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The Economic Transformat i on o f Cana d i an Mennonit e Brethren . 

Introduction: 

The 1940s and 1950s were years of exceptionally rapid change 

for Canadian Mennonite Brethren. In 1940 Mennonite Brethren, like 

most other Canadian Mennonites, still lived in relatively isolated 

rural communities and were occupationally tied to agriculture and 

small town agricultural service activities. 1 They still adhered 

to a fairly strong separatist lifestyle, but tended to define the 

evidence of separation from "the world" in cultural and social, 

rather than in economic or technological terms. Old Order 

Mennonites and the Old Order Amish in ontario thought the 

technology associated with automobiles and electricity might 

involve dangerous compromises with unbelievers. 2 They also 

insisted on distinctive forms of dress, particularly for the women. 

The North West Mennonite Conference issued warnings about 

Christians becoming unequally yoked with unbelievers in the Prairie 

Wheat Pools and other agricultural supply management schemes, while 

the Old Colony Mennonites in Saskatchewan and Manitoba placed great 

emphasis on separatist educational models. Mennonite Brethren, 

however, were more likely to identify the old Methodist favorite 

quintet of sins - alcohol, smoking, card playing, dancing and 

movies - as the most visibile evidence of worldliness. Pool halls 

were added to the list of places to be avoided in response to 

unique local circumstances in some communities. 

The comparative willingness of Mennonite Brethren to accept 

close economic links with the outside world was partially rooted in 
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their unique historical experiences in Canada, and resulted in 

support for a curious array of different kinds of economic 

organizations. 

u n i gye a spects o f Mennonite Br ethre n e c onomic his t ory and identity. 

Mennonite Brethren patterns of economic integration and 

assimilation in Canada were based, in part at least, on their 

unique and more sharply differentiated economic experiences in the 

1920s, 1930s and the early war years. Two factors were 

particularly important. 

The first unique aspect of the Canadian Mennonite Brethren 

economic identity at mid-century was due to the simple fact that 

immigrants who came from the soviet union in the 1920s gained an 

inf 1 uence and dominance in Canadian Mennonite Brethren communi ties, 

congregations and conferences that was not matched in any other 

Mennonite or Canadian immigrant group. The membership statistics 

given in the various Mennonite Brethren Conference Year Books are 

not altogether reliable, but they do indicate some obvious trends. 

Taken decade by decade, sharp increases in membership in the 

Northern District of the Mennonite Brethren Conference of North 

America are obvious. 
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canadian Mennonite Brethren Membership. by Decade. 

Year 
1920 
1930 
1941 
1950 
1960 
1970 
1980 
1990 

Membership 
1,790 
3,870 
7,877 

10,710 
13,952 
16,880 
21,892 
27,336 

It should be noted how small the membership in Canadian 

Mennoni te Brethren churches was before the immigration of the 

1920s. Almost all the new members were new immigrants, or the 

children of members. 4 Much has been written about the aggressive 

congregational and conf erence leadership styles of these 

immigrants, but very little has thus far been written about the 

leadership they provided in the abandonment of many separatist 

Mennonite economic organizations and their acceptance of virtually 

complete integration into Canadian economic affairs. 

The economic experiences of the Mennonite immigrants of the 

1920s were, in some respects, uniquely difficult and disruptive. 

The immigrants came from a great variety of economic backgrounds in 

the Soviet Union, but almost all hoped or expected to establish 

themselves as agriculturalists or in agricultural service 

industries in Canada. 5 From an economic point of view, they 

arrived in Canada at a very bad time. Those wishing to establish 

themselves in farming had to borrow large sums at high interest 

rates to supplement the meager savings they had been able to bring 

along, to purchase farm land and machinery at the inflated prices 



of the late 1920s. 6 Advice and assistance from the Canadian 

Pacific Railway and the Canada Colonization Association7 protected 

Mennoni te land purchasers from the worst excesses of the late 

1920s, but a great deal of land and equipment was purchased at 

prices which left very little, if anything, for the farmer when 

drought and low commodity prices in the depression years of the 

1930s devastated the farm economy. When the transportation debt 

owed to the CPR was included, the debts incurred by Mennonite 

immigrants in the 1920s created enormous difficulty in the 1930s 

and early 1940s. 

