
June 14, 2019        Rodney D. Ratzlaff 

After a very long trip from Kansas City to Toronto to Frankfurt, I finally arrived in Warsaw, Poland, in the 

mid-afternoon on June 14.  I felt increasingly out of place during the final leg of the trip from Frankfurt 

to Warsaw-Chopin, aboard Lufthansa, and I felt like I was finally entering a place different to western 

European cultures I was used to.   

The cab driver who took me to the Polonia Palace Hotel in downtown Warsaw was friendly enough – to 

me.  As soon as we pulled away from the taxi stand at the airport, however, another automobile cut us 

off – in a very minor way in my opinion – and my taxi driver actually forced the car to the side of the 

road, got out of our car, and loudly berated the driver in angry, machine-gun, Polish.  That was different.  

But then he got back in and was friendly as can be to me.  “How do you like our city?”, he asked. 

We passed a large cemetery with a vast array of monuments and I asked him what it was.  He replied 

that it was a Russian monument with graves of Russian soldiers and that we don’t care about that (it 

was actually the Soviet Military Cemetery commemorating Soviet soldiers who died in World War II).  He 

also pointed out the large Palace of Culture looming in the distance and said that he’d like to see it torn 

down.  All along the way I noticed that the Poles obviously don’t value green grass and landscaping the 

way we do in USA.  The median in the wide boulevard we were cruising along was overgrown with 

weeds and none of the bushes or trees were well-trimmed.  The taxi driver pointed out how pretty was 

the city’s landscaping.  To my American eyes it all looked unkempt but that’s just me.  As we passed one 

restaurant the driver pointed out that it was the best American-style sports bar in the city – best 

hamburgers around.  Actually, that’s not what I was looking for. 

 

Polonia Palace hotel, Warsaw 



 

Palace of Science and Culture, Warsaw 

The cab driver’s attitude toward the Russian and Soviet monuments belied a general attitude that I’d 

see a lot of later on.  Poland and Russia have historically been the two major Slavic cultures in 

northeastern Europe and they’ve continuously challenged one another for hegemony over the area.  In 

the very early Medieval period, Poland had the upper hand and even as late as the times of the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth, Poland was the largest country in Europe, geographically speaking.  But 

Russia in the 17th Century was growing in strength and by the time of the Partitions (last quarter of the 

18th Century) completely overshadowed and dominated Poland.  In fact, Poland even ceased to exist 

during the 19th Century as a separate political entity.  After World War I, Poland briefly re-surfaced as 

the Second Republic was set up by the victors of the greater war, and Russia was hobbled by its own civil 

war (after the Bolshevik Revolution of October, 1917).  During World War II, when Poland was invaded 

from the west by the Nazis, Stalin little by little took over from the east, setting up total Soviet 

domination in the post-war era.  Finally, in the 1980s, Poland was able to shake off its communist chains 

(as well as Russian domination) and by 1999 had even joined NATO (a spectacular turnaround for the 

country that provided the namesake for the Warsaw Pact).  

After arriving at the Polonia Palace, I got settled in my room and tried to turn the air conditioner down 

as far as it could go.  I’d learn quickly that air conditioning in Poland is not what I’m used to in the USA.  



Granted, it was unusually hot in Warsaw at the time – over 90 degrees Fahrenheit – but none of the air 

conditioners seemed to be able to cope with that kind of summer heat. 

Out on the street, the afternoon sun was brutal as it beat down on the sidewalks.  I struggled to find a 

place to cross wide Jerozolimskie (Jerusalem) Street.  I finally used the underground tunnel system and 

was able to navigate my way to the Palace of Culture, directly across the street from the hotel.  This 

building was Stalin’s final gift to the Polish people.  He built it as a monument to communism, a gift to 

the Poles, but they were taxed heavily to fund building the huge structure, still the tallest building in the 

city.  Thanks Uncle Joe.  The building is sometimes referred to as the “Eighth Sister”, the only one of a 

series of buildings known as the Seven Sisters that stands outside of the City of Moscow. 

Dinner that night was an introduction to the rest of the trip – introduction to the other folks on the tour, 

to our tour guide, and to Polish food (which means lots of soup).  Tonight, it was pea soup and 

afterwards I had a good time getting to know some of my travel companions.  Our Polish tour leader had 

actually been a companion of Peter J. Klassen, the recently-deceased California history professor who 

kind of “started” Mennonite touring in Poland after the fall of the communist regime.  We would come 

to learn that our guide, among many other Polish folks, was a very kind man who had a great 

appreciation for Mennonite culture and the contributions our ancestors made to the history of his 

homeland. 

The next day began with a tour of Warsaw.  Beginning with the Łazienki Park, we also saw Chopin 

monuments (Frédéric Chopin, number 1 citizen of Poland), and a newly constructed Jewish history 

museum.  The guide’s main focus throughout all this was the events of World War II and how the Polish 

people, including the local Jewish population, suffered.  While this is indeed true and while I agree that 

the people suffered horribly, I wished there would have been a little more about the history of earlier 

time periods.  Mennonites lived in Poland beginning in the period known as the Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth, or the First Republic (the Commonwealth was established in 1569 while Mennonites 

also began coming to this land in the mid-16th Century), and Warsaw was a major city in that time 

period.  I wished we could have seen some sights or talked a bit more about the 16th – 19th Centuries 

instead of delving so deeply into WWII. 

Poland has a long and very colorful history and the Mennonites contributed to the culture starting in the 

16th Century.  Poland proper is the area south and west of Warsaw, itself in a region historically known 

as Masovia.  The areas north of Poland proper are Pomerania (Kashubia), Kuyavia, and Prussia.  The 

place-name of Prussia is one that is very familiar to Low German Mennonites even through it’s probably 

often misunderstood. 



 

Administrative divisions of Poland 

The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, or the First Republic, was the joint-Polish and -Lithuanian 

kingdom that rose after the heights of the domination of the Teutonic Knights.  These Germanic knights 

focused their attentions, when they were done in the Holy Land, on the Prussian tribes that lived in 

Pomerania, Warmia, and Lithuania along the coasts of the Baltic Sea.  The Prussians were not Christians 

and the Knights received a commission from the Pope himself to convert the Baltic tribe. 

In time, the Knights set up a large kingdom with the western edge bordering the Holy Roman Empire 

(German States), then extending all along the Baltic, controlling areas as far north and east as Estonia.  

During these times they did a lot of work bringing in German and Dutch farmers to convert the river 

lowlands in these areas (Oder, Vistula, Neman, etc.) into productive farmland.  However, by the mid-16th 

Century, the Knights were in decline and after the Battle of Grunwald (Tannenberg), were defeated by 

united Polish and Lithuanian forces and lost the upper hand in the area.  The lands bordering the Baltic 



Sea on the west side of the Vistula (centered at Danzig) became known as Royal Prussia (later termed 

West Prussia after the 1770s).  The term “Royal” was a nod to the fact that this area was directly held by 

the King of Poland.  Ducal Prussia (later known as East Prussia), on the east side of the Vistula, was the 

remnant of the kingdom of the Teutonic Knights which survived after Grunwald even though these 

Dukes afterwards owed allegiance to the king in Poland.  Generally speaking, after Grunwald, the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth was ruled by the King of Poland who usually set up his court in Warsaw. 

The old city of Warsaw is a fascinating place even though all the buildings have been rebuilt after being 

leveled during in WWII.  The highpoint, for me, was the first view of the Vistula River.  This is the river 

that my ancestors would have known.  This is the mother-river to me.  This is the river that caused the 

Mennonites to come to Poland, that sustained and tortured them.  This river would have been 

absolutely central to their lives and here it was before me.  “[T]he river is in all places at once, at its 

source and where it flows into the sea, at the waterfall, at the ferry, at the rapids, in the ocean, in the 

mountains, everywhere at once, so for the river there is only the present moment.  This [river] flowed 

and flowed, it was constantly flowing, and yet it was always there; it was always eternally the same and 

yet new at every moment” (Herman Hesse, Siddhartha). 

 

Vistula River, Warsaw 

The river was the reason the Mennonites were invited to come to Royal Prussia.  Its frequent flooding 

caused the low-lying surrounding areas to be border-line uninhabitable.  The Mennonites, through the 



employment of dikes, ditches, and dams, as well as pumps and windmills, turned the whole delta/valley 

area into productive farmland.  The Vistula sometimes flooded annually upon the Spring thaw.  Upriver 

areas would thaw before downriver areas.  Therefore, water would rush northwards where the river 

was still icebound.  With nowhere to go, the water would exceed the limits of the banks and flood.  

Mennonites were able to manage this in ways the locals couldn’t seem to do. 

 

Vistula Delta before and after arrival of Mennonites 

Lunch in Old Warsaw was at a pierogi restaurant at the north corner of the Old City Market and then we 

took in a grueling Chopin recital.  I was already suffering from jetlag and a hot and stuffy hotel room.  

After walking most of the morning we then ate a large, heavy lunch.  Without much time to digest, we 

were ushered into a very intimate recital room and served champagne.  As I sat, with a little touch of 

alcohol on my tongue, I struggled mightily to stay awake.  Simultaneously, the Polish air conditioner 

struggled (fairly unsuccessfully) to move a little of thick air.  I could actually feel the beads of sweat 

running down my back as I tried to keep my eyes open.  The uber-talented pianist played beautifully and 

the pieces were absolutely sublime but the performance would have been better served, for me, after a 

good nap somewhere in a cool breeze.  Chopin was brilliant but he’s no match for a warm room and a 

poor night sleep! 



 

Old Town, Warsaw 

We were given a short break at the hotel and then we again loaded up in the bus and went to a choral 

performance by a Mennonite group in a beautiful old white, Lutheran church.  Again, the music and 

setting were fantastic but the timing just unfortunate since I was so sleepy. 

 

The next morning, I was up early and super-excited to leave Warsaw and finally start seeing some 

historical Mennonite sites.  We hit the road north out of Warsaw and soon were approaching the former 

Masovian Mennonite settlement of Deutsch Kazun.   

Kazun and neighboring Wymysle were two of the latest Mennonite settlements in Poland.  The greater 

Mennonite settlements in Poland were begun in the mid-16th Century while these two weren’t 

established until the 18th Century.  Generally speaking, the ancestors of the Low German Mennonites in 

Poland came from the Lowlands on the northwest coast of Europe beginning in the mid-16th Century.  

After the Reformation came the Radical Reformation and a lot of Anabaptist activity began in the low 

countries, including the regions known as Flanders, Friesland, Holland, Utrecht, Brabant, etc. (regions 

where the Dutch language was widely spoken), as well as in Switzerland, Moravia, and Bohemia.  The 

Low German-speaking Anabaptists of the Low Countries (in both these terms, the “Low” here is an 

expression of elevation.  The Low countries were low lying areas in northwest Europe and many of the 



residents spoke dialects of Low German – as opposed to the High German spoken by those of the areas 

of higher elevation inland) very soon began to have issues with the Catholic overlords and after wars 

broke out in the Lowlands around 1526, these Low German Anabaptists began to look for a safe place to 

move. 

