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In the literature dealing with the history of Canadian immigration, 
one can identify two conflicting perspectives on the role played by the 
United States. According to American historian Marcus Lee Hansen's 
groundbreaking study. The M ingling o f the Canadian and American Peoples 
(1940), Canada's migration and settlement patterns were from the 
beginning intertwined with those of the United States. For centuries the 
continental frontier of settlement and the expansion of the North Atlantic 
economy determined population nxjvements on an international scale, 
Hansen argued. Canadians moved to America and Americans to Canada 
following the pull of opportunity and adventure. In so doing they 
ignored national boundaries, immigration policies, and political 
allegiances.'

In perspective prevalent among Carudian analysts, on the other 
hand, An^erica posed an ever-present challenge, if not threat, to the 
development of a resident Canadian population and national identity. As 
one Canadian historian expressed it:

Canada lived uneasily beside the United States colossus that 
was brutally developing its national destiny through intensive 
exploitation of its vast resources. In d e ^  for generations 
economic opportunities to the south attracted thousands of 
Canadians, particularly native-born, while for large numbers of 
immigrants, Canada was a mere way station en route to the 
fabled riches of the Republic.^
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Not only were Canadian officials unhappy about the steady drain of 
population to the United States, but for alim st a century tfiey were also 
apprehensive about a large influx from America. In 1826, for example. 
Upper Canada's lieutenant governor (Maitland) was so worried about the 
mass influx of American settlers (outnumbering Loyalists and British 
immigrants) that he considered "a speedy settlement of the Colony" to be 
a "secondary object compared to its settlement in such a manner as shall 
best secure its attachment to British Laws and Government"^

Unlike the United States, Canada has traditionally been as concerned 
with restricting immigration as with promoting i t  Anxious after 1760 to 
keep a British identity, Canada was challenged to obtain and retain white 
British Protestants or easily assimilable Northwest Europeans and to keep 
out others. Not surprisingly, Canada's immigration record has found 
little attention in the standard works of Canadian history, and it is no 
accident that no comprehensive scholarly study of Canadian immigration 
exists to date. Instead, Canada's ambivalence toward immigration has 
helped to entrench in the Anglo-Canadian historical consciousness the 
inaccurate notions that until the twentieth century Canada owed its 
development to the mass influx of desirable British settlers systematically 
recru it^  in the mother country and that Canada's multicultural 
population did not originate until the late nineteenth-century colonization 
of the West.

In Germany, Canadian attitudes towards immigration generated 
some curious, uneasy notions about emigration to Canada. For example, 
in 1847 they inspired Robert von Mohl's charge, repeated throughout the 
nineteenth-century public emigration debate, that in Canada "die 
Verschlingung der deutschen Nationalitat durch die englische (absorption 
of the German identity by the English)"* was a certainty. In 1858 the 
German Federal Diet's committee on emigration regulations concluded 
with reference to Canada,

dieses Land nicht weiter in Betracht ziehen zu sollen, weil in 
einer unter brittischer Herrschaft stehenden Colonie von 
selbstandigem Aufbliihen deutscher Ansiedlungen unter 
Bewahrung der urspriinglichen Nationalitat nicht wird die Rede 
seyn konnen [not to give any further consideration to this 
country, because in a colony under British rule there can be no 
question of an independent flourishing of German settlements 
enabling the preservation of their original national identity].®

Some published comparisons of German life in Canada with that of 
the Uiuted States alleged that German immigrants assimilated within their 
lifetime.* "Bereits die nachste Generation sprach nicht nur englisch, sie
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fiihlte auch schon so [the following generation not only spoke English but 
also identified as such]," wrote an allegedly informed observer in 1911. 
In Berlin, Ontario, the German capital of Canada, this observer claimed 
to be able to communicate only in English, and in the purely German 
settlement of Ladysmith in the Ottawa Valley he found the immigrants' 
Deutschtum after four decades "so vollig untergegangen, dafi selbst die 
Erinnerung an die deutsche Herkunft ausgeloscht ist [so thoroughly gone 
that even the memory of their German origin was extinguished)."^ Like 
the United States, he noted, Canada had always welcomed German 
immigrants but unlike the United States, Canada presented itself to him 
as "ein Staatengebilde und ein Volk, in dem von irgendwelchem 
deutschen Einflufi nichts mehr zu spiiren ist [a formation of states and a 
population in which any German influence is no longer noticeable]."*

