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Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 

The Story of Zürichtal, a Crimean Village and its People 
 
 

Let us now praise famous men, 
And our fathers that begat us. 

There be of them, that have left a name behind them, 
That their praises might be reported. 

And some there be, which have no memorial; 
Who are perished, as though they had never been; 

And are become as though they had never been born; 
And their children after them. 

Apocrypha, Ecclesiasticus 44:1, 8-9 
 
 
 
 The last part of these verses has deep meaning for me because in my case most of 
my Messmer and related German Russian ancestors were to me, “Perished as though they 
had never been; and are become as though they had never been born.”  As a child and 
young person I had never heard of a German Russian let alone the village of Zürichtal 
where many of my ancestors were born and lived.   
 Johannes Künzig must have shared much of the same feelings as he entered the 
village of Zürichtal in April 1942.  Born in Baden in 1897 he served and was wounded in 
World War I.  He began to study German literature, history and ethnography.  He took an 
early interest in the German folksong.  He continued his professional career and became a 
teacher.  Following the Nazi takeover in Germany he joined the National Socialist 
Teachers Association and in 1937 he was appointed as professor of folklore at the 
University of Teacher Education in Karlsruhe.   The focus of his lectures and seminars 
was the folklore of the Germans abroad.  In 1942 he became associated with the 
University of Freiburg where again the study of folklore of ethnic Germans was a 
priority.  With the outbreak of World War II in 1939 Germany once again stood in 
opposition to Russia.  In 1941 “the motorized troops of Hitler rolled toward the Crimea.”1 
Following the incursion of the German army into the Black Sea region of Russia Künzig 
undertook a research expedition in the Black sea regions of Crimea and Volhynia.  
Among the places he visited was Zürichtal. 
 The following photos were taken by him and the narration is translated from his 
writings. 
 

                                                
1  M. Weisbrod-Bühler, Zürichtal A Farmer Colony In the Crimea, Heritage Review, (April 1981)  p. 22 
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Figure 1 Künzig photo 

 “Traveling during the intense heat of summer that completely dried up the treeless 
steppe, we turned northward and followed the Jendol River, essentially dry during this 
time of the year.  After a turn in the road, a sudden dip, and then like an oasis, a village 
came into view, surrounded by protective trees and gardens.  No church steeple beckoned 
from afar however, for as in all of South Russia, this had been removed.  We were in 
Zürichtal.  But no matter of how many we inquired in these hilly streets, the response was 
that only Tatars and Russians lived there.  Barnes and stable were mostly demolished.  
Only communal existence was evident.  The individuals could keep only one pig and one 
cow in the heavily wooded yard.  The vineyards, meadows, and gardens gave little 
evidence of the diligence of the vanished colonists.”2 
 

                                                
2 Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 22 
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Figure 2 Künzig photo 

Messmer Photo May 2003 
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 Künzig continued on through the village and records the following:  “In the 
middle of the village in an acacia-forested surrounding stood the church, robbed of its 
steeple, now serving as a meeting room for the Bolsheviks.  A pair of wells in the wide 
village lane dispensed cool spring water into the vineyards on the gently sloping hills 
behind the yards.  At the edge of the village we came upon the cemetery and saw to our 
amazement that it yet truly was a resting place, worthy of the name of Friedhof.  
 

 
Johannes Künzig photo 

 
 In contrast to the cemeteries in the Ukraine where the grave markers had been 
vandalized, many stately crosses and stones stood erect, in place.  In other villages, the 
stones were used to build pig barns.  But only because the brittle stone was in plentiful 
supply here at Zürichtal were the markers left in their places, not on the grounds of piety.  
Now we stood on the cemetery grounds, wildly overgrown with weeds and no longer 
cared for by loving hands, on soil that covered hundreds of German and Swiss colonists.  
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Johannes Künzig photo 

 
In bold letters the names were chiseled on the even, smooth stone, and as a rule each was 
also decorated with an image of the tree of life, a half a wheel of sun, or six stars.”3 
 We will talk more about those buried here later.  But for now let us deal with who 
these people were.  Where did they come from, what did they contribute and what was 
their fate? 

 
 

Immigrant Origins 
 

The story of this Swiss immigration is one of high expectations, courage, 
desperation, and determination.  The initial impetus to immigrate came as a result of 
economic crisis in Switzerland caused by the decline of the manual spinning trade 
resulting from the introduction of machine spinning in England.  Continuing demands for 
young men to serve in the military also contributed to the desire to immigrate.  

 This desire to immigrate occurred simultaneously with the desire of the Russian 
Czar Alexander I to systematically develop the fertile lands of the Crimean Peninsula.  
The Peninsula had been taken from Turkey following the war with Russian from 1768-
1774.  Alexander’s grandmother, Katharine the Great, had annexed this entire land 
referred to as “New Russia” by 1783.  There were a number of reasons behind 
Alexander’s desire to recruit outsiders to settle these territories.  It was seen as one way 
to provide a safeguard against any future designs of Turkey to retake the land.  In the 

                                                
3 Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 22. 



7 
 

event of a war these settlers could provide reinforcements to the Russian army.  The land 
provided vast agricultural potential but Russian nationals could not be used to settle the 
land, as they were serfs bound to the nobility landowners.4  Accordingly, the Czar 
allowed the recruiting of colonists from various countries to settle these fertile lands. 

Of these recruiters, Major Hans Caspar Escher, was to figure prominently in 
recruiting the Swiss immigrants.  Escher was a prominent merchant in Zürich who 
following a business crisis, which forced him to liquidate his firm, migrated to Russian 
and pursued a military career.  In 1802 a prominent Zürich guild secretary named 
Düggeli wrote Escher pleading with him to work out an agreement to provide laborers 
from Zürich to settle the lands controlled by the Czar.  In the letter Düggeli outlined the 
economic hardships being experienced by the displaced textile workers in the rural areas 
of Zürich canton.5  Escher pursued this request only after being threatened with his 
involuntary discharge from military and of putting in jeopardy the advancement of his 
three sons serving in the military. 

