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People who are interested in Dutch-American studies--or people who are 
interested in any other group of immigrants to Jlmerica--are likely to be 
interested precisely because of the things that make that group different 
from the others. So at this conference we have expressed an interest in the 
particularities of custom, languague, history, costume, thought, art, and 
literature \~hich make' the Dutch different from the others. After all, there 
would be little point in singling out a group only to say that its members 
are just like everyone else; indeed if they were just like everyone else we 
would not be able to single out the group. ' 

At the same time we recognize that there are similarities among the 
various groups of American immigrants. These are similarities not as to the 
particulars of their experience--since such things as language, religion, 
pOint of origin and so on are bound to differ--but as to the general nature 
of that experience. For example, all these groups share the experlence of 
immigration: the movement from the old and familiar to the new and strange; 
the movement toward a 1 ife and a 1 and whi ch they hope will be better. And, 
perhaps more interestingly, all these groups share the experience of 
assimilation into the new 1and,and--more interestingly sti11--the fact of 
resistance to assimilation. (I'm assuming that in the case of any immigrant 
group which we remember as a group there has been some resistance to 
assimilation.) " 

It might be useful, then, at such a conference as this, to concentrate' 
for a moment on some of the common human elements that go into the 
experience of immigration--usefu1 to furnish some reference points for our 
comparisons and contrasts, so that we can more easily separate what is 
unique from what is shared. I have brought along some literary and 
historical accounts of four different immigrant groups. The first is 
\,il1iam Faulkner's account, in his novel The Hamlet, of the Scotch, Welch, 
and Engl i sh Protestant immi grants who (i n the time of the nove 1) make up the 
population of Frenchman's Bend, a country district in Faulkner's mythical 
Yoknapatawpha County, in Mississippi. The others include an account of 
German-Russian Mennonites who have emigrated to Canada, from Rudy Wiebe's 
no.ve1, Peace shall Destro.y. Mane a description of some of the second- and 
third-generatlon Jews of Newar , New, Jersey, from Philip Roth's Goodbye, 
Col umbus; and an account, just recent1 y pub 1 i shed, of a' Dutch and Reformed 
community that emigrated to Alberta, Canada: Tymen Hofman's The Strength of 
Their Years.l 

In Faulkner, then, we have this account of the settling of Frenchman's 
Bend on land that was once the plantation of someone who is now known simply 
as the "old Frenchman." 

Those who i nher,ited from him (say Faul kner) came • • • 
in battered wagons and on mul eback and even ,on foot, 
with f1 i ntl ock rifl es and dogs and chil dren and home
made whiskey stills and Protestant psalm-books •••• 
They came from the northeast, through the Tennessee 
mountains by'stages marked by the bearing and raising of 
a generation of children. They came from the Atlantic 
seaboard and before that, from England and the Scottish 
and Welsh Marches, as some of the names would indicate-
Turpi n and Hal ey and \.hitti ngton, McCallum and Murray 
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and Leonard and Littlejohn, and other names like Riddup 
and Armstid and Doshey which could have come from 
nO\~here since certainly no man would deliberately select 
one of them for his own. They brought no slaves and no 
Phyfe and Chippendale highboys; indeed, what they did 
bring most of them could (and did) carry in their hands. 
They took up land and built one- and two-room cabins and 
never painted them and married one another and produced 
children and added other rooms one by one to the 
original cabins and did not paint them either •••• 
Their descendants still planted cotton in the bottom 
land, and corn along the edge of the hills, and in the 
secret coves in the hills they made whiskey of the corn 
and sold what they did not drink. Federal officers went 
into the country and vanished. Some garment which the 
mi ssi ng man had worn mi ght be seen--a felt hat, • • • a 
pair of city shoes--on a child or an old man or woman. 
County officers did not bother them at all save in the 
heel of election years. 

