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A Child of War and Revolution

n May 31, 1915, Gerhard and OAnganetha Dyck welcomed their third 
child, whom they named Peter. Peter 

had an older sister, Neta, who was almost three, and 
a brother Hein, who was nearly two. There would 
eventually be more siblings in this household: 
Gerhard, Katharina, Anni, and Hans.  World War I 
was underway, and Ukraine was occupied by the 
German army.  
 Peter’s family lived in Nieder-Chortitza, a 
German-Mennonite village, one of at least 20 in the 
Chortitza colony of central Ukraine. His family 
spoke German, and attended services on Sundays 
in the Siemen’s Granary, since there was no official 
church building in town. Some Mennonites were 
wealthy, owning huge houses, vast fields, and 
productive factories, but Peter’s father did not even 
own land. Gerhard Dyck worked his brother’s 
windmill after his brother died of typhus in 1919. 
 Peter was a year and a half old when the 
Bolshevik Revolution broke out in 1917, which 
established communism in the Soviet Union. 
Ukraine was a battleground for opposing forces. 
During Peter’s early years, his family was plagued 
by food shortages caused by war. Different armies 
plundered the countryside around his village, 
requisitioning food for their soldiers, and bandits 
pillaged households and terrorized the people. 
Peter was five or six during the first famine in 
Ukraine in 1921-22.  His father had the windmill, 
and although it was a hard time for his family, they 
did not starve, as did many in the Volga and Ural 
regions.

PETER
Peter Dick  (1915-2002)      

A Child of War and Revolution

Peter’s parents, Anganetha and Gerhard Dyck, were not weal-
thy members of their German-Mennonite community. They did 
not own land. Gerhard worked in a factory for several years, and 
then took over his brother’s windmill after his brother died.

The Soviet propaganda posters were militant. The commu-
nists hated class and social inequality. They encouraged poor 
peasants and factory workers to revolt against the upper classes 
and to redistribute their possessions among the poor. It was a 
violent and bloody revolution, and carried out with so much greed 
and vengeance that many people were against it. People of the 
wealthy class were branded “kulaks,” meaning “tight-fisted ones” 
and banished to slave labor in Siberia.

Gerhard’s windmill no longer stands, having been destroyed 
in a windstorm, but here is one from Ukraine.  His windmill 
ground wheat into brown flour, and his livelihood kept the family 
from starving during the famine of 1921-22.
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Growing Up in Ukraine: Death & Famine

 As a boy, Peter liked to swim and fish in the 
Dnieper River. He attended the village school in 
Nieder-Chortitza, and was taught by German-
Mennonite teachers. 
 Peter’s father, Gerhard, a gentle man, died in 
1929, when Peter was 14.  Mourners sang for him 
as they buried him in the village cemetery. His 
mother was left to raise her seven children alone. 
Little Hans, the baby of the family, died when he 
was 4. 
 Peter was 17 and 18 years old during the 
Holodomor Famine (1932-33), when Stalin 
decided to punish the Ukrainians for resisting his 
harsh policies of collectivization. That year, when 
there was a bumper crop of wheat, Peter and his 
family, along with millions of Ukrainians, were 
starving to death. Peter was so weak that he and his 
brothers walked like drunk men as they went to 
school or walked to work on the collective farms. 
Peter was certain that he would die soon; but his 
schoolteacher, seeing his condition, gave him 
something to eat so that he could live. Five to seven 
million Ukrainians perished during this famine. 
Two of Peter’s sisters, first Tina and then Neta, had 
to take turns living in another village with a 
relative to help his family. 

PETERGrowing Up in Ukraine: Death and Famine

The Dnieper River, in which Peter and his brothers fished and swam as children.

Starving Ukrainian children during the Holodomor.

The Soviet government denied the 
existence of the famine until the 
glasnost (policy of openness) of the 
late 1980s. Until then, citizens could be 
punished for speaking about this event, 
making death counts vary widely. The 
conservative estimate of famine deaths is 
5 to 7 million, but there may have been 
up to 10 million that perished.

Peter Dick (1915-2002)
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ADVANCEMENTS IN AGRICULTURE
during the First Five-Year Plan (1929-33)

Russia lagged technologically behind other nations until 
Stalin pushed for industrialized agriculture. During his First 
Five-Year Plan (1929-1933), huge, state-owned collective farms 
and machinery replaced centuries-old methods of farming.

Soviet tractors on display at a collective farm in Ukraine.

Tractors and heavy machinery took the place of manual 
labor. In 1927, Stalin's advisers told him that modernizing the 
Soviet Union's farming would require 250,000 additional tractors. 
Factories worked hard to meet the demand, and farm workers like 
Peter received extra pay to operate and repair their new 
machinery, which tilled huge collective fields.

