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On May 18, 1931, David Toews, the Chair of the Canadian Men-
nonite Board of Colonization (CMBoC), returned to his office in Ros-
thern, Saskatchewan, from one of his many trips and opened a letter 
from J. H. Unger of Rush Lake, Saskatchewan. In the letter, written 
a few days prior, Unger reported that he had just received news 
from his brother that his nephew Cornelius Unger had been de-
ported because he had become a public charge. Cornelius had ar-
rived from the Soviet Union under the auspices of the CMBoC a few 
years earlier and had settled in Herbert, Saskatchewan.1 He was one 
of the twenty-one thousand or so Mennonites who were able to im-
migrate to Canada from the Soviet Union between 1923 and 1929.2  

These Mennonites had settled in Ukraine in the eighteenth cen-
tury, and in the nineteenth century expanded throughout the Rus-
sian Empire. The years of revolution, civil war, and anarchy during 
and following the First World War decimated Mennonite religious, 
economic, and community life. During the war, the German lan-
guage was suppressed and there were threats to expropriate Men-
nonite and other German colonist lands. In February 1917, the Tsar 
abdicated and a provisional government was established. The Octo-
ber Revolution brought the Bolsheviks to power and the country was 
thrown into civil war. For the next three years, Mennonite colonies 
in Ukraine faced alternating occupation by German, Red, White, 
and anarchist armies. Mennonite colonies throughout the country 
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experienced trauma in the form of bloodshed, rape, and the loss of 
property. By 1921, the Bolsheviks had prevailed, and the Russian 
Empire had given way to the Soviet Union. As the new Communist 
regime took hold, it imposed its ideology and economic system on 
the countryside. Industries were nationalized, large Mennonite es-
tates were expropriated, and forced grain requisitions by the state 
contributed to famine. The new regime was antithetical to Mennon-
ite sensibilities and a desire to leave the Soviet Union soon domi-
nated Mennonite thinking and energies. 

An earlier migration of Mennonites from the Russian Empire set-
tled in Manitoba in the 1870s, and these Mennonites expanded into 
the Saskatoon and Swift Current areas of Saskatchewan in the 1890s. 
In response to the plight of their coreligionists these Canadian Men-
nonites created the CMBoC to assist relatives and coreligionists in 
emigrating from the Soviet Union. There were, however, obstacles 
to overcome. In the aftermath of the First World War, amendments 
to the Immigration Act allowed the government to prevent the im-
migration of those “deemed undesirable owing to their peculiar cus-
toms, habits, modes of life and methods of holding property, and be-
cause of their probable inability to become readily assimilated or to 
assume the duties and responsibilities of Canadian citizenship 
within a reasonable time.”3 Orders-in-Council emanating from these 
amendments specifically banned Mennonites, Hutterites, and Dou-
khobors. The CMBoC’s first task was to have the ban on further 
Mennonite immigration withdrawn and then to coordinate travel 
and settlement in Canada of as many Mennonites as possible from 
the Soviet Union. From the CMBoC’s offices in Rosthern, David 
Toews worked tirelessly in the face of almost insurmountable finan-
cial and bureaucratic challenges conspiring to derail the effort at 
every turn. Mennonites from earlier migrations to Canada referred 
to the new immigrants as Russlaender (Russians). Like those 1870s 
migrants to Manitoba, the Russlaender hoped to settle on farms.  

Although letters to the Board from the Unger family suggested 
he had been healthy when he arrived in Canada, Cornelius Unger 
was admitted to the Weyburn Mental Hospital in 1930 after becom-
ing despondent and withdrawn.4 It is not clear what the process was 
for his admission. However, in their history of the Weyburn hospital, 
Erika Dyck and Alex Deighton suggest patients were admitted un-
der three categories: medical, criminal, or voluntary. Most patients 
in the medical category were committed by family who were then 
responsible for a payment of $2.00 per day to the institution.5 This 
seems to have been the case with Cornelius Unger. The family was 
distraught upon hearing the news of Unger’s deportation, particu-
larly because letters they had received from Cornelius had pointed 
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to an improvement in his condition. The May 1931 letter notifying 
Toews of Unger’s deportation touched off a flurry of letters and tel-
egrams from Toews to government officials and to the family to try 
to determine what had transpired. In his letters to immigration offi-
cials Toews pleaded for the young man to be taken off the train if he 
was still in Canada or, if he was underway to Europe, to be taken off 
the ship in England or Germany. It would all be too late; Cornelius 
Unger had been returned to the Soviet Union.6  