Escher traveled to St. Petersburg where he met Count Kotschonbei, the Russian 
Interior Minister, and worked out an agreement for a plan of colonization.  This hastily 
drawn covenant provided for the establishment of a Swiss colony in the Crimea between 
the villages of Simferopol and Feodosia.  Among the rights guaranteed to the settlers 
were: 1. 60 dessjatine (about 153 acres) of land per family, 2. Freedom to practice their 
religion, 3.  Freedom from military service against his will, 4. The right to settle as a 
group and to hold their own jurisdiction in their own settlements, 5.  A waiver of all taxes 
for 15 years, 6. An interest free advance from the crown of 250-500 rubles for the journey 
and settlement with payment to begin in the 13th year after settlement and end with the 
30th year.  These same privileges were extended to any Germans who were willing to 
emigrate.6 

Major Escher undertook measures to organize the migration.  During the summer 
of 1803 the favorable provisions outlined were circulated in Switzerland by five of 
Escher’s co-workers.  The undertaking was a daunting one, “to transport colonists to a 
completely strange land that lay thousands of kilometers away, to a land that was not 
even considered a part of Europe.”7  Escher was under pressure to undertake the journey 
before it was too late in the season.  It appears that he was somewhat taken back by the 
opposition of the government in Zürich to the immigration.  This opposition as voiced 
earlier by officials of other Kantons was based on the fear of depopulation and also based 
on the difficulties of earlier immigrants who returned impoverished and dependent upon 
charity.8 

This opposition was not enough to stop the desire of the Swiss migrants to 
improve their state in life.  The economic decline experienced in the late 1790’s and the 
first years of the new century had led to a rebellion in 1802.  The Aemtler remembered 
and sought the privileges they had enjoyed earlier as free farmers in the so-called 
Freiamt, in Affoltern, Zwillikon, Tousen, Dachelson, lower Mettmenstetten, Rossau and 
                                                
4 Urs Rauber, “Zürichtal-A Swiss Village in the Crimea” Translated by Armand and Elaine Bauer, 
Heritage Review, April 1981, pp.27-28 
5 Rauber, p. 28.  M. Weisbrod-Bühler, Zürichtal, A Farmer Colony in the Crimea, p. 6. 
6 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, “Zürichtal, A Farmer Colony in the Crimea”, p. 7; Urs Rauber, “Zürichtal, A Swiss 
Village in the Crimea”, p. 28. 
7 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 8 
8 Rauber, p. 28. 
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Weisenbach.  These rights included exemptions from some taxes and duties.  Governor 
Frick reacted with harshness stating that the communities were to be fined and the money 
collected on schedule including that from Mettmenstetten, which had not yet “been 
completely humbled.”  The rebellion turned bloody and those leaders who were identified 
were beheaded or shot.9  In addition there was the overshadowing threat of Napoleon 
which hung over Switzerland.  The Vollenweider, Bär, and Lüzinger families are among 
those, which spring from this background and are intertwined with the Messmer family. 

In spite of the opposition, the response to the call to immigrate was enthusiastic.  
By the end of September of 1803 approximately 60 families totaling over 240 people had 
gathered at Konstanz awaiting organization and direction for the journey to an unknown 
land.  Of this group 68 adults and 87 minors originated from the Kanton of Zürich 
including the jurisdictions of Kronau, Aeugst, Affoltern, Bonstetten, Ebertswill, Hausen, 
Mettmenstetten, and Ottenbach.  The Kantons of Glarus, Luzern, Solothurn, Freiburg and 
Waadt provided another 85 persons.   

The greatest contingent was from Mettmenstetten.  The group included Rudolph 
Wyss with his wife and seven children; Heinrich Buchmann, his wife Verena and five 
children, Heinrich Hofstetter with his wife and a child; Jakob Bär, locksmith with his 
wife Elsbeth and eight children; Johann Wyss, his wife Barbara and five children; Johann 
Mauer, his wife Ursula and small child Barbara; Johann Vollenweider, his wife Elisabeth 
and five children; Rudolph Wyss, his wife Regina with seven children, the youngest Hans 
Caspar being just six months old.  The three Wyss families all came from Herferswil.  Six 
of their children were still not two years old and three were just a year old.”10 

There are a number of sources with the names of the original Swiss colonists.  
Basic is Stumpp's work as well as lists by Dr. Künzig and in the article by Weisbrod-
Buhler.  Recently there has been a lot of work done by Robert Schamber with the 
assistance of others on these Swiss immigrants. 

Here are a few pictures of the areas they immigrated from. 
 

 
Mettmensetten 1790 

 

                                                
9 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 8. 
10 Hans Huber-Hegglin, Mettmenstetten, Geschichte und Geschichten, Gemeinde Mettmensteten 1992, 
pp. 70-71.  Translation by Kenneth L. Messmer (Dec. 2006) 
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Mettmenstetten - springtime 

 

 
Mettmenstetten 2011 Messmer photo 

 

 
Ober Mettmenstetten September 2011 Messmer photo 
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Mettmenstetten September 2011 Messmer photo 

 

 
Reformed Church Mettmenstetten 2011 Messmer photo 
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Glarus Switzerland September 2011 Messmer photo 

 

 
Glarus Switzerland 2011 Messmer photo 

 

 
Mollis Switzerland September 2011 Messmer photo 

 
 
 



12 
 

Journey to Russia 
 

The plan called for the group to sail the Danube River from Ulm to the Black Sea.  
By this time it was so late in the season that the Russian envoy in Regensburg objected 
calling the undertaking so close to winter “insane”.  The temperature was unseasonably 
low for early October being only 40 degrees Fahrenheit at midday. 

 

 
Lake Constance 2011 Messmer photo 

 
 
It was not until October 4 that the group sailed across Lake Constance and 

overland to Meersburg and then on to Ulm.  It is unknown if they had if they had wagons 
or other devices to assist on this part of the journey.  In Ulm the migrants were met with 
resistance, with the shipmaster who was requested to prepare two boats for the journey, 
coldly stating that he had orders from Regensburg forbidding him to put any ships at their 
disposal.  The resident ambassador in Regensburg gave an audience to a number of the 
colonists in which he gave a “terrifying description of the land to which they were being 
brought.  In his statements he didn’t conceal the facts about tyranny of the government of 
Russia and he advised them to give up their traveling plans and return to their homes.”11 
The determined travelers remained undeterred.  Finally after three days in Ulm they were 
able to board two boats to sail on the open decks to Vienna.  Arriving there between the 2 
and 4 of November they found sparse housing in small inns for three weeks.  Here 
troubles arose for the leaders due to a lack of money and unrest began to develop among 
the migrants.  A number of the group asked for a return of the money they had advanced.  
Escher received 6000 gulden from the Russian envoys in Vienna with the word that it 
was so as to not increase the “number of beggars and street robbers” in Vienna.  The 

                                                
11 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 11. 
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Swiss were so offended by this comment that Escher refused the money.  At this point the 
migrants from Lucerne left the group and sought work in Vienna.12  

 

 
 
After a three week stay in Vienna the already weary group on November 24 

continued their journey down the Danube.  This route using the Danube River was the 
original plan.  However, after only a few days the weather became so cold that the group 
was forced to abandon their ships at Pressburg (Bratislava) and continue the journey by 
land.   
  