The lands in the northern areas of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth – namely Royal Prussia – were a 

perfect fit.  First of all, the Commonwealth government had adopted an early form of religious Liberty 

and this was very appealing to the Anabaptists (who, during this time began to take the name Mennist 

or Mennonite, after their leader Menno Simons) who were currently being heavily persecuted for their 

religious beliefs by their Catholic overlords in the low countries.  Furthermore, Royal Prussia was in 

shambles.  In earlier times under the Teutonic Knights, the flooded areas of the Vistula delta and valley 

had been converted into farmland.  However, following the wars between the Knights and the Poles in 

the 15th Century, the area fell into neglect and much land was lost to the floods of the river.  The Poles 

by the 16th Century realized that the farmers of the Lowlands, including the Mennonites, held unique 

skills that could be put to work in Prussia.  These people had already drained the low-lying areas in 

Friesland and the Hollands, could they not do that in Prussia too? 

Further, there were economic and cultural ties which made a move from the Lowlands to Royal Prussia 

feasible.  Some West Prussian cities, such as Gdańsk (Danzig) and Elbląg (Elbing), already were close 

trading partners with Dutch cities such as Amsterdam and Rotterdam.  These partnerships had been 

developed in centuries past during the period of the Hanseatic League, an alliance of trading partners 

including many cities along the North and Baltic Seas.  The Hansa Cities used as their practical language a 

dialect of Low German and therefore Low German Mennonites coming from, for instance, Harlem or 

Groningen or Dordrecht or Leyden, could move to Gdańsk or Elbląg and be comfortable with the 

language.  Ships very commonly sailed back and forth from Rotterdam or Antwerp to Gdańsk and Elbląg, 

themselves cities very much with a Dutch flavor to their art and culture.  (I should point out here that 

the notion that Low German is only a spoken language and not written, is simply myth.  In fact, to the 

contrary, Low German was written just as much as any other.  There were many different dialects of 

Low German.  In the Lowlands, Dutch, as well as dialects of Low German, were commonly spoken 

languages.1) 

Mennonites started coming into Danzig during the first half of the 16th Century and soon established 

themselves as able farmers.  These Mennonites leased lands in the flooded areas in the Vistula delta and 

valley.  After they were drained, these silt-covered areas proved to be extremely productive farmland 

and some Mennonites did quite well farming here.  Other Mennonites established themselves in the 

larger towns as distillers or weavers or artisans or craftsmen.  They were never altogether accepted in 

Polish or Prussian society, since their religion was outside the norm of the local Catholics or Lutherans, 

but they were tolerated since they added so much to the economy.  The almighty dollar – or złoty – was 

in reality calling the shots.   

In Gdańsk, Mennonites seemed to always be on the defensive.  Gdańsk was controlled by the merchant 

guilds, themselves controlled by Lutherans.  These guilds saw the Mennonites as economic threats.  

However, the king and other nobles (Catholics), who simply benefitted from strong economy, welcomed 

 
1 Schapansky, Henry, The Mennonite Migrations (and The Old Colony, Russia), Country Graphics & Printing LTD, 
Rosenort, Manitoba, Canada, 2006.  Pp32, 33. 



the Mennonites.  In the king’s eyes, the Mennonites equated to more money in the royal coffers.  The 

City of Elbląg was slightly different in that it was not controlled by Lutheran guilds.  Mennonites 

generally had an easier go in Elbląg but this city wasn’t as economically vibrant as was Gdańsk.2 

Deutsch Kazun was established in mid-18th Century by Mennonites from further north up the Vistula 

valley.  The building which formerly served as the church in Deutsch Kazun is located on the south side 

of the highway near Kazuń Nowy, the name by which the village is known today.  People are now using 

the building as a house and I marveled at how they were actually living in the dilapidated structure.  

After looking at the building, we continued west from Kazuń and stopped at a resort in the middle of the 

beautiful forest for a bathroom break.  The resort, the Hotel Kawallo (Leonów 7a, 09-533 Leonów, 

Poland), is a fantastic new facility in the middle of the woods adjoining the historic Black Forest (Czarna 

Woda) region.  They offer amenities such as bicycling or horse-back riding through the woods as well as 

carriage rides and general activities aimed at wellness and good health.  The surrounding forest was 

breathtaking as the pines reached for the sky.  The hotel seemed to even have several aurochs in a pen 

behind the buildings which I found very curious. 

Early on during the morning of driving, I started noticing the large stork nests on the peaks of houses 

and on telephone poles or street lights.  These were the same storks that my ancestors wrote about in 

Volyn.  They were good luck in Volyn and I assumed they were likewise here in Poland.  The huge storks 

sat in the nests and occasionally one would stand at the crest of a roof just like a little man (Over the 

next days we would see storks all over the areas where we traveled.).  I also noticed crews of harvesters 

in strawberry fields along the highway.  The tour guide indicated that these workers were traveling 

crews coming from Ukraine to make a little extra money in the wealthier country of Poland. 

 

Stork nest atop a power pole 

 
2 Schapansky, p 69. 



 

Deutsch Wymysle Mennonite Church 

Soon we arrived in Deutsch Wymysle, today known as Nowe Wymyśle, and I was excited to see the 

church building where Ratzlaffs from Przechowka worshipped as late as the inter-war period.  A 

Mennonite house also stood nearby and it was really meaningful to see our first Mennonite 

architectural structures.  I took special note of the metal fixtures on the windows which were skillfully 

made so long ago by Mennonite craftsmen.   

 



 

Wymysle, similar to Kazun, had been founded in the 18th Century by Mennonites coming from farther 

north up the valley.  The Mennonites, very early centered at Gdańsk and Elbląg, began moving up the 

Vistula valley even by the mid-16th Century.  I should also point out that there were, in the 16th Century, 

also Mennonites arriving in the valley from the Swiss/Moravian communities of Anabaptists.  By the late 

16th Century, Mennonites had established themselves all along the delta and valley, from Gdańsk all the 

way south to Torun.  I personally envision this area as 2 big triangles connected with a straight line.  The 

area known as the delta, or werder, is roughly a triangle with 30-mile sides from Danzig, to Elbing, to the 

junction of the Vistula and Nogat Rivers, and back to Danzig.  The second triangle is Graudentz to 

Bydgoszcz, to Torun, again, 3 sides of roughly 30 miles each.  The middle section, connecting Graudentz 

to the Vistula-Nogat junction, is also 30 miles, with the city of Nowe at its center point.  Envisioning the 

area like this helped me keep the geography straight.   

 



 

Vistula Delta and Valley; Mennonite Country 

This whole area, along the banks of the river, was covered with Mennonite farms; Mennonites who 

established 14 gemeinden (communities, brotherhoods, or congregations).  The delta-area gemeinden 

included Danzig, Elbing, Barwalde, Heubuden, Ladekop, Orlofferfelde, Rosenort, Tiegenhagen, and 

Thiensdorf, while the valley-area gemeinden included Tragheimerweide, Montau, Schonsee, 

Przechowka, and Obernessau.  In typical Mennonite fashion, there were theological and cultural issues 

upon which these gemeinden could not agree and factions soon developed.  Actually, the factions 

originated in the Lowlands and carried over into Polish Prussia and the factions actually carried names 

from their original locations: the Flemish and the Frisians.  It wasn’t quite as simple a division as this but 

very generally speaking those two terms cover it.  The Flemish gemeinden included Danzig, Elbing, 

Heubuden, Barwalde, Ladekop, Rosenort, Tiegenhagen, and Przechowka.  The Frisians included 

Thiensdorf, Tragheimerweide, Montau, Schonsee, and Obernessau (that’s way too oversimplified, but 

there it is).  It should be pointed out that, among all these, Przechowka was really an outlier.  Not to get 

caught in the weeds with all the details but Przechowka was the only Grongingen Old Flemish gemeinde 

in Polish Prussia AND it was probably the only one that had significant roots with the Swiss/Moravian 

group (the other Flemish gemeinden were Flemish, Old Flemish, or Danziger Old Flemish, but not 

Grongingen Old Flemish).  I should also point out that two gemeinden probably existed in Danzig from a 



very early time – one Flemish and one Frisian.  Also, before they were separated, Barwalde, Ladekop, 

Rosenort, and Tiegenhagen all formed one congregation: the Gross Werder Gemeinde. 

 



The Flemish and Frisians differed in several important ways but it’s also good to remember that these 

divisions became less and less pronounced over time.  The Flemish tended to be more urban, more 

democratic, and stricter (in respect to theology).  The Frisians were more rural, more authoritarian, and 

more liberal (in respect to theology).  Flemish tended to live closer to one another so, for instance, all 

were involved in gemeinde business.  Frisians, living more spread out in the countryside, their 

gemeinden sometimes had to take action without involving all the congregants.  The scriptures had 

never been translated into Low German so the Mennonites needed to use versions of the Bible from 

other languages.  The Flemish opted for Dutch while the Frisians used High German.  Generally speaking, 

the Frisians were more prone to assimilation with local culture while the Flemish, with their stricter 

theology, really tried to stick to their old ways.3   

So, after all that explanation, I can finally say that Wymysle was basically a daughter community to 

Przechowka – that is to say that the congregants here aligned themselves with the faction of 

Mennonites known as Groningen Old Flemish.  And in Low-German-Mennonite speak – all Grongingen 

Old Flemish in Prussia originate at Przechowka.  After Wymysle, we stopped along the Vistula at an 

outdoor restaurant for lunch, the Gościniec Pod Żaglami (87-815 Smólnik, Skoki Duże, Poland).  Another 

fantastic bowl of soup was had alongside a wonderful view of the river.  I called my Dad from here, along 

the banks of the Vistula, to wish him a happy Father’s Day.  

 

Vistula River east of Toruń 

After lunch we were bound for the Toruń area where we’d stop on the south side of the Vistula for a 

tour at the Olenderski Park Etnograficzny at Mała Nieszawka.  The museum is actually located on 

Mennonite Street (Mennonitow Ulica) in the small town and is directly adjacent to the Obernessau 

cemetery.  Obernessau was the farthest south of the original Mennonite valley gemeinden, having been 

established already as early as perhaps even the first quarter of the 16th Century.  Among others, the 

museum has reconstructions of a Mennonite house from Niedźwiedź (Niedwitz, a village of the 

Przechowka Gemeinde) and a servant’s house from Mątowskie Pastwiska (Montauerweide, a village of 

 
3 Schapansky, pp 43-50. 



the Tragheimerweide Gemeinde).  I was pleased to meet my friend Michał and he gave us a tour of the 

grounds.  It’s an absolutely fantastic facility including at least 6 Olędrzy structures (3 houses, 1 servant 

house, 1 barn, 1 granary) all salvaged from the surrounding countryside.  Really top-notch stuff.  It 

appeared that very little expense had been spared in building these reconstructions and Michał was 

proud to point out that everything had been rebuilt in the correct manner.  Even craftsmen from the 

south of Poland were brought in to build the thatch on the roofs correctly, as my ancestors would have 

done it so long ago. 

