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Preface

This investigation into the dress of the German-Russians began as a genealogical 

exploration. As I was growing up I understood that my mother’s ancestors had come 

from Russia, but were of German ancestry and that in America, they had lived in North 

Dakota and Lodi, California. I had not identified the peculiarity of that heritage until 

later, in an interview I conducted with my mother (V. Martin, personal communication, 

May 15, 2016). I learned about a group of Germans, who, stolid in their religion and 

traditions, emigrated to Bessarabia, a region in South Russia, what is now Moldova along 

the Black Sea, to escape the war and poverty of their native land. They desired to remain 

separate and isolated. One hundred years later, they left Russia, emigrated to America, 

and accepted the land opportunities offered through the Homestead Act. The Dakota 

prairies simulated the climate and landscape of South Russia and they attempted to set up 

villages as they had in Russia.

I visited Ashley, North Dakota last summer. My mother’s cousin Barbara and her 

husband Ron live on the Kraemer farm, in the home where my grandmother and her 

siblings were raised that was built aside the original homestead claim shack-still standing. 

They grew up speaking German first, before English. On display at the museum in 

Ashley, called the McIntosh County Heritage Center, was my great-great grandmother’s 

wedding dress, and a bust of Wilhelmina Geiszler, Heroine of the Prairie, who sacrificed 

her life in an attempt to save her two daughters from prairie fire. My great-grandmother, 

one of the daughters, posed for that bust. I asked my mother, “Who are we that our 

ancestors’ artifacts deserve to be in a museum?” These same ancestors, incidentally, are
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characters introduced in Along the Trails o f  Yesterday (Wishek, 1941) a manuscript that 

recounts the history of McIntosh County from its beginning in 1884 to 1940, a region 

designated as the southern portion of the German-Russian triangle.

What made this history relevant to me was the genealogical connection. I began to 

wonder what my ancestors wore, and more specifically, how it was made. I was 

interested in those elements that were tactile and material. Through the context of dress, 

through material connection, abstract concepts have application. Objects have a life 

having been created in the past, but also appreciated in the present. Like objects, history 

also occurred in the past and has meaning and relevance in the present. The process of 

investigating our past, the study of history, “confers on us an identity” (Fitzpatrick, 2007, 

p. 404). My task was to trace that history, to carry it forward from the past into the 

present; to document what my ancestors were unable to document themselves.
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Chapter 1 
Introduction

Adorning a wall at the Germans from Russia Heritage Collection, in the North 

Dakota State University library, hangs a poster, a page enlarged from Harper’s Weekly of 

1896, “A Bit of Europe in Dakota” (see Figure 1) (Harwood, p. 689). This image is a rare 

piece of primary source material, both written and illustrative, depicting what the 

German-Russians wore when they arrived in America. This picture has been reprinted 

predictably in much of the historical literature, memoires, and jubilee books that 

designate a region of the Dakotas that came to be known as the “German-Russian 

triangle”: the settlement pattern of a unique ethnic minority of Germanic heritage, via 

Russian provenance. This picture and the cultural heritage of the author were the impetus 

for this study.
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Figure 1. Photo documentation of the German Russians immigrants in Eureka, South 
Dakota. Harwood, W. S. (1896, July 11). A Bit of Europe in Dakota. Harper’s Weekly, 
¥0(2064), p. 689.



Statement of Purpose

The purpose of this study was to analyze extant dress, garments worn during the 

period of study, of the Black Sea German-Russians as soon as they emigrated to the 

Dakotas. This group of Germans had originally emigrated from southern Germanic states 

to the Black Sea region in South Russia. They succeeded earlier Germanic groups who 

had similarly emigrated but settled around the Volga River in the Ukraine. Much has 

been written about how the Black Sea German-Russians remained isolated by both choice 

and dictate while in Russia. Scholars repeatedly define their colonies as “segregated” 

(Rippley, 1984, p .173), “xenophobic” (Rock, 2012, p. 33), and “ethnic enclaves”

(Waters, 1995, p. 515). Yet photographs, available from the span of emigration (1880 to 

1914), show that when the Germans emigrated from Russia to America they wore dress 

elements with distinct South Russian features (see Figure 2).

4

E a r ly  C ostum e

Figure 2. German Russian in McIntosh County early 1900s. Wishek, N. F. (1941). 
Along the trails o f yesterday (1st ed.). Froh, Pohl, Moench: The Ashley Tribune.



If the Germans remained so isolated in Russia, why were they wearing South Russian 

dress? Where was the German in German-Russian dress?