Were Germans destined, critics wondered throughout the nineteenth 
century, to serve merely as Volkerdiinger [demographic fertilizer] for an 
Anglo-Canadian population?* This certainly did not promote German 
migration to Canada, especially in view of the emigrants' reported 
inherent suspicion of the British monarchic system of government'* and 
the perception of Canada "als ein rauhes, fiir europaische Kultur und 
Besiedlung weirig geeignetes Land [a rough land little suited for European 
settlement and culture].""

In light of this negative image, what factors account for German
speaking migrations to Canada in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries? 
A review of the nrrain waves and patterns of German immigration 
suggests that Canada's proximity to the United States was the overriding 
factor. From 1776 to the present, the sigirificance of the American factor 
manifested itself in at least five respects: (1) Canada offered asylum to 
refugees from the United States, (2) prospective European emigrants 
viewed Canada as an extension of America, (3) Canada became the second 
choice when entry to the United States was blocked by war or quota 
restrictions, (4) the initial choice of Canadian ports and routes for cheap 
and fast access to the American frontier led to the decision to stay in 
Canada, and (5) residents in the United States recognized and seized 
opportunities in Canada.

The history of German-speaking immigration to Canada may be 
divided into six major waves: (1) the arrivals prior to the American 
Revolution, (2) the stream generated by the American Revolution, (3) the 
migrations from Germany 1830-80, (4) the settlements in western Canada 
1874-1914, (5) the immigration between the world wars, and (6) the post- 
World War II influx.

German speakers have always formed the second or third largest 
ethnic element in Canada. They have lived on the territory of present-day 
Canada since at least a century and a half prior to the American 
Revolution—as individual settlers in New France since the early
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seventeenth century.’  ̂ In Nova Scotia they have formed a community 
since 1750.’* The American Revolution itself, however, triggered the 
migration of the largest waves of German speakers to Canada. These 
consisted essentially of three groups—Loyalists, German auxiliary troops 
also known as "Hessians," and Pennsylvania-German Mennonites. While 
Hessians attracted no noticeable follow-up migrations from Germany to 
Canada, the Loyalists and Pennsylvania Mennonites uutiated a continuing 
influx of Germans from Pennsylvania and other American states.

The United Empire Loyalists—refugees from the American 
Revolution—consisted of a broad spectrum of ethnic, religious, and racial 
minority groups. Germans were unquestionably the most numerous 
Loyalists of non-British descent. They were an estimated 10-20 percent of 
the 6,000-10,000 Loyalists (by 1786).’  ̂ For Upper Canada their proportion 
among the Loyalists has been estimated as high as 40 percent.’* Arriving 
in Canada as early as 1776,’* these German Loyalists formed Ontario s 
first communities of continental European settlers.’  ̂ The majority of these 
Carman Loyalists were the children of Germans who in 1710 or thereafter 
had emigrated from the Palatinate and adjoining regions to New York. 
There they became embroiled in the p»olitics and allegiances of pxiwerful 
Irish Loyalist landlords whose tenants and neighbors they were.’*

To suppress the American Revolution, Britain contracted in various 
German states for some 30,(XX) auxiliary troops. Of these so<alled 
Hessians, 12,000 were stationed on Canadian soil from 1776 to 1783; an 
estimated 2,400 of these remained in Canada.”  Their impact was twofold. 
First, the highly skilled artists, craftsmen, and professionals among them 
brought professional standards to (Quebec. Second, they had a significant 
demographic impact on the primitive Canadian society of the day by the 
mere fact that they accounted for 3-4 percent of Canada's entire male 
population in 1783. In the (Quebec towns where the Hessians were 
billeted, they married local girls and assimilated rapidly.*® Their families 
with as many as fourteen to eighteen children bequeathed to Canada 
numerous descendants who identified themselves as francophones.*’