 
Travel from Konstance to Ulm to Vienna to Bratislava (792 km or 492 miles) 

 

                                                
12 Rauber, p. 29. 
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Bratislava (Pressburg) 

 
 Discouraged a number of the families left the group and returned to Switzerland.  Others 
probably wished they could return but lacked the means to do so.  With their possessions 
gone they would have been beggars in their homeland. Thus he remaining members of 
the group led by Major Escher continued their journey by wagons toward an uncertain 
future. They really had no choice but to press forward and pray for success.  The weather 
was colder than normal and the travelers were without winter clothes.  They had been 
assured they were going to a warm climate and Major Escher had refused to allow funds 
to purchase winter clothes while in Vienna.  

On December 30, 1803 the destitute and sick immigrants arrived at Rosenberg, 
Lipto, Hungary which is now Ruzomberok, Slovakia.  Some of the party had turned back 
earlier and by the time those remaining in the group reached Rosenberg a number of the 
party had contracted smallpox. The local pastor, Master Domherr Seliga, who is 
described as “a charitable sympathizer and a good man”, offered winter refuge to the 
exhausted party.13    At least forty members of the party were to die and be buried in that 
foreign village.14 

The parish record for the Catholic Church of Rosenberg contains this entry, which 
provides insight into the condition of the immigrants.   

“From the third day of December 1803 228 Helvetians (Swiss) lived as guests in 
our homes.  Some were Catholic, others Lutheran, but most of them were Calvinists 
(Reformed).  Their leader was Casper Escher, also a Swiss national but now in the 
employ of Russia.  Czar Alexander, Emperor or Russia, had extended permission to the 
Swiss group to establish a colony in the Crimea. 

“Because there was neither a Catholic priest nor a minister of their religious 
persuasion among them, it was necessary, through the power of church government of 
Rosenberg and Cappel, to baptize their babies, bury the dead, and perform marriages.”  In 
the list taken from the Catholic record of Rosenberg the names and date of death of 24 
children are given.  Only four of those listed are more than five years of age.15 .  One can 
hardly imagine the parents’ sorrow at leaving the infant buried behind in a strange city 
and country; neither near their ancestral homeland nor the new home they sought. 

The original information based on these Catholic Church records was compiled 
by Urs Rauber and published in Heritage Review, in April 1981, p. 35.  Just recently it 
                                                
13 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, Zürichtal, A Farmer Colony in the Crimea, Heritage Review, April 1981, p12. 
14 Urs Rauber, “Zürichtal-A Swiss Village in the Crimea” Translated by Armand and Elaine Bauer, 
Heritage Review, April 1981, p. 29. 
15 Rauber, p. 35. 
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was found that these records had been microfilmed by the LDS Church and have been 
digitized and are available online.   

 

 
            This is a copy of the death records for that party.  Through the efforts primarily of 
Robert Schamber these records have been transcribed and are available on the GRHS 
website under Crimean research. 
 

It was largely through the persuasive powers of Major Escher that the immigrants 
were persuaded to continue the journey.  In Konstance he had informed the immigrants 
that he lacked funds and asked each of the families who wished to risk the journey to 
advance him funds to finance the venture.  The families agreed to this and from these 
funds Escher defrayed the expenses for the daily rations, which consisted of one pound of 
bread, ½ pound of meat, and four Kreuzern for incidental costs.16   On March 8, 1804 
while in Rosenberg Major Escher sent his son, Friederich Ludwig, and Konrad Wyss of 
Herferswil to St. Petersburg, Russia, to obtain necessary funds to complete the journey.  
The pair traveled the 1500 kilometers (932 miles) to the capital in just 18 days.  Friedrich 
Escher conceived the idea of working out an agreement for the money with Poland, 
which the migrants expected to cross.17 

                                                
16 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 11. 
17 Urs Rauber, p. 29. 
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Upon the return of the two, Major Escher and Friedrich led their remaining 
countrymen, which now consisted mainly of those from Zürich Kanton toward their 
ultimate goal.  The group utilizing tilt carts left Rosenberg on June 4, 1804.18  The trip 
would take them from Rosenberg, across the Tatra Mountains to Lemberg and then 
diagonally across the expanses of the Ukraine.  It was expected to take forty days to reach 
the Crimea after which they would still need to cross the steppes of the Peninsula.  That 
would have necessitated travel of 15 to 20 miles per day by wagon to travel the more than 
600 miles.     

 
 

From what I can tell the red line approximates the route of the colonists.  They 
traveled north to Lviv, Russia and then diagonally to Crimea.19  

At long last in July 1804, ten months after leaving Konstance, and having traveled 
more than 2,000 miles the group arrived on the crown-lands of General von Schüz.    A 
copy of an original list which was signed by Major Escher and which no longer exists 
lists 228 persons in the group of which 136 individuals were from the Canton of Zürich.20  
The individuals represented 56 families.21  There were at least 18 individuals of German 
origin who arrived with the group.22 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
18 Rauber, p. 35. 
19 Rauber, p. 28 
20 Norbert Ruetsch, “The Colony of Zuerichtal, Founded 200 Years Ago by Swiss Immigrants (Germans 
From Russia Heritage Collection, North Dakota State University Library.  P.2. 
(www.lib.ndsu.nodak.edu/grhc/media/magazines/articles/zuerichtal.html) Accessed 09/1/2007. 
21 Urs Rauber, p. 30 
22 Norbert Ruetsch, p. 9 footnote 9. 
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Colony of Zürichtal 
 

Not even the dire warnings of government officials could have prepared the future 
colonists for what awaited them.  They had left a green homeland composed of hills, 
streams, forests, and valleys.  They had expected to find similar terrain in Southern 
Crimea.  What greeted them was the vast steppe land.  They left villages with orderly 
houses.  The only accommodations they found for their housing needs were twenty -five 
Tatar-built huts composed of reeds and clay and half buried in the ground.  These were in 
such poor condition as to barely withstand the elements let alone provide any shelter. One 
can hardly imagine their desperation. 

The immediate problem facing them was one of survival.  Many of the colonists 
included were impoverished weavers and spinners who had little experience with 
farming.  Even those colonists who were farmers were unfamiliar with the climate and 
soil conditions, which they encountered in their new homeland.  Adding to their problems 
was the sickness of Major Escher, which set in shortly after their arrival and left him out 
of touch with the affairs of the colonists until early March of 1805.  Upon his recovery he 
found the affairs of the colonists in such disarray that he resigned his post. 