The original aim of this research was to determine the costume elements that had 

been carried from Germany through Russia and finally to America in the late nineteenth 

century. This group, though they colonized Russia before finally settling in America, 

fiercely defined themselves as German. Central to the research was to define the extent to 

which the German village communities remained isolated and retained their German 

customs or whether they adopted the Russian culture surrounding them. By focusing on 

the ways cultural concepts are referenced through dress, this study challenges the 

perceptions of German physical isolation, ethnic exclusivity, and superiority while in 

Russia. Silhouette, construction methods, and fabrication of surviving representative 

costume in America were analyzed to determine what aspects of German traditional dress 

were retained, and what elements from surrounding culture were adopted.

Research Questions 

The following research questions were formulated to direct the study.

Research question I. Upon early resettlement from the Black Sea region of South Russia 

to the Dakota Territory, 1880-1914, what was the dress of the German-Russians? 

Research question II. What cultural implications are revealed through the analysis of 

German-Russian dress?

Justification

Clothing, the most intimate manifestation of material culture, can reflect 

otherwise undocumented information about a culture. It offers a unique perspective by
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being both of the past, and yet existing in, the present. Noted by Prown (1982), since 

objects are produced and used by all humans everywhere, their study can be especially 

informative about populations that did not document their history. In fact, according to 

Prown, the study of a culture would be irresponsible without a reflection on its material 

culture. In this context, the word “study” refers to in-depth observation of the garment, a 

thorough understanding of its construction, fabrication, and transformation from a flat, 

two-dimensional material into a three-dimensional body covering. For, “The process of 

recreating ancient artifacts step by step can shed light on the lives and habits of the 

original craftworkers that no amount of armchair theorizing can give” (Barber 1994b, p. 

23). Ethnographical revelations about dress cannot be fully understood without a hands- 

on knowledge of its construction. Research into material culture in the form of dress can 

reveal things that documentary evidence does not.

The transient story of the German-Russians was similar to many European 

migrations in the late eighteenth century. Often whole communities, weary of poverty, 

feudal unrest, and war, sought a new homeland that could offer them a better future. This 

particular group, though, conveyed a singular dichotomy between their readiness to adopt 

a new homeland while still fiercely clinging to their Germanic identity. This 

contradiction is expressed in other forms of their cultural iconography as well, such as 

food, architecture, dialect, and religion. Vivid, if limited, clues indicated that the clothing 

worn by this ethnic group was unique, not altogether German, and not fully Russian, a 

fusion, the representation of a unique cultural entity.
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Chapter II 
Review of Literature

The primary source documentary evidence about the German-Russian culture in

the early years of their residence in Russia was limited to circumstantial data in the form

of letters and ethnographic commentary. American scholars (Height, 1972; Rippley,

1984; Sallet, 1974) asserted that the German colonists while in Russia remained separate

from their surroundings both physically and socially. However, there was contradictory

evidence about whether the colonists interacted with the diverse ethnicities that

surrounded them (Schmidt, 2008). The assertion that the German-Russians remained

untouched while in Russia permeates the German-Russian ethos and alludes to the sense

of exclusivity within German cultural psychology.

What They Wore When They Arrived in Dakota 

Residents of the Dakota plains in the late 1800s attempted to define the immigrant 

newcomers. Nina Wishek’s memorial to McIntosh County, North Dakota for example, 

documented the influx of “Roosian” peasants into the northern American plains. From 

1880 to 1914, thousands of peasants of German extraction emigrated from the Black Sea 

region of South Russia and settled the area around Eureka, South Dakota. Wishek’s work 

records the most complete primary source descriptions of what these newcomers wore 

when they began to arrive in 1880. She asserted it was “distinctly Russian in character” 

(p. 231) and “typically Russian in design” (p. 240). Harper’s Monthly corroborated in 

1897 relating that “they had adopted Slavonic customs and modes of life during a 

residence of several generations in Russia” (Monroe, 1897, p. 430).
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The Germans in Russia

Following a 100-year sojourn in Russia, German colonists began to emigrate to 

America in the 1880s in what has been called the “double diaspora”: the German 

migration first to Russia in the 1800s, then to America (Bridenthal, 2005, p. 187). The 

German-Russian people encapsulate a unique contradiction, fiercely loyal to their 

Germanic roots but willing to uproot and transport their culture in order for it to thrive 

(Sallet, 1974).

The first migration from Germany to Russia occurred after Russia had acquired 

the Ukrainian Steppe from the Turks in 1870. Catherine the Great, of Germanic heritage 

herself, recognized the industriousness of the German peasantry personified in their 

motto, “Work, come here, I’ll devour you!” (Rock, 2012, p. 38) and invited them to what 

they called “New Russia” in order to both improve the steppe agriculturally as well as to 

waylay Turkish invaders. Weary of war and famine, whole villages united in their 

Lutheran, Catholic, or Mennonite faiths left their fractured German fatherland and 

migrated to Russia (Geisinger, 1974).