Tractorists tilling fields and paying homage to Stalin. The 
revolution in farming may have advanced government goals, but 
it caused great harm to the Ukrainian people. Quotas for 
agricultural output set in central offices far from the fields were 
doubled and tripled, making them impossible to meet. The 
government took its quota first, and blamed the workers for crop 
shortages. There wasn’t enough left after the quotas were filled 
for the people to eat. The population of Ukraine starved as the 
government exported grain for cash. Few Ukrainians benefitted 
from Stalin’s policies, but criticizing him led to personal ruin.

A propaganda stand in 
Moscow dedicated to 
the First Five-Year 
Plan. The centralization 
and mechanization of 
agriculture was 
supposed to yield a far 
greater crop than the old 
methods of farming. The 
anticipated surplus was 
supposed to feed urban 
factory workers, provide 
a cash crop for export, 
and fund industrializa-
tion. The goals were far 
too lofty.
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THE HOLODOMOR
Genocide by Famine in Ukraine (1932-33)

Nieder-
Chortitza

Peter Dyck’s small 
village was right in the 
middle of the region 
worst afflicted by 
famine (gray on map). 

Party activists, such as the Young Pioneers (above) 
built watch towers in fields during the famine to watch 
for “snippers,” people who attempted to eat or steal 
crops. Peasants found to have stolen food were shot or the 
entire family deported to slave labor camps in Siberia. 

People collapsed from want of food. 

Hungry children searching for food on the streets of 
Kharkiv, Ukraine, in 1933.

The wheat crop was bountiful the year so many Ukrain-
ians starved.  It was exported to fund industrialization, and 
Stalin refused foreign aid, denying a food shortage. 

Kharkiv
Kiev

Odessa
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Germans living in the Soviet Union 
were among the many ethnic groups of 
people to be forcibly relocated to 

Siberia and Central Asia. Once there, the Soviet 
government put them in Gulag camps and used 
them for slave labor. 
 After the Soviet government had disposed of 
the “kulak” class (wealthy farmers and landowners 
who opposed collectivization of any nationality), 
ethnic groups were targeted next, beginning in the 
1930s. Germans were the largest group sent into 
exile, but Poles, Romanians, Lithuanians, 
Latvians, Estonians, Finns, Tartars, Greeks, Turks, 
Armenians, Koreans, and Chechens were deported 
as well to remote parts of the USSR. 
 Between 1930 and 1931, 1.8 million ethnic peo-
ple were sent to labor colonies and camps. 
Transported under the worst conditions, usually in 
crowded cattle cars, about a half million died of ex-
posure, starvation, overcrowding, and disease. 
Between 1932 and 1940, about 390,000 of the re-
maining population died in labor camps in the far 
north. In all, approximately 1 to 1.5 million people 
perished because of the forced relocations.
 Since Germany 
invaded Russia dur-
ing  both  World 
Wars, the Germans 
in the USSR were 
natural enemies of 
the Soviet govern-
ment, viewed as po-
tential turncoats. In 
1941 ,  Germans 
were exiled to Si-
beria as the Ger-
man army invaded 
Ukraine. In 1942, 

all male Germans between the ages of 16 and 50 
and all females ages 16 to 45 without children youn-
ger than 3 were conscripted to labor duty in “labor 
columns.” They were sent to work in mining, pe-
troleum, construction, and other industries. They 
built factories and railroads and dug mines under 
terrible conditions, and perished by the thousands.  
Between 1941 and 1949, over three million 
Germans were sent to Gulag camps, and approxi-
mately 40 to 45 percent of them died.  
 The German labor columns were supposed to 
have been dismissed after the war ended in 1945, 
but the imprisoned Germans were not released. On 
November 26, 1948, Stalin made their banishment 
permanent. The Soviet government called these 
Germans  “special settlers,” and they were not al-
lowed to return home. The Soviet government con-
tinued to benefit from their slave labor. 
 After the chancellor of Germany visited the 
Soviet Union in 1955 and signed numerous Soviet-
German agreements, the status of “special settler” 
was abolished. Many Germans were freed, but 
they were still not allowed to return to their homes 
in Ukraine. 

 I n  1 9 8 9 , 
two million ethnic 
Germans still lived 
i n  t h e  S o v i e t 
U n i o n ,  a b o u t 
120,000 in Kazak-
hstan, and  840,000 
i n  R u s s i a  a n d 
Siberia. After the 
b reakup  o f  t he 
USSR, many were 
able to immigrate 
to Germany. 