On the heels of Loyalists and Hessians came Mennonites from 
Pennsylvania. These pacifist Anabaptist farmers began to migrate because 
they feared the fervor of American nationalism and needed new land for 
their proliferating population. Furthermore, the presence in Canada of 
relatively large numbers of German Loyalist and Hessian settlers 
appeared a good omen for the continuation of the Mennonites' German 
culture. Preferring to settle in cohesive patterns, they were able to acquire 
a huge block of land at the Grand River in Waterloo County. 
Subsequently, through decades of engaging in chain migration, they 
transplanted to Canada their families and coreligionists as well as their 
Pennsylvania German culture and dialect.** They also enticed to Canada 
a considerable influx of Amish from Germany.**
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Because they insisted on the maintenance of their German culture as 
an integral part of their faith, the Mennonites have been one of the most 
enduring dements of the German Canadian population. Their colonies 
at the Grand River and in the Niagara District, while isolating themselves 
from British immigrants, attracted almost the entire inunigration to 
Canada from German states between the 1830s and 1850s. As in 
Pennsylvania, where the exemplary farms Mennonites carved out of the 
wilderness along the Conestoga and Pequea rivers funnelled increasing 
numbers of German inunigrants to Lancaster, Montgomery, and Bucks 
counties, so in Ontario the Pennsylvania Mennonites were responsible for 
the development of an area of concentrated German settlements^

During this period, another small group of noteworthy immigrants 
from Germany moved to Canada because of business failure in the United 
States. It was led by William Moll-Berczy who became the cofounder of 
Toronto in 1794. After being cheated out of his partnership in the 
gigantic Pulteney settlement project in the Genesee Valley of New York, 
he acquired a grant of 64,000 acres of wilderness land in Markham 
Township in order to initiate a colonization venture on a scale comparable 
to that of the Mennonites on the Grand River. At the site of present-day 
Toronto's Yonge Street, his group of 190 settlers from Germany hewed a 
road through the virgin forest from Lake Ontario to Lake Simcoe, cleared 
one quarter of the land, cultivated fields, erected a church and a school, 
and built a model settlement whose "German Mills" became known 
throughout the province. But in 1803 the Executive Council of Upper 
Canada, unwilling to support an alien upstart and distrusting the motives 
of his German Company, declared the reserved lands forfeited, and the 
enterprise had to disband in bankruptcy

Canada's first mass immigration from Germany in the nineteenth 
century was in reality not directed at Canada at all. It was an offshoot of 
the great English-German-Scandinavian trek to the American Midwestern 
frontier. Most of the 50,000-60,000 Germans who settled in southern and 
western Ontario between the 1820s and 1870s ended up in Canada by 
chance. They had emigrated in order to homestead in America.

. Immigrants at the time saw Canada not so much as a country or place of 
settlen^ent as the road to the Midwestern United States.^ The two main 
overland routes to the American West—from Quebec along the St. 
Lawrence River and from New York along the Hudson River to Lake 
Ontario— intersected in southwestern Ontario. Both routes were of equal 
distance and difficulty for immigrants but differed significantly in the 
ocean passage leading to them.