They supported their own churches and schools, they 
married and committed infrequent adulteries and more 
frequent homicides among themselves and were their own 
courts, judges and executioners. They were Protestants 
and Democrats and prolific; there was not one Negro 
landowner'in the entire section. Strange Negroes would 

/ absolutely refuse to pass through it after dark. (pp. 
4-5) 

Certainly--when one thinks of those pioneering groups which we 
ordinarily associate with the Dutch in the midwest--a number of differences 
stand out strongly in Faulkner's account. And these differences stand out 
if anything still more strongly when we compare Faulkner's immigrants to the 
Mennonites of Canada or the Jews of New Jersey in our other descriptions. 
Faulk.ner's group area rather rough and unsophisticated lot: very backward 
when compared to urban Jews; very violent when compared to the Mennonites; 
rather unprosperous farmers when compared to the Dutch of Alberta--or indeed 
of the American midwest. Perhaps we can summarize most of these differences 
by saying that Faulkner's immigrant group are of a lower social class than 
these others; and this in turn is perhaps owing to the fact that they are 
people without slaves in what had been for several generations a slave 
economy. Further, Faulkner's tone is that of someone who is not himself a 
member of the group described and whose implied audience is also separate 
from that group. Perhaps were these immigrants' stories told in a more 
sympathetic tone the immigrants themselves would appear not quite so 
uncouth. . 

But there are at least three elements in Faulkner's description that 
are repeated in ,the accounts of other immigrant groups. First, and somewhat 
surprtsingly, perhaps, is the fact that the ,immigrants experience 
immigration as a continuing process rather than a once-far-ali event. They 
came 1n stages, Faulkner says, "marked by the bearing and raising of a 
generation of children." And, as the rest of his book makes clear, even 
when they cease moving in the geographical sense, the forces of change all 
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around them re-create in the "settled" generation something of the earlier 
immigrants' experiences of being "un"-settled. 

Second, the establish themselves as an identifiable rou in time
honored ways: y t elr anguage here lndicated by the attention Faulkner 
gives to the strangeness of their names); their religion (here indicated by 
thei r' Protestant Psalm-books and their support of what Faul kner call s "thei I' . 
own churches and schools"); arid their special customs or practices (here 
indicated in their practice of making and sometimes selling corn liquo~. 

Third, they keep their identity as a group through their distrust of, 
even hostility toward, strangers. They know who they are because they know 
very definitely who they are not: federal agents, county officials, and 
"strange Negroes." --

Our next account of an immigrant group--taken from Rudy Wiebe's 1962 
novel about Canadian Mennonites Peace Shall Destroy Many--makes use of these 
same three elements. The novel is set in Saskatchewan during the second 
liorld War. The identifying practice of the Mennonite groups, of course, a 
practice that sets them at odds with their national government in Canada, is 
their pacifism, or as the author says, their "non-particiation in war or 
government." The.ir special language is the German of their. forefathers. 
Their special ·religion involves both these elements. The following passages 
from the novel concern a church meeting called to discuss a new unsettling 
fa~tor in the life of the just-settled community: one of the young people 
has addressed a group of his peers in English. Further, he has challenged 
them to a continuing migration, so to speak, by chal'lenging the central 
Mennonite tenet of non-participation. How is it possible not to participate 
in the war, he says, when we are growing food for the war effort?--and doing 
so, as some of Rudy Wiebe's short stories suggest, at inflated prices. And 
how is our action to be called religious or Christian, he asks, \~hen in fact 
"we Mennonites can practice our belief only because other Canadians are kind 
enough to fight for our right. • •• The godless man then dies for the 
belief of the Christian!" But to many the most damaging thing about the. 
young man's speech is the fact that he has criticized his·community in front 
of strangers: "half-breeds and Indians." The young man responds by saying 
that the Indians know it all anyway: "They know that when war was declared, 
we all, on the instant, professed a love for our fellow men, men thousands 
of miles away whom we had never seen, a love which they, living beside us 
for fourteen years, had never felt ••• Was it wrong to tell them we 
realized our failure ••• ?" 

