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among the Volga Germans in Western Kansas

One of the more intriguing tasks confronting the student of ethnicity 
in the United States is to assess the dimension and the characteristics of 
the ethnic identity of specific immigrant groups. Representatives of 
ethnic groups invariably point with pride to the numerous activities of 
ethnic societies as evidence of the strength and vitality of the cultural 
heritage of their immigrant ancestors. Yet, mere membership in ethnic 
organizations or attendance figures at ethnic festivals are clearly inade­
quate to measure the extent to which the cultural heritage of immigrants 
has been maintained over the years. The following case study attempts 
to address the issue of cultural maintenance by examining one com­
paratively well defined group of Volga German Catholics who estab­
lished a major area of settlement in Ellis and Rush counties in western 
Kansas.!

Shortly after their arrival in western Kansas in the 1870s, the Volga 
German settlers proceeded to re-create, in a fashion, the kinds of 
communities they had left behind in Russia. Tied together by a “ two­
fold bond of religion and nationality," the settlers established a number 
of villages named after their former homes in the Volga region. These 
closely knit communities, located a comfortable distance from the city of 
Hays, were a major factor in preserving the cultural heritage of the 
immigrants.^

Another factor which appears to have contributed to the social 
isolation of the early settlers can be found in the somewhat mixed 
reception accorded to the Volga Germans by the established settlers. 
Even though they were numerically in a majority, the Volga Germans 
appear to have been plagued by “ feelings of mingled superiority and 
inferiority" towards their German and their American neighbors.^ 
Established German settlers in the region wanted to have as little to do 
with these “Rooshians" as did many of the Americans, who generally
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viewed them as inferiors even though they were soon impressed with 
the newcomers' frugality and dedication to hard work.'*

The comparative social and geographical isolation of the Volga 
Germans clearly played a significant role in both delaying assimilation 
and in maintaining their cultural heritage. The various aspects of this 
cultural heritage have been described at length elsewhere; suffice it to 
say that its major characteristics were an intense religiosity, the use of 
German dialects, a fondness for music, an idealization of hard work, 
and a number of eighteenth-century German customs and traditions 
which had been modified to some extent by the long Russian experi- 
ence.5

The first serious study of the degree of cultural maintenance among 
the Volga German settlers was conducted in 1942. This study showed 
that in the area of education the Volga Germans had fully adjusted to the 
American system. Native customs pertaining to home life as well as 
social customs in general had also been considerably modified by the 
American environment. In the crucial area of language maintenance, the 
author concluded that up until the period 1910-15 English remained 
definitely a language to be used only in the classroom. Some thirty years 
later, however, "the German spoken . . . [was] mixed with English and 
in some instances the children do not learn to speak the German 
language fluently, but they can understand it."* This decline in the use 
of German is also reflected in the fact that a St. Joseph's Leseverein—a 
circulating library with a substantial number of German books—was 
formally disbanded because of an apparent lack of interest in 1928.^

The Germans from Russia as a whole have been characterized as a 
"singularly silent group, one that has preferred anonymity, because its 
ethnic character has brought it hostility and discrimination, especially 
during the two world wars."® The Volga Germans in western Kansas 
are no exception; ridiculed once as backward and uncivilized Russians 
and, just a few decades later during the anti-German hysteria of World 
War I, attacked for being too German, they have until very recently 
made little or no effort to preserve their language and their culhu'd 
heritage.

Yet, the accelerating tendency to assimilate notwithstanding, a 
measure of ethnic consciousness and cultural maintenance has sur­
vived. In a keynote address to the recently founded American Historical 
Society of Germans from Russia (AHSGR), the speaker argued that 
although the dialects and the culture of the Germans from Russia 
appeared doomed to extinction, the work of the AHSGR "has arrested 
this trend for the time being. While there is available a plethora of 
opinions on whether or not the Volga Germans in western Kansas are in 
the process of losing their cultural identity, specific data are not 
available. Those who argue that the demise of the Volga Germans as an 
identifiable ethnic group is imminent point to the declining population 
of the original villages, to the growing neglect of customs and traditons, 
and to the declining number of those who can speak German. Other 
observers, however, point to the cultural and educational activities of 
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local and regional Volga German associations, to the support given by 
such groups to scholarship programs for students of Volga German 
descent, to the establishment of archival collections on the history and 
culture of the Volga Germans, and to the numerous efforts of dedicated 
community leaders to revive and reinvigorate an admittedly declining 
ethnic consciousness.“

Useful as such observations on the degree of cultural maintenance 
among the Volga Germans may be, they are at the same time wholly 
impressionistic and, one suspects, occasionally the result of wishful 
thinking. In order to obtain a more reliable grasp of this issue, we 
devised a questionnaire consisting of seventy-one items designed to 
give some indication of (1) the knowledge of German and of the Volga 
German dialects, (2) the interest in the practice of folk music, and (3) the 
degree of awareness and practice of the traditional folk customs in the 
Volga German community.