Fortunately for the colonists word of their desperate situation reached their old 
homeland.  Hans Kaspar Fäsi, pastor in Rifferswil became aware of the colonists plight 
through people in Herferschwill and Hübsheren and letters carried by Friederich Ludwig 
Escher.  Pastor Fäsi contacted his brother-in-law, the state Doctor Hans Kaspar Hirzel, in 
Zürich.  Dr. Hirzel had founded the Aid Society, which had as its purpose the aid of those 
injured through war or other unusual natural causes.  The two of them took a carriage to 
Bad Schinznach where along with a member of the Zürich government they were able to 
make a presentation to the visiting Russian Privy Counselor, Court-Marshall Count 
Golowin.  Hearing of the sad plight the Count promised to undertake to provide relief but 
requested a list of the names of the immigrants.  Pastor Fäsi and Doctor Hirzel worked 
tirelessly to compile the list but found it to be difficult as it became apparent that a 
number of the immigrants had left Zürich under the cloak of secrecy.23   

By June of the following year 1805 the State Counselor wrote that Swiss had been 
relieved of their destitute situation.  According to an account written in 1848 by the 
Zürichtal pastor Probst Emil Kyber the colonists received from the crown for more than a 
year food money at 10 Kopek per adult and 5 per minor on credit.  They also received 
395 Rubels per farm to purchase cattle, farming equipment and to build a home.24 On 
Easter of that year the colonists were allowed to relocate to the Tatar village of Dschailau 
about 10 miles from their original settlement.  This settlement was located on a fertile 
area just north of Jendol River and only a few kilometers north of the main road between 
Feodosia and Simferopol.  The colonists were overjoyed to have this beautiful area at 
last.  Out of gratitude to those of Zürich in their former homeland who had not deserted 
them in their time of destitution they named the yet to be built village Zürichtal. 

 
 
 

                                                
23 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, pp. 14-15.  Urs Rauber, p. 30. 
24 E. Kyber, “The Colony of Zürichtal” reprinted in Odessa Digital Library, 24 Jan 1998.  
(http://pixel.cs.vt.edu/library/odessa.html.  Translated by E. Wise. 
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Here are a few pictures of the approach to Zürichtal. 
 

   
 

 
 
 

The colonists were now given the land allocations although not in the amounts 
they had been promised.  Each family received 23 dessjatine of land, approximately 62 
acres, rather than the 60 dessjatine or 162 acres that had been promised.25 With limited 
grain to seed the land and a limited knowledge of agriculture they began the 
backbreaking labor of claiming the land.  The colonists were plagued by disease, 
grasshopper infestations, and crop failures.  Disease was ever present and within a few 
years half of the Swiss colonists were buried in the new cemetery.  

 Pastor Kyber gives this description of the colonists’ situation.  “The 25 cane huts, 
left over from the Tartars, were not enough to house all the people, not even if they were 
crowding together.  Some had to house in sheds in order to find some protection against 
the wind and sun.  It was impossible to build houses that same year.  Housing in the sheds 
was feasible while they were well and during the warm season.  The summer passed 
quickly and even quicker, health was leaving.  Chills and fevers bedded entire families 
and finally brought them to their graves.  Standing close to the same demise, lots of them 
must have longed for spiritual food and comfort for themselves and their loved ones.  
They even had to do without that.  Only once a year then, did Pastor Biller come from 
Josephstal.  It was so pitiful at his arrival that each house without any sick, no matter how 
miserable the looks, had to be used as a church.  In the meantime, spiritual leaders of 
other confessions or even lay preachers had performed spiritual services and the holy 
communions.  In short, the colony Zürichtal was plagued with illnesses worse than any 
other.  Could it be the fog that stays in the valley more than elsewhere, or could the 
swamp, now being channeled and used for gardens, be the culprit?  One can’t say with 
                                                
25 On dessjatine equates to 1.09 hectares and there are 2.471 acres to a hectare.  (23 dessjatines x 1.09 
hectares x 2.471 acres = 62 acres. 
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certainty.”26  Only a few who escaped major illness were able to build homes and farm 
the land.   It was partially due to these problems that 25 mostly Catholic families who had 
been forced to spend the winter of 1809 in Jekaterinoslaw and Molotschna were resettled 
in Zürichtal. However, a burning fever that swept Zürichtal in 1812 claimed the lives of 
at least 40 of the colonists.27 

Just a note on these Catholic families.  Their records are often found in the 
Rosental Catholic records.  Recently research has been done by Matt Klee and Merv 
Weiss to bring to light some of the information and origin of these families.  Revision 
lists and Statistical reports about the colonists in the Crimea list many of these families in 
Zürichtal.  Two publications with great information are “Crimean Catholic Records” 
compiled by Matt and Merv and Rosental Crimea Catholic Church Records: Deaths 
translated and indexed by the same two. 

While it was not without continuing problems slowly the colonists began to build 
the village.  There were several years with cattle epidemics.  A catastrophic grasshopper 
plague began in 1823 and lasted until 1825.  One account of this plague states “The 
grasshoppers, in a swarm eight versts long and six versts wide, [a verst is approximately 
.65 miles] came flying over our village in the afternoon; the swarm was of such a 
multitude that it got as dark as night.  These grasshoppers settled on the fields outside the 
village.  Everyone, young and old, who could leave the village, went to the fields to chase 
the grasshoppers away.  But all the work and effort didn’t do any good – the grasshoppers 
could not be driven from the fields.  After about a half-hour, after they had eaten all the 
standing crop, the grasshoppers flew off to the next village six versts away and ate the 
entire crop in those fields”.28  

However with the advent of a second decade of settlement things began to 
improve.  The colonists began to turn to the cultivation of wheat and to animal husbandry 
especially the raising of sheep in the early days.  They also began to grow the fruit trees 
and grapes of which J. Künzig noted evidence of their cultivation when he visited 
Zürichtal in 1942.  A mill was also built on the creek.  By the early 1830’s the colonists 
were able to purchase an additional 2500 dessjatine of land bordering the village.  This 
new land was necessary to support the growing population of the community and the 
manner in which the villages were organized.  Sometimes the fields could be as much as 
10 miles from the dorf and the farmers would have to camp there overnight during the 
week.  Water would have to be carried there for both the men and the animals.  
Cultivation of the grassy steppes was difficult, especially before the iron plow replaced 
the old wooden ones used by the original colonists.  

The villages or “dorfs” as they were called were patterned after the villages in 
their former European homelands.  Each family unit had his own home surrounded by a 
fenced yard with a garden.  These were not large plots of land and the families were close 
neighbors.   In many of the villages the yards were laid out based on a plan approved by 
the administrative authorities and were 90 to 120 feet wide and 240 to 360 feet long.29  

                                                
26 E. Kyber, “The Colony of Zürichtal” reprinted in Odessa Digital Library, 24 Jan 1998.  
(http://pixel.cs.vt.edu/library/odessa.html.  Translated by E. Wise. 
27 Norbert Ruetsch, p. 2. 
28 Urs Rauber, p. 31. 
29 Karl Stumpp, The German Russians, Two Centuries of Pioneering, (American Historical Society of 
Germans from Russia, Lincoln NE, reprinted 1978) p. 56. 
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The villagers had to travel to the surrounding fields to work them.  Eventually the 
distance to travel to the fields required the acquisition of additional lands and the 
establishment of new dorfs. 