Ethnic Cleansing: 
The mass expulsion or killing of members
of an unwanted ethnic or religious group

in a society

ETHNIC CLEANSING
Exile and Forced Labor for Germans in the Soviet Union (1930s-1950s)

ETHNIC CLEANSING
Exile and Forced Labor for Germans in the Soviet Union (1930s-1950s)

ETHNIC CLEANSING
Exile and Forced Labor for Germans in the Soviet Union (1930s-1950s)
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ETHNIC CLEANSING
World War II and the Russian Mennonites (1941-46)

World War II & the Russian Mennonites
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bout 100,000  Mennonites lived in the AUSSR at the time of the German 
Invasion in June, 1941. About 20,000 

had already been arrested during the 1930s. In 
1941, some Mennonites disobeyed Soviet evacua-
tion orders and hid or fled toward the invading 
army to escape exile. They fared well as a group 
under German occupation 1941-43, and largely 
favored leaving with the Germans in 1943. After 
the war, many who had found their way out of the 
USSR were returned against their will. Some, like 
Peter, were sent to the Gulag; others were shot.

Peter’s Family: Peter’s wife Susie, their 
daughter, and his inlaws, the Sawatzkys, were sent 
to Siberia. As a tractor driver, Peter had to transport 
his machinery over the Dnieper River, and then 
was sent to a prison camp in the Ural Mountains. 
Peter’s siblings and mother, except for Hein, who 
had been arrested in 1937, all hid or fled toward the 
Germans, lived under German occupation, and 
escaped in 1943. With the exception of Gerhard, 
who was captured at the end of the war and re-
turned to Russia, the remainder were among the 
minority who were not sent back to the USSR. 

Ethnic Germans murdered by the Soviets at Ternopil prison 
in Ukraine as German troops approached on July 10, 1941. 
Their families are identifying the bodies. 

Germans being sent to Siberia in 1941. Those like Peter Dyck 
who survived the long, cold journey by cattle car, provided labor 
for Soviet projects, slaving for years in the Gualg.
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A Family Gained and Lost

 Peter met and married a Mennonite girl, Susie 
Sawatzky, in 1937, when he was 22. They had a 
daughter they named Susie, after her mother. They 
lived with Peter’s wife’s family in Nieder-
Chortitza. Peter worked in the kolkhoz (Soviet 
collective farm) driving a tractor.
 In July, 1941, when Germany began its blitz-
krieg attack on Russia, the Russians evacuated 
Ukraine. They didn’t want to leave anything to aid 
the Germans. Farm machinery and implements, 
livestock, and food stores were transported across 
the Dnieper River as part of the Soviet “scorched- 
earth policy.” The village of Nieder-Chortitza was 
evacuated. Twenty-six-year old Peter received 
orders to drive his tractor east, across the Dnieper. 
 The Russians sent the German-Mennonites 
across the river as well, and then on to Siberia. 
Even though they had lived in Russia for 150 years, 
as ethnic Germans, their loyalty to the Soviet 
Union was suspect during a war with Germany. 
Peter’s mother, sisters Tina and Anni, and other 
relatives managed to hide, staying in secret and 
waiting for the Germans to arrive. But his wife, 
Susie, and daughter, and the Sawatzky family were 
loaded onto wagons and were sent east to Siberia. 
Peter was separated from his wife and child, and he 
never saw his wife again.

In 1941, the Soviets exiled many Russian-born Germans to 
Siberia. Of the 100,000 Mennonites in Russia, about 25,000 
were deported to the north, including Peter’s family. 

Deportation of Germans to Siberia, 1941.

Peter became a 
tractor driver on 
the Soviet collect-
ive farm. The 
Soviets were proud 
of their technologi-
cal advancements, 
having moved from 
old-fashioned, labor-
intensive farming to 
highly industrialized 
farming in the period 
of just a few years.

PETERA Family Gained and Lost
Peter Dick (1915-2002)
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The Ural Mountains are the natural 
border between Europe and Asia. 
Within Russia, they are also the border 
between European Russia and Siberia. 
The area is its own region, as unique as 
Siberia, called “Ural”. The name means 
rock, and ancient tribes called 
everything “over the rocks” Sibera. The 
people who live in the Urals are 
“Uraltzy,” and mostly came from many 
parts of the USSR: the Ukraine, 
Kazakhstan, Tatarstan, and other 
areas. 

The beautiful Ural Mountains were an inhospitable place to live. They had abundant natural resources, including timber and 
minerals, which were harvested by the slave labor of many who were exiled here during the Soviet era. Peter spent 16 years in the Ural 
Mountains. 

EXILE IN THE URALS
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EXILE IN THE URALS

Belogorsky Monastery of St. Nicholas in Perm Krai, Russia, looks eerie at night.
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PETER Sixteen Years a Slave in the Ural Mountains

Peter’s condition was so intolerable, facing a life sentence of slave labor in the far north, that he stayed outside the 
barracks one night, hoping to die. But when the sun came up the next morning, he was still alive. 
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(St. Petersburg)
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In 1941, as part of the wartime evacuation of Germans from 
Ukraine, Peter and his family were sent separately to Siberia. 
Peter was imprisoned in a gulag camp in Berezniki, Perm Krai,  
and forced to do slave labor. He would be there 16 years.
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(L) A memorial to the Latvian victims of the 1941 deporta-
tions, another ethic group who, like the Germans living in the 
Soviet Union, were sent en masse by cattle car to Siberia. 