A "Referatu or study paper prepared by Rev. Aaron A. Toews of 

Namaka for the 1939 annual meeting of the representative assembly 

of Mennoni te settlers in Alberta expressed the disappointment, 

frustration, and hopelessness of the immigrant farmers who tried, 

in the drought and depression plagued 19305, to discharge the very 

onerous obligations they had accepted in the late 19205. Toews 

praised the generous and helpful support the immigrants had 

received from the Canadian Pacific Railway, the Canada Colonization 

Association, and private land vendors, but then pointed out that: 

If, today, we contemplate the naked truth, 
recognizing how most of the settlers are desperately 
struggling to maintain their impoverished situation, and 
realizing how many have already given up any hope of ever 
obtaining a clear title to their own soil and home, in 
spi te of the hard work already done, one must ask in 
astonishment: "How is this possible? Why must 
experienced agriculturalists with unparalleled hard work 
and perseverence, who should be well on the road to 
prosperity, face such an uncertain future and such 
drastically restricted economic prospects. Where can we 
find an explanation for such a dilemma?tl 8 

Toews lamented that these economic problems were particularly 



difficult for the young people, and that many young Mennonites had 

already been lost or estranged from their own people [Unser VOlk] 

and joined the ranks of the unemployed and restlessly discontented 

proletariate. His conclusion, while theologically sound, was 

hardly inspiring. 

So, what shall we do now? Shall we become 
discouraged and fold our hands in our laps. No! that 
would be unworthy of Christians and Mennonite farmers! 
We must again put our hand to the plow I but look 
heavenward from whence all earthly blessings come. Then 
we can move forward with courage and confidence. The 
world belongs to the courageous. But, if in spite of our 
best efforts, it has been determined that we remain poor, 
we should repeat with the Apostle Paul: "Having food and 
raiment, let us be content therewith." The word of God 
further admonishes us to "Seek first the Kingdom of God 
and its righteousness, and all these things will be added 
unto you. ,,9 

That was not a message which discouraged farmers' sons 

considering the advantages of enlistment in the Canadian armed 

forces or of better paid off-farm wartime employment wanted to 

hear. It is true that the general agricultural situation improved 

during the war years, but not equally for all farmers. To the 

complete surprise of most Canadian agricultural experts and 

farmers, who expected a sharp increase in the demand for wheat, 

wartime demand for cereal grains fell sharply in 1940. British, 

and later American food policies required much less wheat and much 

larger quani ti tas of bacon, cheese, eggs I beef, chickens and 

turkeys.10 Farmers with the necessary technological expertise and 

capi tal to invest in hog, dairy, poultry and beef operations 

prospered. Those who lacked the necessary financial resources to 

diversify their operations, and instead stayed with grain, found 
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the early 1940s as difficult as the 1930s. 11 

The Mennonite immigrants of the 1920s who had gone heavily 

into debt to acquire their farms, stock and equipment in the late 

1920s had neither the savings nor the credit to diversify their 

operations during the war years. As a result, farm failures among 

these people were very high, and many of those leaving the farms 

for active or alternative service or off-farm wartime employment 

had neither the resources nor the incentive to return to farming 

after the war.12 The large number of post-war Mennonite immigrants 

were even less likely to have or obtain the capital necessary to 

establish themselves on farms of their own. Mennonite farmers on 

well established farms with only moderate debts were able to 

weather the depression and early wartime crises, and prospered if 

they switched their operations to meet changing market conditions 

early in the war or had good grain crops after 1943. But those who 

had come to Canada in the 1920s and begun farming with heavy debt 

loads had a terrible time. Canadian Mennonite Brethren, as already 

indicated, had a very disproportionate number of their members in 

this latter category. 

A second factor further aggravated the situation for the 

Mennonite Brethren. They had a much larger proportion of their 

members in British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan, than did any 

of the other Mennoni te groups. Again the available conference 

statistics, although not entirely accurate, give a clear picture of 

the disproportionate western distribution of Mennonite Brethren 

members. 
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Table 213 

Canadian Mennonite Brethren, by province 

Year Total Memb. B.C. 

1920 
1930 
1941 
1950 
1960 
1970 
1980 
1990 

1,790 
3,870 
7,877 

10,710 
13,952 
16,880 
21,892 
27,336 

1,131 
3,343 
4,453 
5,660 
7,861 

11,320 

Alta. 

221 
873 

1,048 
1,199 
1,456 
1,974 
2,394 

Sask. 

1,425 
2,166 
2,800 
2,130 
2,276 
2,495 
3,034 
3,240 

Man. onto Que. 

365 
1,483 
2,268 805 
2,664 1,525 
3,853 2,171 
4,445 2,778 
5,240 3,457 
5,866 3,825 

46 
326 
691 

Mar. 

64 

The economic significance of these numbers lies in the fact 

that the agricultural economies of the western provinces were much 

more volatile than those of the Central Canadian provinces, or even 

of Manitoba. Farmers in the western provinces depended heavily on 

international export markets for their livilihood. That had also 

been the case in ontario and Quebec in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, and in Manitoba early in the twentieth century, 

but then urbanization and industrialization had created major local 

and domestic markets for agricultural products, and by the middle 

of the twentieth century most of the farm produce grown in ontario 

was consumed locally while Quebec had become a net importer of 

wheat and many other agricultural products. Even in Manitoba, the 

city of Winnipeg provided a very important local market for local 

farmers, and the Mennonites had been among the first to supply that 

market with dairy and poultry products. 