Zürichtal was a little different from other villages on the steppes in that the Swiss 
in seeking land similar to their former homeland settled in the hilly land of the Indol 
valley “unmindful of the crooked village street and the narrow, hilly, yard sites.”30  These 
streets were in contrast to those of many of the Black Sea villages where the streets were 
laid out in straight lines. Gardens and orchards were planted along the river.  Garden 
crops included a variety of melons, cucumbers and vegetables.  Melons and pumpkins 
were stored in root cellars for winter use.  Cucumbers and melons were pickled and 
cabbage was made into kraut.  Other staples were cheese, sausages and bread which were 
prepared in the summer kitchen.31   In the fall hogs were butchered and provided lard, 
sausage and smoked ham.  

In time the early huts were replaced with nicer more stable structures.  Initially 
clay and straw blocks were used and later replaced with fired brick with roofs of clay tile.  
Other building materials were hard sandstone or white limestone.  These homes which 
most often in the Black Sea Region included an attached horse barn and wagon shed were 
known as “Einheitshäuser”.  The floor plan of most homes was similar.  From the 
entrance a hall way led to the kitchen and divided the living quarters.  On the street side 
were the living room and the master bedroom.  On the other side were front and rear 
bedrooms.  Other structures included the summer kitchen where meals where prepared 
during the hot summer months and granaries.  Pens for poultry and pigs were behind 
these buildings.32  

Another feature of many of the lots was the threshing floor.  This was the scene of 
the hardest work of the year.  The farmer often had to work from as early as 3 a.m. until 
as late as 10:00 or 11:00 in the evening.  Early in the morning the farmer would drive to 
the fields and return with wagons of sheaves of wheat.  These would then be placed on 
the threshing floor and the farmer would drive a team of horses pulling a concave stone 
roller over the threshing floor until the husks were separated from the kernels. The straw 
was then carried to the edge of the floor and more sheaves were laid down.  In a normal 
day as many as 6 to 8 wagon loads of grain could be threshed.  It was said that the wealth 
of a farmer could be estimated by the size of his straw stacks.33  The straw was used for 
animal fodder and as fuel during the winter. 

 Two other features of the home lot were the well and the fuel pile.  In a 
village such as Zürichtal where it was located near a river water was reached at a 
relatively shallow level.  In these cases the well was most often the so-called 
“Schwengelbrunnen” or so called singletree well.  The water was drawn by hand using a 
single cross arm in a notched upright pole.   In cases where the water level was deeper a 
wood casing with a winch with a chain and bucket attached, which could be lowered and 

                                                
30 Pastor Heinrich Lhotsky, “Zürichtal”, Heritage Review #25, December 1979. P. 12 
31 James R. Griess, “The German Russians: Pioneers on Two Continents”, Heritage Review, Number 9, 
December 1974. 
32 Karl Stumpp, The German Russians, Two Centuries of Pioneering, (American Historical Society of 
Germans from Russia, Lincoln NE, reprinted 1978) p. 56. 
33 Karl Stumpp, The German Russians, Two Centuries of Pioneering, p. 86 
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then drawn up, was required.   When I visited the Crimean villages in the summer of 
2003 I found these same wells with the water hand drawn still in use. 

The lack of wood or other materials to be used for heating the homes required the 
colonists to be creative.  The colonists solved the problem by collecting all of the manure 
produced by the livestock during the winter.  In the spring it was spread out and flatted 
using the threshing stones.  Once it was dry it was cut into blocks and stacked in a pile to 
be used as fuel during the winter. 

The Zürichtal colonists’ spirits were lifted even further when in 1822 their first 
pastor, Heinrich Dietrich, arrived to provide spiritual nourishment.  A small church had 
been completed in 1820.  It was built in an Acacia woods located on a knob in the middle 
of the village where the road sloped downward.  As Heinrich Lhotsky describes it “The 
‘church hill’ separated the village into upper and lower segments, and the church watched 
over both like a mother hen sheltering chicks under her wings.  The elders had been very 
perceptive, taking advantage of the picturesque and of the beautiful.”34  Soon an 
attractive parish house and a spacious schoolhouse were built.  The Swiss were 
particularly pleased with the fact that Pastor Dietrich was from the Swiss village of 
Schwarzenbeck in the Canton of Zürich.  Prior to his arrival there had been very little 
spiritual care for the colonists.  The only contact had been with pastor Karl Biller who 
was the second pastor to arrive in South Russia and for a time was the only Evangelical 
leader for the whole vast region. 
 Pastor Dietrich’s appointment to shepherd Zürichtal was the result of the efforts 
of the Missionary Society of Basel.   Encouraged by Dr. Pinkerton, a representative of a 
British and foreign Biblical Society based in St. Petersburg, the Basel group had decided 
to make South Russia the focus of its work.  In describing the colonists, Pinkerton had 
written, “They cry out to you for help.  Could you perhaps send two or three pious young 
folks who might seek out and gather these lost sheep, and should funds be somehow 
made available for this undertaking, much good could be done, and truly! — their souls 
are not worth any less than those of the heathens.”  It was not until 1821 that permission 
from the Russian authorities could be obtained to allow the Society to send clergy to 
South Russia.  Even this permission granted to Basel was withdrawn in 1835.35 
 Pastor Dietrich soon gained the respect and admiration of the colonists.  He set a 
good example and firmly censured the colonists for some of the abuses and irregularities, 
which had crept in among the colonists.  Two smaller communities near Zürichtal, 
probably Sudak and Heilbrunn, established and built small churches and he also served 
these congregations.  Pastor Dietrich was also responsible for the school in the village 
and it was noted by one of his successors Pastor Kyber “that he provided outstanding 
work in training and selecting a village teacher and in introducing better singing.”36  
Pastor Kyber was even more profuse in his praise stating, “Without him [Dietrich] 
Zürichtal would never have become what it is today – the most preferred colony in the 
Crimea.  The old huts of the early settlers were replaced with new, nice houses.  From 
poverty evolved prosperity.”37 