The plan instigated by Catherine and her successors was meant to be a “pilot 

scheme” (Schmidt, 2008 p. 309), a project that would test whether free peasants would be 

more productive than oppressed serfs. The plan included inducements for the German 

peasants to settle in Russia by offering 160 dessiatines (acres) of land per family 

according to the communal mir system, religious autonomy, freedom to speak and teach 

the German language in their schools, and excuse from military service. With these 

privileges the immigrants were awarded special status as model peasants by the Russian
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government. Their colonies were planned around ethnic and religious lines and 

incorporated a system of self-government that reported to Russian officials (Waters,

1995).

The focus of this study was specifically on the recruitment of peasants from the 

Wurttemburg region of the southern Germanic feudal states. Catherine had recruited from 

Bavaria, Baden, and the Palatinate, indiscriminately, and largely attracted craftspeople 

rather than farmers. Beginning in 1804, Tsar Alexander I reinstated the invitation, this 

time to settle the Black Sea area of Bessarabia, what is now Moldova. Alexander’s 

modified plan targeted peasants of some financial means and agricultural skills (Sallet, 

1974). The factors of communal land holding, model peasant status, and villages 

established along religious and ethnic lines created a very prideful and productive 

environment. The German settlers were enormously successful in their 100 years of 

colonization so that by the end of the 1800s, the region around the Black Sea had become 

the most agriculturally productive in Russia (Height, 1972).

Double Diaspora

As a result of the communal land system, mir, the Germans experienced a level of 

segregation. The German villages were established by the Russian government and 

overseen by the Welfare Committee, a Russian governmental organization with German 

leadership (Height, 1972). Land was not sold, but passed on to the youngest son. 

Nevertheless, there is no evidence that the Germans begrudged this arrangement. On the 

contrary, they so esteemed the plan of their villages that they desired, but were unable, to 

recreate that arrangement when they emigrated to America (Sallet, 1974).
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A political shift in 1861 propelled the German colonists to begin their second 

migration, the “double diaspora” to America (Bridenthal, 2005). Under Tsar Nicholas III, 

Russia renounced its dedication to Europe and began to look inward, to “Russianize” the 

country. Serfs in 1861 were freed and concurrently privileges that had been awarded the 

German peasants were revoked. Foremost in the German-Russian decision to migrate was 

the reinstatement of military conscription and the requirement to teach Russian in their 

schools. The Welfare Committee was dissolved (Schmidt, 2008). At the same time agents 

of The Northern Pacific Railroad, with newly laid tracks throughout the Louisiana 

Purchase, coupled with the Homestead Act of 1862, lured peasants to populate the plains 

of North America. They traveled to the end of the line: the town of Eureka, in the Dakota 

Territory; they then spread northward to neighboring counties in a pattern that came to be 

known as the “German-Russian triangle” (Iseminger, 1992).

South Russian Dress Elements

The question remains, to what extent did the German colonists, while in Russia, 

remain isolated without ethnic interaction? Researchers that studied the German- 

Russians as soon as they arrived in America identify them a wearing “the Ukrainian style 

of clothing, boots, scarves, hats” (Sallet, 1974 p. 83), a clear indication that, through their 

dress, they were influenced by the surrounding Russian culture. Primary sources, those 

that were written during the time of study, substantiate this. For example, Wishek (1941) 

describes the short woolen skirts, blachte and tuechle shawls and head scarves, conical 

caps and peltz of astrakhan fur worn with knee length boots. “There you have a picture 

brought out from Russia of the nineteenth century” (p. 234). Harper’s New Weekly
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article of 1896 accompanying photo documentation concurs, “It takes not so very long a 

time for the men to drop some part of their Old World style of garb, their sharp-visored 

caps, their great top-boots, and their leathern jackets” (Harwood, p. 690). Photographic 

evidence substantiates the written assertion that the German immigrants wore a similar 

costume while they were in Russia (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. German Russian family in Russia showing a similar costume. Sallet, R. 
(1974). Russian-German settlements in the United States. (L. V. J. Rippley & A. Bauer, 
Trans.). Fargo, North Dakota: North Dakota Institute for Regional Studies.

A Fusion of Dress Elements

Though South Russian costume elements are distinguishable, there were marked 

differences in the clothing that the German-Russians brought with them to America 

compared to traditional Moldovan (Russian) dress. One discemable contrast was the



silhouette. Where the German-Russian skirts were gathered full, worn high, and cinched 

in at the waist to create a “stocky, almost round, appearance” (Wishek 1941, p. 231) or 

“bulging” (Schock, 1964, p. 141) silhouette, Moldovan skirts were rectangular and 

wrapped around the body to create a “long and tubular” (Cash, 2007, p. 474), or “svelte” 

(Petrescu & Secosan, 1985, p. 54) profile. (See Figure 4).