During the depression, ontariq Premier Mitch Hepburn, a farmer 

himself, established a number of provincial agricultural supply 

management and marketing boards which sought to protect ontario 

farmers from the worst and most violent international price 
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fluctuations. 14 As long as the bulk of the ontario grown produce 

was also sold to consumers in the province, these provincial 

schemes provided stability, predictability and reasonable returns 

for the farmers. During the war that stability and predictability 

was further strengthened for eastern Canadian farmers by the tight 

controls established by the Wartime Prices and Trade Board for all 

products grown and consumed in the country. 

Winnipeg markets cushioned the impact of international market 

fluctuations for many Manitoba farmers, but those further west had 

to sell most of their produce on wildly fluctuating, and in the 

1930s severely depressed, international markets.1s After the 

outbreak of war, the wartime Prices and Trade Board was always 

concerned about both the returns farmers needed to remain in 

business and the impact any price increases for agricultural 

products would have on domestic consumer prices. At various times 

the Board recommended small federal subsidies for agricultural 

producers in order to hold down food prices and thus control 

inflationary pressures. But those subsidies never completely 

protected western farmers from international price fluctuations. 

While the subsidies met the needs of relatively well established 

farmers, those in a financially overextended state had great 

difficulty in keeping their farming operations financially afloat. 

The wartime Prices and Trade Board policies were designed to keep 

established farmers, and particularly those willing to diversify 

their operations, in business. But the Board also accepted the 

fact that its pricing policies would force many marginal or heavily 
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indebted farmers off the land and into active military service or 

employment in the booming but understaffed war industries. 16 

The Mennonite Brethren were particularly, and doubly 

vulnerable. More of their members than of any other group had only 

gotten their start in Canadian agriculture in the late 1920s, and 

more of their members than of any other Mennonite group lived in 

the western provinces where farmers were particularly vulnerable to 

the vicissitudes of international commodity markets. The 

agricul tural crisis of the 1930s, and the sharp and unexpected 

shifts in agricultural market conditions during the early years of 

the war, therefore hit them particularly hard. 

Me nnonit e Economic Institutions and Pr oblems i n the 1940s. 

The economic problems facing Canadian Mennonite Brethren at 

mid-century were, for the reasons just stated, exceptionally 

difficult. Survival, not economic or theological ideology, 

governed their economic activities, during the difficult years and 

continued to do so even after conditions improved in the mid and 

late 1940s. The result was that Canadian Mennonite Brethren became 

fully integrated into the economic life of the nation. Old notions 

of economic separation from "the world" were abandoned with the 

acceptance of new nationally and internationally integrated 

economic structures and marketing arrangements. 

One interesting and revealing indicator of the failure to 

integrate Mennonite Brethren economic thinking with other aspects 

of their faith may be seen in the lack of any discussion of 
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economic issues in The Voice, which was for many years the official 

academic publication of the Mennonite Brethren Bible College. Even 

more notable is a sharp falling off of references to economic 

matters in the local and community reports published in the 

Mennonitische Rundschau after the war. Indeed, the seemingly 

deliberate avoidance of economic matters reminds me of the harsh 

reaction of one Mennonite Brethren leader when he heard that I was 

studying economics at the uni versi ty • Why, he wondered, would 

anyone want to study the theology of Mammon. 

Four types of economic institutions and organizations operated 

in most Canadian Mennonite communities before 1940. 

privately owned farms and small businesses, 

These were 

mutual aid 

organizations, secular co-operatives, and larger horizontally 

and/or vertically integrated corporations. All four had important 

separatist tendencies before 1940, but became fully integrated in 

the next two decades. Mennoni te Brethren, with their uniquely 

difficult pre-war and early war economic experiences, offered less 

resistance to that integration than most other Canadian Mennonite 

groups. Mennonite Brethren leaders had been active and influential 

in numerous private and community economic initiatives before 1940, 

but provided very few guidelines to be followed by their members in 

the conduct of economic affairs after the war.17 

The basic economic unit in Canadian Mennonite communities was 

the the privately owned and independently operated family farm or 

small agricultural service business. These farms and small 

businesses required much hard work, but relatively small capital 
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investments. The scale of operation was generally quite small, and 

success depended on the reputation, the integrity, and the 

practical good sense of the operator. J. Winfield Fretz argues in 

his latest book that: 

Farming above all other occupations or professions 
provided an ideal environment in which to carry out the 
church and family ideals. Closeness to nature, in a 
setting for raising and nurturing a family where all 
members could take part in the work and enjoy the fruits 
of their labour, has always been attractive to 
Mennoni tes. Farming was also historically favourable to 
the concept of the believers church and its adherence to 
a policy of separation from the world.~8 

Farming and agricultural service businesses represented a 

wholistic way of life in which the individual operator, the 

community and the church came together and where everyone had a 

recognized function. After 1945, however, farming became more 

mechanized, requiring much larger capital investments, and leaving 

other family, community and church members who had formerly been 

engaged in manual labour to earn their li vilihood elsewhere. 