The older man suggests that it certainly was wrong. He refers to the 
faith in God which has "carried them" through the terrors of Soviet 
repression, the difficulties of emigration, the hardships of the Depression. 
That faith is with us still, he says; our prosperity is a sign of it. And 
he concludes: 

And all of us agree that our children know the Bible and 
the traditions of our fathers because we have been 
separated from the worldly influences which bother many 
o.ther Mennonite churches. lie al so know that much of 
this separation has been brought about because we have 
held to the German language in both church and home ••• 
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(W) e must hol d to ever:X1:hJ..!1..9. we have ever bel i eved! I,e 
can drop no iota! Especially in these days when the war 
madness grips this good country. • •• (pp. 58-61) 

Despite the emphasis here on ethical and religious principles, an 
emphasis which Faulkner's account of the Frenchman's Bend people does not 
share, it is clear that Rudy Wiebe's l~ennonites also experience 
"immigration" as a continuing process; they also have established a 
community through use of a separate language, separate religion, separate 
practice,; they too resist assimilation to the outer 110rld by their distrust 
of and hostility toward the stranger. One might also, by means of some 
imaginative stretching of a point of two, make further connections between 
the two communities. It is possible that the Mennonites' pacifism is more 
dangerous to the state than the Southern hill farmer's illegal whiskey; it 
is possible that the Southern yeoman might see his moonshining as a matter 
of "principle," just as it is possible for the young Mennonite rebel to 
portray his elders' pacifism as a very venal affair. One can certainly 
sense in Wiebe's portrayal of the meeting at the church the fact that his 
community, like Faulkner's, act as "their own courts judges and 
executioners." And the rest of the nove.l makes clear that even the adultery 
and homicide which Faulkner mentions as occurring among the hill farmers is 
not completely unknown among the! Mennonites. 

However, there are some elements that appear in this portrayal of the 
Mennonite community that do not appear in Faulkner--though they both have to 
do with the community's resisting assimilation. If they do not appear in 
Faulkner's description it is perhaps because they appear more readily in 
religiously-centered communities. I mean in the first place resistance to, 
or hostility toward, the marginally"differentiated stranger. It is not only 
the Indians, here, who are seen as outside the group; it is those "other 
Mennonites" who have been permeated by wordly influences--other Mennonites 
who to outsiders would be indistinguishable from the group holding the 
meeting. And it is not only the "other Mennonites" who are marginally 
differentiated strangers; it is the young man from this very group--even 
though the young man himself believes he is the purest Mennonite of all in 
his thinking. . 

And the second element, or religious theme, is this: such resistance 
!.o __ '!.ssimilation may be spiritually self-defeating, even if it is politically 
successful. The older man in Wiebe's novel resists assimilation to the 
outside world; but the younger man sees precisely in this resistance 
something spurious and hence self-defeating. By its refusal to speak the 
Canadian language, the young man says, his church refuses to share the 
gospel which is its reason for being; by its allowing other Canadians to die 
for its beliefs, it becomes a persecuting rather than a persecuted church. 

The theme of the spiritually self-defeating resistance to assimilation 
appears also in Philip Roth's story "The Defender of the Faith." This 
story, like Rudy Wiebe's novel, is set in World War Two. In May of 1945, 
Sergeant Nathan Marx, a Jew who has spent" most of the war in.Europe, is sent 
back to a training company in Missouri. There he meets a young recruit, 
Sheldon Grossbart, who cleverly trades on the fact that he and the sergeant 
are both Jewish in order to win several favors. He does not refer to them 
as favors, however; he argues like Rudy Wiebe's older Mennonite in terms of 
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community defense. If the Jews of Germany had stuck together, he says, 
Hitler could not have done what he did; therefore we fellow believers in the 
American Army should stick together also. It is an argument that the 
sergeant is willing to accept--up to a pOint. He refuses, finally, at that 
point in the story where it becomes painfully obvious to him that to 
"defend" the community in Grossbart's terms is actually to sell out its 
essential values: in this case, obedience to the spirit as well as the 
letter of the 1aw~ 

The incidents are these. Grossbart first wins permission to skip 
cleaning the barracks, which is done on Friday night, in order, he says, 
that he may attend Jewish services. When the sergeant himself attends the 
servi ce, he hears Grossbart whi speri ng gl eefull y to some fri ends: "Let the 
~ (the Gentiles) clean the floors!" The matter is complicated, though, 
oy-tne fact that Grossbarts friends really do attend services for religiOUS 
rather than self-serving reasons. Because one of these friends has trouble 
eating Army food, Grossbart writes a letter to his congressman--over his 
father's signature--comp1aining that his religion forbids him to eat certain 
Army foods--although Sergeant Marx finds out that he "eats like a hound" at 
chowtime. Found out and reprimanded,Grossbart writes a second letter 
explaining to his congressman that the sergeant has convinced him he. is 
wrong--and suggesting that some "recognition" of the sergeant by the 
congressman might be appropriate. He' follows this up by wangling a special 
pass from the sergeant to visit his aunt in St. Louis for a special Passover 