 

Obernessau Mennonite cemetery 



 

Longhouse at Mennonite museum, Nieszawka (Obernessau) 

Mennonites built their houses in the valley and delta (a common German word for delta in old 

Mennonite and German records in Werder.  In Polish, Werder is Żuławy.  And no, that’s not pronounced 

“Zoo-La-Vee” but rather “Zhoo-Wa-Vee”.  The Polish letter “Ł” or “ł”, looking similar to an English “L” or 

“l”, is actually pronounced as an English “W”.) in the Dutch style, that is, the living quarters, stable, and 

barn, were all under one roof.  In Dutch this is known as a longhouse (Langhof).  This is different to how 

the native Poles did it.  The Poles would have built three different buildings for house, stable, and barn. 

The typical Mennonite house in the early days would include the house, with the big and small rooms 

(grosser und kleine Stube) and kitchen (küche) on the ground floor.  A middle passageway, paved with 

bricks, separated the house from the stable which, with a lower ceiling than the house, had stalls for 

horses and cattle.  At the end opposite the house there was a barn used for storage of farm implements, 

etc.  The second story of the house was maybe bedroom living space and storage, with hay storage 

above the stable.  The upper areas of the barn might be open but above the house portion of the 

structure even a third story rose for additional storage.  An oven stood in the kitchen and the chimney 

then rose through the upper levels of the home, providing heat throughout.  In the upper reaches of the 

oven a meat-smoking compartment was commonly found (In fact, Mennonite smoked hams were so 

desirable that they were oftentimes included in the taxes the Mennonites were required to pay).  This 

entire structure was situated on top of a small, man-made berm.  In the event of flooding, the house in 



this way was kept above the level of the water.  The yard was commonly fenced off with wattle fencing.  

Mennonites commonly incorporated willow trees into their water-management programs (willows 

require a lot of water) so there was an abundance of pliable willow branches with which to make wattle 

fences. 

 

Detail of roof thatch and wattle fence 

As time went on, the Mennonites became more and more prosperous along the Vistula and large 

arcades began to be added to these houses.  The room above the arcade was a nice, cool area on 

summer afternoons.  Mennonites typically stained the exterior of the houses; it was desirable for the 

living quarters to be wooden while stables and barns were brick.  Red color was not allowed (as this was 

for Polish nobility only) but Mennonites typically used blues and greens.  Indeed, a particular shade of 

blue was even commonly known as “Mennonite Blue”.  White was avoided as this drew flies.  Several 

examples of these huge arcaded homes from the late 17th Century still stand here and there throughout 

the Vistula Valley and Delta.  All during the Mennonite period in Poland (roughly from 1550), many 

Mennonites were as rich as Polish nobility and they lived very different lives to the average work-a-day 

Polish peasants who were oftentimes tied to the land as serfs. 

 

 

Longhouse and Holendry-style arcade 



 

Arcaded Longhouse at Nieszawka museum 

While the Mennonites generally prospered, a considerable chunk of their wealth had to go towards 1) 

maintenance of dikes and other anti-flood related measures, and 2) bribes to local officials who didn’t 

like Mennonite presence in the area.  Let’s face it, Mennonites were second-class citizens in this area 

and were simply tolerated by the locals.  Oftentimes, local authorities would get it into their heads that 

the Mennonites needed to go away.  As a result, Mennonites were constantly fighting for their rights all 

along the delta and valley and many times they needed to “persuade” authorities of these rights.  We 

could use any number of different terms but what it oftentimes came down to, in the end, was that the 

Mennonites simply bribed authorities and were able to retain their rights.  If they wouldn’t have had to 

do this again and again, they probably would have been able to amass a lot more wealth. 



 

Stable portion of Longhouse 

 

Detail of Longhouse barn 



 

Upstairs room in Longhouse 

 

It was at the Olenderski Park facility where I began to form an understanding of how much the current 

Polish regime, as well as the Polish people in general, appear to value the contributions made to their 

culture by the Mennonites (as well as other Olędrzy).  For instance, this new, large, very nice facility was 

all funded by the government.  And honestly, I didn’t understand how it was staying in business since 

there were very few patrons there.  The museum is located on Ulica Mennonitow (Mennonite Street) 

and just several blocks away to the east is another big, new facility called Olender Sports and Recreation 

Center, a sports and hotel complex, its name a nod to Mennonite culture. 

And now we have to take another detour to define the term that’s popping up quite a lot – Olender (also 

expressed as Olędrzy or in English, Hollander).  Generally speaking, this was/is the Polish term for people 

who originated in the Lowlands (and the Lowlands always collectively seem to be lumped together as 

Holland even though that’s really a misleading way to term it).  The Olędrzy in Poland were people who 

came from the Lowlands and were settled upon farmlands by their landlords according to Dutch Law (as 

opposed to German Law or Chełmno [Kulm] Law).  The characteristics of Dutch Law included that the 

lease was executed involving a group of villagers instead of just an individual (all-for-one-and-one-for-all 

style), the villagers were usually farmers and a stipulation of the contract was that they were allowed to 

establish their own churches, schools, and village government.  Almost exclusively, Dutch Law villages 



(Olędrzy villages) were protestant.  In the very early days, Olędrzy villages were also probably filled with 

ethnic Dutch folks but that ethnic part of the definition fell away in time (said another way, in time, 

people in a Hollander village were not necessarily from Holland).  To make it more confusing, we have to 

say that Mennonites were considered Olędrzy but not all Olędrzy were Mennonite (for instance, there 

were also Lutheran Olędrzy).  To sum up the confusion then, not all Olędrzy were Dutch, and all 

Mennonites were also not Dutch, but all Mennonites (in Prussian Poland) were Olędrzy.4  Got it? 

 

Obernessau Mennonite church 

 
4 Marchlewski, Wojciech, “Different Neighbours”; Hauländer, en.wikipedia.org; 2017. 



After the museum, we had a short stop at the surviving Obernessau Mennonite church (built 1890; 

Toruńska 184, 87-103 Mała Nieszawka, Poland) and it was actually a very touching moment as we all 

came inside the church (today the building hosts a Catholic congregation) and sat in the old pews.  

Finally, after this church visit, we boarded the bus and headed towards our hotel in Toruń; the Gotyk 

Hotel on Piekary Street.  After installing ourselves in our hotel, I had maybe 30 minutes to walk around 

the beautiful old city, and then we met for dinner, walking to the restaurant at the Spichrz Hotel. 

More fantastic soup and good conversation was had with Michał who came to join us.  Afterwards I had 

just a little time to walk in the old city and then off to bed.  Tomorrow (Monday, 17 June) would be a 

huge day for me. 

After a very poor night sleep, I finally got up and headed out to try to watch the sunrise on the Vistula.  I 

had been up and down all night.  My head had been full of thoughts about seeing Przechowka and 

Tragheimerweide that day.  Did I have all my notes?  What were the ancestors’ names again?  Was Gross 

Lunau on the south side of the river by Kulm or north up by Montau?  Or was that Gross Lubin?  What 

would it be like to actually see Przechowka?  And, wait a minute, I need a photo of the sunrise on the 

Vistula and right here, in Toruń (Thorn), is the only spot where the river runs [roughly] east-west.  So 

that photo of the sunrise was a one-time shot and that shot was right now.  Sunrise was about 4:10 am 

so I popped up quickly and was off.   

 

Sunrise on the Vistula River, Toruń 

And it turns out that the river was just off due east-west, pointing just a bit north, so there wasn’t a 

good sunrise picture at all.  I wandered around the old city of Toruń, walking 2 or 3 miles before 

breakfast – all on 2 or 3 hours of sleep.  My big day, the momentous occasion when I’d finally see 

Przechowka, was in danger of being ruined by sleepiness.  Most cafes weren’t open yet (6am) but I 

finally found a shop where I could get a cup of coffee and then headed back to the hotel for breakfast. 

Back aboard the bus and I had my own row for the day.  I felt a little alone but that was probably just the 

lack of sleep talking.  Our tour guide announced the schedule for the day: Chełmno (Kulm), Schönsee, 

Montau, Tragheimerweide, and on to Gdańsk (Danzig).  Hmmm, will we not even be stopping at 

Przechowka at all? 



Driving north from Toruń, the first stop of the day was at Kokocko (Kokotzko in German), several miles 

southwest along the river from Chełmno.  I wasn’t too concerned with this village since I honestly wasn’t 

even familiar with the name.  And then we began approaching Chełmno from the south-southwest.  One 

or two of the towers of the city (probably the rathaus or the cathedral) could be seen from some 

distance away and I realized that the town is built upon a hill.  As we approached it, we dropped down 

into the Vistula floodplain and this was the first real indication of the depth of the Vistula floodplain in 

this area. 

 

Rathaus (city hall), Chełmno 

The Vistula flows in a northerly direction and has changed its course many times over the centuries.  

Over the course of time, a valley has been carved out – somewhat wider than the river.  At the edges of 

this valley is a steep climb to the high ground above.  In this area, these bluffs were pretty thick with 

trees.  On the south side of the Vistula, east of Chełmno, this valley was very wide.  On the north side, 

between Świecie (Schwetz) and Grudziądz (Graudenz), it became increasingly narrow west to east.  The 

bus had to pull quite hard to go up the incline to climb out of the floodplain. 



 

River valley schematic drawing 

We arrived at Chełmno and immediately headed to see the military academy which had been bought 

and paid for by Mennonite taxes in the 18th Century.  But honestly this building didn’t really interest me 

that much.  Yes, Mennonites paid for it, but neither designed nor lived in it.  I was honestly more 

concerned with the Renaissance rathaus (city building) of Chełmno and the huge cathedral (both of 

which we also stopped to look at).  The rathaus is surrounded by a large square and there was a farmer’s 

market of sorts going on.  Did my ancestors come to this very square to sell their goods centuries ago?  

As we walked across the market, I imagined such a scene.  Ratzlaff or Wedel or Voth or Buller or Koehn 

ancestors hauling bales of linen or baskets of vegetables or even livestock to sell here at this very 

market. 

We re-boarded the bus and headed toward the road, route 91, that I knew would take us east around 

town to the bridge over the Vistula toward Świecie.  About this time the guide pointed out the red and 

white striped chimneys rising on the north bank of the river just west of Świecie.  He said this was the 

location of Przechowka, so that was my first look.  I could see the bridge in the distance and imagined, as 

I looked down from the right side of the bus, that the village of Ostrower Kämpe (Ehrenthal) would have 

stood right down there somewhere, along the banks of the river, east of the Chełmno road.  As we 

crossed the bridge the village of Głogówko (Glugowka) was on the opposite side of the road so I strained 

to look.  The river was quite wide here – almost exactly 1500 feet wide.  The road hardly fell or climbed 

as we approached or left the bridge, indicating that the banks of the river didn’t go uphill much at all. 



 

Looking toward the site of Ostrower Kämpe 

We turned left (west) on Bydgoska Road and the Mondi factory with the big chimneys was coming up 

quickly on our right.  Articulated trucks (not 18-wheelers like we know in USA but articulated trucks 

nevertheless) loaded with logs plied the busy road.  The Mondi factory produces cardboard for 

packaging, as well as paper bags, and is one of the largest producers of such products in Europe.  It 

completes huge numbers of cardboard containers for local use as well as for export to Germany and 

western Europe.  Established in 1961, the plant has been responsible for massive amounts of pollution 

to the Vistula and Wda Rivers.  Only in very recent years has the plant moved to clean up its act in 

regards to pollution.  Up ahead a little bit I could see a couple huge piles of what turned out to be 

ground up logs – apparently fuel to be turned into cardboard. 