The selection of subjects posed a series of problems and meth­
odological issues. First of all the goal of representativeness was para­
mount. Above all else we wanted to be able to capture an adequate 
cross-section of the Volga German population, by age, sex, marital 
status, etc. Secondly it was hoped that a listing could be found or 
devised that would produce a random selection process making a 
generalization to the larger population possible. However, no such lists 
were readily available. Membership lists for the local AHSGR were 
available, but proportionately, this group is quite small. Church mem­
bership lists are not current (many have moved away and relatively high 
intermarriage rates make it difficult to track Volga German women, 
etc.). The best solution was to employ five "judges," i.e., local people 
with considerable knowledge and involvement with people of Volga 
German descent. These judges identified several clusters (local AHSGR 
society, church groups, bingo groups, school and college groups, work 
groups and community groups) which were then requested to partici­
pate in the study. It was explained to all potential respondents that this 
was a study of Volga Germans only. There was a high degree of 
consensus among the judges and the respondents polled that the 
clusters chosen were t^ ica l and representative of the local Volga 
German population. As the profile of respondents will later show, the 
goals of representativeness and relative proportions were met in terms 
of religion, gender, age, education, occupation, marital status, and 
arrival date of their ancestors. Judgment samples are, by definition, non- 
random; however, the considerable knowledge of the local population, 
the clusters chosen, and the resulting profile assure the authors that the 
respondents are typical, and consequently, allow generalization to the 
larger population with the appropriate precautions.

The questionnaire was administered to 213 self-identified Volga 
Germans. The respondents ranged from about sixteen to over seventy, 
with the various age groups reasonably well balanced. Some 60% of the 
respondents were female, 40% were male. Only in the case of religious 
affiliation was there a pronounced imbalance with 85% being Roman 
Catholics and 10% belonging to one of the Protestant denominations.
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This apparent imbalance, however, parallels the overwhelming number 
of Volga Germans in this area who are Catholics.

On the subject of language maintenance the survey confirmed the 
widely held belief that familiarity with Volga German dialects is com­
paratively low in the age group under thirty. In this group, less than half 
could speak or understand one of the dialects whereas, in the age group 
over fifty, more than 90% of the respondents indicated that they could 
speak or understand a dialect. In families where both spouses were of 
Volga German descent, facility with dialects was considerably higher 
than in "mixed” marriages. The fact that Roman Catholics scored 
higher in this category seems to reflect the greater degree of community 
cohesion in the Catholic villages.

Given the relatively high percentage of individuals with some degree 
of fluency in the dialects—the survey indicated that overall some 70% 
could speak or understand one of the dialects—it seemed surprising that 
less than a fourth actually used a dialect more or less regularly when 
conversing with Volga German friends and neighbors. While dialect 
usage was more pronounced in the age group over fifty, it was alto­
gether negligible in the age group below forty. One might, therefore, 
conclude that the demise of the dialects is indeed only a matter of time.

In view of the fact that 96% of the respondents indicated a desire to 
keep the Volga German heritage alive and that a nearly equal percentage 
believed that the maintenance of the German language was one impor­
tant means to that end, one might expect that parents would encourage 
their children to enroll in German language classes at the high school or 
college level. However, this expectation turned out to be unfounded. 
Among parents under the age of forty, only half encouraged their 
children to study German. In the age group over sixty, by comparison, 
nearly three fourths of the parents encouraged their children to study 
German. The educational background of parents, furthermore, ap­
peared to have the opposite effect of what one might expect: Parents 
with college degrees were less emphatic in encouraging their children to 
study German than were parents with less education. At the same time 
college-educated parents felt strongly that the customs and traditions of 
the Volga Germans ought to be kept alive. Foreign-language enrollment 
in area high schools is in keeping with the results of the survey. For 
example, in the largest high school in the two-county area, the enroll­
ment in German language classes is only about one fourth of the 
enrollment in Spanish.

The gap between the rhetoric and the reality in the area of language 
maintenance is equally pronounced in other areas, such as interest in 
the history and culture of the Volga Germans. Thus 57% of the 
respondents claimed to make efforts to keep themselves informed about 
the history and the traditions of the Volga Germans. Yet 78% attend 
none or oiily a few of the activities sponsored by the local chapter of the 
AHSGR which, in the past, have included presentations of folk music, 
folk dancing, slide shows, and other programs of cultural and historical 
interest. In fact, only 18% of the respondents in this survey were 
members of the AHSGR and 70% admitted to never reading any of the 
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features or articles in the Journal of that organization, nearly all of which 
are written in a popular vein and are readUy available at a number of 
locations. In fact, the survey showed that the higher the prestige of the 
respondents' occupation, the less likely they are to read the Journal.