)11ea l--to be fi xed a month 1 ate. "Stop c 1 osi ng your heart to your own 
people!" he says; and after an emotional argument the sergeant relents--only 
to be asked for two more passes for Grossbart's friends. Not long afterward 
he finds out that Grossbart and friends visited Chinatown and their special 
Jewish meal was Chinese egg roll. "My aunt wasn't home," Grossbart 
exp 1 ai.ns. 

Not long after this, the sergeant finds out that Grossbart, with the 
connivance of a Jewish corporal more gullible than he now is, has succeeded 
in getting his name removed from the list of those trainees who are bound 
for action in the Pacific. At this point he takes an action which marks him 
as a defender of the faith in a spiritual sense., though not in Grossbart's ' 
1 itera1 and self-serving one. He call s up a fellow sergeant and asks for a 
"favor." "This may sound crazy, Bob," he says, "but I got a kid here on 
orders to the east coast who wants them changed. He had a brother killed in 
Europe and he's hot to get to the Pacific. Say's he'd feel like a coward if 
he wound up Stateside •••• He's a Jewish kid, so I thought I'd help him 
out." When the corrected orders appear Grossbart, of course, accuses the 
sergeant of anti-Semintism, just as the older speaker in Wiebe's novel 
accuses the young man who spoke in English of being, in effect, anti
Mennonite. 

A second story by Philip Roth--"Eli, the Fanatic"--dramatizes the older 
Mennonite's side of the question: the danger of lOSing one's heritage by 

asslmilating too easily and eagerly to the world outside the community. 
This story is set in the upper-middle class suburb of Woodenton, New York. 
E1 i' s Jewi sh nei ghbors are so well "i ntegrated" into the Gent i1 e town, so 
well attuned to the secular world, that they are shocked by the Bible 
stori es--l ike Abraham's sacrifi ce of Isaac--thei r' chil dren hear whil e 
attending a Protestant Sunday school. When a vacant house is bought by two 
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German-Jewish refugees, one of whom wears a large black Talmudic hat, a 
biblical beard, and a long black suit, and who plan to set up a Hebrew 
school, Eli, who is a lawyer, is chosen by his neighbors' to put a stop to 
their plan. "Someday," they tell him, "it's going to be a hundred little 
kids with little yamalkahs chanting their Hebrew lessons on Coach House 
Road, and then it's not going to strike you as funny." "Eli," they tell 
him,"when I left the city ,I didn't plan the city should come to me." "Next 
thing they'll be after our daughters," Eli tells them--but his irony is 
lost. Unlike the hardboiled sergeant, Eli is unable to find a satisfactory 
solution except by becoming a mental patient himself: but this ending does 
dramat i ze the fact that an immi grant community faces sp i ritua I pa i,n and 
danger in assimilation as well as in resistance to assimilation. 

The other themes common to the literature of immigrant groups are also 
present in Philip Roth. In "The Conversion of the Jews," young Ozzie 
notices how his community keeps itself apart through its separate language 
(his grandmother "picks out the Jewish names" when reading the casualty list 
of a plane crash) and its separate beliefS (his rabbi allows no room for 
belief in the virgin birth of Jesus, though Ozzie argues that if God could 
create everything, including light, He surely could "let a woman have a baby 
without having intercourse"). In the novella, Goodbye, Columbus Neil 
Klugman tells his girlfriend's mother that he is "just Jewish"; but he finds 
that she makes what is to him, as it would be to most Gentiles, a marginal 
differentiation: "Are you .orthodox or conservative?" she asks. And when in 
orller to "convince her I was not an infidel" he mentions the work of Martin 
Buber, she asks the same question: 

"Buber ••• Buber," she said, looking at her Hadassah list. 
"Is he orthodox or conservative?" she asked. 
" ••• He's a philosopher." 
"Is he reformed?" she asked, piqued either at my evasiveness or 
at the posslbllity that Buber attended Friday night services 
without a hat, and Mrs. Buber had only one set of dishes in her 
kitchen. (p. 88) 

When Neil visits the office of .his girlfriend's father, which .is in the 
older section of Newark, he meditates on the theme of immigration as a 
continuing process. 