Farming and rural service ventures became more businesslike. Some 

Mennoni te groups, of course, prescribed specif ic measures to 

prevent the loss of their old separatist, rural and agricultural 

way of life. ~9 Mennonite Brethren leaders provided no official 

guidelines and set no official limits to the size or complexity of 

their members' business ventures. 

During the more prosperous years after 1943 the relative 

influence of capital and labour became more sharply differentiated 

on many Mennonite farms, and even more so in Mennonite business 

ventures. Some successful Mennonite capitalists20 in the 1940s and 
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1950s tried hard to preserve what they believed were the best 

features of the old family farm or small family business. 

Employees in Mennonite business firms were often described as 

members of an extended family where everyone ought to do whatever 

they could to advance the common good and then, presumably, to 

share in the resulting benefits. Several large businesses owned by 

Mennonite Brethren in Winnipeg, for example, had morning devotions 

for the workers on the shop floor. Others appointed a chaplain to 

look after the spiritual needs of the workers, and the employers 

boasted about the number of hours they spent working side by side 

with their employees in the shop. It was generally assumed that in 

hard times employers and employees alike would make sacrifices to 

ensure the success of the business. But prosperi ty quickly 

resulted in tensions if the reward or profits were not shared as 

equitably as the hardships. 

The gulf between capital and labour only rarely caused serious 

trouble for Mennonite Brethren businessmen and workers before 1960. 

There were a few serious incidents, but when compared with the 

employer-employee relations problems in Mennoni te schools, 

conferences, missions and congregations, these seemed manageable. 

It was, however, a fact that the fundamental tensions of modern, 

industrial and urban economic relations were also manifesting 

themselves in factories and businesses owned and operated by 

Mennonite Brethren. Conference and congregational leaders provided 

little or no guidance in such matters, and serious embarassments 

seemingly became inevitable. Some successful large scale Mennonite 
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Brethren farming and business operators were exemplary in their 

business dealings. others used and abused the power inherent in 

their control of major capital resources to exploit and intimidate 

their workers. Regretably, members of this latter group were only 

very rarely disciplined or denied positions of influence and power 

in Mennonite Brethren congregations and conferences. One looks in 

vain for evidence of any sensitivity on such matters by senior 

conference leaders. The Board of Reference and Counsel, for 

example, spent an inordinate amount of time and energy in dealing 

with a former pastor and Bible school teacher who had abused his 

position of authority for sexual gratification, but I have not 

found a single critical reference to members who were found guilty 

by labour relations boards or the courts of exploiting their 

employees. special donations to the foreign missions budget 

protected even the greediest and most unscrupulous employers from 

any form of Mennonite Brethren church discipline. There were 

sometimes admonitions about the ways in which individuals spent or 

squandered their wealth, but almost never about the ways in which 

they had accumulated it. 

All the larger Canadian Mennonite communities at mid-century 

had not only privately owned small independent agriculural and 

service ventures, but also important village or community based 

Mennonite Mutual Aid organizations. These had been established to 

deal with some major problems in health care and basic social 

welfare cases. These usually had explicitly stated "Christian" 

objectives. They were to provide help and relief to the needy, 



the helpless and the suffering, regardless of ability to pay. The 

administration of orphans' trust funds, local hail and fire 

assistance, and limited insurance plans, health care, relief work 

and other necessary community or congregationally based social 

programs were established in many rural and agricultural Mennonite 

communities whose members did not wish to become "unequally yoked 

with unbelievers" in such endeavours. 

The great variety of Mennonite Mutual Aid organizations in 

Canada during World War II were described in detail in 1943 when J. 

Winfield Fretz, an American sociologist who had just completed a 

doctoral thesis on Mennonite Mutual Aid, was commissioned by the 

Mennonite Central Committee to visit Canada to explore the 

possibilities of post-war Mennonite colonization. Fretz provided 

some of the most detailed information now available on economic 

conditions and circumstances in Mennonite communities across 

canada. 21 He believed that Mutual Aid organizations should be 

based on "Christian principles" which he called "brotherhood 

economics. II Christians, in Fretz's view, should not accept 

economic practices which conformed to the practices and ideology of 

the outside world. They should instead "move in an opposite 

direction." Essentially he envisioned a separatist, if not 

isolationist, and self-sufficient model of Mennonite Mutual Aid, 

which he defined thus in a 1947 pamphlet on the subject. 