 

Villages of the Przechowka and Schönsee Gemeinden 

The bus pulled off the road to the south in a small turn-in and the guide announced that this was as 

close to Przechowka as we’d be able to get.  We were directly opposite the factory and Bydgoska Road 

behind us was actually quite busy.  He allowed us a minute or two and then we went west another mile 

or so and stopped beside the sign for the village of Wielki Konopat (Gross Konopat; Deutsch Konopat) 

for photos.  I was the second one off the bus and got a decent photo of the sign.  I then had just a couple 

moments to stand and reflect… this was the first glimpse on the trip of where the ancestors actually 

walked.  Ratzlaffs and Wedels, Bullers, and Koehns.  Voths, Nachtigals and Sparlings.  Old Hein Richert, 

Dina Thoms, and Steffen Funck all would have been here.  I have proof that Hans Ratzlaff, the son of the 

first Mennonite Ratzlaff, actually lived right here in the 1660s!  I was now standing here too.  But it was 

anti-climactic because I was steady-sleepy, the trucks on the road were thundering by, and the others 

from the tour were busy cackling to one another.  I couldn’t really emotionally process where I was but 

after took a couple quick photos I put my camera away.  Rather I wanted to actually experience the 

moment rather than concentrating on getting “just the right pic”. 

I walked a couple steps off the side of the road into a small clear area, knelt down, and put my hands on 

the ground.  I dug my fingers into the earth.  I concentrated just for a moment on the sounds of the 

birds and the smells in the air.  When my ancestors lived here, they didn’t have the trucks passing by on 

the paved highway.  They didn’t have the factory nor tour buses full of people nor mobile phones with 

cameras.  They lived their lives, right here, and heard these very birds and smelled these very trees.  And 

most of them based their whole lives on what they grew out of this very soil.  Photos were never going 

to be able to convey this so I wanted to be careful to actually stop and concentrate on the moment so 

I’d always have the memory. 

 

 



 

The ground at Przechowka 



 

Small evergreen tree at Przechowka 

We re-boarded the bus and headed back across the river (past Glugowka, past Ostrower Kämpe) and 

this time turned towards the east.  Our guides talked about the Nickel stone which we’d be on our way 

to see in Szynych (Schöneich).  This was a village of the Schönsee gemeinde; a gemeinde founded by the 

mid-17th Century.  The Gronigen Old Flemish from Przechowka also had a meetinghouse somewhere 

near the village.  Villages in the Schönsee community included some just south of Grudziądz, all the way 

around to the eastern edges of Chełmno. 



 

Schönsee Mennonite cemetery 

We drove along the very road that takes one through Górne and Dolne Wymiary (Ober and Nieder 

Ausmass), and Podwiesk (Podwitz) and continued on to Szynych (Schöneich) where the Nickelstein 

stands on the east side of the village Catholic church.  The Nickelstein is the only monument the 

Mennonites ever left in Poland but it was erected fairly late in the day so to speak (that is, it wasn’t 

erected until a great many of the Mennonites had moved on to Russian Ukraine) and therefore it was 

hard for me to relate to.  Also, the story of the stone, what it stands for now and what it was supposed 

to stand for then, have become a little mired in politics or money, so I’ll just leave it at that.  Afterwards, 

we double-backed to the Sosnówka (Schönsee) cemetery which is on the north side of the road just east 

of the street that one would take toward Brankówka (Jamerau).  Finally, we looped around to the village 

of Wielkie Łunawy (Gross Lunau).  Here the village mayor had arranged for us a short reception at Chata 

Marcina from where we walked west to the old Mennonite cemetery.  The mayor himself proudly 

maintains this cemetery and was happy to tell us so.  He was beaming with pride – I could almost see 

the rays of light coming out of his face – and he was so happy to have us as his guests.  His wife 

personally took our orders for tea or coffee and he had little pastries for everyone.  By American 

standards he clearly was not a rich man but he was generously providing everything he could.  As our 

bus pulled away and the visit was over, he, his wife, and his daughter, all almost literally waved their 

arms off in farewell. 



 

Field with poppies at Gross Lunau 

From Wielkie Łunawy, we drove east through the ex-Mennonite village of Gogolin and pulled up out of 

the floodplain, heading into Grudziądz on the S5 from the south for lunch at the Alfa Centrum shopping 

mall.  I opted for KFC – I know – but my American stomach needed something deep-fried by that time.  

After lunch, we crossed to the west side of the Vistula on route 16 and turned north towards the village 

of Dragacz (Dragass) (immediately south from here is the village of Michale (Michelau where 

Mennonites lived from at least the 1660s).  Across the river were the bastions of Grudziądz, the towers 

and walls of which come right down to the river’s edge.  These bastions would have been fully visible to 

Mennonites villagers in Dragass, Michelau, Gross and Klein Lubin.  We headed north through Mennonite 

country stopping to look over the dike which ran parallel to the river between the road (route 207) and 

the Vistula (this dike may very well have been constructed by Mennonite villagers of the Montau 

Gemeinde in the 16th or 17th Century).  We stopped at the southern edges of Montau (Mątawy) to look 

at an old, dilapidated Mennonite house which is, again, still occupied by a family of Poles, and continued 

on to the Montau Church.  The church, which had been erected in the late 19th century, is a red brick 

building on the east side of the road.  Notably, it has stained-glass windows signed by the artisan, Johan 

Bartel.  We were greeted by the residing Catholic priest who was overjoyed to host us.   



 

Montau Mennonite church 

Montau was another of the valley Frisian gemeinden.  It could have been established as early as the mid-

16th Century and congregants lived in a long swath of villages from Nowe all the way around to Sweicie.  

Originally it was aligned with the Flemish but in time switched over to Die Andere Kant (the other side, 

meaning, the faction opposite to that which one belonged).  There seems to have been a bit of 

intermixing among both the Montau and Schönsee communities with Przechowka.   



 

Grudziądz as seen from Dragass 

 

Perhaps more noticeable here than with other Mennonite locations, the villages of the Montau 

Gemeinde are really stretched out along the valley from Tryl (Treul) in the north all around to Wielkie 

Stwolno (Deutsch Westphalen) in the south.  When we Americans picture old, European villages of 

farmers, we tend to picture them the way they were in Russia – that is, houses packed next door to one 

another along a main village road with fields stretching out behind each yard.  This is the way the 

villages were in Ukraine (Russia) but not in Polish Prussia.  And the villages of the Montau Gemeinde 

illustrate this perfectly. 

Mennonite houses in Polish Prussia sat, perhaps fairly centrally, on their field-land.  In the Mennonite 

village of Jeziorki (Jeziorken or Kleinsee), the farmers each had 1 Hufe of farmland (about 40 acres) so 

here in the Montau area it could have been similar.  Thus, if each farmer’s plot was about 40 acres (let’s 

say 1,320 feet long by 330 feet wide, and each house is in the middle of the plot, then the houses were 

about 400 yards from one another – and that’s about the way they were – 300-400 yards apart from one 

another.  They didn’t live clustered in a village the way they did in Russian Ukraine. 

And since the houses were spread out in this way, you never get a sense of a “village space” the way you 

might think.  On a map, all the houses just string out along a road and there’s no real indication of where 

one village ends and the next village starts.  Local administrators, somewhat arbitrarily, just drew lines 

around a collection of houses and called it a village.  Thus, very apparent with the Montau Gemeinde, 

when you look at an old map it’s all almost one long continuous string of houses from Deutsch 

Westphalen all the way to Treul, but administratively it’s divided into many small villages, each including 

a small number of villages.  All the Mennonite villages in Poland were laid out like this. 



 

Road near Montauerweide 

From here, we headed north through Tryl, on to Nowe (Neuenburg), and crossed the Vistula on routes 

91 and then 90 towards Kwidzyn.  After Kwidzyn (Marienwerder), we headed north and finally ended up 

at Mątowskie Pastwiska (Montauerweide).  After a short look-around, we went a little farther north to 

the Mennonite cemetery at Barcice – at last, Tragheimerweide and the home of my Penners and 

Lohrentzes, Dirksens and Janzens.  We stopped at the more southerly of the two cemeteries in the 

Tragheimerweide vicinity, just east of route 602.  This is the cemetery that, on the 1909 map is marked 

Tragheimerweide and not Schweingrube.  I marveled at the amazingly tall pine trees growing in the large 

forest here. 



 

Forest at Tragheimerweide 

Tragheimerweide was the last of the 14 Mennonite Gemeinden to be established in Poland.  Around 

1709 a flood had devastated the Ducal Prussian area surrounding the Neman (Memel) River lowlands in 

present-day Lithuania.  The Duke therefore invited Mennonite settlers from the Vistula valley to come to 

his realm.  Members of the Montau Gemeinde accepted the offer and moved to Ducal Prussia.  Quickly, 

however, there was a falling-out since the Mennonites refused to participate in the military, and the 

Duke expelled all the Mennonites.  Upon return to the Vistula valley in 1724 and 1737, these 

Mennonites founded Tragheimerweide, in Royal Prussian land just on the east banks of the Vistula.   



 

Tragheimerweide cemetery 

Heading north into Sztum (Stuhm), we stopped for a bathroom and ice cream break at a ubiquitous 

Orlen station and then continued north on route S5.  We passed for the first time Marienburg Castle at 

Malbork (Marienburg), and continued on through the Gross Werder to Nowy Dwór Gdański (Tiegenhof).  

From there we turned west onto the S7 which would take us into Gdańsk, and at last to our hotel, the 

Admiral.  Dinner that night was at the Admiral Hotel and later I did have just a little daylight left to walk 

around the old city and see the buildings. 

In the morning (Tuesday, 18 June) I was up early (4:15am) to get a good look at Gdańsk.  The old city 

isn’t very big.  It’s roughly a square, .5 mile by .5 mile, crisscrossed by narrow streets.    The old city is 

bordered on the east by the Motława Canal, on the south by Route 501, the west by Route 91.  I was 

easily able to walk to see the Great Armory, the Rathaus, St. Mary’s church, the Green Gate, the Golden 

Gate, the Long Market and St. Mary’s Street, as well as the historic crane, before anyone else was up.  It 

was my 8th wedding anniversary, I was walking the old city streets of Gdańsk, and my dear wife was back 

home peacefully sleeping in her bed.   



 

Early morning streets of Gdańsk 



 

Waterfront in Gdańsk 

After returning to the hotel and breakfast with the group, we set out on a walking tour of the old city 

which included tours of the rathaus and St Mary’s Church.  After that, we were onto the bus to go north 

to the shipyards and on to a beautiful resort at Sopot.  We approached, but did not enter, the longest 

wooden pier in all of Europe which extends into the Baltic Sea from Lower Sopot.  A lunch, with more 

soup, was served at the Smak Morza Restaurant adjacent to the Grand Hotel.   

On the way to and from Sopot, we passed huge communist-era apartment blocks in the northwest 

suburbs of Gdańsk.  The largest block is almost .5 mile long and provides homes for more than 6,000 

people.  This was almost exactly the picture I had in my mind of Soviet-style; state provided housing in 

the eastern bloc in the second half of the 20th Century. 