Although Unger was one of the only 1920s Russlaender immi-
grants to be deported because he had become a public charge, the 
threat of deportation hung over all interwar Mennonite immigrant 
families who received social assistance from a municipality or re-
quired institutional care. It was a particular burden to the CMBoC, 
who had made their emigration from the Soviet Union possible. The 
organization had promised the government that none of the immi-
grants would become a public charge. There were a few other de-
portations. For example, the entire H. P. Janzen family was de-
ported to Germany in 1935 after a long series of misfortunes that 
had required extensive financial support from both the Board and 
various municipalities. According to Grant Grams, Heinrich Janzen 
became a German citizen after he left the Soviet Union, demanded 
repatriation to Germany, and regretted ever having come to Can-
ada.7 Having a criminal record was also cause for deportation, and 
Isaac Braun of the infamous Friesen-Braun trials was deported to 
the Soviet Union in 1932 after serving his sentence in Prince Albert 
Penitentiary.8  

The deportation of Cornelius Unger and the fact that he was the 
only one to be unwillingly deported under the public charge cate-
gory graphically illustrates the confluence of Canadian society’s 
fears about “racial degeneration” (most often attributed to “men-
tally defective” and “feeble-minded” immigrants), the economic 
problems brought on by the Great Depression, and the resulting fi-
nancial burdens faced by municipalities. The Unger case also offers 
insights into how the immigration bureaucracy bowed to pressure 
from an organized immigrant advocacy group with political influ-
ence. A final dynamic was the reality that for deportation to occur, 
the receiving country (in this case the Soviet Union) had to 
acknowledge the deportee as one of its citizens and recognize the 
documentation they came with. In this respect, Unger became a test 
case for the Immigration Department in working out a framework 
for deportation procedures involving immigrants from the Soviet 
Union. Although the Board was successful in forestalling deporta-
tion of others, in Unger’s case the failure of advocacy along with a 
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series of oversights and omissions resulted in tragic consequences 
for him and his family.  

 The threat of deportation for Russlaender immigrants came at a 
time when deportation of immigrants dramatically increased in 
Canada. During the first years of the Depression, deportations for 
all reasons increased significantly. Those due to deportees becom-
ing a public charge increased from 444 cases in 1928–29 to 2,106 in 
1929–30 and 2,245 in 1930–31. In 1931–32, the period in which Cor-
nelius Unger was deported, the rate doubled to 4,507 cases. The 
number of persons deported under the public charge category 
peaked a year later in 1932–33, when 4,916 persons were deported.9 
Many of these were British-born, unemployed men and the Depart-
ment of Immigration argued they were voluntarily repatriating. 
Barbara Roberts counters that the categories under which persons 
were deported were used as needed to conceal the “real economic 
functions of deportation” during the difficult days of the Depres-
sion.10 The real reason for deportation was to “maintain a balance 
between the need for cheap labour” during periods of economic ex-
pansion and “the desire to cut welfare costs in times of economic 
contraction.”11 Roberts is particularly critical of the Immigration 
Department bureaucracy, which she accuses of being “dishonest 
and malevolent.” She argues that a pattern of behaviour became sys-
temic in the department. Immigration officials were only doing their 
jobs, even if those jobs required them to break, or at least abuse, the 
law and conceal from the public the extent of their duplicity.12 An-
other focus of scholarship suggests that deportation was used to rid 
the country of radicals, particularly in the context of the Winnipeg 
General Strike. In 1919, almost the entire workforce of the city of 
Winnipeg went out on a general strike. The strike took place at a 
time when the threat of Bolshevism seemed very real and caught the 
attention of the nation. It provoked a reaction against radicals and 
stimulated the federal government to amend the Immigration Act to 
prevent the entry and allow for the deportation of “persons who be-
lieve in or advocate the overthrow by force or violence the Govern-
ment of Canada.”13 Lyle Dick has argued that the deportation of rad-
icals was driven by the conservative views of the Borden govern-
ment of 1919. It also reflected a strong desire to completely assimi-
late immigrants into an Anglo-Saxon way of thinking and to rid the 
country of those who challenged that view.14 Henry F. Drystek chal-
lenges both of these portrayals of the interwar deportation wave. He 
argues that the causes for deportation can be found in the reluctance 
of the Canadian middle class to fund necessary social services.15 One 
of the few studies of the deportation of the mentally ill in this period 
is Robert Menzies’s analysis of deportations of the mentally ill in 
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British Columbia. Menzies argues that the deportation of immi-
grants suffering from mental illness was “an opportune and gener-
ally permanent device for ridding hospitals of their least-wanted in-
mates.”16 Other than Grant Grams’s specific example of the H. P. 
Janzen family, discussion of the threatened deportation of Mennon-
ite immigrants of the 1920s is limited to Frank H. Epp’s account of 
the 1920s migration story. Epp places the threat of deportation 
within the context of “projects and problems” associated with the 
“rescue and resettlement” of Mennonites from the Soviet Union.17  