Sixteen Years a Slave in the Ural Mountains

 After delivering his tractor, Peter was arrested 
and sentenced to work in a labor camp. He was sent 
to the northern city of Berezniki, in the Ural 
Mountains. He traveled with other prisoners by 
train in September, 1941. The carriage was very 
cold, with nothing but straw on the floor. There was 
little to eat and drink. Because of the harsh condi-
tions, some died along the way. 
 In Berezniki, Peter was put into a hard labor 
camp, part of the Gulag system. Gulag was the 
acronym for the Main Administration of Correc-
tive Labor Camps. There, Peter and other prisoners 
faced hard labor for 10 hours a day, relentless cold, 
and starvation rations. Peter didn’t know where his 
family was, and believed them all to be dead. He 
became so tired and depressed that he wanted to 
die. One night he stayed outside in the sub-zero 
cold temperatures, hoping to end his life, but he 
survived. 

Peter Dick  (1915-2002)      
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 After some time Peter met a 
woman named Katie, also sentenced to 
Berezniki. Katie had been sent there in 
January, 1943, and she had arrived by 
cattle car as well.  In 1949, Peter and 
Katie married.  They had two daugh-
ters in Berezniki: Anna was born on 
April 29, 1951, and Irina was born on 
April 24, 1953. 
 Both Peter and Katie were forced 
to work extremely hard. Guards 
accompanied the prisoners every-
where. They had to pack train cars full 
of sand, wood, or coal, or empty them 
of supplies sent from the south. With 
simple shovels, they dug foundations 
for future factories in the frozen earth. 
They worked in factories, processing 
coal and wood, and  did many other 
things as well. 
 The work was not only hard, but 
relentless too. Each workday was 10-
12 hours, sometimes even longer. There were no 
days off. If people didn’t meet their daily quota, 
their ration was reduced, and each person’s ration 
was inadequate already. The prisoners grew 
weaker and weaker, and began to die of malnutri-
tion. Some prisoners were so hungry that they 
sought food in the mill waste. Those who did so 
died of infection or poisoning. Peter, starving 
though he was, did not eat the mill waste.
 He became so weak, though, that he could not 

work anymore. Believing that he would soon die 
from starvation, Peter pounded his thumbs with a 
hammer, intentionally injuring himself so severely 
that he had to be treated in the hospital. With the 
rest and additional food he received there, his body 
regained strength, and he lived.  
 Under Joseph Stalin, about 2.5 to 3 million 
people were imprisoned in the Gulag, being 
worked to death as political prisoners for their 
ethnicity, alleged crimes, or criticism of the 
government. 

Peter met Katie in Berezniki, and they married in 1949. They had two daugh-
ters: Anna in 1951 and Irina in 1953. Photo taken in Nordural Stadt, Berezniki, Dec. 1953.

Facing death from overwork and exhaustion, Peter used a 
hammer to injure his hands so severely that he 
ended up in the hospital. With rest and food, 
he was able to survive.

Gulag prisoners 
using hammers.

PETER
Peter Dick (1915-2002)

Sixteen Years a Slave in the Ural Mountains
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Perm 36 was one of many labor 
camps in the Urals during the communist era, but the only labor 
camp in the entire system to become a museum later that bore 
witness to Soviet oppression in the Gulag. 

Located 120 km NE of the city of Perm, Perm 36 operated from 1946 to 
1988, and housed political dissidents, writers, scientists, and criminals.  
Under Khruschev’s program of de-Stalinization, this camp also housed 
secret police and other Soviet officials who had been guilty of cruelty 
during the Stalin era.  In recent years, Putin’s government banned 
excursions, modified exhibits by removing references to Stalin and 
Brezhnev’s crimes, and finally closed the museum in 2014. 

Prison camps were erected wherever labor was needed, 
usually in remote areas of the Russian empire. 

The double fence and watchtowers at Perm-36 kept prisoners from 
escaping. Here they were starved and worked to death for the causes 
of communism and Soviet modernization.

Perm 36 held prisoners for 42 years and closed 
as a prison camp just three years before the 
Soviet Union collapsed. 
Photo, Heathcliff O’Malley/The Telegraph. 

LIFE IN THE GULAG
A Prison Camp in the Urals: Perm 36
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Map showing the concentration of prison labor camps in the 
Soviet Union. They existed from the early days of communism, 
and grew exponentially during the Stalin era, 1928-1953.
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During the Stalin years, even pregnant women and 
mothers with children, had to do hard labor.