The Quebec route brought passengers via Liverpool—there was no 
direct connection between C^ebec and Hamburg or Bremen until 1846. 
It was patronized largely by impoverished emigrants because the small 
and overcrowded ship>s sailing it could offer lower rates by avoiding the
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passenger regulations of New York. Of the over 40,000 Germans landing 
in Quebec from Hamburg and Bremen from 1850 to 1857, three quarters 
moved on to the American West. Those 10,000-12,000 remaiiring in 
Canada did so partly for lack of financial resources to complete their 
journey atvd partly because the Canadian goverrunent appointed in 
Quebec a German-speaking agent who tried to direct the irrunigrants to 
Canadian destinations.^

The majority of German emigrants bound for the United States, 
however, preferred the more frequent, faster, and more comfortable 
passage to an American seaport, especially New York. For these 
immigrants the main route to the American West led from New York up 
the Hudson River, across Lake Ontario and the Niagara River through 
southwestern Ontario.^ By 1848 an estimated 12,000 German immigrants 
following the New York route remained in Canada.

Germans traveling through Canada from New York to Detroit found 
many reasons and opportunities for staying. Some were surprised to 
meet Mennonite farmers sjieaking their own or a similar German dialect 
and offering company and work to non-Mennonite Germans.”  Mennonite 
farmers, relates Mabel Dunham, "always found a comer in their 
Conestogas for pedestrians . . .  and they took many a German not only 
across the river but as far into Upper Canada as they cared to g o . . . .  The 
Germans then hired themselves to the Mennonites and learned from them 
the rudiments of new-world agriculture."^ There they discovered, as one 
Waterloo immigrant wrote to Germany in 1831, that one could "make 
money easily, as you can make hay, if only you want to work for it." '̂

The Canadian government was alarmed at the momentum of the 
American westward flow, fearing an exodus of Canadians and loss of 
Canadian control over the uninhabited border regions. As many as six 
Canadian inunigration agents traveled throughout Germany between 1857 
and 1866 hoping to acquire a permanent population for the strategically 
important area between the lower Ottawa River and Georgian Bay. 
However, only the disruptions wrought by the American Civil War 
helped to achieve this objective. The war diverted German immigrants 
headed for America to the secluded and agriculturally marginal 
wilderness lands of the upper Ottawa Valley where German-speaking 
agents stationed at the Quebec and Ottawa ports directed them to their 
destinations. These pioneer settlers initiated a chain migration which by 
1891 brought a population of 12,000 permanent German settlers to this
area 32

Apart from the influx to the Ottawa Valley, Canada remained 
unaffected by the peak years (1880-92) of emigration from Germany. Of 
western Canada's 152,000 German pioneer settlers by 1911, no more than 
12 percent originated in Germany, despite the extensive network of 
Canadian emigration agents there and their promotional efforts under
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such slogans as "Canada, the new America."”  Instead, nK>re than half 
came from ethnic German enclaves in eastern Europe, for example the 
Black Sea Coast, the Volga, and Volhynia in the Russian Empire, the 
Romanian Dobrudja (6 percent of German immigrants), the Habsburg 
Empire (18 percent), especially its non-German parts, and the United 
States.”

MeniK>nites from Russia, disliking the abrogation of their cultural 
privileges and military service exemptions, were the first German
speaking settlers in western Canada. Arriving in Manitoba in 1874, they 
would have preferred to relocate to the United States had their request for 
cohesive village settlement not been refused by the American government. 
By 1892 they had spread their block settlements to Saskatchewan and 
attracted a continuous flow of coreligionists from Russia, the United 
States, and Germany to the Canadian prairies.”

Western Canada's largest German block settlements were the 
German-American Catholic colonies of S t  Peter's and St. Joseph's, 
covering areas of fifty and seventy-seven townships respectively. St. 
Peter's was founded in 1902 at the initiative of Benedictine monks from 
Minnesota and Iliinois. Their aim was to funnel the growing westward 
stream of Catholic German-Americans into closed settlements so that the 
retention of German ethnicity would help preserve the immigrants' 
Catholic faith. By 1911 St. Peter's colony had 6,(XX) German-Catholic 
settlers, most of them first or second-generation immigrants from 
Germany and Russia to Minnesota, the Dakotas, Wisconsin, and Kansas. 
The spectacular development of St. Peter's encouraged its initiators to 
launch St. Joseph's in 1904.”

