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Disclaimer

I have done no formal research into my family history beyond reviewing the documents in my possession that have been compiled by extended family members. The history in this book also reflects conversations with relatives who remember more about our ancestors than I do.

I have also relied on my own memories and general knowledge of the migration of Germans from Germany to Russia and then to the US and Canada. The information about this history may not be 100 percent accurate. It is accurate to the best of my memories and informal research.

 


Dedication

To Great-Grandpa Emil Krause,

For your bravery in venturing across the Atlantic as a young man in the early 1900s. Because of the choice you made long ago, I was born in Canada and was given the opportunity to build the life I enjoy. I’m so grateful I was able to know you.

 


Royal Roots

I



 remember my mom telling me when I was a child that I descended from royalty. One document in the stack of Mom’s belongings is a long and complicated family tree that does indicate a König (king), Prinz (prince), and several Prinzessin (princesses) in our family as far back as the 400s. I don’t fully understand the document because of its complexity and the number of lines and names and titles—but it’s good enough for me to prove that I am a German princess.

Until I was well into my forties, the oldest person I knew was my great-grandpa Emil Krause, who died when he was ninety-four years old and I was fourteen. He was my grandma’s father on my mother’s side and the only great-grandparent I remember. His first wife died when I was a baby, and my other great-grandparents died before I was born. My ancestors on both my mother’s and father’s side were all German, and my great-grandparents all migrated to Canada in the early 1900s seeking freedom and greater prosperity.

Great-Grandpa Krause was born in Tarutina, a small town in what is now Ukraine. When he lived there, the area was part of Bessarabia and under Russian control. Tarutina, a small colony of German settlers, was established in 1814. The soil in this area and around the Volga, where other German migrants settled, was good for farming, and the new residents grew wheat, corn, barley, and oats. They raised cattle, horses, and sheep. When Great-Grandpa was born in 1890, his extended family had a prominent presence in Tarutina with two men having served as mayor before he was born: Ferdinand from 1871-1874 and 1878-1881, August from 1887-1890. Ferdinand’s son, Ferdinand II, was mayor from 1908-1911.

According to my mom, Great-Grandpa came to Canada at nineteen because he was going to be drafted into the Russian army.

“I’m not Russian. I don’t speak Russian. I’m not going to fight for those damn Russians.” (I have since learned that he did speak some Russian, but the sentiment is clear: He identified as a German man.)

And so he left Russia on March 29, 1909, and arrived at Ellis Island on May 6 of the same year. From there, he travelled to North Dakota, where he worked for a year, and then he took a train to Alberta. A document titled “Declaration of Intention,” issued by the Department of Commerce and Labor in the Bureau of Immigration of Naturalization in the US, indicates that it was his “bona fide intention to renounce forever all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty, and particularly to Nicholas II, Emperor of all the Russias.”

My great-grandpa had strong foresight; five years after he left Russia, war broke out between Russia and Germany. In Russia, the Germans, even though they had been there for generations, were seen as enemies, traitors, and even spies. Nicholas II ordered Bessarabian and Volgan Germans to be exiled to Siberia, and he appropriated their lands. German people were prohibited from using the German language in all but the Volga region. No wonder my great-grandpa renounced the Czar.

Records belonging to my mom, such as copies of birth and marriage certificates, family trees, and family histories written by extended family members, indicate that my ancestors were Lutheran in the 1800s and early 1900s. How far back that religious affiliation goes I don’t know, but the Thirty Years’ War from 1618-1648, which renewed conflict between the Catholics and Protestants in Germany, may have prompted some of my ancestors to migrate to what was Prussian Poland in the late 1700s. (Poland had disappeared at this time, having been absorbed by Austria, Russia, and Prussia.) Some of these ancestors came from lower Saxony, where Martin Luther lived and worked.

Those ancestors were part of the mass migration prompted by Catherine II’s 1763 manifesto inviting Germans to relocate to Russia. The manifesto granted them special rights and privileges as incentives to entice them to move: freedom of religion, exemption from paying taxes, free land, and other supports to help them establish homes and the means to make a living in their new homeland.1 The timing of her manifesto coincided with tough times in Germany: drought, religious conflict, and high inflation, so thousands of Germans made the journey across the Baltic Sea or by train through Poland.