The immigration of Mennonites from the Soviet Union in the 
1920s took place in the context of increasing concern among Cana-
dians about the negative influences of “foreigners” and “aliens.” 
The immigration policies of the Clifford Sifton era from 1896 to 1905 
had created a virtual open door for immigrants. With Sifton’s re-
placement by Frank Oliver, immigration regulations began to 
tighten, particularly with respect to those viewed as undesirables. 
The 1906 Immigration Act introduced the provision that those who 
“become a charge upon the public funds . . . may be deported and 
returned to the port or place whence such immigrant came or sailed 
for Canada.”18 The Act also created the legal framework necessary 
for deportation and, as Valerie Knowles points out, “a small coterie 
of government officials could legally employ an administrative pro-
cedure to deport newcomers according to the functionaries’ own ex-
tralegal and informal system of justice.”19 The 1910 amendments to 
the 1906 Immigration Act created more prohibited classes, includ-
ing “idiots, imbeciles, feeble-minded persons, epileptics, insane per-
sons, and persons who have been insane within five years previous.” 
According to the Act, a person who fit these categories was not to be 
admitted into Canada and could also be deported, “unless he is a 
Canadian citizen, or has Canadian domicile.”20 The definition of 
domicile was originally a two-year residency, but in 1910 it was in-
creased to three years. By the time Mennonites arrived from the So-
viet Union in the 1920s, it was five years.21 In 1919, the Immigration 
Act was again amended to bring immigration policies in line with 
Canadian society’s fears of what immigration was doing to the os-
tensibly superior British character of the country. The list of unde-
sirables was expanded to bar those with “constitutional psycho-
pathic inferiority,” “chronic alcoholism,” and “those mentally or 
physically defective to such a degree as to affect their ability to earn 
a living.”22 The 1919 amendments to the Immigration Act also al-
lowed for the Order-in-Council that closed the door to Mennonite 
immigration that same year. The conflict over education with the 
more conservative Mennonites in Manitoba and Saskatchewan 
soured the climate to further Mennonite admissions and resulted in 
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the emigration of the more conservative groups to Mexico and Par-
aguay in the 1920s.  

The progressive restrictions on the immigration of the “feeble-
minded” coincided with the rise of the eugenics movement in Can-
ada.23 By 1919, psychologists and psychiatrists were devoting con-
siderable energy to changing the country’s approach to immigra-
tion. As Ian Dowbiggin notes, Charles K. Clark, one of Canada’s 
leading psychiatrists, had a “magnetic attraction” to a policy of re-
stricting immigration. Clark was also the medical director of the Ca-
nadian National Committee for Mental Hygiene. He was convinced 
that central and southern European immigrants were “defectives” 
when compared to their British counterparts.24 Psychiatrists like 
Clark were part of an active eugenics movement focusing on how 
immigrants, who were believed to have high rates of mental prob-
lems, were dragging down the quality of the nation’s population. In 
the interwar years, as Angus McLaren argues, the charge was taken 
up by other professionals. Doctors, social workers, and a variety of 
organizations “dredged up from the files of asylums, orphanages, 
rescue homes, penitentiaries, industrial schools, and psychiatric 
clinics sensational accounts of the social cost of admitting immi-
grants to Canada.”25  

Widespread fear of what mentally ill immigrants were doing to 
the cause of mental hygiene was a factor in deportations. However, 
Unger’s deportation and the threatened deportation of other institu-
tionalized Mennonite immigrants did not usually fall under the med-
ical or mental health exclusions of the Act. The most commonly used 
provision in the Immigration Act was to deport someone for becom-
ing a “public charge.” In the context of the 1920s and 1930s, becom-
ing a public charge could mean a person was unable to pay for an 
extended stay in a hospital or mental health institution or, by being 
unemployed, relied on municipal or provincial assistance. Immi-
grants who became a public charge before they were domiciled 
could be deported. 