General interest in the history and culture of other groups of 
Germans from Russia, such as the Black Sea Germans, appeared to be 
fairly low, especially in the age group under fifty. Curiously though, 
interest in the history of other German-Americans—the Texas Germans 
and the Pennsylvania Germans were offered as examples in the sur­
vey-appeared comparatively high, especially with the younger re­
spondents. Even in the age group over fifty, the level of interest in these 
German-Americans was nearly twice that of the interest displayed in 
other groups of Germans from Russia.

Throughout their history, the Volga Germans have taken great pride 
in their many folk songs and in their musical ability. There is still an 
active Liederbund in Hays, and one of the local newspapers as well as the 
AHSGR Journal frequently feature articles on folk music, complete with 
texts and musical notations. Indeed, 93% of the respondents considered 
the maintenance of the folk songs as important to the survival of their 
cultural heritage, while three fourths in^cated that they were familiar 
with the songs. Even in the age group under thirty, interest appeared to 
be relatively high although only about half of that age group claimed to 
be familiar with a number of songs. But "being familiar" also meant—in 
the age group under thirty—that less than 20% actually knew the words 
and the melody. By comparison in the age group over sixty, nearly 90% 
knew the words and the melody of a number of popular songs. The 
number of songs known, familiarity with the words and the melodies, 
and singing Volga German songs are most closely associated with being 
female, being older, and having a moderate level of education. The 
higher-status occupational groups tended to know the fewest number of 
songs.

The discrepancy between the belief in the importance of folk songs 
and in their actual usage should be noted; Less than a fourth of the 
respondents in the age group under fifty actually sing them at home, 
apparently largely on festive occasions. Again, individuals with a 
college education overwhelmingly agreed that the folk songs were 
crucial to the survival of their cultural heritage, yet only 16% knew the 
words and the melodies. Given the obvious connection between some 
degree of familiarity with the language and the ability to sing or 
understand at least some of the songs, it seems odd that even in the 
college-educated group only some 30% agreed to watch German lan­
guage lessons if they were to be offered on the local PBS television 
station.

As to the maintenance of customs and traditions, the general picture 
by now is a familiar one. An overwhelming majority want to maintain 
the traditions, but 62% also think that with the disappearance of the 
present older generation of Volga Germans the customs will die out 
altogether. Here again, age appears as the crucial factor. While over 90% 
in the age group under thirty feel that traditional folkways ought to be
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i s
C  3  

u i Z

r H m f 0 ^ i n s o t N . o o o v o r H c s c n ^ i n v o t > . o o o v O r - t r s f 0 ^ i nrHrHrHT-Hr-irHrHrHrHr-irMfMHcNCMCN vO
<N

54



I I I I I
I I I I I

fn  I 
I

I o^ ^  m  I 00 I I
t C<i ^  fO  I N© I I

I I I  I

I I I ON I I I I I t i l l  
I I I I

so
(S

^  so sO I
tN  r j  rsj fsi I

I I I I I

I i 
I I

I I 
I I

I CO CM I t>. I 1 CD ^  cn I ^  I I I I
I I I

I I I I I I I I I
I I I I I I I I I

! CD rH  j } 
• CM CM I *

in iO rH in o s  lo o r ^ in  
T-* r 4 CO (N  CM I CM r-t

I I I I
I I I i

• ^  8

■I

JZ u <-•

I s l l

0)3u
o
>
O *2

to ."ts
o ^

: l l
'g X
MiM C
o
s H
m O u ^
S  s , 

:> 
JZ Q>•M U
■S g 

cQJ <Q
CQU

1 ^ o

&

<0 "D
^ 8
C  ■*“
™ c
s  s

CJ <u
« obOnj
o ^

<0
^ 'ou
C w(0 5>-rj ^
=  i
u  z

SiN ia> w 5
« 0,-22 h

^  °.ai $
^  c  -t: >> 3: 
o 4; *3 ^  u <Q

X
X
i

?3
(A
Eo
*553u

u

■5 g 
O !- "S
> ;2  S 
o E

3 SO
«  2S 5

i

• | u a
s j= >flJ u -  Ql, <0 Crti ’£•*-'**So- O QJ

C <8w .5 
‘5  c  _ 0̂  -ts Q>
* £ . 2  0 ,^ * -  
iM C * j • -  2 w> a> 0̂  2  .2  c r-4-> r n »  C  .3^  4-

O £r- -  E -
-  £  ■?