In 1871, less than twenty years before my great-grandpa was born, Czar Alexander II withdrew the privileges the German colonists had enjoyed up to then, including the men being exempt from military service. All men twenty-one and older were suddenly required to serve for four to seven years.2 Many of the German men, including my great-grandpa, had limited or no Russian language skills and saw themselves as Germans rather than Russians. Added to the struggle was the famine of 1891-1892, which followed six years of bad harvests in the Volga. As a result, thousands of young men crossed the Atlantic to North and South America where, as had been the case earlier in Russia, greater opportunities were offered to them. In 1862, the US passed a law granting free land for agricultural use in the west, so once again, these farmers were on the move in search of a home with better opportunities. Between 1880-1920, more than twenty-five million German migrants left Russia.3 Roughly one million of them settled in the US, Canada, and South America. All of my great-grandparents were among them.

My mother’s grandparents on her father’s side, also Lutheran, were already married and had two young children when they immigrated to Canada and established a farmstead on the Alberta prairies, beginning their new life on a new continent.

My father’s ancestral history is similar to that of my mother’s family: Mom and Dad were both descendants of Germans who migrated to Bessarabia and ultimately relocated to Canada, where they became farmers on the prairies. Maybe, somewhere back in the lineage, I’m related to myself.

A copy of Great-Grandpa Krause’s certificate of naturalization shows he became “naturalized as a British subject” in “the Province of Alberta in the Dominion of Canada” in 1914. His wife, my great-grandma, was born in Lichtental, Bessarabia. They married in Alberta in 1912. My great-grandpa never saw his parents or many of his siblings again after leaving Europe when he was nineteen.

From as early as I can remember, probably age three or four, I was fascinated by this soft-spoken, mostly bald, blue-eyed, shriveled-up old man with thick black-framed glasses and who spoke a different language whenever we saw him. I don’t remember him ever wearing anything other than a black suit with a white shirt. When I was old enough to understand that he had been born in a mysterious, faraway land, I became curious about what that land was like. I wanted to hear his stories, to hear him describe the landscape and his life in his homeland, and to connect to my family’s history. Despite living in Canada for more than seventy years, he seemed more comfortable speaking German than English, and he only spoke German when my mom, my grandma, and I were visiting him. I only knew a smattering of German words, so I could never ask him my flurry of questions.

After meeting him a few times, I wanted to learn more than just the few German words my parents and grandparents had taught me so that I could talk to him, but I only had the chance to study German as a high school student, two years after he died.

During those early years, I didn’t recognize the finer details of my life that were connected to this mysterious old man—and the great-grandparents I had never met, and the culture they had brought with them. For me, it was normal for Santa to come to our house during the early evening on Christmas Eve rather than overnight while we were asleep. I never experienced waking up on Christmas morning excited to see presents under the tree. Instead, my parents planted our presents while my sister and I were changing in or out of our Christmas dresses on the evening of the 24th before we went to church or after we had come home. Once my sister and I were in our pajamas, we were allowed to sprint to the tree to see what Santa had brought while we were at church. According to my mom, Santa had also stuffed our stockings while we were at church. It wasn’t until I was older that I realized that my friends who were not of German descent didn’t celebrate Christmas on the 24th.

Christmas wasn’t the only time German and Eastern European traditions were part of our lives. Some of my favourite foods growing up, and to this day, are cabbage rolls, stewed pork with cabbage, sauerkraut, homemade garlic sausage, and potato-everything throughout the year, especially potato salad. But Christmas was the only time of year we got the special stuff: pickled herring and all of my grandmas’ German cookies: Pfeffernusse, Lebkucken, Kulleraugen (thumbprint cookies).

I would have loved to have asked my great-grandpa what Christmas was like for him as a child. Even though Bessarabia was where he was born and raised, I’ve always felt connected to Germany. He was a temporary transient in Bessarabia, but his ties to Germany remained strong. He brought to Canada the language, food, Christmas traditions, religion, and the work ethic that I saw in all members of my family while I was growing up. The desire to learn my family’s history gripped me, and somewhere during my childhood, my mom and I made a pact to go to Germany together one day.