 

Soviet-era apartment blocks 

After lunch we had the option to return to the hotel or travel with the group to cemeteries of 

Orlofferfeld, Ladekop, etc.  I opted to return to the hotel and be on my own for the afternoon and 

evening since I didn’t have any ancestors (that I’m aware of) coming from Gross Werder areas other 

than Rosenort and Heubuden, and we’d see these in the upcoming days.  Besides that, I needed a little 

time on my own to explore Gdańsk which was a major historic point of interest to me.   

Gdańsk was likely the point of entry to Polish Prussia and for almost all Mennonites coming from the 

Lowlands in the 16th Century.  Significant to me, the earliest Mennonite Richert was said to have been a 

cobbler in Gdańsk and it seems like the Sparlings, too, may have originated here.  According to some 

stories, when that first mercenary Ratzlaff joined the Mennonites at Przechowka, he was required to 

travel to the Lowlands to be baptized.  If the story is true, he almost certainly would have left Polish 

Prussia from the port of Gdańsk.  We also know that visiting VIPs from the Mennonite churches in the 

Lowlands, such as Hendrik Berents Hulshoff, arrived in Polish Prussia via Gdańsk.  Hulshoff tells a story 

about how he brought “a great chest of books” to Poland from the Lowlands.  Could this chest have 

been offloaded by the great old Crane (Brama Żuraw)?  To me, nosing about these little streets and 

looking at the waterfront or the Crane, was following in my ancestors’ footsteps even more than was 

visiting some of the Mennonite cemeteries. 

My first course of business was souvenir shopping.  Today was the wedding anniversary so I needed 

some amber, pronto.  I scratched around in several shops but talked myself out of all their wares.  

Finally, I entered a quiet little shop and expressed interest to the young girl running the counter in 

buying a necklace.  She was so helpful and friendly and after I bought a couple things, she repeatedly 



expressed thanks and wished me a good day over and over.  The Polish people really are very friendly to 

tourists. 

After the amber purchase I committed to climbing to the top of the tower of St. Mary’s Church, the 

largest brick church in the world (it can accommodate 25,000 people).  The first 200 or so steps were up 

a very narrow, spiral brick staircase.  No handrails meant I had to be super-careful.  OSHA certainly 

would not have approved.  After the spiral I was up above the vaulted ceiling of the church and a 

walkway led me out to the square tower.  I could see the stairways going up, up, up the perimeter of the 

tower, and a couple gargantuan bells hung in the void in the middle.  After more than 400 steps I finally 

came up and out into the gleaming sunshine atop the square tower; the ground was some 260 feet 

below.  The sights of Danzig were magnificent and I had to make sure to stay long enough to make sure 

the climb was worthwhile (for reference sake, the statue of liberty is about 305 feet high). 

 

Gdańsk from atop the St. Mary’s Church tower 

After my shopping and climbing I had a wonderful dinner at Sempre Pizza along the Motława Canal.  

Then I was lucky enough to find a shop selling amazing lemon ice cream.  In the States, lemon ice cream 

would be sugared down to the point where it’s almost not edible.  Here in Poland, deleting a good 

portion of the sugar, the sour leman ice cream made me curl my tongue with each and every last lick 

and it was absolutely fantastic. 



Next morning (Wednesday) we were up and out early for a church service at the old Danzig Mennonite 

church which is located (Menonitów 2A, 80-805 Gdańsk, Poland) on the southwest corner of the 

intersection of Routes 91 and 501.  Originally this building had to be outside the city gates since it was a 

Mennonite church and Mennonites were not allowed to live or do business within the city walls.  This 

church was erected in 1819 and served as the meetinghouse for the united Flemish and Frisian Danzig 

congregation.  Today it’s a Catholic church.  We met another Mennonite tour, this one originating in 

Germany, at the church for the service.  We had a short service and sang several old hymns and it was 

profoundly moving to hear the hymns sung in German in spontaneous 4-part harmony.   

 

Danzig Mennonite church 

 

After the service, we were off for a tour of the Marienburg Castle in Malbork.  This was an interesting 

tour but honestly it took a very long time.  It’s the largest castle in the world so I guess the length of the 

tour wasn’t a surprise.  A proper tour of this magnificent castle would last days and days but I really 

wanted to get back to Mennonite sites. 

We stopped for a quick lunch at an Orlen station, and then were on to visit the cemetery at Heubuden, 

perhaps the largest, best restored Mennonite cemetery in Poland.  The cemetery is located just a little 

to the north of the village of Stogi (Heubuden).  Most interesting to me in this cemetery was the Tobias 

Sparling (Grandma #53738/Prz #891) gravestone which had been located in the Przechowka vicinity and 

moved to this location by a Mennonite group (including Unruhs from Alexanderwohl, led by Peter 

Klassen) back in the 1990s. 

Heubuden was the oldest Flemish gemeinde in the Gross Werder (Delta area), after Danzig and Elbing.  

Mennonites were living here in this pastureland owned by Gdańsk City by the first quarter of the 17th 

Century.  In 1728 the gemeinde was made independent from Danzig. 



 

Heubuden Mennonite cemetery 

After this we returned to Gdańsk for just a little free time and then a visit to Zum Lachs for dinner.  I had 

just enough time to run over to a little shop at the foot of St. Mary’s church that I had missed the 

previous day.  This shop was selling handmade items of Kashubian folk art.  My Ratzlaff ancestors, or 

more correctly, Raclaw (Ratzlaff is actually a Germanized form of the Polish spelling which is Raclaw or 

Racław, itself a derivation from Rocławski) originally came from the area north and west of the Vistula 

River, an area known as Pomerania or more properly in Poland, Kashubia.  The Kashubians still exist 

today as an ethnic minority in Poland.  They have their own distinct language and culture and it’s their 

folk art that, I feel, symbolizes the origins of my Ratzlaff surname.  Kashubian folk art is characterized by 

bright floral patterns – reds, yellows, and blues – embroidered or painted on white backgrounds.  Very 

slightly abstract, these designs, for me, symbolize Polish art in the areas south of the Baltic between 

Danzig and Szczecin.  As I entered the shop, the seamstress was sitting on a couch working on an 

embroidered wall-hanging.  I looked around the shop and she humbly showed me some of her work.  I 

glanced at the piece she was working on just then and decided that was what I actually wanted so I 

asked her how long it would take for her to complete it?  10 minutes, and I could wait on the rocking 

chair on the porch of the shop.  How perfect is that?  I wanted a piece of handmade Kashubian folk art 

and the artisan herself was finishing the wall hanging up just for me.  I couldn’t have asked for a better 

outcome. 



 

Zum Lachs restaurant, Gdańsk 

Meeting for dinner that night, of course, meant more soup.  But Zum Lachs was a fascinating experience 

with its sumptuous interior and post-meal shot of Goldwasser.  Zum Lachs, or Pod Łososiem in Polish, is 

a restaurant established in 1598 by a Mennonite named Ambrosius Vermeulen who also invented 

Goldwasser.  Dinner was tipped off with a bowl of creamed asparagus soup followed by pork and 

potatoes and finally crème Brule.  And then came the presentation of the shots of Goldwasser.  

Goldwasser is an herbal liqueur invented by Vermeulen ages ago.  Its real claim to fame is the fact that it 

actually has bits of gold flake swimming in it.  The gold as an additive presumably is meant to aid 

digestion.  The drink became so famous that, for instance, Peter the Great, Emperor of all the Russias, 

had a permanent delivery of the drink scheduled periodically to his residences in St. Petersburg.  For me, 

the shot of Goldwasser tasted something like how I’d imagine paint thinner would taste, but at least 



now I can say that I’ve had it in the original location.  That’s the one thing that Tsar Peter the Great and I 

now have in common. 

I’ll never forget that dinner but I quickly returned to the hotel.  I was troubled by the fact that the tour 

didn’t see more of the Tragheimerweide and Penner/Lohrentz-related villages and I was trying to work 

out if I could include these on my route for our private tour on Friday.  I spent the evening calculating 

driving times to villages near Elbląg, between Sztum and Malbork, and finally Świecie. 

I’ll admit that by this point I was looking beyond the tour and on to my own personal excursion on 

Friday.  Lena, my 9th half-cousin, twice removed, would be coming from Germany to meet me, and 

together we’d drive to Świecie to join Michał for a tour of Przechowka-associated villages.  By now I was 

wondering how to work in a more thorough drive through the Tragheimerweide villages as well.  

Additionally, I wondered if we should consider passing through a couple villages in the Elbląg area where 

some of Lena’s ancestors had lived.  Doing so would necessitate an extremely early departure time on 

Friday morning, but I was of the opinion that it’d be worth it.  Texting back and forth with Michał, he 

indicated that my plan was feasible if we were open to getting up very early in the morning.  I had to 

hold out hope that Lena would be open to such a plan. 

 

Fields near Wickerau 



Thursday morning, 20 June, opened with breakfast in the hotel and boarding the bus around 9am.  We 

stopped at a couple villages and I snapped pictures of the beautiful countryside east of Nowy Dwór 

Gdański (known by the Mennonites as Tiegenhof).  We visited Jazowa (Einlage) where I got a lot of 

pictures of fields full of poppy flowers.  Then we had a visit to the cemetery at Wiktorowo (Wickerau) 

which is located towards the northeast corner of the village.  My Neufeld ancestors could have been 

buried here. 

 

Wickerau Mennonite cemetery 

From Wickerau we entered the city of Elbląg from the west and parked along the Elblag Canal which 

runs north-south through the city.  We walked into the old town on Studzienna Street, bound for the old 

Mennonite church which is located at 12 Garbary, Elbląg.  This church was built in 1590 and is the oldest 

Mennonite church in Poland.  The building is a typical example of a Dutch hidden-church.  It was one of 

the few buildings in the old town in Elbląg to survive WWII.   



 

Old Elbing Mennonite church building 

From here we walked back west across Studzienna Street to a nice restaurant for a hot and stuffy, but 

very nice, lunch which of course included another bowl of soup (this time cold, and full of beets).  I’ve 

never eaten so much soup in my life but little known to me at the time, this would be the last bowl. 

After lunch we walked back across the drawbridge over the canal (we had to hurry because the 

drawbridge was due to open soon, making a crossing back to the west side impossible) and we again 

met with the German Mennonite tour group for a joint service at the new Elbing Mennonite church 

which was constructed about 1890.  This church was located just west of the drawbridge, at about 9 

Warszawska Street where Studzienna, Orla, and Warszawska Streets all meet.  The service was again 

wonderful with very touching hymns sung in German.  It’s now a Catholic church and the priest gave us a 



very warm welcome and provided refreshments.  He was super proud to have us as his guests.  He 

would stand at the podium and say a couple sentences in Polish through a bashful grin.  A member of 

the German tour group standing next to him would give a translation in German and then our tour 

leader, U.N.-style via microphone and earpieces, would translate to English for our tour.  It was super-

cumbersome but the shiny little priest, his rosy cheeks, freshly oiled hair, and tightly clasped hands, was 

over-the-top excited to have us there.  It was fascinating and really pulled at one’s heart strings to see 

how these Poles again and again graciously welcomed us Mennonites back into their communities and 

churches and to see how they now care for the buildings and cemeteries we left behind.  They seemed 

genuinely happy to have us return to their country and they appreciate the contributions we made to 

their culture.  I was able to make a couple friends among the German group: one German man whose 

son had spent time as an exchange student in high school in Newton, KS, and another couple who lived 

near Basel, Switzerland. 