Patimkin Kitchen and Bathroom Sinks was in the 
heart of the Negro section of Newark. Years ago, at the 
time of the great immigration, it had been the Jewish 
section, and still one could see the little fish stores, 
the kosher delicatessens, the Turkish baths, where my 
grandparents had shopped and bathed at the beginning of 
the century. Even the smells had lingered: whitefish, 
corned beef, sour tomatoes--but now, on top of these, was 
the grander greasier smell of auto wrecking shops, the 
sour stink of a brewery, the burning odor from a leather 
factory; and on the streets, instead of YiddiSh, one 
heard the shouts of Negro children playing at Will ie 
Mays with a broom handle and half a rubber ball. The 
neighborhood had changed: the old Jews like my 
grandparents had struggled and died, and their offspring 
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had struggled and prospered, and moved further and 
further west, towards the edge of Newark, then out of 
it, and up the slope of the Orange Mountains, until they 
had reached the crest and started down the other side, 
pouring into Gentile territory as the Scotch-Irish had 
poured through the Cumberl and Gap. Now, in fact, the 
Negroes were making the same migration~ following the 
steps of the Jews, and those who remained in the Third 
Ward lived the most squalid of lives and dreamed in 
their fetid mattresses of the piny smell of Georgia 
nights ••• \Jho could come after the Negroes? IJho was 
left? No one, I thought, and someday these streets, 
where my grandmother drank hot tea from an old jahrzeit 
glass, would be empty and we would all of us have moved 
to the crest of the Orange Mountains, and wouldn't the 
dead stop kicking at the slats in their coffins then? 
(pp. 90-91) 

With the fictional stories of these three immigrant communities as 
background--the Jewish, the Mennonite, the Southern American--it is easy to 
see· that the story which Tymen Hofman tells in his book The Strength of 
Their Years is not unique. As the story of a community established by 
Reformed Christians of Dutch nationality in Alberta, it is, of course, 
unique in its particular hardships, its particular heroisms, and its 
particular conflicts. But not in its general outline. Let me give a few 
samples from it in order to illustrate. There is the theme of immigration 
as a continuing experience, most dramatically in the life of Janna Postman. 
Janna Postman, the mother of nine children, the youngest five months old in 
14a rch, 1904, does not rea 11 y want to go pi oneeri ng in Al berta • She goes 
because her husband Jan, who is eking out a scant living on a rented farm, 
has so deCi ded •. "He saw no future in the Netherlands," the author wri tes, 
"and the prospect of 160 acres of free land for himself and each of his sons 
was more than enough to bring forth an irrevocable decision." Janna 
accompanies him, thankful only that on the 22-day voyage she is not 
expecting another child, "which was itself somewhat unusual." On the 
Canadian prairie she bears five more children--and then, in 1913, when the 
youngest is three years old, and she has gotten well settled into the town 
of Monarch, she accompanies her husband and family nearly 300 miles north to 
the Peace River country, averaging five miles per day on the wagons. 

I am stressing the similarities in the immigrant experience, but ethnic 
pride forces me to say that these Dutch Canadians are swifter than ' 
Faulkner's Southerners, who moved only after another generation had grown 
up. 

This community, like the others we have looked at, is set apart by its 
special practices:, in 1908, the consistory of the Christian Reformed Church 
in r1onarch, according to its own records, "discussed card playing and 
dancing and decided to take a definite stand against the same,.even and also 
if it j·s not done for money, namely card playing." And the community is set 
apart by its language. The problem of language assimilation is more acute 
because of the memories of both Dutch and British settlers of the recent 
Boer war in which their countrymen, as both parties see it, were enemies. 
In 1911 Jan and Janna Postman are asked, during the baptism of their latest 