In a letter, written by David Toews, petitioning the federal gov-
ernment to remove the 1919 restriction on Mennonite immigration, 
the Board had pledged “to provide maintenance, support and em-
ployment for these people, so that none of them at any time would 
become a burden or inconvenience to the Canadian government or 
any Provincial or Municipal Government.”  

The Immigration Department circled this paragraph on the orig-
inal letter. For the Board of Colonization, the promise became the 
proverbial albatross around its neck.26 In most cases, the threat of 
deportation was averted by the Board taking responsibility for 
maintenance costs when families were unable to pay. However, the 



“Becoming a Public Charge” 115 

Board’s resources were severely taxed because of the destitute fi-
nancial condition of the incoming Russlaender. They were also re-
sponsible for the transportation costs for two-thirds of the immi-
grants. By 1931, the Canadian Pacific Railway had advanced almost 
two million dollars and over one million of debt was outstanding. 
The Board had the unenviable task of collecting this transportation 
debt from immigrants already experiencing difficult circumstances 
while trying to establish themselves in a new country. To pay for the 
institutional maintenance costs of immigrants, the Board initially 
used relief funds donated by American Mennonites. Eventually, af-
filiated provincial aid committees were forced to charge immigrants 
five cents per month on top of their travel debt in order to pay for 
the costs of institutional care.27 These funds were difficult to raise 
and necessitated appeals in the immigrant newspaper, Der Bote.28 A 
particularly impassioned plea from B. B. Janz, one of the primary 
organizers of the Soviet side of the migration, defined the spectre of 
deportation not as “deportation to Russia, but deportation into 
ruin.”29 The financial impossibility of keeping up with all these obli-
gations frequently put the Board in a position of contesting the 
charges for institutional care.  

The case of an immigrant child, Johann Ketler, illustrates the na-
ture of these conflicts. Johann suffered from epilepsy. He arrived in 
Canada with his parents in August 1923. On June 25, 1926, he was 
admitted to the Weyburn Mental Hospital because of “compara-
tively frequent and fairly severe seizures.”30 On January 8, 1927, the 
Board was advised that the costs of maintenance were to be their 
responsibility. In response, the Board wrote a number of letters to 
determine the details of the case, what charges had accumulated, 
and who had paid for the care of the six-year-old boy to that time. 
The Board received conflicting reports about who had committed 
the boy to the hospital. The family suggested the municipal govern-
ment had seen to his admission whereas the hospital suggested the 
father had brought him. In any case, the municipality had been pay-
ing the maintenance fee. The Board suggested that funds for 
Ketler’s maintenance would have to come from donations. It hinted 
at paying future costs, but said that the municipality should cover 
the maintenance fee to that date. Nothing happened for a number of 
months. In November 1927, the Board received a stiffly worded let-
ter from the Department of Immigration and Colonization remind-
ing them that the boy was “admitted to Canada without complying 
fully with the provisions of the Immigration Act solely on account of 
the guarantee . . . that he would not be allowed at any time to become 
a public charge in Canada.”31 When Toews appealed to the Saskatch-
ewan Department of Public Works for relief from payments, he 
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justified his request because the Board had brought “about 8,000 
people” to the province—“all of whom have become ratepayers.” 
The deputy minister countered that it “would be quite unfair to ex-
pect the state to provide for this boy who was a defective when 
brought into the country,” but acknowledged “it would be great 
hardship to deport him . . . back to Russia.”32 The case of Johann 
Ketler also illustrates the problem of minors subjected to deporta-
tion. The Immigration Act was not definitive about such cases and 
only suggested that when a minor was subject to deportation and the 
family either wilfully neglected or failed to support their dependent, 
“all the members of the family may be deported at the same time.”33  

For a few years the Board paid the maintenance fees for Johann 
Ketler. After the father became a Canadian citizen, they renewed 
efforts to obtain relief. In his letter to the Saskatchewan Department 
of Public Works, David Toews argued that the family had been in 
Canada seven years and “since our immigrants who have come to 
this country are paying taxes as well as the others for the upkeep of 
these institutions,” it was reasonable that the charges should stop. 
The Department did not relent. The deputy minister simply replied, 
“We cannot see how the naturalization of the father should have any 
bearing on this Department’s continuing to collect sustenance 
charges.” He reminded Toews that deportation had not been pur-
sued solely because of the agreement with the Board. Therefore, 
they would continue to look to the Board for payment.34 By the time 
Johann Ketler died in 1938 at the age of seventeen, the Board had 
paid more than $2,600 for his care.35 In another case involving a pa-
tient at Selkirk Mental Hospital in Manitoba, the Board again argued 
that since the family had been in Canada for six years and the father 
had been naturalized, the charges should stop. The Province of Man-
itoba countered that the naturalization of the father had no bearing 
since “the son was not a minor, and therefore, could not be natural-
ized under his own right while a patient in this institution.” The 
province again threatened to hand the case over to the Department 
of Immigration for deportation if the Board refused to pay the $1.00 
per day maintenance fee.36 