SO
a >
c

^ C <0 ^ 3
a & ^ o S

£-o  | >  S’

a M  K .^
CQ u ^  H  Un

O C
>'-2 = -sU Q. 2
c f>̂ '£<K ■3 b3  .C nj %*_
o -^ E  .aaj 3  .3 »  iX « ^  ^  U, H  CO

Q O O s Q r H c s i f O ^ l O N O t x  O O O s Q  cMCM^cocococncOfOco co co

0̂
>
Si
o

j=
co
00
c
“3
c0>
o.0̂

T3
c
20

iE

c
00

> '

QJ

(Q_J ftj 
> > QJ 

»H W ^  
— ^  c  in o  o o  •
u  *(9 ^J Z0) j :
^  r  £

■2 c  8  
*3 W w ■S ,y
S l l
S f s

'AM  ̂ ^0  _^S3 S3 <0
S 2S .y ■■S3  •*“* S2
«  “  '5«  t i  iS01 w ,tr «  -M ^>  c/) ♦rT ♦ ♦

55



maintained, only half in that age group are encouraging their family 
members to observe them. As to the popular Volga German dances— 
here the waltz wins with five percentage points over the Hochzeit—the 
age group over thirty appears to be quite adept with over 90% being able 
to perform that feat. But in the group under age thirty, only about half of 
the respondents are able to dance a waltz or a Hochzeit. The prospects for 
the survival of Volga German foods appear to be somewhat better; 40% 
of the respondents still prepare Volga German dishes weekly and, more 
importantly, some 75% of those above age thirty are teaching their 
children how to prepare Volga German dishes. Among the better 
educated and higher-status Volga Germans there was familiarity with 
fewer kinds of foods and this group was also less likely to teach their 
children how to prepare the special dishes.

From the variety of data collected in this survey, there emerges a 
profile of a “ typical” Volga German: forty-four years old. Catholic, 
married to another Volga German, most likely a high school graduate 
and a farmer, craftsman, or a housewife. Typical Volga Germans are 
more likely to understand than to speak a dialect and are more likely to 
understand than to read standard German. Generally they will not have 
studied German, and their children will not speak a Volga German 
dialect nor will they read or understand standard German, even though 
they have allegedly been encouraged to take German lessons. Typical 
Volga Germans are likely to have friends who speak a local dialect, but 
they are less likely to use the dialect regularly when speaking with them. 
Typical Volga Germans have not visited either Germany or Russia and 
they do not correspond with friends or relatives there. They will 
probably claim to have some knowledge of the history or culture of 
Germany. They are not likely to be members of the local chapter of 
AHSGR, especially if they are young, and they will rarely attend any 
functions of that organization. While they feel that the German lan­
guage as well as the folk songs are important in the cultural maintenance 
process, they are unlikely to study the language. They wiU hardly ever 
sing Volga German songs and they will not encourage their family to do 
so either.

Typical Volga Germans feel that the traditions of their people ought 
to be kept alive. They tend to be familiar with more customs (an average 
of eight) than they actually practice (an average of five). They are 
interested in their family trees, see themselves as hard-working, as 
victims of discrimination, and as people who center their lives around 
the church, especially if they are over forty-five years of age. They will 
most likely not read books or journals on the Volga Germans, and they 
tend to be primarily familiar with local rather than with nationally or 
internationally known Volga Germans.

While the respondents in this survey were on the whole most 
cooperative, there is also a tendency on the part of some Volga Germans 
to complain that “ outsiders” do not know or do not appreciate Volga 
German culture. At the same time there is some reluctance to share it 
with “ outsiders.”  One example of this reluctance is the fact that only 
nineteen percent of the respondents indicated a strong willingness to 
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participate in a study of Volga German dialects when more than two 
thirds indicated that they spoke one of the dialects. Another factor 
contributing to a certain reluctance to open up to "outsiders” may 
derive from the concerns of self-identified culture bearers that empirical 
studies may result in "im proper" images of the group, a phenomenon 
which is quite common in the literature on the problems of cultural 
maintenance of minority groups.

The answer to the question of whether the Volga Germans are in the 
process of losing their cultural identity involves a small dilemma. On the 
one hand there is strong evidence that their cultiural heritage, especially 
language, is rapidly eroding. On the other hand, there is equally strong 
evidence of a pronounced desire to maintain the culture. However, the 
behavioral changes necessary to counteract the erosion of the cultural 
identity, are not, or to take an optimistic view, are not yet in evidence. 
This optimism is further tempered by the data, which clearly reveal that 
the more highly educated professional groups, which are generally so 
vital in the leadership and financial sponsorship areas, are the least 
knowledgeable, practice the fewest number of customs, are not speakers 
of the local dialects, and tend to believe that the Volga German customs 
will probably die with the current older generation.

Fort Hays State University 
Hays, Kansas
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