After the service, we drove to the cemetery at Rosenort (Suchowo; Różewo) where my Wiens ancestors 

came from.  We had a short service with the German group consecrating a gravestone in the memory of 

Cornelius Warkentin, elder of the Rosenort Gemeinde toward the very end of the 18th Century who 

played an instrumental role in establishing the Chortitza Colony in Russian Ukraine (Rosenort was 

established as an independent Flemish gemeinde about 1735.  Most congregants were from the 

Elbing/Ellerwald area.).  The German hymns sung in the cemetery were stunningly profound and I had to 

struggle to hold back tears.  The melodies were familiar to me but I couldn’t understand the German 

words very much.  Even so, even with the lack of understanding of the words, these German hymns 

were perhaps more meaningful to me than any I’ve ever heard or sung in my life.  I stood leaning on a 

giant old oak tree at the north edge of the cemetery and listened to the German hymns just as my 

Wiens ancestors who lived in this community would have done more than 200 years ago. 



 

Rosenort Mennonite cemetery 

From the cemetery we had to hurry to board the bus as storm clouds were approaching from the west.  

As we rolled into Nowy Dwór Gdański, it was raining and we had to rush into the Mennonite Museum 

(Muzeum Żuławskie w Nowym Dworze Gdańskim) which is a wonderful facility located in the middle of 

the small town.  If I understand right, the museum is housed in buildings which used to be a large 

Mennonite-run dairy. 

After the museum tour we headed north along the Tuja (Tiege) River to Żelichowo (Petershagen) to the 

Mały Holender (Small Dutchman) restaurant which is housed in a wonderful old, restored, arcaded 

Mennonite house (Żelichowo 31A, 82-100 Żelichowo, Poland).  It was beautiful here, cooler in the post-

thunderstorm, soft light of evening.  An outdoor BBQ was underway and we were able to explore the 

house which has been repurposed as a bed & breakfast/restaurant and I again got to visit with my new 

German friends.  The restaurant prides itself on serving Machandel, a juniper vodka established in the 

late 1700s by the Mennonite Stobbe family of Tiegenhof.  Interestingly, my new friend whose son 

studied in Newton is married to an heir of this very Stobbe family and after our meal he told me tales of 

escaping from East to West Berlin as a young boy. 



 

Mały Holender restaurant at Żelichowo 

After dinner, we headed back to Gdańsk via Nowy Dwór Gdański and the S7 which we’d driven across 

several times now.  I had no idea how my cousin Lena intended to find the Admiral Hotel in Gdańsk but 

she soon texted me to say that she had arrived there and was waiting for us to return. 

We had a great little reunion including Lena, myself, and the Janzen family who was also on the tour.  

Without doing the math, I honestly assume the Janzens are more closely related to Lena than I am.  

While taking Lena to her hotel, we decided that the two of us would indeed leave the Admiral Hotel the 

next morning at 4am and tour the area near Elbląg where her ancestors came from before continuing on 

to the Tragheimerweide area all before 9:00 am when we were due to meet Michał near Świecie.  There 

wouldn’t be much sleeping this night. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

21 Friday and I was up around 3am.  This would finally be my day.  Lena was on time and we hit the road 

in our rented Kia Picanto shortly after 4am.  We took the S7 to Nowy Dwór Gdański again and I drove 

north to Żelichowo (Petershagen).  From here we doubled back and went to Starocin (Reinland) 

followed by Powalina (Walldorf), and Orliniec (Neulanghorst).  These are all villages between Nowy 

Dwór Gdański and Elbląg where Lena’s ancestors had lived.  It was an absolutely beautiful morning.  Fog 

hung in the low areas, poppies grew in the ditches and storks sat in their nests.  It was wonderful touring 

these roads so early since we were almost the only ones up.   

 

Field with poppies near Einlage 

From Orliniec we went to Suchowo (Rosenort) and Jazowa (Einlage) where we both had ancestors.  At 

one point we got on a very narrow road that was more of a path really – just two wheel-tracks with tall 

weeds growing in the middle.  It was actually quite an adventure to be out in the Middle-of-Nowhere, 

Poland, driving almost impassable roads.  I’m sure the bottom of the car was very clean with the 2-foot 

growth of weeds in the middle of the road cleaning away any oil or grime.  Time went very quickly, 

though, driving slowly through this country and in no time, we needed to head for Rosenkranz, which 

was very important to me. 



 

Scene near Rosenort 



 

Scene near Rosenort 

 

I really wanted to find the half-circle clearing that surrounds Rosenkranz on maps – a strange half-moon 

shaped area immediately to the east of the point where the Nogat River leaves the Vistula.  It was 

almost an hour’s drive south basically from Nowy Dwór Gdański along the S5 to Malbork and then on to 

Sztum.  From Sztum, we set a course for Biała Góra which would have been the German village of 

Weissenberg.  Just before crossing the river here, we turned north, skirting the east side of the river, 

before bending slightly to the east.  There was a farm here and then the road, more of a path really, 

entered the forest.  We drove just a little and then decided to get out and walk.   



 

Rosenkranz, very early 1900s 

As we walked into the tall pines, I could see that, to the left (north, northwest) I could see through the 

trees to a clearing beyond.  This was the clearing of Rosenkranz!  We were actually on top of the upland 

– this was the forest – and Rosenkranz actually lay on the floodplain floor down below.  The bluff was a 

fairly steep drop-off, maybe 20 feet or so, and I didn’t want to descend.  But I could definitely see that I 

was looking out over the area where Rosenkranz was.  On maps, the clearing around Rosenkranz 



appears as an odd half-circle surrounded by the river on the west and forest the rest of the way around.  

Now I could see that the forest represented the upland and the half circle was the floor of the 

floodplain.  This was just the shape nature had produced here and the Mennonites would have drained 

the area of plain and filled it with fields. 

 

Pathway through the forest near Rosenkranz 



 

Looking down into floodplain toward Rosenkranz 

We walked a bit farther into the thick forest and I spotted an old cemetery on the opposite side of the 

road.  Could this cemetery be related to Rosenkranzers and my Penner ancestors?  Could my 5th Great 

Grandfather, Jacob Penner, be buried here?  There were a number of broken-down stones and we saw 

that one definitely had an inscription.  We worked to clear the moss and mud so we could read the 

name but the mosquitoes were literally so thick that we were soon driven away.  We never were able to 

read the name and I still don’t know if this could have been a Mennonite cemetery at any point.  

However, I can now see that on a 1909 map, there is a cemetery marked here and it does look as though 

it might be connected with Rosenkranz.  I’ve since contacted a man at the museum in Nowy Dwór 

Gdański who spends his free time bicycling to Mennonite cemeteries where he painstakingly 

photographs all the stones.  He feels this might indeed be a nearly unknown Rosenkranz cemetery which 

has eluded his “to do” lists.  He says he’ll put it on his itinerary for next year and hope to explore it 

thoroughly.  So, it seems that we may have uncovered a “new” Mennonite cemetery, this associated 

with Rosenkranz.  Hopefully, time will tell. 

From Biała Góra we went south on the 605 where we almost immediately encountered the dike running 

on the east side of the Vistula.  This was an excellent look at a dike and soon we were upon Rudniki 

(Rudnerweide) where my Penner ancestors may have also lived.  From there we passed south to Gurcz 

(Gutsch), home to my Lohrentz and Unrau ancestors.  By now we were really running out of time and 

needed to head for Świecie so we bypassed Pastwa (Grossweide) and Grutzmuhle (where my 4th Great 

Grandfather, Peter Lohrentz, lived) on the Liwa River northeast of Kwidzyn.  We skirted Kwidzyn 

(Marienwerder) to the north and headed across the river on Route 90, eventually turning south onto the 

A1, and then west at Nowe Marzy on the 5.  We were to meet Michał at the Orlen station at Wiąg.  Wiąg 



itself had also been home to Mennonite villagers of the Przechowka community when the village was 

named Jungen.  Nowy Marzy was actually Neu Marsau – Alt Marsau is just to the east and records 

indicate that’s where Lohrentzes may have lived as early as the first quarter of the 17th Century. 

 

Dike near Rudnerweide 

We left our rental at the Orlen station and piled into Michal’s Skoda wagon.  First, we took a little detour 

to Sartowice where there’s a high spot to look over the Vistula valley (Kościół Rzymskokatolicki pw. św. 

Barbary; Sartowice 29, 89-100 Sartowice, Poland).  This is a good vantage point over the valley and the 

Teutonic Knights actually had a castle here some 500 years ago.  The collapsing sands in the valley below 

made strange noises and as a result, the place was said to be haunted.   



 

Vistula River with Dorposch on the far bank from Sartowice 

Directly across the river at this point, almost exactly 1 mile to south and clearly visible, was the village of 

Dorposz Chełmiński (Dorposch).  This village was home to members of the Przechowka Gemeinde 

including Jacob Thoms, my 9th Great Grandfather.  From here one could clearly see the low floodplain, 

where Dorposch was, and the bluff farther away which rose up to the high ground.  Presumably, the 

floodplain, as well as the village of Dorposch, would have been regularly susceptible to flooding before 

the Mennonites developed ditches, dikes, and pumps, to manage the water. 

From here, we headed towards Jeziorki (known to the Mennonites as Jeziorken, Jeziorka, or Kleinsee), 

the last home of my Ratzlaff and Buller ancestors in Poland.  We took the S5 around the north side of 

Świecie (Schwetz), exiting north at Przechowo (Schönau) and headed northwest on the 240.  Michał 

pointed out the Wda River and the fact that construction on the highway has been ongoing, but stalled 

out, for the past couple years now due to lack of funding.  Foxes darted in and out of the wheat fields 

and the storks sat in their nests.  We passed through Przysiersk (Heinrichsdorf), turned north to go 

through Bramka, west just before entrance into Siemkowo, and entered Jeziorki from the east.  There 

really isn’t much to see here in this tiny village so we headed toward the cemetery.  



 

Mennonite cemetery in Jeziorki is in the trees 

We parked at a little grocery store/alcohol shop, and walked northeast along the little lane between the 

fields, passing almost through one farmer’s yard.  After just a short walk we hopped an electric wire and 

walked through the wheat field to the cemetery.   



 

Mennonite cemetery at Jeziorki 

I was surprised by the sandy soil – it was almost pure sand.  But the cemetery was definitely 

recognizable as such.  The floor of the cemetery was covered with young lilac sprouts and Michał said 

the farmers will not raze such a place.  They will not necessarily move in to maintain a cemetery but 

they will respect it and not farm over the top of it.  There were only a few stones remaining which may 

have been grave markers but this is a notable place for Polish Prussian Mennonite history.  Among 

others, two of my 6th Great Grandfathers, Jeorgen Ratzlaff and Hans Buller, as well as 6th Great 

Grandmothers Catherine Schmidt and Anna Wedel, would almost certainly be buried here.  We explored 

and looked, I quietly reflected for just a moment, and then we were back on our way walking the lane 

toward our car.   