In Cornelius Unger’s case, it appears he was healthy when he ar-
rived in Canada in May 1926 but began to deteriorate about two 
years later. He entered the Saskatchewan Mental Hospital at Wey-
burn on January 23, 1930.37 In some of the correspondence in Un-
ger’s file there are veiled references suggesting his mental illness 
may have been connected to events in the Soviet Union some years 
earlier. A minister from Herbert intimated that the young man had 
been “drawn into” the “difficult war years” and they had left their 
mark on him.38 In a letter to F. C. Blair, the assistant deputy minister 
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of immigration, David Toews suggested that “the after-effects of the 
harrowing experiences in Russia” had resulted in Cornelius becom-
ing despondent and ultimately resulted in his hospitalization.39  

The Board first became aware of Cornelius Unger’s institution-
alization in a letter from the division commissioner of the Depart-
ment of Immigration, Thomas Gelley. On March 20, 1930, Gelley 
noted that the case has been referred to the Department “with a 
view to the deportation of Cornelius Unger.”40 The Board replied 
with a promise “that the accounts of Cornelius Unger at the Wey-
burn Mental Hospital will be paid.” The writer indicated that the 
Board would approach Cornelius’s father about what he could do to 
contribute, but the Board chair reiterated that they would be “re-
sponsible in any event that the accounts will be paid.”41  

This pattern occurred often in cases of an immigrant placed in a 
hospital, mental institution, or sanatorium. Immigrants were usu-
ally reluctant to advise the Board that a family member had entered 
an institution, especially when they were unable to pay mainte-
nance. Often the first news of an immigrant becoming a public 
charge because of a stay in an institution came in the form of a letter 
from the Department of Immigration threatening deportation. The 
Board then assured the Department that they would be responsible 
before proceeding to investigate the circumstances. The Board’s re-
luctance to pay maintenance often resulted in delays arranging pay-
ment while it exhausted all other options. The Department fre-
quently expressed exasperation with the Board’s slow response and 
used the threat of deportation to force it to pay the institution in 
question.  

The political clout of the Board, and particularly that of David 
Toews, who was a friend of Prime Minister Mackenzie King, was 
often effective in preventing or undoing deportation.42 The case of 
Anna Hildebrand, an immigrant who arrived in Canada in Novem-
ber 1925, demonstrates how the political capital of the Board could 
be instrumental in averting deportation. She was admitted into a 
mental hospital in Hamilton in July 1928 and subsequently threat-
ened with deportation. In contrast to the deportation of Cornelius 
Unger, the Department of Immigration proceeded with considera-
ble deliberation. In October, B. B. Wiens, the chair of the local Men-
nonite Immigration Committee, made the Board aware that there 
was a threat of deportation. In the Board’s intervention, David 
Toews assured the local pastor working with the family that he did 
not believe deportation was imminent. He suggested that, up to that 
point, “the soup has never been eaten as hot as it has been cooked.”43 
Further, Toews provided the commissioner of immigration with as-
surance that the Board would pay the costs of Hildebrand’s care. On 
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December 28, two months later, the commissioner responded that 
deportation would proceed under the authority of the Immigration 
Act because it was believed that Hildebrand “will eventually be-
come a permanent institutional care.”44 On January 2, 1929, the De-
partment of Immigration issued a deportation order to all the people 
involved. The order justified deportation because Hildebrand had 
“contravened Section 40 of the Immigration Act by becoming an in-
mate of a hospital for the insane.” Noting that passport and recep-
tion arrangements were in place with the Soviet consulate at Riga, 
it sought arrangements for rail and steamship travel as well as a fe-
male escort.45 David Toews immediately fired off telegrams to the 
Department of Immigration, the minister of immigration, and the 
prime minister protesting the deportation. The response of the 
prime minister’s secretary, Harry Baldwin, reflected commonly 
held eugenic arguments about the effect of immigrants on the qual-
ity of the nation. Baldwin pointed out “that were immigration offi-
cials to release their vigilance in respect of the feeble-minded who 
may come to Canada from other countries, our asylums would soon 
be overcrowded.” He also noted that “more than a reasonable pro-
portion of the inmates of these institutions are . . . immigrants to 
Canada.”46 On Friday, January 19, the Board received a wire from 
their local contact that Anna Hildebrand was to be deported the fol-
lowing Monday. Another round of telegrams sent to the minister and 
the prime minister called the deportation “an act of cruelty” and 
“barbarism.”47 On January 21, the minister of immigration sent a 
telegram agreeing to stop the deportation provided the Board send 
a written guarantee that Hildebrand would “not become a public 
charge in Canada during period of her lifetime.”48  