We were able to check that goal off the list when I was in my late thirties while visiting a friend in Saxony, part the former East Germany where some of my ancestors had migrated from to Russia, touring historical sites in Nuremburg and Munich, and exploring the area near Stuttgart, where some of my mom’s other ancestors originated. Our trip to Germany was my first of multiple visits to the land of my origins, and I continue to visit when I can to spend time with a long-time friend and to enjoy what has become a second home. I go to reconnect with a part of myself that I have always felt closer to when I’m in the country of my ancestors.

I may never get a chance to live in Germany; living there and studying German for six months to a year has been one of my goals since my teenage years, but as I grow older, I wonder if I will ever get to check that off my list. Regardless, each time I visit Germany, I learn more about the culture, history, and my ancestral connections to the country. And damn, a pork Schnitzel pounded good and thin and glass of crisp Rhein Reisling schmeckt gut (taste good)!

 


Breaking Down the Wall

I



n 2000, I was teaching English to international students at a private language school in downtown Calgary. Most of our students were young adults—university students or young professionals—coming to Canada for an average of one to three months for intensive English study and homestay.

I worked at that school for five and a half years, teaching all levels of English and specialized programs: business English and TOEIC and TOEFL test preparation classes. When the school also began offering Cambridge English Exam prep courses, I jumped at the chance to teach those too. (TOEFL, TOEIC, and Cambridge Exams are standardized tests of English language proficiency for those who have learned English as a second, third, etc. language. They measure reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills, and a minimum score is required to be considered fluent enough to enroll in an English-speaking university or to be hired for some jobs.)

The Cambridge course I was teaching in the fall of 2000 had only six students in it. One of them was a young dentist from Germany who wanted to obtain her Cambridge certificate and then practice dentistry in an English-speaking country. Christine was only a few years younger than I was, and when she learned that my ancestry was German, we started chatting outside of class. She grew up in the former East Germany and was fifteen when the Berlin Wall came down and the two parts of Germany reunified.

I had had a pen pal in my early teenage years from the former West Germany, and growing up in the 1970s during the Cold War, I had always been curious about the hidden societies of East Germany, the USSR, and other Eastern Block countries. In Canada, we had been taught that these countries and the people in them were “the enemy” and were not to be trusted, yet in front of me was a funny, pleasant, friendly woman close to my age who felt more like a relative than a possible foe.

Christine first visited Canada as a teenager shortly after the Wall came down. She had pre-booked transportation from the Vancouver airport to her hotel, but in her naïveté, she had unknowingly booked a limo not a taxi. Minutes into the drive, she knocked on the window and asked the driver if she could join him up front because she was lonely.

During her first trip to Canada, Christine spawned a friendship with an older woman from Vancouver who was sitting beside her on the plane from Germany. The woman somewhat adopted her, inviting Christine to stay with her on subsequent trips to Canada. By 2000, the woman was living in south Calgary. The offer of accommodation with a friend coupled with the fact that she found a school that was offering Cambridge courses brought Christine to Calgary and to my class.

Our friendship was solidified when Christine realized what a goofball I am. Near the end of the course, I took a Friday off to head to Las Vegas for the first time with a co-worker during the National Finals Rodeo. It was a last-minute, spontaneous trip, so we hadn’t secured rodeo tickets. We never made it to the rodeo, but we wanted to go during the rodeo to take in the atmosphere.

My friend insisted that we walk up and down the Strip to see all of the themed hotels, inside and out. We also went to the Cowboy Christmas exhibit and show at the Las Vegas Convention Center, walking to the Convention Center and back to our hotel instead of taking a taxi. All of this in our cowboy boots. By the time we ended our three-day trip, my feet were so sore from all the walking on asphalt in cowboy boots that I put maxi pads in the bottoms of my boots to give my feet a bit of cushion.

When I reported for work on Monday, I spent the day in slippers instead of shoes. While relaying some of our travel stories to my class, Christine laughed heartily, realizing her teacher was someone who shared her dry, warped sense of humour and, like her, rolled with whatever life brought forth.

After Christine returned to Germany, we kept in touch. The following summer, when she returned to Alberta, we toured places in Calgary and surrounding area that she hadn’t been to yet. Thus began our tradition of getting together somewhere in the world once a year with either her visiting Calgary or me visiting Germany. In the years since, we have expanded our meeting points, vacationing together in Mexico, the Caribbean, or elsewhere.