Different from traditional German skirts, the fabrication of the skirts of both 

ethnicities, German and Moldovan (Russian), were similarly woven with a flax or cotton
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Figure 4. Moldovan ethnic costume. Petrescu, P., & Secosan, E. (1985). Romanian folk  
costume. (F. Ionescu, Trans.). Bucharest: Meridiane Publishing House.

warp and wool weft faced filling yam (Cash, 2007). Photographs reveal stripes running 

vertically on the skirts of both ethnicities, German-Russian and Moldovan. Shoulder 

shawls, called tuechle, brought to America by the German-Russians were constructed in 

the same weave and color pattern. Ann Braaten’s (2005) in-depth study found that the



shawls the German-Russians brought with them from Russia were imbued with symbolic 

and nostalgic memories of their adopted Russian homeland. Many of the shawls had 

multiple purposes that evolved over the lifetime of the garment. Whether purchased or 

woven in Russia the shawl might serve as a tuechle (shoulder shawl), kinderplachte (a 

baby swaddle), or be repurposed into a skirt (Braaten & DeLong, 2005).

Clothing was made to last and adapted to fit the changes of the figure over time. 

One detail that made that possible was found on skirts of German-Russian origin. A pleat 

taken near the hem of the skirt could be let out as the garment shrank over the years of 

wash and wear or bodily changes that occurred over time. This feature was found on the 

skirts of another German-Russian group, the Hutterites, who share a common history 

both in Russia and America, including the experience with exclusivity.

German Traditional Dress

What clothing did the Germans bring from their villages in South Germany when they 

emigrated to Russia in the early 1800s? German women’s folk dress-volkstrachen- 

included a calf-length, very full skirt worn with a full chemise and wide gathered sleeves. 

One widely recognized component is the meider, a variation of a corset or stay, that laced 

closed at the center front. It likely trickled down from upper class fashion, though it was 

worn by peasants as well. This truncated corset acted like a back brace for rural work. 

Worn over the upper body, a short red jacket with round neckline, called a spenzer, was 

accessorized with a shawl, called an einstecktuchl. This was a rectangle of wool, linen, or 

silk, folded triangularly and wrapped around the shoulders, pinned at the back, and

13



secured at the front chest. An apron was worn over the skirt with the classic wool 

Bavarian style meisbacher hut headdress of dark green (Guenther, 2010) (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5 http://www. gjenvick. com/Fashions/Bunads/ThePeasantCostumesOfEurope 
Circal900. html#axzz4fCGY7N5e

Dress of the Pennsylvania Dutch

Verbal descriptions in the study of dress inadequately describe a garment’s 

composition. Gehret (1976) analyzed, by reconstruction, garments worn by the 

Pennsylvania Dutch, another insular German community that had emigrated from 

Germanic lands directly to America in the seventeenth century. Her study provides a 

definitive sample of what was worn by the Black Sea Germans when they first came to 

Russia. The Pennsylvania Dutch originated in the same southern Germanic region as the 

Black Sea Germans. Travelers to their American colonies noted a distinctive costume. 

Men’s tailored trousers and coats were constructed by, and purchased from, skilled trades 

people. Shirts, undergarments, and women’s and children’s clothes were hand sewn and
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made up of pieced geometric shapes. The fabric pieces, though cut, utilized the full 

length of the handwoven fabric with the width predetermined by the loom, usually 

between 39 and 42 inches wide. Women’s dress components included a short gown, 

pockets, petticoat, chemise, apron, shawl, kerchief, and cap (Gehret, 1976).

The short gown, defined by Tortora and Calasibetta (2007 p. 410), is a hip-length 

jacket or overblouse worn by working women in America in the early nineteenth century. 

The cut was in a “t” shape from one piece of printed, often striped, cotton. A peplum was 

attached at the high waist level and covered a petticoat skirt. The center front was secured 

with pins rather than buttons to allow for figure changes. The seams were minimal, only 

the underarm. The garment was usually lined with a contrasting cotton fabric (Gehret, 

1976).

Although worn together, the skirt and jacket were not made to match. The 

accompanying petticoat or skirt was constructed of two panels of linsey-woolsey, a fabric 

woven of linen or tow warp and wool weft. It was sewn into a tube and then stroke- 

gathered to fit the waist. A bound slit at the center front allowed entry and was secured 

with a button at the waistband. The petticoat featured three horizontal pleats near the hem 

that made the ankle-length skirt adjustable.