Despite having exercised Toews’s influence at the highest levels, 
the Board soon faced a new attempt to deport Anna Hildebrand. At 
a Mennonite church conference in July, David Toews reported that 
the “the law that stands above all laws” had been victorious in pre-
venting Anna’s deportation earlier that year.49 A few weeks later, the 
Department of Immigration advised the Board that due to pressure 
from provincial authorities, she was again being deported. On July 
30, Anna Hildebrand was sent to Montreal. Despite another flurry 
of telegrams to exert political pressure to stop her deportation, her 
status and whereabouts remained unknown for several days. Local 
Mennonites became involved and met with provincial authorities to 
prevent her deportation. In a long letter to David Toews, a pastor in 
Waterloo, Jacob Janzen, explained that a Hamilton doctor was par-
ticularly bent on deporting Mennonite immigrants. When the doctor 
had been contacted about the case, he had retorted that “the asylums 
were full, and they could not carry the additional burdens of these 
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‘foreigners.’” Janzen believed agitation for Anna Hildebrand’s de-
portation was primarily the work of this doctor.50 In his response to 
David Toews, the deputy minister of immigration offered the expla-
nation that provincial authorities “required the space occupied by 
Anna Hildebrand,” and hence the Department “had no other option 
than to put into effect the order for deportation.” Nevertheless, Anna 
was eventually returned to Hamilton.51 

One of the complicating factors in allowing the emigration from 
the Soviet Union was the lack of a valid passport. If potential immi-
grants did not have or could not get a passport, the Canadian gov-
ernment had agreed to accept a document from a reputable organi-
zation that vouched for their identity. One possible reason for the 
Department of Immigration’s constant pursuit of deportation ap-
pears in a 1927 letter to the Board and was related to the passport 
dilemma. The Department was replying to a complaint by David 
Toews that certain immigrants lacking valid passports had not been 
processed. He had reminded Commissioner A. L. Jolliffe that the 
Department and the Board had an understanding that such cases 
would be accepted. In his response, the commissioner expressed 
concern that, if necessary, the Department would be unable to de-
port immigrants in such cases. He worried that “in the event of trou-
ble developing later in Canada the responsible organizations would 
have to carry a heavy burden.”52 The Department seemed to have 
reservations about the ability of the Board to care for those immi-
grants who would not have the means or family network to provide 
for their own care should they become hospitalized and, particu-
larly, should they require lifetime care. Deportation would then 
serve as a safety valve to protect municipal and provincial govern-
ments from the burden of care in such cases, but could only be 
achieved if the immigrants possessed a valid passport. However, on 
a bureaucratic level the problem of passports was also likely one of 
the most important reasons why there were not more deportations.  

The Cornelius Unger file in the records of the Department of Ex-
ternal Affairs suggests the government used his case to work out the 
administrative procedures involved in deporting someone to the So-
viet Union.53 Despite the CMBoC’s assurances in March that they 
would be responsible for the costs of Unger’s care, the Immigration 
Department began pursuing deportation with External Affairs on 
May 7, 1930. A series of letters were exchanged between External 
Affairs, the British Embassy in Moscow, and various departments 
in London between May and December 1930 to work out passport, 
visa, and transport details, and admission to a psychiatric institution 
in the Soviet Union. Unger was ultimately deported in April 1931. 
The file remained open until 1934, when A. L. Jolliffe provided O. D. 
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Skelton, the undersecretary of state for external affairs, information 
required for him to respond to a query from the United States lega-
tion about the deportation of Soviet citizens. Jolliffe noted that up 
until 1932 the Department had negotiated with various departments 
in London. After July 1932, they had been able to adopt “a uniform 
procedure.” He then outlined Canada’s process with British and So-
viet authorities and provided a detailed outline of Soviet require-
ments for accepting a “deport.”54 Given all the correspondence in 
Unger’s file, including the response of the Department related to 
queries from the United States some three years after his deporta-
tion, it certainly appears that his case was used to work out the uni-
form procedure Jolliffe refers to.  