As we walked, the farmer appeared and I feared trouble.  He was a big guy and his elaborately curving 

moustaches seemed to enhance his severely furrowed eyebrows.  He had his fists on his hips in a 

defensive posture and was trying to make himself look as big as possible.  I thought, here I am in the 

middle of Poland and I’m going to get skewered by a farmer for trespassing!  As we approached, Michał 

hailed him and I could tell from the tone of this voice that he was not happy with us!  Michał replied in a 

jovial manner but the farmer’s responses were always gruff and curt.  The exchange, of course, was in 

Polish – the farmer’s angry questions and demands; Michał’s good-natured responses and excuses; and 



then Michał’s repeated reassurances to me that all was well.  In the end, we just kept walking, returned 

to our car and drove away. 

Now we headed for Przechowka and Michał said this would be a real treat.  He indicated that the 

Przechowka cemetery is one of the biggest in all of Poland – wholly unrestored and relatively unknown.  

Indeed, most of the folks I’ve talked to in USA and Canada claim the cemetery doesn’t even exist.  Alan 

Peters may have taken some folks to the proper place in the subsequent years after Peter J. Klassen’s 

retirement from leading tours in Poland but we can’t be sure Peters had the correct location.  These 

folks’ descriptions of the graveyard don’t seem to match my observances on this day (in fact, they’re not 

even close). 

I can tell you right here and now that the Przechowka cemetery does in fact exist and it’s a wonderful, 

profoundly moving spot.  It’s unrestored and better off for the lack of upkeep.  How do I know we found 

it?  In the Przechowka article in GAMEO, the historian Leonard Stobbe reports that in 1918 the current 

school was standing on the grounds of the former Mennonite meetinghouse.  The cemetery, 

presumably, would be adjacent to this meetinghouse.5  Well, we do have a map from 1909 that labels a 

school, as well as a spot next-door marked with crosses – a cemetery.  This would indeed be the 

cemetery of the Mennonite community.  We can easily match the location of the cemetery on the old 

1909 map to a spot on a new satellite image of the area.  Thus, we can indeed calculate the location of 

the 1909 cemetery and this is exactly the spot Michał was heading for. 

 

Location of Przechowka Mennonite cemetery 

Just a bit of history, Przechowka was the only Groningen Old Flemish gemeinde in Polish Prussia.  The 

gemeinde was probably established a couple miles west of Świecie, on the north side of the Vistula, in 

the very early 17th Century, we don’t know a year for sure.  We do know for a fact that by the 1660s 

there was a thriving Mennonite population in the village.  The inhabitants may have been influenced by 

the Swiss/Moravian presence in the Vistula valley and also gained congregants from the local 

Polish/Pomeranian population.6  The gemeinde maintained a close relationship with its brethren in 

Groningen, in the Lowlands, and spawned several daughter settlements itself.  These settlements 

included Jeziorki, the Neumark villages in Brandenburg, and Deutsch Wymysle in Masovia.  These 

villages also spawned their own daughter settlements in Russian Ukraine during the 19th Century 

including the villages in Volhynia and Gnadenfeld and Waldheim in the Molotschna Colony.  The 

majority of the Mennonites in Przechowka left for Russia in the 1820s and the congregation in West 

 
5 Crous, Ernst and Richard D. Thiessen. "Przechovka (Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivodeship, Poland)." Global 
Anabaptist Mennonite Encyclopedia Online. March 2013. Web. 23 Jul 2019. 
6 Schapansky, pp 122-123. 



Prussia was extinct by 1830.  Any remaining Mennonites joined nearby Frisian congregations at 

Schonsee or Montau.  Most of those who moved to Russia formed the Alexanderwohl Gemeinde in the 

Molotschna Colony.  Today, we’re still blessed to have many records from this gemeinde including the 

original church records and diaries written by VIPs visiting from the Lowlands. 

So, driving southeast from Jeziorki on the 240, we passed again through Przysiersk and made pleasant 

conversation.  At Przechowo, Michał pointed out that it was here where old granaries were built to store 

the grain harvested in the area.  Indeed, ruins of several old granaries stand here today near the 

junction of 240/91 and the S5.  We headed southwest at Bydgoska Road with the Mondi factory on our 

right, pretty quickly turning left between a couple structures belonging to the factory.  After 500-600 

yards, this gave us access to the almost due east-west road that, on old maps, looks to be the main road 

running through the village of Przechowka.  We turned west and in another 300-400 yards we had the 

cemetery on our left.   

 

Przechowka Mennonite cemetery looking southwest 

The Przechowka village road is nowadays just a couple tracks through the forest.  As soon as you turn 

west, you forget that you’re so close to such a big, polluting factory and you’re suddenly in the middle of 

nowhere going down a narrow dirt path.  The cemetery comes up on your left and it’s lined with large 

old trees.  Gravestones peaked out from here and there but you had to look to see them through the 

small lilacs which lined the floor of the place.  It’s roughly triangular shaped, broader at the west and 



coming to a point at the east.  The north is bounded by the road and the whole thing is situated on top 

of the bluff rising from the Vistula floodplain below.  The bluff, maybe 10 to 15 feet high, is covered with 

thick forest now and Michał said that down below is where the Przechowka farmers’ fields would have 

lain.   

 

Old stone in Przechowka cemetery with painted inscription 



 

Gravestone at Przechowka cemetery 

There are many stones here although very few of them might have legible inscriptions.  Many of the 

stones, according to Michał, date from the 18th Century.  Some of them are simply rocks with no 

inscriptions at all and very few are the concrete monuments seen in other Mennonite cemeteries in 

Poland.  No, most of these are carved stones.  There were times, Michał said, when the families didn’t 

need or want to inscribe the memorials and sometimes no memorials were placed at all.  Other graves 

were marked with smaller stones gathered in an oval and this marked the burial spot of a person whose 

family maybe couldn’t afford a larger stone.  The ground here is rather sandy and does not naturally 

have many stones.  Therefore, Michał pointed out that any stone found here is likely a grave memorial.  

Lena and I busily took photos of stones and sorted through the lilacs looking for more.   

Right here in this cemetery, presumably, my Ratzlaff, Wedel, Voth, Schmidt, Richert, and Koehn 

ancestors from the 17th Century would be buried.  9th Great Grandfather and Grandmother (Voth) 

Ratzlaff; 10th Great Grandfather Voth; 8th Great Grandfather Hans Ratzlaff and his wife my 8th Great 

Grandmother would certainly be buried here as well as their son Hans my 7th Great Grandfather.   

As our time here came closer to an end, I put my hands on one of the trees that looked to be one of the 

oldest and just stood silent for a moment.  Could this tree be a couple hundred years old?  Could it have 

been standing watch here over the graves of my ancestors for all this time?  This was the most moving 

moment of the entire trip for me and I sincerely gave Michał my thanks for showing us this place. 



Leaving Przechowka, we headed back to the Bydgoska Road and turned west toward Konopat, another 

village of the Przechowka Gemeinde.  In fact, more Mennonites from the Przechowka Gemeinde lived in 

Konopat than in the village of Przechwoka itself!  Many families, including Becker, Buller, Dirks, Jantz, 

Koehn, Pankratz, Schmidt, Unruh, and Wedel, lived in this village.  The cemetery here is behind a service 

station at the northwest corner of the junction of Bydgoska and Papiernikow Roads.  We parked at the 

station and Michał pointed out the huge, ancient tree at the entrance to the cemetery.  He said that the 

Mennonites would often plant such trees at the entrances and around perimeters of cemeteries and this 

one was doubtless a remnant of my forebearers.  We entered the cemetery and it was again covered 

with familiar young lilac plants. 

 

Old tree marking Konopat cemetery 

This cemetery was different to Przechowka, though, in that there was a lot of litter here and the 

memorials were all from a more recent time.  Przechowka actually benefits from the fact that the 

nearby factory limits access.  Therefore, litterbugs don’t enter there and the place has actually stayed 

relatively clean.  Here at Konopat, behind a service station at the junction of 2 busy streets, there was a 

lot of rubbish.  Further, the stones were almost all from a more recent time.  They were all the large, 

square concrete type that were no doubt mass-produced at a concrete factory sometime in the second 

half of the 19th century.  These stones were probably not Mennonite but the resting places of some of 

my ancestors might lie beneath these graves. 



We left the cemetery and continued west on the Bydgoska Road and Michał almost immediately skidded 

to a stop and pointed to a house on the south side of the road.  This was an old Mennonite house, he 

said, and I scurried to take a couple pics.  The house is located on the south side of the street, about 350 

feet from the road, between Papiernikow Road and Konstruktorow Road.  A couple other buildings 

surround the old house and it looks like it might still be habitable.  The house is actually within the 

administrative boundaries of Konopat and who knows, some of my ancestors could actually have even 

lived in this place?  Maybe? 

 

Holendry Longhouse in Konopat 

Continuing west of Konopat, the Bydgoska Road soon merges with the S5 and this was the place that 

was formerly known as Dworzyska, a third Przechowka village.  Many Mennonites of the Przechowka 

Gemeinde lived here as well (the place was named Wilhelmsmark by the Prussians after the Partitions 

but the Mennonites never knew it by this name.  Likewise, Wintersdorf is the later, Prussian name, for 

Przechowka and my ancestors would have never called it this).   

And now we’re going to need another digression.  What about these German names now?  We have to 

back way up and go over a little history.  The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, or the First Republic, 

was set up in the mid-16th Century as an early form of a democratic republic.  It was very progressive but 

probably a little before it’s time.  Each move the government made was voted upon by the nobility, and 

each of the voting nobles had different interests.  This was a time (16th- mid-18th Centuries) before 



people had any inclination towards “nationalism”.  These nobles didn’t see themselves as Poles (and 

neither did the general populace).  Generally speaking, they identified with others who spoke the same 

language and practiced the same faith.  The conception of “Poland” or “Polish Nationalism” was way too 

big for them.  Therefore, a vote on national issues was never going to work out.  And therefore, the First 

Republic was doomed. 

Poland, the First Republic, hit its peak very early on – like, the first quarter of the 17th Century.  After 

that, it was a slow death spiral for the next 150 years.  The government was basically not effective.  As 

Poland squabbled internally, it was beset with invasions from its more powerful neighbors.  At first, that 

was Sweden from the north which invaded repeatedly in the very late 16th Century through the mid-17th 

Century.  After that, the rise of the Russian Empire hit Poland hard from the east.  At the same time, 

Ducal Prussia (later called the Kingdom of Prussia), the successor state to the old realm of the Teutonic 

Knights, was also growing, as was the Hapsburg Empire (Austria) to the southwest.  Poland was in the 

middle of a gigantic bear-trap. 

The Three Powers – Russia, Prussia, and Austria – basically got together and decided to divide up 

Poland.  The Polish government was hamstrung since its nobles voted according to their own interests 

which oftentimes aligned with one of the Three Powers.  The Three Partitions of Poland occurred in 

1772, 1793, and 1795.  These were political movements by the Three Powers which actually partitioned 

Poland.  The Three Powers simply divided Poland up into thirds and took over.  The area of the Vistula 

delta-valley was taken over by the Prussians and there you go – no more Poland, and everyone living 

along the Vistula is now a citizen of the Kingdom of Prussia.  Similarly, southeastern Polish lands went to 

Russia and southwestern lands to Austria. 

