brehm), Nathan Brehm, Mrs Marion Haggan 
(A lice  B rehm ), and Mrs. Gene Laubach (C lara  
Brehm),

The Story Of AHSGR
After some months of correspondence among a 

few people interested in the history of their forefathers, 
a group of 42 descendants of Germans from Russia 
met in Denver, Colorado, on Septembers, 1968 This 
was the informal beginning of AHSGR Eventually, 
on December 20, 1968, the Am erican H is to r ica l 
Soc ie ty  of Germans from  Russia was fo rm a lly  
incorporated

The early  founde rs  of the Soc ie ty  had ce rta in  
basic goals for AHSGR--to establish a repository 
where historical materials would be preserved and 
madeavailableto membersand historical researchers 
and to pub lish  a yea rbook w ith  in fo rm a tio n  of 
significance about the Germans from Russia.

In retrospect, these goals were modest.Theearly 
organizers were soon to find that there would be an 
overwhelming response to AHSGR. For example, in 
November, 1969, a small group of people planned 
the initial meeting of Russian German descendants
in Lincoln, Nebraska They told themselves that they
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would be happy if just th irty -five  people came. To 
everyone s amazement, over 125 people-appeared, 
eager to  share rem in iscences  o f th e ir  com m on  
heritage. Thus, AHSGR'S first chapter was born. 
New chapters soon began form ing throughout the 
United States and Canada, all reflecting the same 
enthusiastic response. There was no doubt about 
it—AHSGR was an idea whose time had come.

As the Society grew, the scope of its activities 
expanded far beyond the founders' dreams. Members 
have been able to participate in several broad areas. 
F irs t, the re  is the area g ene ra lly  re fe rre d  to as 
research. Information is collected from aw ide  range 
of historical sources—such as genealogies, biogra­
phies, documents, maps, newspapers, photographs, 
and m a te ria l ob jec ts . Second, the S oc ie ty  has 
become actively involved in publishing much of this 
research through its Work Papers and Journals and 
through a series of fiction and non-fic tion books. 
Th ird , there is the m anagem ent of the actua l 
bus iness of the S oc ie ty  itse lf, from  s ta ff in g  the  
headqua rte rs  o ffic e  to o rgan iz in g  chap te rs  to 
maintaining the library now located in the Heritage 
Center. Fourth, there is the important work of the 
In te rna tiona l Foundation , th e fu n d -ra is in g s is te r  
organization of AHSGR. All of this has been possible 
only because so many hundreds of volunteers have 
been eager to give of their time and thoughts and 
efforts.
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As all these activities expand each year, AHSGR  
continues to grow at a rapid rate. There is something  
fo r anyone of Russian Germ an he rita ge  o r fo r  
anyone interested in these people. Whether it be 
sharing their mothers’ recipes for blin i and grebel 
and watermelon syrup, whether it be careful docu­
menting of the spe c if ic s  of life  on the Russian  
steppes, or whether it be sharing memories of life in 
the new country, members of AHSGR all have one 
thing in common—they have assured that the history  
of the Germans from Russia w ill be permanently 
preserved.

The AHSGR Heritage Center
In’ June, 1983, AHSGR fo rm a lly  ded ica ted  its  

wonderful new headquarters build ing. Thestructure  
was built with loving care by a group of members 
who volunteered their time and skills. The funds to 
pay for the building were given by members from all 
over the United States and Canada. At last there is 
sufficient office and display space to house the wide 
range of Society activities.

Once the headquarters build ing was complete, 
the Society began work on the other areas of the 
complete Heritage Center. Plans call for making this 
in to  a cen te r o f “ liv in g  h is to ry ,"  w ith  a res to red  
summer k itchen , barn, sausage shop, and shoe  
shop. And, e spec ia lly  im p o rta n t to  a m a jo r ity  of 
members, a chapel is being built to house furnishings 
from an old Russian German church in the Globeville 
area of Denver, Colorado. Once the heritage center 
is com p le te , v is ito rs  w ill be ab le to  expe rience  
firsthand the history and culture of the Germans 
from Russia.

AHSGR is a fast-grow ing society with more than 
6,000 memberships which include families, educa­
tional institutions, and libraries. More than 15.000 
individuals participate in our activities and use our 
publications.

Members are encouraged and helped in compiling  
their own fam ily histories through comprehensive 
genealogy programs. Available is an extensive field 
of family group charts and other pertinent information 
The society also has a growing collection of library 
materials available through interlibrary loan from  
AHSGR headquarters.

Sixteen international conventions have been held, 
with as many as 1,400 in attendance. The seventeenth 
convention was held in Oklahoma City on July 14 
-20. 1986.

Goals of AHSGR
1. To d iscover and co lle c t in fo rm a tio n  wh ich  

relates to the culture of Germans from Russia, such 
as histories, genealogies, biographies, documents, 
maps, newspapers, jou rna ls , pho tog raphs , and 
material objects.

2. To establish repositories and provide for the 
preservation of these materials so they may always 
be accessible to students and historians.

3. To d issem ina te  h is to r ic a l in fo rm a tio n  and 
arouse interest in the past by publishing information  
that relates to all groups of Germans from Russia.

4 To encourage and assist with research among 
members and in colleges and universities.

5 To ho ld  m ee tings , loca l and in te rn a tio n a l,  
where lectures, papers, pageants, and discussions  
increase know ledge  abou t Germans from  Russia  
among all who attend.

Benefits to Members
1 Opportunity to study the history and culture of 

Germans from Russia.
2. Discount on all related books and maps
3. Privilege to attend annual AHSGR conventions.
4 Services of an active Genealogy Committee  

and headquarter's staff researchers, and the oppor­
tun ity  to correspond with others researching the 
same fam ily lines.

5 Publications sent regularly at no extra cost to 
all active members (four journals annually, three 
newsletters annually, two CLU ES -our genealogical 
journal)

6 The use of more than 2.000 books manuscripts, 
jo u rn a ls , maps, and o th e r p u b lic a tio n s  in the  
AHSGR Archives through interlibrary loan
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