91 

child, whether they intend to instruct her in the Christian doctrine, and 
the father replies (in Dutch) "Yes, I do; in the language of the land." Not 
long afterward Jan Postman is excommunicated--partly on this issue, partly 
on others; one can tell he is a stubborn sort--and moves to northern 
Alberta. Here once again is the pain and danger of refusing to assimilate. 
Not until after the Second Worl d War does the Monarch Chri sti an Reformed 
Church support a total church program in the English language. And here we 
have another familiar theme: .the pain and the danger In assimllation-~a 
pain felt especially by the people "who fe1t they were losing, slowly but 
surely, something without which they believed they could not live." Here is 
an incident: 

Once at a Christmas celebration a young lad presented a 
recitation that had been given to him by the minister's 
wife who was In charge of the program. There were 
recitations in English and Dutch. His was in English, 
unknown to his father. As the son fluently spoke the 
English lines, all the frustrations of the father's soul 
broke loose. Rising from his seat against the wall he 
declared, 'This is no place for me; it Is all English.' 
•• and with his wife left the meeting, much to the 
embarrassment of his son and all of us in attendance. 
(p. 67) 

Finally, two incidents of "marginal differentiation." A half mile away 
from the Christian Reformed church in Monarch, Alberta, there is a merely 
Reformed church. This does not satisfy the leader of the younger people's 
society; he invites some visitors from the "other church," who are his 
cousins, to his own meeting--and is told by one of his elders to desist, 
because the "other church" is "our greatest enemy." Fortunately, this young 
man has a greater sense of humor than the young rebel in Rudy Wiebe's 
Mennonite novel; on another visit from members of the Reformed Church to his 
young people's so<:;lety, he opens the meeting with the singing of Psalm 79: 
o God, the heathen have come into thy inheritance; they have defiled thy 
holy altars. 

The second incident is drawn from the author's·experience: 

I shall not forget the occasion In the summer of 1945 
when the young people's society of the Christian 
Reformed church had a visitor at its Sunday evening 
meeting. He was a man I had met the year before while 
we were students at the University of Alberta. He was 
by this time the area minister of the United Church of 
Canada. He had discovered these two little churches In 
the country, a half mile apart, full of people, both 
"Dutch," and "Reformed," and he wanted to find out why 
they were "two." For every good United Church minister 
stri ves to unite wh.at is separated and the Rev • J. 
Purvis-Smith was no exception. He told us as we stood 
in an informal circle that he would consider it his 
mission while serving the area to bring a union between 
these two "identical" churches. We smiled at his 
naivete and tried to explain that there really were 
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unsurmountable differences. Whether he was 
disillusioned by our negative assessment or had other 
problems and priorities that stood in the way, I do not 
know; very soon thereafter he 1 eft hi s pari sh, hi s 
"mission" not begun. But the look of amazement on the 
face of J. Purvis-Smith has never left me; amazement 
that the church there was divided. In a short time he 
had grasped a truth which had for decades escaped us,. we 
who lived so close to the reality of things that we·had 
no vision for what ought to be. (p. 76) 

Throughout this discussion of the similarities in the experiences of 
various immigrant groups I have been conscious of the central paradox that 
is implied in the hyphenated phrases, Dutch-American, Jewish-American, . 
Mennonite-Canadian, Reformed-Canadian, and the like. The paradox is simply 
that we are all alike but we are also all very different--and there is much 
good in both of these facts. Somehow we must respect our differences from 
one another even as we recognize our likenesses. Let me conclude with a 
message from the black Pentecostal minister in my own novel, Letters to 
Barbara, which is among other things about the theme of communlcation across 
dlstance and barriers •. The minister is talking to a young white man from a . 
somewhat different branch of the Christian faith who has been keeping 
company with his daughter and he is not fully sure of the young man's 
motives. Is he merely a romantic liberal? he wonders. Merely an escapist 
from his own background? Or is he made of sterner stuff? "There can be no 
love without separate existence," he tells the young man. "Love your neigh
bor--as YIlU love yourself. And separate existence implies pain •••• Of 
course there is pain, but without the pain of separate existence there can 
be no love. Those who repudiate the pain of separate existence preclude the 
possibility of love! They wish to dissolve themselves--within the mother's 
womb. But one cannot go back to the womb. One can redeem the pain of 
birth, after all, only by the nobility of one's own life."2 

To.the Pentecostal preacher, I say Amen. 
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