When she visits Canada, I aim to take her to places she hasn’t been, travelling farther from Calgary and exploring other parts of Alberta and BC. She has a paper Alberta road map and has highlighted every highway and secondary road we have been on; her goal is to highlight every road on the map.

Part of our tradition involves “liver training,” as she calls it—a gradual increase of alcohol intake on both of our parts leading up to our visits so that when we get together, we are ready to handle daily consumption of good wine and other tasty beverages. In Canada, I push glasses of Canadian wines her way (wines from Heaven’s Gate, The Vibrant Vine, and other favourite Okanogan wineries), and when I’m in Germany, of course I sample the local beers and wines since Germany has countless high-quality versions of both.

A week prior to Christmas 2024, Christine sent me a meme through WhatsApp that said, “If a friendship lasts longer than fifteen years, you’re no longer friends. You’re family.”

I responded with one word: “True.”

 


Getting Cultured

I



’m a hick.

In the early 1990s, I spent three years living in Fujisawa, a small city forty-five minutes by train from the heart of Tokyo. The population of Fujisawa at the time was around 300,000—the biggest city I had lived in up to that point.

In 2011, on my first trip to New York City, I decided I didn’t want to go to Broadway shows every night, so for one evening, I splurged on a ticket for the opening night of the New York Philharmonic’s season. Among the people I saw, I was the only person not wearing a tuxedo or full-length ball gown. I was dressed up but not enough to be described as “black tie.”

When I went to Sydney, Australia in 2019, I bought ticket for a concert in the Opera House. I had been hiking in the Blue Mountains during the day and managed to make it back to the city and to the Opera House to take my seat two minutes before the concert began. I had a change of nice clothes in my day pack, but I didn’t have time to change. I enjoyed the concert in my hiking boots and shorts.

I’ve eaten some atrociously expensive meals at swanky restaurants in Las Vegas, and I’ve been appropriately dressed for those meals. It’s not out of the realm of possibility for me to get dolled up in expensive shoes and nice clothes and behave myself in a fancy restaurant or attend a symphony concert.

But I’m still a hick.

One of the running jokes Christine and I have is that somewhere on our agenda, we need to find “some culture,” which for me often involves a rodeo, a hike in the Rocky Mountains, a country music concert, or a visit to one of Alberta’s most treasured tourist attractions such as the world’s largest sausage (a forty-two foot tall statue of a kolbasa in Mundare, Alberta) or the whimsical and budget-friendly World Famous Gopher Hole Museum in Torrington, Alberta.

The gopher museum is in a building roughly the size of a two-car garage and is the main tourist attraction in Torrington, Alberta (population 306 according to the 2021 census), a one-hour drive from Calgary. (The fire hydrants in town are also painted to look like cartoon gophers.) The museum holds forty-four dioramas, each with taxidermied gophers depicted in various scenes: a hair salon, a curling game, a wedding, and much more. I took Christine and her husband, Alan, there on one of their visits to Canada and have taken other friends there as well. I could not convince my mom to go.

“Your grandma is always bugging me to take her,” Mom used to tell me. “She really wants to see it.”

“Why not? It’s a short drive and would be a fun afternoon outing for her. And the admission is only two dollars.”

“I’m not paying two dollars to see stupid little gophers in dresses!”

“Aw, come on! It’s totally worth the two bucks. And the town apparently has it written in their bylaws that the price is never to go any higher than two dollars. You should go. It’s a great exhibit of Alberta culture.”

“Forget it.”

But Christine and Alan loved it.

On one of Christine’s other visits, I took her to Elk Island National Park, a small wilderness park packed with wooded marshes. The park is a thirty-minute drive east of Edmonton, and visitors can frequently see moose, elk, and bison roaming freely. We got a close-up glimpse of a bison as we were standing on the human side of the eight-foot fence enclosing the pasture. As we were admiring the massive beast from afar, he looked at us and started leisurely lumbering toward us, prompting us to burst out screaming and running for our lives back to the car. He had probably only taken eight steps by the time we had bolted 100 metres back to the car; he was completely nonplussed by our shrieks, but we were certain that death was imminent since the fence could not possibly be strong enough to protect us from his savage attack. Since that day, we have impressed people with our harrowing tale of how we were almost mauled and trampled by a WILD, RAGING BISON STAMPEDING TOWARD US and thank God we were able to outrun him!