Accessories included a pair of pockets, apron, and kerchief. The pockets were 

similar in shape to the one sewn in to the work skirt under study. The pockets were made 

in a trapezoidal configuration with a bound slit at the center for hand entry. They were 

decorated with embroidery and cross stitch and worn either over or under the petticoat.

An apron was part of the outfit and worn for both every day and church in order to keep

15



the petticoat clean. The apron was a square of fabric that was narrower, and about 6 

inches shorter, than the petticoat. It was tied at the back and lightly gathered to fit the 

waist. The kerchief was a linen square that was folded into a triangle, then pinned to 

secure at the back of the body, laid over the shoulders, and tied in the front (Gehret,

1976).

Men’s shirts were made of one long rectangle of cloth with a slit cut at the center 

to form a neckline. The neckline was made round with a triangular gusset then cinched 

into a collar band by stroke gathering. The tubes of the sleeves were heavily stroke 

gathered to fit into the armhole. Gussets were placed strategically to both reinforce areas 

of stress and for movement. The underarm gusset, an area of heavy wear, could be 

replaced when needed. The seamless shoulder was reinforced with a fabric strip. The side 

seam hem was reinforced with a gusset as well, a feature that is sometime seen on men’s 

shirts today. Aside from the shirt, men’s clothing such as trousers, waistcoat, and 

greatcoat were tailored (that is, cut and sewn by paid craftspeople) since they required 

more sophisticated construction methods (Gehret, 1976).

Hutterite Dress

Marije Kerhoven (1996) studied six extant dresses worn by Hutterite women in 

the 1870s in Canada. Their early dress fabrication and construction is quite similar to 

eastern European folk dress. The Hutterites lived in isolated communities in Russia and 

emigrated to both North America and Canada in the 1870s. Although Kerkhovan (1996) 

found that Hutterite dress has evolved over the past 125 years, the conservative nature of 

their communities, resistant to change, offers a unique snapshot of what dress was like
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over 100 years ago. The women’s ensemble retains its traditional style and is made up of

a jacket, skirt, and matching apron. The jacket is dark, collarless, of short gown typology,

and covers a lighter printed blouse. Skirts gather tightly into the waist with fallene pleats

and include a horizontal tuck taken near the hem for potential alterations or shrinkage.

Although the dresses worn in 1870s have origins in central European folk dress

(Kerhoven, 1996), their tailored cut (set in sleeves and fitted bodices) are in contrast to

the rectangular piecing of Moldovan peasant dress and the Pennsylvania Dutch versions

discussed above. These differences can be attributed to the rapid changes in dress that

were occurring in the late 1800s. Proximity and means dictated a group’s participation in

modem clothing construction methods.

Isolation vs. Interaction

In 1840, ethnographer J.G. Kohl travelled to the German-Russian colony of

Liistdorf. His article, “A Visit to the Colonies in 1838,” was translated by Joseph Height

in 1979. Khol’s article clearly expresses the juxtaposition between isolation and

interaction in the German-Russian experience as he relates his encounters with different

ethnicities (Greek, Russian, Bulgarian) and the prevalence of German recognizable

through their Swabian dialect.

Indeed, the heart of a German is thrilled when, after roaming about among all 
sorts of strangers, he suddenly finds himself in the midst of dear fellow- 
countrymen and the amenities of his homeland, as though he had come upon a 
small piece of his native land right in the middle of a remote desert (Height, 1979,
p. 121).

Within the colony as well, Khol recounts that the sermon was read by the 

schoolmaster, a Swiss, but that the best preachers came from Lithuania and Esthonia.
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Khol also states that the Germans spoke Russian with the Russians in business 

transactions, some even defecting from the village and living among the Russians. 

Nevertheless,

The Germans are massed together here in large numbers, almost always they 
marry their own people, and the Russians are not permitted (by colonial law) to 
settle in the colonies. They still dress in the German fashion; only the winter fur 
coat has been adopted-because of the climate (Height p. 126).

A more recent recollection of Rudy Dyck (personal communication June 8,

2016), whose German family emigrated from the Mennonite colony of Gnadenfeld in the

early 1900s, indicated that his mother had had interactions with Russian farm workers.

Necessity for the Research

This synopsis traced what the German colonists wore when they arrived in

America, a brief history of their emigrations, an exploration into traditional dress

elements of both German and Russian cultures as well as other German colonies in

America, and finally concluded with references to isolation versus interaction from

secondary sources. The Germans from Russian Heritage Society has agreed to post on its

website the two tables created that documented 1. the secondary source references to

dress identification and 2. references to colonist isolation vs. interaction with surrounding

culture.