Gulag prisoners worked extremely long days at manual 
labor, with inadequate tools, clothing, and rations. 

Camp conditions were crowded and spartan. Prisoners slept 
in their clothing on boards. Temperatures at night were freezing.

Projects included digging foundations for future factories, 
loading and unloading railroad cars with supplies.

During the Stalin years (1929-1953), more than 14 million 
people were sent to the Gulag.  Over half a million prisoners 
died in camps from 1941 to 1943. In the winter of 1941 alone, a 
quarter of the Gulag’s population died of starvation. 

Wooden crosses of German prisoners of the Gulag in 
Russia’s Far North, near Vorkuta. 

LIFE IN THE GULAG
The Soviet Prison Camp System
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In 1941, Peter was sent to Berezniki, Perm Krai, Russia. It was an industrial center on the banks of the Kama River near the 
Ural Mountains. Political prisoners constituted much of the slave labor necessary to run its industries.  

he city of Berezniki lies along the Kama River in 

Tthe Northern Ural Mountains. It was founded in 
1873 and named for the birch trees that used to 

occupy the area. It is set in the northern, thickly-forested 
province of Perm Kai, a mineral-rich region near the 
border between Europe and Asia. Berezniki has several 
chemical industries. Potassium, magnesium, and 
potash mines provide the materials for its many facto-
ries, which produce nitrogenous fertilizers, potash, nitric 
and sulfuric acids, soda, chlorine, titanium sponge, and 
pesticides. 

 Berezniki was incorporated as a city in 1932, during 
the great industrial push of Stalin’s First Five-Year Plan, 
and it was a Soviet Gulag labor camp right from its start. 
Thousands of political prisoners – dissidents, Germans, 
and convicts – were sentenced to labor in Bereniki’s 
mines and factories. They were given starvation rations 
and forced to work 10-12 hours per day, seven days a 
week. Like many labor camps, it was built within walking 
distance of the work site; in this case, directly above the 
potash salt mine. 
 

Today, Berezniki is one of the most polluted cities in 
Russia. Its chemical production has caused dioxins to leak 

into the soil and water supply, causing cancer and other 
health risks to its citizens. The city has high child-morbidity 

rates due to pollution and the residue of toxic chemicals. 

An ex-Silicate plant in Berezniki.

A titanium-magnesium plant

BEREZNIKI
An Industrial Center and Prison Camp
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The underground stockroom in Uralkali is a large cave. Photo: Denis Vyshinsky / Kommersant

I
n 1926, the USSR economic 
planning committee decided to 
develop the potash industry in 

the Perm Territory. They constructed a 
mine in Solikamsk in 1934, followed by 
four mines and supporting plants in 
Berezniki. 
 While no mention of it is made on 
the Uralkali website, the mines and 
plants were originally staffed by Gulag 
prisoners. Many of them were ethnic 
and political prisoners like Peter and his 
wife Katie. Some of them were worked 
to death under terr ible 
conditions. Peter testifies to 
people being so hungry that 
they ate the mill waste and 
died of poisoning.
 The company was first 
called The Soyuzkali Group, 
and renamed Uralkali in 
1964. In 1992, Uralkali 
became a public company, 

t rad ing s tocks on the Moscow 
Exchange. Today, Uralkali owns and 
operates five mines and seven mills in 
Berezniki and Solikamsk, and employs 
11,000 people. 
 Each day, hundreds of workers 
descend below ground to the mine. 
There, in large tunnels, lies about 10% 
of the world’s potash supply. The 
striped rock from the mine is taken to 
the plants, where the dusty process of 
extracting potash from the rock begins. 
 In 2016, Uralkali produced almost 

11 million tons of potash. 
It exports to 60 coun-
tries, including Brazil, 
India, China, the US, and 
Europe. 
 Despi te the c i ty ’s 
problem with sinkholes, 
the company financed 
an ice skating rink in 
Berezniki. Berezniki salt plant

1942

1949

1950-60

Mine workers were prisoners in 
1932, when Berezniki became a city. 
It was a labor camp from the start. 

Potash is a reddish salt found in rock, useful as a fertilizer.

Peter worked in Berezniki from 
1941 to 1957. 

BEREZNIKI
The Mine Beneath the City



inkholes plague the city of Berezniki. The city 

Swas built directly over the mine, and pillars of 
available material,  potash rock, supported 

the ceilings of huge underground caverns and tunnels. 
Potash is a water-soluable mineral.   

In October, 2006, a freshwater spring began to flow 
into the potash mine beneath the city, flooding the mine. 
The pillars supporting the caverns began to dissolve like 
sugar cubes in tea. Mining engineers pumped in 
saltwater, trying to raise the salinity of the floodwater, but 
the supports continued to dissolve. This left the huge, 
underground caverns 1000 feet below the city unsup-
ported.