A basic assumption underlying this pamphlet and the 
accompanying emphasis on mutual aid among Mennonites is 
that the Mennonite Church desires to continue teaching 
and practicing doctrines of separation of church and 
state; of non-resistance, of non-conformity to a secular 
world and of simplicity of living. This assumption must 



be accepted in order to appreciate the purpose of this 
pamphlet which is to encourage the development of a 
program of Christian mutual aid among Mennonites. This 
emphasis is a conscious effort to move in an opposition 
direction to the secular currents of our time. It 
assumes that the church, as a brotherhood, ... will seek 
to meet its economic and social needs through mutual 
assistance on the part of its people ... As Christians we 
hardly realize how far we have discarded the laws of 
Christ in favor of the laws of the market. In fact, many 
make no distinction between the two. The aim of this 
pamphlet is to help Christian people discover ways of 
aiding one another in Christ. Christian mutual aid is a 
program aimed to spiritualize our economic practices; to 
put a soul into our vocation and daily work.22 

In his pamphlet Fretz argued that there was a clear difference 

between Christian Mutual Aid societies and secular co-operative 

organizations. "Mutual aid societies," he suggested, "may be 

characterized by the intimate nature of the relationships of the 

members and generally have as their primary motivation a religious 

or fraternal basis. co-operative organizations are all too 

generally economically motivated and entirely secular in nature. fl23 

The well known and highly respected Mennonite scholar, Harold S. 

Bender, who wrote the introduction for this pamphlet, insisted that 

Fretz was "squarely within the authentic historic tradition of the 

Anabaptist-Mennonite movement with its spirit of Christian 

stewardship, mutual burden bearing, and practical brotherly 

love. 1124 

There were certainly many Mennonite Mutual Aid programs in 

which Canadian Mennonite Brethren participated and provided 

leadership in 1943, but Fretz and Bender were unduly influenced by 

the economic institutions established by their own conference and 

by the Old Orders in the united states. Many of the Canadian 



Mennonite economic organizations which they regarded as Mutual Aid 

schemes in fact operated as the kind of co-operatives which Fretz 

tried, very carefully to differentiate from true Mutual Aid 

programs. In addition, most of the Mennonite Mutual Aid programs 

in Canada did not operate as Fretz and Bender thought they ought to 

operate. Fretz argued that: 

a practical program of mutual aid within the church is 
one of the most effective ways of counter-acting the 
threat of statism in America. statism is a religion not 
unlike emperor worship of early Roman days. The state 
sets itself up as the ultimate authority, demands 
absolute obedience, and in time of war requires the 
equi valent of worship in its zeal for evidences of 
patriotism ... People who are dependent on the state for 
bread and butter, health, education, and economic 
security from the cradle to the grave will in the long 
run also tend to look to it for guidance and direction in 
other matters. As the state increases in importance, the 
church will decrease. Economic security apart from the 
church may mean spiritual indifference to the church. A 
program of mutual aid motivated by the Love of Christ 
will encourage men to look for guidance and direction to 
Christ and His followers rather than to Caesar. It is a 
way of testifying that Mennonites still believe in the 
separation of church and state. 25 

Canadian Mennonite Brethren did not impose this strong anti-

statist ideology on their Mutual Aid organizations. The first 

major test came with the introduction of the Canadian family 

allowance plan in 1944. Some ontario Mennonites, and members of 

the North west Conference, rejected this intrusion of the state 

into matters Which they believed should remain the concern of the 

church rather than of the state. 26 Some Mennonite Brethren also 

felt uneasy about the family allowances, but the government aid was 

not rejected in any co-ordinated manner. 

The broad range of Canadian social development and welfare 
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policies which were a key element in the Canadian post-war 

reconstruction program were 

sensitivity and political skill. 

introduced with considerable 

Established welfare and mutual 

aid programs and organizations, such as church administered 

hospitals, old people's homes, child care facilities, and other 

mutual aid programs, could remain under private or denominational 

management and still receive government assistance if they met 

minimum government standards and requirements. The government 

policy was designed primarily to meet the unique conditions of 

Roman Catholic charitable institutions in Quebec, but charitable 

and mutual aid institutions elsewhere in Canada could also qualify 

for government funding. It usually took some time, and a financial 

crisis or the need to improve or expand facilities, often in 

response to a critical report from the fire inspector, before 

Canadian Mennonite chari table and mutual aid organizations accepted 

government money, but the opportunity to build and operate bigger 

and better facilities proved almost irresistable. The result was 

that, by 1960, very few of the large and expensive charitable 

insti tutions administered and supported by Canadian Mennonites 

could survive without government grants, subsidies and concessions 

given either directly to the institution or to those receiving and 

paying for the services rendered there. Acceptance of government 

money, even when administrative control remained with the 

sponsoring Mennonite agency, made many of the largest Mennonite 

Mutual Aid insti tutions pseudo-public facilities. These 

institutions still provided the charitable services for which they 
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had been established, but, far from reinforcing the separation of 