As has been established, the garments chosen were representative of what was 

worn by German-Russians in Russia. Looking forward, what evidence do the garments 

present? Whereas the secondary sources are subjective, the hard, objective data will be 

found in the garments themselves.
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Chapter III 
Methodology

Six garments were chosen for this analysis. Five of them were verified as having 

been worn in the counties designated as within the German-Russian triangle. This was the 

area in the Dakota territory settled by the German emigres from Russia between 1880 and 

1914. The method of this research was three-tiered: analysis from documentary evidence, 

oral history, and material culture. Scholars of material culture agree that the first and 

most important step in object analysis is observation (Mida & Kim, 2015; Prown, 1982). 

In adhering to methodologies recommended for the study of historical dress, observation 

of each extant garment was recorded with photographs, sketches, and written 

descriptions. Oral histories were recorded and transcribed to establish contextual and 

historical framework. Recollections and documentary evidence published by the Germans 

from Russia Heritage Society were also referenced. Personal memorabilia, photographs, 

and scrapbooks were analyzed and compared in order to typify the dress of German- 

Russians or to highlight anomalies.

Method

Material culture as a discipline fills an important gap in the traditional study of 

history. Most cultures have not been formally educated and had no need to record their 

cultural patterns for future study (Prown, 1982). For this reason, the examination of 

objects can be especially insightful into undocumented populations such as the German- 

Russians. Prown (1982) has found his method to be the best way to collect the most 

unbiased material without too quickly forming conclusions or making assumptions. His
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work, as well as that of Severa (1989), has focused primarily on western populations. 

Thus, the landmark text of Roach and Musa (1980) was utilized in this study to define 

non-western, ethnic or mixed dress that does not fall into traditional categories. Though 

ethnic dress may have developed organically, the recognition of it did not. The 

methodology outlined by Roach and Musa aids in the definition of ethnic costume and 

the discovery of mixtures. These are conditions in which a group adopts a non-traditional 

material and adapts it for their own use thereby displaying a blend of ethnic influences.

Data Collection

Museum collections were the primary resources for locating extant garments worn 

by German-Russians between the years of 1880 through 1914, the span during which 

they began their emigration to America to when it abruptly halted at the beginning of 

World War I. The McIntosh County Heritage Center, in Ashley, North Dakota; the North 

Dakota Heritage Center in Bismarck, North Dakota; and the Emily P. Reynolds Historic 

Costume Collection on the campus of NDSU in Fargo, North Dakota, all collect artifacts 

specifically of the Black Sea Germans.

Documentary Analysis

The Germans from Russia Heritage Collection (GFHC) at the NDSU library 

provided extensive documentary material relating to the Black Sea Germans. In 

particular, the Gluckstal Research Association collected and published photographs, 

memorabilia, and bibliographic material especially related to clothing and dress of 

German-Russians who came from the Gluckstal colony in South Russia. Jubilee books 

such as the Eureka Golden Jubilee documented important historical information from a
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civic perspective. Secondary scholarship documented by Karl Stump, Richard Sallet, and 

others were made generously available through this special library collection. The GFHC 

website and the Black Sea Research Group (a social media site) contains histories, 

genealogy, photographic material, and essays relating to the Black Sea Germans.

Oral Analysis

Oral histories of surviving German-Russians were recorded and transcribed in 

order to gain contextual understanding. Volunteers and members were contacted and 

interviewed from the active Golden Gate and Fresno chapters of American Historical 

Society of Germans from Russia. Instruments in the form of open-ended questions 

framed the recorded interviews and referenced visual evidence such as scrap books and 

photo albums (see Appendix I).

Garment Analysis

Garments as part of collections, archives, or on display, were documented by 

description and detailed photographs. Measurements were taken and fibers collected 

when possible. Detailed information was documented in the form of sketches in order to 

enable recreation of the garment especially noting whether sewing was done by hand or 

machine, what colors and weights of thread were used, and what fabrics were used to 

construct the garment. Was the fabric hand-woven or purchased? What materials were 

used for facings and interfacings? What fasteners were used? How were the seams 

finished? Were there obvious stains, holes, or fraying that may give indications about 

use? Donor information and the person or situation in which the garment was worn was 

investigated. Because this information was subjective, it was important to remain

21



analytical at this stage. Institutions provided varying levels of information about the 

wearer or living relative and provenance of the garment. All the garments collected were 

documented as brought from South Russia or worn as the wearers settled and established 

their homestead claims in America. Out of the collection, six representative garments 

were chosen to address the research questions. Each garment was objectively analyzed 

with respect to fabrication and construction.