Cornelius Unger did have a valid Soviet passport. While the So-
viet Union accepted persons being deported without one if extensive 
documentation was provided, the lack of a passport complicated the 
deportation process considerably. For example, the Department’s 
attempts to deport John Grunau were held up for some time due to 
“the question of obtaining a suitable passport,” a process that appar-
ently had to be pursued in London, England.55 In the case of Dietrich 
Rempel, the Immigration Department’s response to the City of Van-
couver’s request for his deportation noted that he had been admitted 
without a passport and “that in view of the fact that he is a native of 
Russia there is little possibility of being able to effect deportation.”56 
Rempel had become a public charge in the city, and although the 
Department would eventually seek his deportation, it appears the 
government was reluctant to pursue deportation in such cases. The 
CMBoC seems to have recognized the Department’s need for a valid 
Soviet passport to proceed with deportation and used this knowledge 
to its advantage in slowing down deportation proceedings. For in-
stance, in the case of Justina Langeman the Board had her passport 
sent to its office. Despite repeated requests from Commissioner Gel-
ley, they neglected to send it to the Department for eighteen 
months.57  

Cornelius Unger was removed from the Weyburn Mental Hospi-
tal on April 24, 1931. According to correspondence from the family, 
he was taken without warning. In a letter to the Board, his mother 
claims they had no letter advising them “that they wanted to send 
him back, they only wrote to tell us that he was already gone.”58 Da-
vid Toews was livid when the circumstances of Cornelius Unger’s 
deportation became clear to him. In a harsh exchange of letters with 
Division Commissioner Thomas Gelley, who was responsible for the 
deportation order, Toews initially accused the Department of acting 
outside the law. Toews claimed that Unger “had acquired domicile 
in Canada” because he had been in the country for six years and was 
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therefore not deportable. Gelley replied curtly that Toews was in-
correct, because Unger had been admitted to the mental hospital 
less than four years after his landing. An angry David Toews re-
sponded by comparing Gelley’s actions to what was common in the 
Soviet Union and assured Gelley that, if Unger “had been sentenced 
to be shot or to be thrown off the ship in mid-ocean, that would have 
been an act of mercy compared to what has been perpetrated in this 
case.”59 Toews then took his protest to higher levels in the govern-
ment. Writing to F. C. Blair, the assistant deputy minister of immi-
gration, Toews called the deportation “a cruel act” and assured the 
deputy minister that the deportation “means as much as a death sen-
tence.”60 In subsequent letter to A. L. Jolliffe, the commissioner for 
immigration, Toews went on:  

If the Officers responsible for the deportation of this man still are capa-
ble of human feelings, they can well imagine the state of mind of the 
parents, they would rather see him dead than deported to Russia, be-
cause they know only too well what it means for their son to be put into 
a psychotherapeutic hospital in Leningrad.61  

A copy of the letter was also sent to Mackenzie King. Unfortunately 
for Toews, his trusted confidant was no longer prime minister but 
now served as leader of the official Opposition. Toews’s assertion 
that Mennonites would rather see a family member shot than de-
ported to the Soviet Union was a recurring assertion in his corre-
spondence with the Immigration Department. In the case of John 
Grunau, Toews declared “anybody, especially the mother of the boy, 
would rather see him dead than to have him deported to Russia.”62  

For its part, the Department of Immigration was careful in re-
sponding to Toews’s angry letter about Unger’s deportation. Com-
missioner Jolliffe claimed the accusation that the Department was 
responsible for a “cruel act” was “hardly understood.” He main-
tained that the “individual concerned was properly subject to the 
law in this respect” and implied that the reason for deportation was 
that Unger would be a “permanent institutional case.” Referring to 
the Board’s initial letter promising to pay for the maintenance of 
Unger, he acknowledged that there had been “an undertaking” by 
the Board but it “could not be accepted as a basis for suspending 
proceedings.” Although he offered no further explanation of why the 
Board’s guarantee in Unger’s case was inadequate, he admitted that 
in the past the Board’s argument that they had received no invoices 
had been enough for proceedings to be “stayed under these condi-
tions.” He also expressed “regret that the circumstances were not 
such as would permit of favourable consideration” in the Unger case 
and offered the hope that, if the Board could make satisfactory 



122  Journal of Mennonite Studies 

arrangements to have accounts for maintenance of mentally ill pa-
tients forwarded to the Board directly, no further deportations 
would occur.63  