In July, 2007, the earth caved in, and a huge 
sinkhole appeared. City authorities evacuated almost 
2000 people from nearby housing. The cave-in de-
stroyed a warehouse near the sinkhole’s edge. Over 
time, the sinkhole grew to be 340 yards wide, 430 yards 
long, and 50 stories deep. Berezniki residents call it “The 
Grandfather.” 
 In November, 2010, another sinkhole opened up at 
the railway station. This one, called “The Young One,” 
claimed a railroad boxcar, its tracks, and some storage 
sheds.

 Other smaller sinkholes have appeared throughout 
the city. Many buildings have cracks, hinting that the 
ground is unstable beneath. Many residents have 
moved out of the city, and city planners are discussing 
moving the city to the opposite bank of the river. 
Geologists and surveyors monitor the city using 24-hour 
cameras to observe new areas of collapse.  
 The sinkhole problem has negatively affected the 
city’s population, however. Between 2005 and 2010, 
about 12,000 people moved away from Berezniki. 

Above and top right: “The Grandfather” Sinkhole, which first appeared in 2007. “The Young One” appeared in 2010.

BEREZNIKI
Modern Problems



PETERA Loosening and an End to Imprisonment

Katie would take her girls and their goat by row boat to the other side of the Kama River, 
where there was a meadow for the goat to graze and the girls to play.

Peter and his family 
ended up in Kyrgyz-
stan, a landlocked, 
mountainous coun-
try that was part of 
the Soviet empire. 
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A Loosening and End 
to Imprisonment

 After Stalin’s death in 
1953, there was a nation-
wide thaw of political 
repress ion.  In  1953, 
amnesty was granted for 
prisoners with less than 
five years left on their 
s e n t e n c e ,  p r e g n a n t 
women and mothers, and 
children under 18 years 
old. Uprisings in the camps in 1954 and 1955 led to 
more prisoner releases in the years following, 
especially for political prisoners.
    During these years, conditions became more 
tolerable for the Dyck family living in the Urals. 
They owned a goat, which supplied them milk. 
Katie sometimes brought the children and the goat 
across the River Kama by boat to a meadow on the 
other side, where the goat had enough grass to 
graze and the girls had enough room to play. 
 Peter and Katie were good parents. Despite the 
difficult conditions of the labor camp, their chil-
dren remember a household full of love, with 
devoted parents who did everything they could for 
their family. They were poor, but not hungry. Katie 
was a good cook. She sewed clothes for the chil-
dren and made them dolls out of fabric. 

 
 In 1957, the commanding officer of Berezniki 
was removed, and Peter and Katie were finally 
granted freedom to leave. Former prisoners were 
not allowed to return home to Ukraine, however, 
but had to live in exile. The Dyck family traveled 
with their children to visit Katie’s relatives in 
Kazakhstan, and stayed there for about two 
months. Peter did not like Kazakhstan, having had 
enough of the cold during his years in the Urals. 
The family went on to Boroldoy (Buruldai), 
Kyrgyzstan, where the weather was warmer and 
they had friends from the Ural Mountains.

Peter Dick (1915-2002)

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.
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Finding Family Again

 For many years Peter had no idea what had 
happened to his family. Eventually, the Red Cross 
helped him to locate them. He learned that his first 
wife, Susie, had also survived Siberia and remar-
ried. Peter found his brothers Heinrich and 
Gerhard, who had both been imprisoned in Soviet 
Gulag camps as well. They eventually found 
Peter’s mother and two sisters, Anni and Neta, who 
had immigrated to Canada in 1949. 
 Peter’s brother, Gerhard, and his wife, who 
were living in Yakutia, were able to help Peter and 
his family. Gerhard sent Peter enough money so his 
family could buy a cow. “The cow saved us,” said 
Irina, his daughter. “Then we had enough milk and 
butter.” Peter worked on a dredge, and Katie 
worked in a bread factory in Boroldoy (Buruldai). 
A third child was born to Peter and Katie there as 
well. Little Peter was born on March 1, 1960. He 
was “a splendid boy who has made our family 
happy,” said his sister, Irina. 
 The Dyck family later moved to Belovod-
skoye, where Peter and Katie worked on a large 
excavator, RU-1.  Life was better, and the children 
did well in school. 

Peter and Katie’s children, Anna, Peter, and Irina, 1962.

Peter worked on a dredge, and 
Katie in a bread factory.

Kyrgyzstan has been independent only since 1991.  Ethnic Kyrgyz make up the 
majority of its 5.7 million people, but Russian is still the official language, since it was 
part of the Soviet Union for so long. In 1989, ethnic Kyrgyz made up only 22% of its 
current capital, Bishkek (then Frunze); more than 60% were Russians, Ukrainians, 
Slavs, and Jews. In 1999, there were 21,472 ethnic Germans in Kyrgyzstan.