The Kingdom of Prussia was characterized by two things – German culture and its militaristic goals.  

Mennonites may have been fine with German culture but the military part was tough to swallow.  After 

1772, then, the new Prussian administration in former Royal Prussia, now West Prussia (all these 

different Prussia-terms are great, aren’t they?) began to try to Germanize names (de-Polonize them) and 

this is when names like Wintersdorf or Wilhelmsmark came along.  This was also the time when the 

Prussians really began to eat into the Mennonites’ pacifist culture.  After a couple decades of this, the 

earliest Mennonites were ready to move into Russia where they were guaranteed freedoms, including 

freedom from military participation or freedom to buy land.  By the end of the first quarter of the 19th 

Century, a great many Mennonites had left Prussia to establish colonies in Russian Ukraine. 

Back to our story then; due to construction of the S5, the Dworzyska cemetery has to be accessed by 

turning off the Bydgoska Road onto Swiecka Road and continuing southwest through the village of 

Konopat/Dworzysko.  In about ¾ of a mile, a forest will appear on the right (north) and an unmarked 

road will seem to lead back almost due north.  This road leads to the cemetery, which will appear on the 

right (east) among a bunch of trees before one comes back to the S5. 

The Dworzysko cemetery was very similar to Konopat.  Large trees line the perimeter and young lilacs 

grow on the floor of the cemetery which is unfortunately heavy with litter.  The large concrete stones 

sink into the ground and few if any of them memorialize any Mennonite ancestors. 



 

Cemetery at Dworzysko 

Continuing on south from Dworzysko, we headed for Gruczno on the Swiecka Road.  The road runs right 

along the bluff which bounds the floodplain from the upland, the road itself down in the floodplain.  The 

bluff is covered with a thick strip of trees and this can easily be seen by a current satellite view.  We 

pulled into a large cemetery (Cmentarz Parafialny; Świecka 9, 86-105 Gruczno, Poland) and hiked to the 

top of the bluff where there’s a small picnic shelter.  From on top of the bluff here, one can see out over 

the whole valley.  Przechowka at the base of the Mondi chimneys at the left (northeast), Chełmno 

directly across the river from Gruczno down below with the Mennonite settlement of Kosowo between 

them directly on the banks of the river.  Chrystkowo (Christfelde), another Przechowka-associated 

Mennonite village finally lying to the right (almost due south of Gruczno).   



 

Panoramic view from Gruczno 

From Gruczno, we wound around the small roads and quickly came to the old Mennonite cottage in 

Chrystkowo (Zagroda olenderska – „U Mennonity”, Chrystkowo 21, 86-105 Chrystkowo).  This is another 

of these wonderful old arcaded Mennonite homes.  This one, Michał says, was occupied by Lutheran 

Oledrzy instead of Mennonites.  However, it follows the same building standards as the Mennonite 

homes and is marketed as a former Mennonite residence.  The house is located back among thick trees 

in a wonderfully rustic setting.  The thing that sets this house apart is that it is – for the most part – 

unrestored.  Most of the wood in the house is the original wood from the late 1700s.  The biggest 

modification is that the house has actually been cut down from its original size.  It now is only the house 

portion of the house-stable-barn as it was originally built.  The stable and barn extended off the west 

side of the house and one can today see that the west exterior wall of the house is different to the rest. 



 

Holendry house in Chrystkowo 

Michał gave us a great tour of the house, upstairs, downstairs, as well as the adjoining yards.  For me, it 

was fascinating to see the Ratzlaff and Richert gravestones housed here.  The Efcke Ratzlaffen stone 

came from Pzechowka and the Johan Richert (Grandma #48247/PRZ #739 – nephew to my ancestor, 8th 

Great Grandfather Cornels Richert) stone probably came from nearby too although no one knows 

exactly where for sure.  The property also has an apple orchard rising in the back where original apples 

are grown.  These apples are not genetically modified in any way and are descendants of the original 

fruit people would have eaten hundreds of years ago here in this very valley. 

The owners of the house greeted us warmly; the wife presented Lena with a bouquet of poppies and the 

husband kissed her on the hand and vigorously shook mine.  They invited us into their home, also on the 

property, for a home-cooked, Mennonite-style meal.  The meal included chicken, homemade bread with 

fresh butter and cheese, a coleslaw-like dish, and an odd drink that I think was some sort of rhubarb 

punch.  Fresh coffee and cake and strawberries straight out of the garden were dessert.  Dining on this 

meal, in this setting, was really a once-in-a-lifetime experience.  Our gracious hosts insisted we take 

seconds of everything.  They and Michał chatted throughout the meal in quick-fire Polish and this only 

added to the overall nature of the experience.  Lena and I felt totally lost with the conversation but the 

food was good and the setting was quite simply unmatchable. 



After lunch, the owners were insisting that we stay longer.  Another couple had come from nearby – the 

husband was from Chicago and he had married a local Polish girl.  They also lived in an old Mennonite 

house and everyone was excited that we should see this house too.  I politely but adamantly declined 

this offer.  I think by this point Lena and I were both exhausted.  It was mid-afternoon, we’d been up 

already for 12 hours, seen more than 20 Mennonite villages, visited 5 cemeteries, and still had a 3.5-

hour drive back to Warsaw.  I hated to decline the generous offer to visit the additional house but I felt 

that I didn’t have much of a choice. 

After a farewell to the Poles, we again loaded into Michał’s Skoda and headed back to our rental car at 

Wiąg.  I said good bye to Michał, then Lena and I decided to head to Chełmno to look around just a little 

bit.  We drove through Sweicie, almost within sight of the castle, through Glugowka, across the river, 

and right into the old center of Chełmno, parking the car in front of the Church of St Mary on 

Franciszkańska Street.  This was the oldest church I’d seen on the whole trip, built 1280-1320.  We 

walked around the market just a little bit but I think we were both too tired to enjoy it.  We bought an 

ice cream cone in front of the beautiful rathaus (built in the mid-16th Century, just as Mennonites were 

entering this valley), leaned on the car and ate, and soon decided to head for Warsaw.  A momentous 

day was nearing its end. 

 

Church of St. Mary in Chełmno 



A rather circuitous route finally saw us back onto the A1 south of Torun and we continued on for 3.5 

hours or so until we finally arrived, exhausted, at the Polonia Palace Hotel in downtown Warsaw maybe 

somewhat after 8pm.  After a bit of visiting with our friends from the tour I helped make sure Lena got 

to her hotel, the Golden Tulip, walked back to my hotel, and it was finally time for bed. 

The last day of my Poland trip dawned on Saturday, 22 June.  After breakfast with the Janzens and 

goodbyes to the folks on the tour, I left my luggage in Lena’s room and we drove to the Warsaw-Modlin 

airport to drop off the rental car.  This was about a 30-minute drive to the north-northwest.  We 

returned to the central train station, right next door to the Palace of Culture, and set off walking around 

Warsaw.   

We walked around the Palace of Culture just a little bit but them made our way to Warsaw Old City, 

maybe about a mile to the north-northeast of the Palace of Culture.  It was another hot day.  We came 

into the old city via Castle Square, in front of Sigismund's Column, and walked towards Old Town Market 

Square where we ate pierogi at the same restaurant where I had dined with the tour group several days 

earlier.  Lena said the pierogi at this restaurant tasted very similar to the verenika her grandmother 

made and it was very nice to sit in the market and watch people.  It was a very nice meal and cost even 

less than McDonalds would have at home. 

 

Lunch in Warsaw Old Town Market 



After this we visited a lot of the shops, walked around the narrow streets, had a horse-drawn carriage 

ride, and ate ice cream.  We visited St. John's Archcathedral, where Stanisław II Augustus, the last king of 

Poland and famous pianist Jan Paderewski are buried.  We also stopped in at the next-door church of 

the Gracious Mother of God.  We watched street performers including a woman beautifully playing a 

bandura (a bandura is a traditional Ukrainian instrument similar to a zither or a lute). 

The last goal I had on the whole trip was to find a Wedel Chocolate Café somewhere.  In the mid-19th 

Century, Poland’s most famous chocolate confectionary was founded by Karl Ernst Wedel.  Wedel was 

an immigrant to Poland at the time from extreme northeast Germany.  While he was not a Mennonite, 

his last name was common among the Mennonites at Przechowka and would be very recognizable back 

home.  In fact, my great-grandmother’s maiden name was Wedel.  It’d look really good to come back 

home with a bunch of Wedel chocolate.   

Karl’s son Emil opened a chocolate salon in Warsaw towards the end of the 19th Century which sold hot 

chocolate by the bucket load.  The company’s signature product, Bird’s Milk (Ptasie Mleczko) became 

THE standard confection item in Poland.  After just a bit of wandering around we were able to find a 

Wedel chocolate shop and I was able to buy a bunch of Ptasie Mleczko to take back home. 

 

E. Wedel chocolate shop, Warsaw 



As we walked back in the direction of our hotel we stopped and looked in several huge churches 

including St. Anne's Church, the Church of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary and of St. Joseph (aka the 

Carmelite Church), the Church of St. Joseph of the Visitationists, and the Church of the Holy Cross 

(where Chopin’s heart is buried).  Finally, we decided to return to the Golden Tulip and call it a day.  

Done with adventure, we stopped and ate dinner at the McDonalds in the Warsaw central train station.   

My trip to Poland to find the places where my ancestors lived was very successful.  I wanted to see as 

many of the places as possible which are/were associated with my Low German ancestors; this includes 

villages, cities, cemeteries, etc.  I also wanted to learn more about Polish culture and history and see 

how my Mennonite ancestors fit into that.   

 

My ancestry, traced back to great grandparents 

This is my family tree going back to my great grandparents.  Of course, from this tree, my mother's 

ancestors were not Low German Mennonites.  Rather, they were of Swiss origin and therefore none of 

their ancestors lived in Polish Prussia at all.  My paternal ancestors, however, all were Low German and 

could all trace their ancestors back to Polish Prussia.  



 

My Ratzlaff and Wedel ancestry 

With the information currently available, I was able to build these family trees tracing back the roots of 

my paternal ancestors.  Andreas Ratzlaff and Susanna [Wedel] Ratzlaff were my dad’s paternal 

grandparents and Peter P. Penner and Margaretha [Wiens] Penner were his maternal grandparents. 



 

My Penner ancestors 



 

My Wiens ancestors 

After building the family trees, I needed to place these folks in locations.  I knew they all came from 

Prussian Poland and were members of various gemeinden there.  Using the GRANDMA database, as well 

as a lot of other records and traditional family information, I was able to place almost all of them in their 

respective gemeinden as well as identify which villages they lived in.  The most helpful thing for me was 

to actually place the family trees on maps of the Vistula delta-valley area so I could get a visual of where 

the ancestors lived. 



 

My Ratzlaff and Wedel ancestors in the Vistula River Valley 



 

My Penner and Wiens ancestors in the Vistula River Delta and Valley 

 

 

 

 

 

See also: https://mla.bethelks.edu/information/mpsa.php 