                                                
34 Pastor Heinrich Lhotsky, “Zürichtal”, Heritage Review #25, December 1979. P. 12 
35 Norbert Ruetsch, p. 4. 
36 Norbert Ruetsch, p. 4. 
37 E. Kyber, “The Colony of Zürichtal” reprinted in Odessa Digital Library, 24 Jan 1998.  
(http://pixel.cs.vt.edu/library/odessa.html.  Translated by E. Wise. 
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 One can hardly imagine the gloom, which must have settled over the colonists 
when in September of 1827 Pastor Dietrich suddenly died at the age of 27.  Fortunately 
for the colonists a series of new clergy were sent but none of them would be natives of 
Switzerland.38  With the coming of the later pastors the use of the reformed Zürich Bible 
was discontinued and replaced with Martin Luther’s translation.  Only the Swiss colonists 
continued to read the Zürich Bible and to sing their songs from memory without 
accompaniment.  In not too many years many of the Catholics moved from Zürichtal and 
the Reformed confession merged with that of the German Lutherans.  It was noted that 
rather than cause rancor among the various confessions, the colonists of Zürichtal were 
praised in an 1844 account for their “great tolerance”.  “Clergy and profane people are 
getting along with each other in the best manner, and there are examples of Protestant 
couples being married by a Catholic priest when their pastor was absent.”39  In 1860 the 
colonists built a new and larger church.  A short time later a confirmation house was 
erected a short distance from the parsonage. 
 Probst Kyber in a letter to Antistes Gessner in 1839 described Zürichtal in the 
following manner.  “Zürichtal is naturally favored in many ways.  It lies near the 
northeastern projection of the Crimean Mountains near the spring-fed stream called 
Jendol.  From the east the viewer can see a long mountain chain populated with springs, 
and gets a glimpse of the village before he comes upon the sloping vineyards.  To the 
west lies the open steppe and from that direction the village with its red-tiled roofs is 
visible from a long distance.  On the north it is bordered by a little forest of wild fruit 
trees, maples, elm, willow and silver poplar, and to the south, the nearby mountains 
resemble a truly lovely Swiss landscape.  By the stream are gardens and meadows.  The 
stream flow drives a water mill, which has two stones.  The income from the mill is used 
in the best interests of the community.  The village is divided down the middle with the 
main buildings – the little church (the first Evangelical in the Crimea), and the parsonage 
and schoolhouse – into upper and lower part, respectively, with each served by its own 
free-flowing well of pure water in adequate supply.  Every landlord has a spacious yard 
so that he can arrange his barns advantageously, closed on the street side with a stone 
wall, and planted to young trees here and there.”40 

The following photos are of Zürichtal in 2003 (Messmer photos) 
 

  

                                                
38 Clergy who followed were:  Christian Friedrich Kylius, 1828-1831; Emil Kyber, 1831-1858; Nikolay 
Alexander Dobbert, 1858-1859; Friedrich August Thiedemann, 1859-1870; Carl Wilhelm Segnitz, 1870-
1889; Heinrich Lhotzky, 1890-1901. 
39. Johannes Künzig, “Zürichtal und Schaba -  zwei Schweizer Bauerndörfer im Schwarzmeergebeit”, in 
Syntagma Frieburgense, Historische Studien Hermann Aubin. Vol. 1, Lindau/Konstanz, 1956, p 95. 
40 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 16.   
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 Certainly the colonists had come a long way for those first starving years spent in 
the clay Tatar huts.  Künzig concludes that the “spirit [in which] the colonists endured, 
acted and worked, is impressively demonstrated by a phrase of Provost Kyber” who in an 
article wrote, “The poverty of the fathers yielded a great profit to the children, as they, 
grown up under privation and pain, had learned contentment and simplicity.”  He then 
adds these words from the Anton Nuss, the mayor of Zürichtal who wrote this 
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admonition, “Show yourselves worthy of your fatherland!”41  This statement was actually 
a statement of gratitude to the Russian government which had loaned money to the first 
colonists, which enabled them to purchase land and repay over a 10-year period of time.  
The expanded statement reads, “Who deserves the credit for that?  Not us, but the Lord 
and his Son and the immediate authorities over the settlers.  Dear citizens of Zürichtal, 
who sooner or later may hear or read about this, please return such by your willingness in 
obedience.  The good that our fathers were able to enjoy from the merciful regime of 
Russia is even more of an advantage for you.  Make yourselves worthy of your current 
fatherland and that any future decisions the State makes for the welfare of its 
subordinates, will be to your advantage.”  Dated 20 March 1848 and signed by teacher B. 
Fried. Pfeiffer; mayor, Anton Nuss; assistant, Rudolf Dubs.42 
 My own ancestors were among those referred to in this report.  It was in this 
setting that they were born, married and began to raise their children.  How different the 
situation would appear to their children and grandchildren. 
 Through the hard work of the colonists Zürichtal flourished.  “By the 1840’s 
Zürichtal was considered the ‘leading colony in the Crimea.’  According to the judgment 
of historian Gerold Meyer of Knonau, the colonist of Zürichtal were not only the most 
well-to-do, but also the most ethical people in the Crimea.”  With profits from the 
Crimean war between 1853 and 1856 the colonists were able to sell supplies to the 
Russian army and with the profits were able to buy more land.43  
 One of the documents I have been able to obtain is a land survey of the colony of 
Zürichtal done in 1868.  
  

   

The first 2 show the original and the 3rd is the translation.  Note the villages 
involved as well as the list of names of the colonists.  This goes on with some variations 
in the names for approximately 16 pages.  I am sure you are familiar with many of the 
names.  Over the years the descendants of the original colonists would spread across the 

                                                
41 Johannes Künzig, “Zürichtal und Schaba - Zwei Schweizer Bauerndörfer im Schwarzmeergebeit”, in 
Syntagma Frieburgense, Historische Studien Hermann Aubin. Vol. 1, Lindau/Konstanz, 1956, p 95. 
42 E. Kyber, “The Colony of Zürichtal” reprinted in Odessa Digital Library, 24 Jan 1998.  
(http://pixel.cs.vt.edu/library/odessa.html.  Translated by E. Wise. 
43 Rauber, p. 32 
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Crimea in search of land.  “One list, in the Swiss Federal Archives in Bern, indicated that 
there were 45 areas in Crimea in 1917 with descendants of Swiss emigrants.”44 

 
As the colony continued to grow the Swiss influence became even less evident.  

Pastor B. Groundtroem whose served from 1901-1907 described the culture a century 
after the settlement as follows:  “The Schwaben (German) element was dominant and 
thus their dialect became infused in the Swiss German dialect and eventually the Swiss 
dialect was submerged; only some of the family names such as Rüdi, Suter, Dubs, Näff, 
Vollenweider, Schöner, Lüsi, Aeberli, etc. were evidence of a Swiss heritage.  As with 
the submergence of the dialect so also were the convictions of ethnicity submerged as a 
result of intermarriages between residents of Zürichtal and Heilbrunn, continuing from 
generation to generation.”45 

Another document of interest to me and perhaps to many of you is from the State 
Archives of Odessa Region and is about approval of officials in Zürichtal district colonies 
and dated 12 January 1862.  It is basically an election.  The Zürichtal colonist Friedrich 
Pfeiffer was elected to be an ober-schulz, after lengthy service as a village clerk and a 
district beisitzer during the previous year. He was replaced as district beisitzer by the 
colonist Heinrich Jangula who was a former schulz.  Of interest to me are the signatures 
of the colonists.  Here is just a page of the signatures: 

 