Though he expressed frustration with the Department, Toews 
was also at a loss to understand the behaviour of immigrant families. 
In a letter to C. C. Peters, a minister in Herbert, Saskatchewan, who 
had been in contact with the family, Toews was bewildered that the 
Board only found out about the deportation of Unger two weeks after 
the family had received word from the Weyburn Mental Hospital. 
He reiterated his conviction that Unger’s deportation was akin to a 
criminal act, but acknowledged that if the Board had paid the 
maintenance costs, deportation could have been averted. He was 
also perplexed over why, in this case, they had not received notifi-
cation from the Immigration Department’s Winnipeg office.64 

After Cornelius Unger left Weyburn Mental Hospital on April 24, 
he boarded the SS Duchess of Atholl in Quebec City on April 30, 
1931. The ship docked in Liverpool, where he was transferred to the 
Leningrad-bound steamship Alexey Rykoff on May 16. The Immi-
gration Department reported that on arrival he was to be admitted 
to the Leningrad Psychotherapeutic Institute. The family had no 
further word about his condition or whereabouts until October 1934, 
when efforts by the Soviet Embassy in London resulted in them re-
ceiving a “medical affidavit” that provided some information about 
their son. The affidavit reported that Unger had been transferred on 
June 20, 1931, to the Skvortsov-Stepanov Psychiatric Institution. 
There was nothing noteworthy about his physical condition, but the 
psychological report was not encouraging. He was reported to be 
unaware of his surroundings or circumstances. He spent excessive 
amounts of time in one place or position and only seldom answered 
questions posed to him. He was absorbed in himself, sat with his 
head in his hands, whispered something to himself, smiled, and gri-
maced. He occasionally helped with the work but performed poorly. 
The file offers no further account.65  

Mennonites coming to Canada in the interwar years entered the 
country through a narrow window of opportunity. Russlaender Men-
nonites were seeking to enter at the same moment that some of their 
coreligionists were leaving the country under the shadow of conflict 
with the state. As a result of their more conservative brethren’s re-
sistance to, and exemption from, military service during the First 
World War and their opposition to state-run assimilationist school-
ing, Mennonites had been categorized as undesirable and were 
banned from further immigration. This occurred just a few years 
before the new group of Mennonites from the Soviet Union sought 
entry to the country. Under these circumstances, the Board’s 
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success in influencing the government to remove Mennonites from 
the list of groups specifically prohibited from entering the country 
due to their “strangeness” and resistance to assimilation was re-
markable. 

On one hand, the constant threat of deportation for institutional-
ized Mennonite immigrants and the ultimate deportation of Cor-
nelius Unger were entirely consistent with the prevailing notions of 
the effect of immigrants on the genetic quality of the Canadian peo-
ple. All immigrant Mennonites that were committed to institutions 
faced the prospect of deportation under the public charge provisions 
of immigration laws. For those suffering from mental illness, the 
sense that they were defectives came through in the Department of 
Immigration’s correspondence with the Board and reinforced the 
notion that they contributed to the weakening of Canadian society. 
Cornelius Unger’s deportation also came at a time when the Immi-
gration Department was ramping up its deportation efforts in re-
sponse to pressure from provincial governments and municipalities 
who wanted to reduce their social welfare costs. This included the 
operation of mental health institutions and hospitals as the effects 
of the Depression descended upon their financial resources. 

On the other hand, the Board’s success in turning aside deporta-
tion orders suggests that despite great cost and unending frustration 
for the Canadian Mennonite Board of Colonization, the Department 
of Immigration did make significant concessions to those immi-
grants supported by an organization that advocated on their behalf. 
The Board had the ear of government to the extent that the Immi-
gration Department bureaucracy was mindful of the consequences 
of their deportation orders. It seems the loss of one of the Board’s 
greatest political assets, Mackenzie King, may have contributed sig-
nificantly to the deportation of Cornelius Unger. The Liberals under 
King lost the July 28, 1930, election as the internal proceedings to 
deport Cornelius Unger were underway. By the time Unger was re-
moved from the Weyburn Mental Hospital, Mackenzie King was no 
longer prime minister and could not intervene in the way he had 
before, even if the Board had known in time to make such a request. 
From an advocacy point of view, Cornelius Unger’s deportation was 
the result of an unfortunate series of missed opportunities to inter-
vene, including excessive zeal on the part of District Commissioner 
Gelley and misunderstandings of the gravity of what was happening 
on the part of the family. In all the other cases, the advocacy of the 
Board was effectively able to turn aside deportation proceedings. 
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