In Alberta, German American pioneer settlers played a prominent 
role from the beginning. Starting in 1893 they pioneered large-scale 
American migrations to western Canada.”  There they formed joint 
settlements with Germans from Galicia (and other German-speaking 
regions in Europe) who in turn initiated Ukrainian migrations to 
Canada.”  The first German group migration to British Columbia came in 
the wake of the Cariboo gold strike of 1858, when a high percentage of 
the first diggers and subsequent waves of miners to the Fraser River 
Valley were Germans from California.”

Even during 1918, despite the anti-German sentiment sweeping the 
country, Canada experience an unanticipated influx of deeply pacifist 
German sp>eakers from the United States. These were 1,000 Hutterites and 
500-600 Mennonites who fled to Canada, because of the intense 
intolerance in the United States towards pacifists after American entry 
into the war. All but one of the eighteen Hutterite colonies, whose 
members were descendants of German-speaking immigrants to South 
Dakota from the Ukraine in the 1870s, were able to enter Canada on 
the basis of an Order-in-Council of 1899 that specifically granted them
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immunity from nulitary service. However, in May 1919 Canada shut its 
doors to all Hutterites and Mennonites until 1921, and to nationals of 
former enemy countries until 1923."

Between 1924 and 1930 Canada received 100,000 Germans (one 
quarter from Germany, 52 percent from eastern Europe and Austria, and 
18 percent from America). However, more than one third of the 
immigrants from Germany and an unknown proportion of ethnic 
Germans moved on to the United States. The chief reason why so many 
Germans moved to tfie United States via Canada was the American quota 
system, which restricted Germany's annual quota to 51,(XX) in 1924 and 
26,000 in 1929 and granted only a minimal quota to citizens of eastern 
European countries. Canada became thus both the gateway to and 
substitute for America.*’

Among Canada's ethnic German influx between the world wars, 
21,0(X) so-called Russlander Mennonite immigrants from the famine-ridden 
Soviet Union formed the largest and most homogeneous group. Their 
entry was facilitated by American Mennonites. The Russlander chose 
Canada because in 1921 Canada rescinded its three-year ban on 
Mennonite immigration, while the United States introduced its quota 
system in that year."

When Cemada reopened its gates to immigrants in 1947 as part of its 
policy of resettling displaced persons from Europe, refugee Volksdeutsche 
[ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe] were eligible from the beginning. 
In the United States Volksdeutsche remained virtually excluded until 
1950—only 3,270 visas had been approved from 58,(X)0 applications. 
However, Canada admitted 21,000 by September 1950. Mennonite 
refugees from Russia living in Germany were among Canada's first 
postwar arrivals of displaced persons because they feared forcible 
repatriation. Canada received a total of 6,500 Mennonites, compared with 
fewer than 600 admitted to the United States by September 1950."

In the 1950s and 1960s Canada received a substantial number of 
Gennans unable to settle in the United States for a variety of reasons, 
such as quota restrictions (until 1965). Problems with an American visa 
and career opportunities for sptecialists in Canada, or both, tended to be 
the trigger for the deflection of prospective German Americans to Canada. 
In fact, for the past two centuries a high proportion of the urban German- 
Canadian business, artistic, academic, and professional community has 
traditionally come from the United States while, paradoxically, Canada's 
highly educated and skilled irrunigrants from C^rmany have tended to be 
drawn to the challenges offered by the United States.

In conclusion, European push and Canadian pull factors such as 
Canadian immigration policy are usually believed to have been the 
determinants of German-speaking migrations to Canada. However, an 
examination of the historical pattern of these migrations shows the United
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States to be a key factor in virtually every major wave, region, and type 
of German settlement to Canada since 1776. Significant numbers of 
German-speakers who had plaimed to settle in the United States ended 
up in Caruda. Numerous German-Americans, by the historic twists of a 
shared fate, thus became German-Canadians and vice versa.

Memorial University o f Newfoundland 
St. John's, Newfoundland
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