“Culture” in Germany is a little different than it is in small-town Alberta. My first clue was when Christine was visiting Alberta in 2004 and I excitedly pointed out to her that “next year will be Alberta’s 100th anniversary!” She burst out laughing and told me, “One hundred years of history is nothing. If you want to see literary, political, and architectural history, you need to go to Europe, where many of the buildings are centuries old.”

In 2006, after Christine had come back to Canada a few times, it was my turn to visit her. And time to get real about that agreement my mom and I had made when I was a kid about going to Germany together.

I booked flights and started making plans with Christine for my first visit to my ancestral homeland. I was adamant that my mom come with me since we had talked for three decades about making this trip together. She hesitated and stalled, coming up with lame excuses, until I finally told her to just do it. I was going whether she came with me or not, and I would prefer that it was not “not.” She finally succumbed to my pestering and booked a seat on the flight I was on.

I also convinced my mom that we should buy first-class rail passes as the price difference between first and second class was minimal. We would, after all, be travelling the whole country by train after getting off the plane in Frankfurt. She hadn’t travelled nearly as much at that point in life as she had wanted to, so I told her, “This is your chance to enjoy Germany. We’ve talked about this for years and years. Let’s spend a little extra and enjoy the better seats.” She agreed.

***

When we landed in Frankfurt, I kicked into both teacher and international traveller modes since my mom was neither. Her travels outside of Canada and the US were limited to a few excursions to Mexico and a trip to Japan to visit me when I was living there. Even when she and I travelled to San Francisco a few years before our Germany trip, she left the organizing to me since I had more travel experience than she did.

I maneuvered us through the Frankfurt airport to the train ticket office, where we secured seats for our train ride to Torgau, three hours from Frankfurt.

“Here, Mom, this is our platform. We can wait here.”

I double checked our tickets and yes, we were on the right platform.

We were an hour early, and there was already a train on the platform, seemingly not in any hurry to depart.

“I bet this is our train,” I told her. “Maybe we can get on it and wait in our seats.”

While I was peering at the numbers on the side of the train and comparing them to our tickets, a German man stopped, prompted by what must have been an obvious look of confusion on my face.

“Do you need some help?” he asked in English.

“I think this is our train but I’m not sure.”

I showed him our tickets.

“Yes, this is the right platform, but this train is bound for Switzerland.”

Ah. I was a little taken off guard. My travel-by-train experience was limited to Japan, and in Japan, obviously it was not possible to hop on a train and end up in a different country! I shook my head, reminding myself that this was not Japan, and I probably had a lot to learn about getting around Germany. I cooled my enthusiasm and sat us down to wait for our train.

As we travelled from Frankfurt to Torgau, I watched the corn fields and villages whizzing by and imagined what life would have been like in this countryside when my ancestors were still peasant farmers. The train made a few stops, and as we neared the three-hour mark, I noticed a slight change in the scenery. I assumed we had crossed over into what was the former East Germany because the buildings, fences, and bridges looked older, less maintained, more dreary. My mind drifted to growing up in Canada in the 1970s, during the Cold War, when countries like the USSR and East Germany were mysterious, unknown places. I remember being taught that the countries “behind the Wall” were enemies and that communism was evil. By the time our train entered the former East Germany, I was old enough to realize that people are people regardless of where they come from and that communism wasn’t from Satan; it was just a different political system, much different from what I had ever lived in. I knew my good friend had survived fifteen years growing up in a communist state, and she didn’t seem the least bit evil.

Still, I took mental note of the sometimes stark, sometimes subtle differences between the former West Germany and the Eastern region. There were no border controls, as there had been only a few years earlier, and it struck me how much one country can change even over the course of my lifetime, which was slightly more than thirty years at that point.

When the train pulled into Torgau, I noticed that the station buildings were blackened and the station was small. The concrete was old and worn.

Is the black on the buildings from age or fire or …? I wondered.

Christine was on the platform waiting for us. She greeted us each with a big welcoming hug.

“Welcome to Germany and to Torgau! This is our train station.”

“It looks old,” I responded.

“That’s putting it mildly. It’s embarrassing!” she said as she laughed.