Validity and Reliability

Throughout the analysis, the historical-comparative approach to content analysis 

was used to verify the documentation that identified the samples. Sources, primarily 

illustrations and photographs, were analyzed comparing the German-Russian dress 

components worn in America to that of German-Russian in Russia. Each of the garments 

chosen required validation. Museum collection information was available for all 

garments, but at varying levels of authenticity and detail. Research was required to 

triangulate the documentation provided. Additional secondary sources were used to 

identify garment characteristics of German and Moldovan traditional dress. Through this 

process, additional links were found that informed the research questions.

Member checking experts were recruited through the societies that collect 

scholarship on German-Russians. Peer auditors were consulted to analyze the findings for 

discrepancies. Since the history involved family members, bias was inevitable, but the 

author will use that connection to establish rapport. Oral interviews were checked for 

reliability by the interviewees.
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Chapter IV 
Research Findings

The garments studied were chosen as representative of what the German- 

Russians most likely wore upon arrival to America, and to address the research questions: 

What was the dress of the German-Russians? Further, what cultural implications can be 

revealed through the analysis? All the garments collected were documented as brought 

from South Russia or worn while the wearers settled and established their homestead 

claims. See Table 1 for a chart documenting where each garment resides.

Garment Analysis and Interpretation 

Each garment elucidated the extent to which the dress of the German-Russians 

represented isolation in their Russian colonies or interaction and adoption of their 

surrounding material culture. The following garments were chosen because they closely 

match the images found in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine of July 1896. The 

representative garments are the men’s peltz overcoat and visored cap, and the women’s 

colorful striped work skirt, kinderplat shawl, cross-stitched apron, and jacket.
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Table I

Garment
Garment
Location City, State Worn by Where When

Peltz
McIntosh Co. 

Heritage Center Ashley, ND
On

display Jacob Rail
12m SE of 

Ashley, ND 1884

Shawl

Emily P 
Reynolds 
Costume 

Collection
NDSU, Fargo, 

ND
In

storage
Salomina
Unrath

Mercer Co, 
ND 1908

Visored
Cap

McIntosh Co. 
Heritage Center Ashley, ND

On
display

John 
Freidrich Nill

Coldwater 
District ND 1888

Women’s
Jacket

McIntosh Co. 
Heritage Center Ashley, ND

On
display

Mrs. John 
Friedrich Nill

Coldwater 
District ND 1888

Work
Skirt

North Dakota 
Heritage Center Bismarck, ND

In
storage

Katherine
Heupel
Martel

McIntosh 
Co, ND 1900-1909

X-
Stitched
Apron

Emily P 
Reynolds 
Costume 

Collection
NDSU, Fargo, 

ND
In

storage
Else Tiede 

Wolfe

Kulm,
Bessarabia,

Ukr 1920

Table 1. Chart o f  garment location and provenance.



Item 1: Peltz

The peltz (see Figure 6) was a classic Russian cold weather garment made of 

astrakhan sheepskin, usually with the fleece on the inside. This atypical sample, the only 

one the author was able to find, had the fleece on the outside. The museum label indicates 

that it was worn upon emigration to Ashley, ND in 1884. This peltz was found to be a 

factory -made overcoat recovered with patched sheepskin. The undercoat or lining was 

made of grey plain-weave wool fabric, fully machine sewn, double breasted with raglan- 

style sleeves, and shawl collar. The coat was ankle length and consisted of two layers, the 

outer, original, having been replaced with the fleece, and the inner lining of wool. The 

round and wide shawl collar covered the shoulder. It was seamed along a diagonal gore 

line which continues the exterior line of the lapel where it was padded and detailed with 

parallel decorative machine topstitching. The lapel breakpoint began at the level of the 

mid-armhole. The center-front edge had decorative topstitching in a figure eight pattern.
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Figure 6. Item 1: Peltz



The armscye was dropped.

The peltz over layer was sewn to the neckline seam under the collar where it met a 

contrast fabric, a facing for the under collar. This was a looped pile wool fabric and it 

rolled over and was visible on the outside of the collar edge by about lA inch. It was dark 

green and appeared to have been industrially manufactured given its very even loops and 

backing of net or knit. The sleeve facing was the same green pile fabric. The green fabric 

exhibited heavy wear at the edge of the collar. Everywhere the green facing appeared, it 

seemed to be well attached and sewn to the coat originally. Perhaps the original coat was 

covered with the green looped pile.

On the inside of the coat, the center back lining seam was stitched with a double 

needle, one indication of it being factory made. There were four buttons on the inside of 

the lining, towards the body. The buttonholes were toggle style of thick yarn or rope. 

There were two welt pockets on the inside chest left and right with filled binding at the 

lower welt, not the upper. There was extensive wear on the back shoulders and various 

rips and stains all over. Repair had been made by hand with rough overcast stitches at the 

edge of the pocket closest to the side seam.