church and state, they became important instruments of economic 

integration. 27 

In addition to the Mennonite Charities 

organizations and institutions there were a 

and Mutual Aid 

number of other 

Mennonite organized and promoted economic institutions which J. 

Winfield Fretz also identified as Mennonite Mutual Aid 

organizations but which were, in fact, secular co-operatives 

established to serve the selfish and secular economic objectives of 

the members. The rhetoric of "brotherhood economics" can be found 

in the founding documents of some of these co-operati ves, but 

membership was never congregationally based in the sense that it 

was restricted to those who were members of a Mennonite Brethren, 

or even of a Mennoni te church. 28 There was I moreover I no 

deliberate attempt "to move in an opposite direction to the 

currents of our time." Instead, the larger and more important 

Canadian Mennonite co-operatives explicitly accepted and tried to 

maximize benefits to their members while operating in accordance 

with the laws of the market. 

Most agricultural co-operatives organized and administered by 

Canadian Mennonites were established for the same reasons that 

workers banded together in labour unions. Individually farmers had 

little or no influence on national or international market 

conditions, but if they banded together to process and market what 

they had grown they could, collectively, exert considerable 

influence and force buyers to pay higher prices and to treat the 
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growers or producers more generously. Similarly, consumers could 

band together to buy and distribute larger carlot shipments of 

necessary supplies, thereby taking advantage of bulk purchases and 

avoiding the markups of various middlemen. Mennonite Brethren were 

not only prominent, but in fact dominated, the affairs of several 

of the largest Mennonite agricultural co-operatives. Since these 

co-operatives are less well understood, and became the subject of 

bitter controversy, their operation will be explained in detail. 

Developments at Yarrow, British Columbia, and coaldale, 

A1berta, are particularly revealing because in those communities 

Mennonite Brethren were the largest and most influential group. 

Both communities had been established in the mid-1920s with 

exceptionally strong separatist overtones, and in spite of 

opposition from the Canadian Mennonite Board of Colonization at 

Rosthern. 

At Yarrow a 700 acre tract of land was purchased from a local 

land developer in 1927, and frustrated or failed prairie grain 

farmers were invited to purchase small tracts of that land at 

exorbitantly high prices but on exceptionally easy repayment terms. 

The original plan was to layout villages and to establish local 

forms of government and economic organizations, all closely 

following separatist Russian Mennonite settlement and governance 

models. The community elected its own governing committee, chaired 

by a Mennonite Brethren, whose functions were similar to those of 

the Schultze in the Russian Mennonite communities. The chairman 

was expected to deal more or less on a government to government 



basis with outside government officials, and for a time did so. J. 

Winfield Fretz reported that: 

In such local affairs as road work, bridge building and 
relief this committee deals entirely with the outside 
agencies. For instance, during the depression when 
Mennonites opposed the receiving of relief for their 
members this committee went to the municipal officials 
and asked for permission to construct its own roads, 
build its own bridges and in general take care of its 
public utilities and be paid its proper share out of the 
public treasury. This was accepted and the funds were 
used to provide employment for those Mennonites who most 
needed it. 29 

The Yarrow settlers faced desperate poverty in the early years 

of the settlement, but their affairs improved in the late 1930s 

when a new variety of raspberry was developed which produced 

exceptionally well on their wet and heavy land. 30 At last the 

settlers had a saleable agricultural product but, alas, Japanese 

berry growers in the Fraser Valley were already producing more 

berries than the Vancouver and prairie markets could absorb. The 

Japanese growers had established their own co-operative marketing 

organization, the Pacific Co-operative Union, which worked hard to 

develop new markets and to limit production to avoid disastrous 

price competition. 

The entry of Mennonite berry growers into the market led to 

the organization of a parallel Mennonite berry handling, processing 

and marketing agency, the Yarrow Growers I co-operative. Reasonably 

amicable relations were established between the Yarrow Growers' Co-

operative and the Pacific Union co-operative as both sought new 

markets. In 1938 that search ended in the signing of major 

contracts with British importers who were looking for berries 
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sui table for the manufacture of jam. The Yarrow raspberries, 

packed in barrels in Sodium dioxide, were particularly well suited 

for that purpose, and the British contracts became the most 

important and profitable market for the Yarrow growers, 

particularly after the Japanese berry farmers were evacuated to the 

interior in 1942. 