She and I had had several conversations over the years about her experiences growing up in the former East Germany. There are a few sensitive topics that I never bring up, so at her comment about her train station, I simply laughed, shrugged, and said, “Well, it serves its purpose. It got us here. That’s all that matters.”

When we arrived at Christine’s parents’ home in Torgau, they greeted us as warmly as she had. Her mother reminded me of my Auntie Sandra, with a similar hair style and colour (blonde, wavy, short, and cute), similar stature (slim and not too tall), and similar facial features. She was well put together and friendly although perhaps a little self-conscious about speaking English with these two guests from Canada. Christine’s father also had the same warm vibe. I immediately felt welcome.

Christine showed us to our rooms and then the five of us launched into coffee and cake, the best of German traditions, in my opinion. During our stay with Christine’s family, regardless of whether we were out and about or if we were in their home, all activity stopped at 4 pm for coffee and cake.

The cakes were varied; if we were in a coffee shop, our choices were anything from plain chocolate cake to decadent cheesecakes, pastries, or fruit cakes in the same style as the Kuchen my grandmas and mother made. I broke out into a wide smile at my first glimpse of plum Kuchen, a family favourite, here in front of me in my friend’s parents’ home, thousands of miles away from where I had always eaten it. I was thrilled to be enjoying a cake in the same form and with the same taste as my mom and grandmas had made for me countless times.

Mom and I sat with Christine and her parents, enjoying this German daily tradition, getting to know one another. Christine’s parents’ English was much better than they thought it was and certainly much better than my limited and my mom’s non-existent German. My mom had told me when I was a kid that both she and my dad only spoke German when they were five years old and began school, but they had since lost the language entirely except for a few words like Kuchen or Scheisse—two of the important words (cake and shit).

But food is a universal tool that brings humans together.

 


Guys Whose Names Start with R

C



hristine was on a mission to show me and my mom some culture, so we headed to Dresden, 115 kilometres away. Getting there was doable by train, but Christine drove us. Anyone who hasn’t been to Germany but has heard that there are no speed limits on the Autobahns, well ….

Christine drives the way Germans drive. Fast. But also safely. Knowing that my mother would prefer the front seat, I settled into the back, where my smirk was out of sight when I saw my mother digging her fingernails into the dash as Christine was cruising down the Autobahn at 180 kilometres per hour.

My comment, “Don’t worry, Mom; she’s a good driver,” made Christine giggle and say, “I’m not even driving fast! I should be driving over 200 kilometres per hour!”

I think my mom’s fingers almost broke off at that point.

Dresden is spilling over with culture and art. Prior to World War II, it was nicknamed “Florence on the Elbe” because of its richness in art, but much of the city was destroyed in the bombings. When the war ended, Dresden found itself behind the Iron Curtain and a debate ensued as to whether to level the city or reconstruct the Saxon royal palace and other historical buildings. The central, historical part of the city has been rebuilt.

Christine started our tour by showing us the Fürstenzug, a 101-metre-long mural depicting all of the rulers of Saxony over the centuries. It was here that I commented to Christine, “Ah yes, your history is a bit longer than Alberta’s,” as the mural itself has existed for well over a hundred fifty years, having been painted in the 1870s to celebrate the 800th anniversary of the Wettin Dynasty. (I recognize that the Indigenous Peoples have a long history on the American continents, and sites such as Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump and Writing on Stone, two of my favourites, near where I live depict this history.)

Dresden has been the capital city of Saxony for over 800 years. Saxony’s greatest ruler was Augustus the Strong, who ruled from the late 1600s until his death in 1733. He “liked to show that he lived up to his name by breaking horseshoes with his bare hands and engaging in fox tossing by holding the end of his sling with just one finger while two of the strongest men in his court held the other end.”4 As a patron of the arts, Augustus was responsible for turning Dresden into the arts centre it remains today, building palaces and establishing extensive art collections, including a large collection of fine china produced in the royal factory in Meissen, near Dresden.

Snapping pictures as we went, Mom and I followed Christine through the Neumarkt, the central square in Dresden, which was almost entirely obliterated in bombings by the Allies in World War II. Here, Christine pointed to Augustus, a life-sized statue covered in gold leaf of him on horseback and dressed in Roman 
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