Peter Dick  (1915-2002)      



Help From Canada, and a Visit to the West 

 Peter began corresponding with his family in 
Canada.  His mother and sisters sent him a few 
parcels, sometimes with cash hidden in a bag of 
sugar. The help was needed, but it was dangerous 
during the Cold War. Any correspondence between 
East and West was suspect. Simply having Cana-
dian relatives and receiving parcels from them 
while living in the Soviet Union meant that Peter 
could be accused of siding with the enemy. One 
person Peter knew was hauled onto a stage at a 
meeting and ridiculed because she had accepted a 
parcel from Canada. She was accused of being a 
traitor.

 Nevertheless, Peter desired to see 
his mother and sisters again. He was 
able to come to Canada only once. In 
1978, his sister Anni secured a travel 
visa for him at the embassy. Before he 
left, the NKVD (secret police) 
interrogated Peter and pressured him 
not to go. Peter insisted that he only 
wanted to see his mother and sisters 
again. Finally, the NKVD granted 
him permission to leave, provided 
that his wife and children stay behind 
so he would have an incentive to 
return. Peter immediately took the 
train to Moscow, just in case they 
changed their minds.
 Peter waited in Moscow for a few 
days before he got a flight. He bought 
an airline ticket to Montreal, having 
no idea how far Montreal was from 
Vancouver. His only goal was to get 
to Canada.
 Once he arrived in Montreal, he 
didn’t know what to do next. Anni 
had sent him her phone number, and a 
lady he met in the airport helped him 
out. She phoned Anni, but there was 
nobody home (there was a 3-hour 

time difference). Peter concluded quickly that 
nobody wanted him in Canada, and that he should 
just return home. But the lady stayed with him, 
phoning and phoning until Anni answered (she had 
been at work). Anni wired a ticket for Peter to get to 
Vancouver. She made arrangements with this lady 
to put Peter on an airplane the next day.
 Anni picked Peter up at the airport in Vancou-
ver and took him to Clearbrook where his family 
lived. He saw his sisters, Anni and Neta, and his 
mother, whom he hadn’t seen in 37 years. Several 
cousins and friends from the Ukraine lived in 
Abbotsford as well. Many happy tears were shed 
that day.

PETERHelp from Canada, and a Visit to the West

Peter (L), his brother Gerhard, and his brother-in-law Alexander. Gerhard sent 
Peter and his family enough money to buy a cow while they were becoming 
established in Kyrgyzstan. It was good to be with family again after many years.

Peter Dick (1915-2002)

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.



PETER A 1978 Visit to the West

Peter with his mother (center) and sister Neta (R) in Clearbrook, 
BC., in 1978. He was able to make only one trip to Canada.

Peter, visiting Canada in 1978

Visiting Canada in 1978

Peter with his sister, Neta, at Peace Arch Park in Blaine, 
WA. Peace Arch Park was a stop for each of the Dyck brothers 
as they visited their mother and sisters in British Columbia.  For 
men who had lived under communism for so long, the easy 
access between Canada and the U.S. was astonishing. All three 
were not sure whether it was legitimately an open border or 
whether it was government propaganda that citizens showed to 
foreigners to convince them that democracy worked.
 

Peter at Peace Arch Park 
with grand-neices Heather 
and Anne-Marie Ferngren 
(author of this book).

Peter Dick  (1915-2002)      

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.



PETERA 1978 Visit to the West

 Peter also experienced elements of culture 
shock. Coming from the Soviet Union, which 
always had food shortages, Peter couldn’t believe 
his eyes when Neta took him to Safeway. Was it 
possible there was so much wealth in the world? 
People in the Soviet Union often had to wait hours 
in line for bread or meat, and in Canada there were 
counters full of meat and bread, and no lines! The 
stores were not even crowded! Peter had never 
seen anything like it. He returned to the store 
several times in one day just to see the stocked 
counters and shelves, and marveled that they were 
as full at the end of the day as at the beginning. He 
worried aloud about the vast amount of waste, 
because it appeared that nobody was buying all the 
goods. And once, Peter came back alone from 
Safeway reporting that the door had automatically 
opened for the Canadians, but not for him; he 
thought the Canadian secret police knew that he 
was a citizen of the Soviet Union and wouldn’t let 
him in the store. However, Peter couldn’t read the 
English signs, and he hadn’t realized that he had 
tried to enter Safeway through the automatic exit 
door, rather than the entrance door.
 In Kyrgyzstan, Soviet anti-Western propa-
ganda had claimed that people in the West owned 
cars, but there wasn’t enough gas for them to drive 
them. But all the roads and streets in Canada were 
packed with cars. Everybody was driving, and they 

had the freedom to go where they chose. Astound-
ing! Peter felt sure that nobody back home would 
believe him when he told them how well the 
Canadians lived. And when he was able to see the 
free and open border between Canada and the 
United States along Boundary Road, with only a 
ditch in between, he was amazed at the freedoms 
Westerners had. 
 It was a wonderful experience for Peter to see 
his mother and sisters again after 37 years. He 
returned home and told his family and friends 
about his trip, his family, and how they lived in 
Canada. For him, having been subject to such an 
oppressive government for his entire life, the 
freedoms and wealth in Canada seemed nearly 
miraculous.  