The Yarrow Growers' Co-operative extended its operations into 

a wide range of loosely related producer and consumer services, but 

its most important function was to process and market the locally 

grown berries at the best market price possible. When federal 

price controls set unacceptably low price ceilings for berries, the 

Yarrow Growers' co-operative joined with other likeminded 

organizations to lobby and participate in public demonstrations 

demanding, and obtaining, federal production subsidies. The 

forcible evacuation of the Japanese berry growers in 1942 left the 

field wide open for the Mennonite berry growers, and the Yarrow 

Growers' Co-operative rapidly expanded until it marketed nearly 70% 

of the berries grown in the lower Fraser Valley. 

The success of the Yarrow Growers' Co-operative in the mid 

1940s was due to its complete economic and political integration 

into the wartime economy of Canada. Old separatist notions of 

"brotherhood economics" were abandoned although there were still 

occasional polite references to those ideals. The Yarrow Growers' 

Co-operative prospered as a secular organization with essentially 

selfish economic objectives. As long as economic survival was the 

overriding concern, organizations like the Yarrow Growers' co-
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operative which provided growers with a better return for their 

produce, received strong support. But the Yarrow Growers' Co

operative came to a bad end in 1948 when the Canadian government 

refused to provide additional export credits to British importers 

of berries for the manufacture of jam. Loss of the British market, 

and the failure or inability to make alternative marketing 

arrangements, led to the collapse of the Yarrow co-operative. It 

had rendered a necessary and valuable service during the war and 

immediate post war years, but it was too small and too weak to cope 

with international market problems in the post-war era. After its 

collapse the local growers organized smaller and less ambitious 

marketing co-operatives which were linked to more powerful, 

influential, and obviously non-Mennonite processing and marketing 

companies and agencies. 31 

Agricultural producer co-operatives such as the Yarrow 

Growers' Co-operative were never separatist economic organizations. 

Instead they served as a transitional device facilitating the 

complete economic integration of Mennonites into the mainstream of 

Canadian economic life. 

The situation was similar in the Mennonite community at 

Coaldale which, according to CPR officials, "was unique in that it 

was more completely planned in advance of settlement than any of 

the other Mennonite communitities with which he [T. o. F. Herzer of 

the Canadian Pacific Railway] was associated.'t32 One of the 

important Mennonite dominated farm producer co-operative 

established at Coaldale was a cheese factory which processed and 
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sold cheese and other dairy products. 33 southern Alberta had few 

established cheese factories before the 1920s, and Mennonite 

organized cheese factories in the 1930s and 1940s were able to 

control local cheese markets,34 much as the Northern Alberta Dairy 

Pool did further north. The success of the Coaldale Co-operative 

Cheese Factory during the war years was due, in very large measure, 

to the large milk and cheese contracts signed with the 

administrators of the large Prisoner of War camps at Lethbridge and 

Medicine Hat, each of which was built to accommodate 10,000 

prisoners. 35 In addition, the Coaldale cheese factory supplied 

local and district markets. It also served as the centre around 

which a host of other economic, social and cultural acti vi ties 

developed. An egg grading station, lumber, oil and gas retail 

outlets, a credit union, a German lending library, a government 

sponsored cold storage plant,36 the offices for various mutual aid 

organizations designed to help people in ill health or who had 

suffered hail, storm or fire losses, and eventually a local milk 

delivery system, all came to be concentrated on the grounds of the 

cheese factory. But in its primary functions the Coaldale 

Mennoni te Co-operative Cheese Factory, and the other Mennonite 

cheese factories in southern Alberta, were economically and 

politically integrated and operated in accordance with the laws of 

the markets. 

In both Yarrow and Coaldale, as well as in many other Canadian 

Mennonite communities, there were not only Mennonite organized co

operatives, but also other more broadly based co-operative schemes. 
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The Canadian Pacific Railway took the initiative in developing both 

the large irrigation system and in building a sugar refinery to 

process sugar beets that were to grown on the irrigated land in 

southern Alberta. The main motives of the railway company in 

establishing and promoting these ancillary enterprises was to sell 

its lands and to generate more traffic. The company therefore 

organized a co-operative system which allowed the local irrigation 

and sugar beet farmers to participate with appointed railway 

officials in these ancillary ventures. The long term objective was 

to convert these ventures into locally owned, administered and 

self-sustaining co-operative operations. The Mennonites were 

offered 80 acre irrigation farms, complete with basic buildings and 

equipment. No down payment was required, but the new farmer had to 

agree to plant and deliver to the credit of the CPR the produce of 

10 acres of sugar beets, thus repaying the $80 per acre purchase 

price of the land on terms directly linked to the productive 

capacity of the land. The CPR and the settlers it established on 

its irrigation lands formed a unique economic partnership. Here 

was an effective model of co-operation far removed from traditional 

separatist Mennonite mutual aid models. The CPR and Mennonite 

colonists were yoked together to achieve mutually beneficial but 

very different economic objectives. 