                                                
44 Rauber, p. 32 
45 Rauber, p. 32 
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Just a few of the familiar names on this page alone:  Dewald, Illi, Vollenweider, Ehnes, 
Dubs, Gunthner. 
 One of the most important buildings in any village was the church.  Pastor 
Heinrich Lhotsky described the church in Zürichtal as follows:  “Every colony, 
irrespective of population, had a school, prayer house and teacher.  The people became 
accustomed to sacrifices for public-spirited purposes and responded when asked to raise 
additional revenue for worthy projects.  In this regard the people of Zürichtal exhibited a 
very strong inclination…. In Zürichtal stands a beautiful church, the largest in the 
Crimea, built in 1860, remodeled in 1892.  Nevertheless, the Zürichtal Parish eventually 
evidenced its public-mined spirit, taking the lead among the southern colonies in the 
Crimea to construct a majestic confirmation house adjacent to the parsonage at the base 
of the ‘church knob’.  This was dedicated to the memory of the solemn coronations of 
their Imperial Majesties.  Both buildings are an ornamental asset to the village, even 
though the village already had stately and nice-looking houses, as well as some older 
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ones, reminders of the simply styled and modest houses of the settlers.  May public spirit 
and peaceful cooperation continue to mark the future of the Crimean colonists.”46 
 

     
Church with steeple                                     Interior of the Church in 1910  
                   These photos are on display in the Zürichtal museum 
 

 
This is the Lutheran parish school approximately 1910.  Originally it was a Catholic 
prayer house.  In the 1920’s it was a German elementary school. 
 On the façade of the church in German was the scriptural reference “Ich will 
Frieden geben an diesem Ort.”  (And in this place will I give peace.”   Haggai 2:9) 
Unfortunately, for the inhabitants of Zürichtal, this peace was not to last for long. 
  We do not have time to go into great detail what destroyed this peaceful setting 
but a few major points.  With the advent of Czar Alexander II there were a number of 
reforms which had a great effect on the colonists and which they saw as “unilateral 
repudiation of a solemn promise made to them in the manifesto of Catherine II and 
confirmed by Alexander I in the decrees of 1804 and 1813.”47  In 1864 there was a 
change in the method of representation in the governing of the colonies with a resulting 
loss of control.    This was further reduced when in 1871 the provisions of the colonist 
code of local government were repealed, abolishing the Colonist Welfare Committee 

                                                
46 “Zürichtal” by Pastor Heinrich Lhotsky, translation by Armand and Elaine Bauer, from Kalender für 
Deutsche Ansiedler im südlichen Russland auf das Jahr 1900. Odessa.  In Heritage Review, December 
1979, p. 13. 
47 Adam Giesinger, From Catherine to Khrushchev” 1974, p. 227 
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eliminating the special colonist status the Germans had enjoyed.48  In 1874 after several 
years of discussion a new military service law required all medically fit male Russian 
subjects at the age of 20 to be subject to six years of military service.  While there were 
exemptions for the first time all classes were subject to the same treatment.  The German 
colonists many who had a tradition of anti-militarism saw this as a repudiation of the 
solemn promise given to the original colonists.49   The colonists felt they had been 
promised exemption from military service forever.  “The Russians countered by saying 
that in Russia, forever means 100 years and that amount of time had passed.”50 
 This followed the development of distrust by the Russian higher officials of the 
German people.  Germany had become a country in 1871 and developed into a strong 
industrial and military power.  The fear and resentment of all things German permeated 
Russian society at all levels.  There was a push to make the Germans in Russia more 
‘Russian’. “The German colonists were not spared.  They were accused of being 
unfaithful to the Russian government, and harboring some secret intent to help Germany 
invade Russia.”51  Fortunately at the same time this was happening there were new 
opportunities developing in the Americas and many of the colonists began immigrating, 
once again pioneers on a new continent. 
 The beginning of World War I was to have a dramatic effect in the decline of 
Zürichtal.   It came as a shock to the colonists.  Adam Giesinger describes the resulting 
actions by the Russian central government.  “Rights of assembly in German villages were 
severely curtailed.  The publication of German newspapers and the use of the German 
language in the schools was forbidden.  German was not permitted to be used in giving 
religious instruction, nor could it be a subject of study.  Police informers were 
encouraged to report infractions of the regulations and severe punishments were meted 
out to those accused.  In July 1915 all teachers of German origin, though qualified by 
Russian law, were dismissed from the schools in the German colonies and replaced by 
Russians…In the Black Sea region even German sermons in the churches were forbidden 
and the prohibition was enforced by deportation of clergy to Siberia.”52 In the middle of 
the 1930’s the church was closed and the belfry was demolished. 

By October of 1917 the Russian government had collapsed and the communists 
had taken over.    The war with Germany ended in 1918 but by then Russia was in 
shambles and slipped into civil war that lasted to about 1922.  Dr. William Bosch gives 
an excellent brief recap of what happened to the German colonists.  “During and after this 
period, the colonists suffered terribly as grain and livestock was requisitioned by a variety 
of competing armies, and by bands of outlaws.  Murder, rape and pillage were common 
and widespread.  The property of Orthodox and western churches was confiscated” 

“Drought and government policies conspired to produce a sequence of famines in 
the 1920s.  The worst in that decade was the famine of 1921-1922.”53 

Following the death of Lenin, Stalin assumed power in 1927 and the situation of 
the colonists including those in Zürichtal continued to deteriorate.  Again quoting from 

                                                
48 Giesinger, p. 225 
49 Giesinger, p. 227 
50 William Bosch, The German-Russians in Words and Pictures, North Dakota State University, p. 84. 
51 Bosch, p. 83. 
52 Giesinger, p. 249 
53 Bosch, p 124 
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Dr. Bosch  “He forced peasants and colonist onto collective farms, exiled or shot 
resisters, closed churches and got rid of church and secular leaders. “  As many as seven 
million Ukrainians died of famine in 1932-1933.”54  During this period a number of the 
descendants of the original Swiss settlers endeavored to return to Switzerland.  They were 
required to provide documentation of their Swiss ancestry.  Those who could establish 
their Swiss identity received assistance form the International Red Cross and thus 
escaped starvation.  Some families were permitted to return to Switzerland or Germany.  
“Many, however, received word from the Swiss government that they would not be 
granted permission to come to Switzerland, because their forefathers had, 100 years ago, 
lost their Swiss citizenship or had given it up voluntarily.55 

One such request was from Johannes, Friedrich and Arnold Vollenweider whose 
letter to the Kanton Zürich arrived in June 1930.  The directors informed them that their 
immigrant ancestor, Johannes Vollenweider, “who was still alive in 1855 was released 
from citizenship of the community of Mettmenstetten and Kanton Zürich on June 16, 
1855.  This report was not received by the three Vollenweiders, for they had been 
deported in the meantime.”56  After some further correspondence in which their petition 
was denied, the brothers disappear.  Three years later however an additional letter to the 
Pastor of the congregation at Mettmenstetten arrived.  It was from Arnold Vollenweider, 
the third of the Vollenweider brothers.  It read in part, “Appealing to you is a descendant 
of the Vollenweider-Habersaat marriage, these being original members of the 
community.  Presently, I am living through various limitations, now in the seventh year 
with my old mother of 65, homeless in the Ukraine.  Father died in 1932.  Simply could 
not support him.  In addition to that, I myself am jobless and completely without living 
means.  Perhaps you can provide something through the Parish so that we can stave off 
starvation.  I know of no other alternative.  If you will not lend support, there remains no 
alternative but to starve to death.  I hope that you will provide help through the Parish, 
and that with God’s help we can compensate you some day.”57  There was no further 
contact with Arnold. 