Soviet grocery stores had frequent shortages. Peter found the 
abundance and variety of food in Safeway in Canada amazing. 

Bread and meat lines returned to the Soviet Union as the 
economy worsened in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

A crowded Soviet grocery store. Competition for limited 
resources in the USSR made shopping a much different 
experience there than in Canada.

Peter Dick (1915-2002)

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.



PETER A New Life in Germany

Katie and Peter in 1991.

Peter found his first daughter, Sonja, again. She and her family 
visited Koblenz, Germany. L to R: Sonja, Lydia, Sonja’s husband, 
Gerhard, Sonja’s son, Tina, and Sonja’s daughter-in-law. 

A New Life in Germany

 Peter and his family lived in the 
Soviet Union for many more years. 
Times remained difficult economi-
cally. During the 1980s, under 
Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet 
government eased its repressive 
rule. Communist ideology lost 
favor. The Berlin Wall fell in 1989, 
and the official end of communist 
rule came in 1991. The Soviet 
Union dissolved in December, 
1991. 
 People of German descent 
living in Russia were finally 
allowed to immigrate to Germany. 
Peter’s sister Tina, who lived in 
Germany, sponsored him to come. After mountains 
of red tape, Peter and Katie emigrated to Germany. 
His brother Gerhard and his wife Lydia had already 
immigrated there, and later his brother Heinrich 
and his family came to Germany.
 Peter and Katie’s children and grandchildren 
came to Germany as well. They were happy there, 
and they all found work. Their daughter, Anna, 
taught Russian; their daughter, Irina, worked in a 
care home; and their son, Peter, was a laborer. 
 Peter and his family enjoyed the freedom to 
travel and worship in Germany. They joined the 

Lutheran church. They lived with 
Tina for a time in Vettelschoss, and 
then moved to Neuenkirchen. They 
had many visitors from Canada, 
including his sisters Neta and Anni, 
and his niece Katie, in addition to 
friends. Peter used to say, when he 
arrived in Germany, “I believe I am 
in heaven already.” And now he is, 
and so are his siblings Neta, 
Gerhard, Heinrich, and Tina. Only 
his sister, Anni, is left.  Peter died 
April 16, 2002. 
  Peter ’s wife,  Katie,  and 
daughter Irina were able to visit 
Canada the year after Peter died, in 
2003. Their relatives received them 
with much love and warmth. Aunt 
Anni & Karl, Katie, Helen, and Fred 

wanted to show them everything they could, and 
even took them by ferry to the city of Victoria. 
They had far fewer problems leaving Kyrgyzstan 
than Peter had had in 1978. “There was much more 
freedom then, which is so good!” wrote Irina. 
 Peter’s wife, Katie, survived him by almost 14 
years. She passed away on March 15, 2016.  They 
left behind three children and five grandchildren. 
Anna had a daughter, Swetlana, and a son, Alexan-
der. Irina had twin daughters: Julian and Tanja; and 
Peter had a son, Vadin. “Our love for our parents 
remains in our hearts,” wrote Irina Dyck  in 2017.  

Peter Dick  (1915-2002)      

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.



PETER
Peter Dick (1915-2002)

Life in Germany with Family

Peter and Katie in front of their house in 
Neuenkirchen, Germany.

Peter and Katie with daughter Irina and her family

Peter with his sisters and other family. 
L to R, the siblings are: Neta, Peter, Tina, and Anni.

Peter and Katie’s family in 1992

Peter and Katie were able to enjoy the freedoms 
and opportunities of the west in Germany during 
their last years. 

Outside their home in Neuenkirchen, Germany

With grandson JanKatie and Peter in 1996

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.



Katie died on March 15, 2016. She is shown here 
in her coffin with their children, Anna, Irina, & Peter. 

PETER The Last Years

Peter died on April 16, 2002. Katie survived Peter by nearly 14 years. 
Above, with daughters Irina and Anna, 

and (R) with Irina on Katie’s 90th birthday. 

Katie is now buried beside her husband, Peter, in this grave. 

Peter and Katie’s children:
Anna, Peter, and Irina

And their grandchildren...

Peter Dick  (1915-2002)      

From Endurance: One Family’s Story of Surviving Communism, War, Famine, and the Soviet Gulag, by Anne-Marie Nakhla, c 2018.
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