More typical were the various broadly based co-operative 

agricultural products marketing schemes. The milk producers of the 

lower Fraser Valley had established an effective milk pool. This 

pool was similar to the wheat pools on the prairies, and to 
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numerous other agricultural commodity supply management, marketing 

and pooling schemes, all promoted by that ubiquitous California 

lawyer, farm and labour activist, Aron Sapiro. Mennonite dairy 

farmers co-operated and participated in the supply managed milk 

pool of the Fraser Valley Milk Producers Association, particularly 

after the removal of numerous Japanese dairy farmers opened up 

lucrative quotas for the Mennonite farmers. poultry farmers in 

British Columbia joined a similar program. All these agricultural 

commodity marketing co-operatives were entirely secular and fully 

integrated into the local economic, social and political 

environment although Aron Sapiro, a California Jew, sometimes 

sounded very much like some of the prairie proponents of a social 

gospel. 

In the post-war years almost all of the smaller agricultural 

co-operatives found direct competition with large vertically and 

horizontally integrated corporations difficult. A number sold out 

to the larger operators, some of which were privately owned while 

others, notably the prairie wheat pools and the huge co-operative 

dairies I retained a co-operative structure but operated in the 

marketplace like other large companies. In other cases the smaller 

co-operatives sought refuge under the protective umbrella of the 

Federated Co-operatives Ltd., or sold out to one of the larger 

integrated agricultural corporations. 

The old, single commodity agricultural co-operative 

organizations in which Canadian Mennonites had participated with 

great enthusiasm and in which they had achieved some phenomenal 
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economic success, were generally too small or too narrowly 

specialized to meet the needs or address the problems of the 

increasingly integrated corporate world of the 1950s. 

In most Canadian Mennonite communities the co-operatives 

always existed side by side with privately owned business ventures. 

vertical or horizontal integration became an important survival and 

growth strategy for many large and rapidly growing corporations. 

Mennonite Brethren readily did business with, and sometimes became 

partners in or promoters of such corporations. The laws of the 

market, not some concept of "brotherhood economics," dictated the 

policies and strategies of these integrated corporations. 

Mennonite Brethren conference proceedings offer no guidance on how 

members might reconcile the laws of the market with notions of 

brotherhood economics. They do not even suggest that there may be 

some inconsistency between then two. Economic morality did not 

receive the same kind of attention as sexual morality from 

Mennonite Brethren leaders. 

Conclusion. 

Private ownership of farms and small rural and agricultural 

service businesses, Mennonite Mutual Aid (charity) organizations, 

secular co-operatives, and large privately owned and managed 

entrepreneurial undertakings were all important economic 

insti tutions in Mennonite Brethren communi ties at mid-century. But 

the relative importance and the way in which each functioned 

changed rapidly in the two decades of the mid-century. Farming 
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became increasingly mechanized, capital intensive and therefore 

requiring better business skills, while the increased importance of 

capital in privately owned Mennonite businesses widened the gaps 

between those controlling that capital and the workers they 

employed. Chari table and mutual aid organizations became more 

dependent on government welfare policies and subsidies. The 

Mennonite dominated agricultural co-operative ventures provided 

vital economic services during the difficult depression and war 

years, but either had to expand, diversify their operations, or 

merge their operations with much larger enterprises to meet the 

major economic problems of the post-war era which came to be 

dominated increasingly by larger horizontally and vertically 

integrated corporations. 

The net result of all these changes was that the old 

separatist and isolationist economic institutions gave way to new 

integrated ways of dealing with economic problems. Mennoni te 

Brethren offered little resistance, and their intellectual and 

church leaders paid little attention to this rapid integration into 

the economic systems of the world. Missions, evangelism and 

advanced education, not economic organi zations or ideologies, 

dominated conference and congregational deliberations. 

At mid-century Mennonite Brethren still spoke, wrote, preached 

and worried a great deal about worldliness, but they ceased to 

define it in economic terms, unless discretionary funds that could 

and should be used to support missions, the college, and other 

congregational and conference projects, were wasted on "worldly" 
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pleasures and amusements. How members bought and sold what they 

produced or needed was their affair, but there were stern 

conference prohibitions against the purchase of television sets and 

other undesireable influences of the outside world. Stated 

bluntly, Mennonite Brethren in Canada at mid-century def ined 

worldliness in social and cultural, but not in economic terms. 
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