Located in the Zürichtal museum are a number of photos from the period of the 
1930’s and earlier.  I would like to share a few of them with you. 

 

                                                
54 Bosch, p. 124 
55 Urs Rauber, p. 33. 
56 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 21. 
57 M. Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 21. 
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The Vollenweider family and their beehives. (Zürichtal museum photo) 

 
 

 
Teacher and students in Zürichtal 1934 (Museum photo) 
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Johanna Grotz and Friedrich Vollenweider (Museum photo) 

 

 
Barbara Murschel (Museum Photo) 
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Friedrich Vollenweider and Klara Mayer, 1900 (Museum Photo) 

 

 
Barbara Murschel and Friedrich Leutzinger (museum photo) 
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 The advent of World War II was the end of the German Swiss colonists in 
Zürichtal.  In June 1941 Nazi Germany attached Russia.  Stalin responded in August of 
that year with a decree stating that all Germans were to be considered “enemies of the 
State and deported.  This applied to the Swiss colonists as well.58  “The Zürichtal 
residents were given one day to get ready to pack up basic necessities before, on August 
18 to be exact, they were sent on a long, arduous journey to Kazakhstan, a trek that 
brought death to many.  In the exiled regions they, like all other Germans, were a source 
of laborers and were distributed to various collectives or were forced to work in work 
camps of the so-called Trudarmy, where many were often lost entirely.”59 
  
 

 
Monument to Jewish people taken from Kronental.  Depicts their faces in boxcars.  
This was not I suppose unlike our Swiss Germans deported from their Crimean homes. 

(Messmer photo 2012) 
   
 
 
 
 
                                                
58 “The Colony of Zürichtal, Founded 200 Years ago by Swiss Immigrants.”  Volk auf dem Weg, Autumn 
2004. Pp. 26-33.  Translated by Alex Herzog.  Accessed at 
http://library.ndsu.edu/grhc/articles/magazines/articels/zuerichtal.html 
59 “The Colony of Zürichtal” 
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Zürichtal Today 
 
 If you were able to visit Zürichtal today you would not find it by that name.  It is 
now known as Zolote Pole. 
 

 
Village sign 

 

 
Still the most visible symbol of Zürichtal’s past is the former Evangelical Lutheran 
Church.  This is the church as it appeared when I visited in 2003.  The Church was closed 
in the mid 1930’s and the bell tower demolished.  Subsequently it became a dance hall 
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and then in 1945 it became a warehouse.  In 1991 by a decision of the Ministers of the 
Autonomous Republic of Crimea with the consent of the villagers the building was 
transferred to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.   
 

This is how the church appeared when I visited in 2012. 

 
 
 In 2003 Zürichtal (Zolote Pole) had approximately 3500 inhabitants. Like Dr. 
Künzig a visitor to Zürichtal today would not find any German or Swiss descendants 
there.  When I visited in 2003 I had the privilege of visiting in the home of Irma 
Jakovlevena Tarusovo (born Illi).  Irma lives in the neighboring village of Stary Krim.  
At the celebration on September 17, 2005 celebrating the 200th birthday of the founding 
of Zürichtal Irma was honored as the only person born in Zürichtal who once again lives 
in Crimea.  She was born there in 1919. 
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Irma in her yard. 

 
Irma spoke as her first language a good Swabish German dialect.  She was a German 
schoolteacher during her career and up to her 80’s still provided German language study 
for Ukrainians wishing to immigrate to Germany. 
 She finished school in 1938 and in August of 1941 with her family she was 
deported to the Caucasus. In October 1941 the family went to Kazakhstan.  From 1945 to 
1949 Irma served in the “Trud Army” as a wagon driver.  Many did not survive but she 
was determined to someday be a German teacher again in Ukraine.  She returned in 1955.  
She outlived 3 husbands and had no children.  When Michael Miller visited with her in 
1998 she stated she had received only 60% of her monthly pension which was about 
$25.00 a month. She supplemented her income by selling vegetables from her garden.  
She could have immigrated to Germany but wished to stay in Crimea where she grew up. 
 

 
Irma in her kitchen with her Samovar 

 

 
Irma in her home.  Notice the picture of Lenin and Stalin on the wall. 
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Irma’s summer kitchen. 

 

 
Photo of Irma about 1940, not long before she was deported with her family. 

 

 
1938 photo of Margarita Ille, Mother of Irma, with neighbors’ kids, Gerta and Arnold 

Grotz.  Margarita was born in Zürichtal in 1878 and died in 1956. 
 
 Early on in this presentation we talked about the cemetery in Zürichtal as 
observed by Johannes Künzig.  If you visit it today it is much changed with little or no 
evidence of the Swiss colonists. 
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If you look closely you can see a few remaining headstones in the grass.  In a newspaper 
article published in September 2012 it states it was a Tatar tradition to use cemetery 
stones as building materials.  Thus many found their way into fences, buildings and 
walkways.  The locals know the story of a fellow bought a house in Zolote Pole.  He was 
dismayed upon examination to find that an outbuilding and a pathway in the yard were 
built of gravestones.  He unsuccessfully petitioned the local administration to remove 
them and eventually in desperation removed the stones and discarded them somewhere 
far out on the steppe.60 
 Johannes Künzig’s list of names from the tombstones is the last document from  
the Swiss Zürichtal.  This is a copy of that list. 
 

  
 
I am currently working to fill in the details on the individuals included in the list. 
 

                                                
60 “The Tree of Suffering, Love and Dreams, Crimean Wind, 14 September 2012 (article by Margarita 
Nikiforova, translated by Merv Weiss). 
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Let me conclude with a few words from M. Weisbrod-Bühler.  “…We, who share in the 
destiny of the Zürichtal people, in their contributions, and who followed their gloomy 
fate, want to pause for a moment and in awe think about those people.”61 
 
 
Kenneth L. Messmer 
Presentation for GRHS convention 
Bismarck, North Dakota, July 18, 2015 

                                                
61 Weisbrod-Bühler, p. 23 