The fleece fur had the long curly tendrils typical of sheep or goat shearling. This 

over pelt was sewn onto the neckline seam under the collar and consisted of a patchwork 

of off-white and black fleece pieces, pieced and then sewn onto the purchased wool coat. 

The off-white wool had a greenish cast, probably a result of age, because peering 

underneath the collar or parting the tendrils revealed a cleaner off-white color. At the 

front of the coat a pattern of symmetrical black and off-white patches were found near the
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hem, whereas the back was made up of off-white patches with only one black patch at the 

hem. Significantly, the pelt did not match the overcoat well and was visible when looking 

at the hem of both fabrications: they matched at the back hem but not the front. The 

explanation for the different colorations is that the fleece was either made up of different 

animals or different parts of one animal. The patching of the pieces together was precise 

but the construction of it onto the undercoat was haphazard. The fleece was made up of 

many patches sewn together with an overcast stitch. The sewing was neat and precise, of 

even stitch spacing and length, but some of the stitching was on the skin side and some of 

the stitching was on the fleece side.

Interpretation

J.G. Khol (1880) and Joseph Height (1979) both note that the German colonists in

the earlier days of their settlement in Russia retained their German dress except for the

adoption of the Russian astrakhan overcoats and hats. Clearly, they were influenced by

other ethnicities: they adopted the Russian coat. However, the sample under analysis was

quite different from the visual evidence illustrated in Harper’s and the written description

from Wishek (1941).

When they first came over from the old country, the men wore costumes which 
were extremely picturesque. I can still see them in the winter garments. Beginning 
at the top, they wore high round black caps of real beautiful astrachan fur. These 
high caps naturally added several inches to their height. Then they wore long 
astrachan coats, fitted rather closely to the body but flared somewhat at the 
bottom. Made with the black curly fur on the inside and the tanned yellowish hide 
on the outside, they were very homely in appearance. They had a sort of wrap
around style and no buttons, as I recall them. Long brightly colored scarves, tied 
snugly, kept them pulled in at the waist line. These fringed sashes were 
sometimes hand woven and sometimes not. In very cold weather a longer fringed 
scarf was used which was put first around the neck to hold up the high collar, then 
brought down and crossed over the chest, drawn to the back, and finally to the



front again and tied. In these heavy “peltz” as the coats were called, a man could 
endure the most intense cold (p. 234).

It is doubtful that this peltz, which was worn by Jacob Rail, was brought from 

Russia as the label suggests. However, it was interesting to note the similarities between 

the garment sample and the above description. This sample was most likely an imitation 

with nostalgic references that was created out of climate necessity from the only 

materials available. Climate provides one persuasive explanation for the adoption of 

unfamiliar dress, and the environmental similarity between North Dakota and the 

Bessarabian Black Sea region has been noted. Owning such a garment would have been a 

prized possession in these frigid regions. The attempted replication also indicates pride of 

place with special reference to the South Russian overcoat.

Item 2: Visored Cap

The visored cap (see Figure 7) and astrakhan hat are both visible in the illustration 

accompanying Harper’s New Monthly Magazine of 1896. This cap is part of the vest, 

scarf, and cap collection of John Friedrich Nill “which he wore when he emigrated from 

Russia to America on June 7, 1888, on the ship Kaiser Wilhelm the Great” (Vest, Scarf 

and Cap [Museum exhibit label], (n.d.). McIntosh County Heritage Center. Ashley, ND).
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Figure 7. Item 2: Visored cap



This cap was made up of a visor, side band, and crown and was constructed of black 

tweed wool yam with heather effects. The fabrication was a twill with the rib running 

upward toward the right. It was probably a warp-faced twill weave, known as kersey. A 

hatband which was bound on both edges with cotton plain weave fabric in matching 

black defined the joining of the visor and band. Buttons, covered in the same black fabric 

as the binding, anchored the hatband at the temple. White double needle top-stitching 

accented the seams at the crown and band side seams. On the inside of the hat an extra 

neckband could be pulled down to cover the ears and neck and provided an extra layer of 

protection against the weather. It was a convertible garment! This piece tapered from a 

convex point at the center front to a 2 inch width at the center back. The fabric of the 

inside band was Melton wool and bound in the same beige flannel as the crown lining. It 

was shaped to cover the ears. When turned inside the hat, the neckband helped to create a 

more rigid structure for the hat band. The center back of the cap did not have a seam but 

the neckband did. It was lined with black fur.

The hat was factory produced, clearly evident both by use the of machinery in its 

construction and by the logo found on the inside of the crown. At the center of the logo is 

written “The Middleton Cap” bordered with a scrolling pattern capped with a crown. 

There were more, unidentifiable words at the top of the scroll. The logo was applied by 

stamp onto tan cotton flannel. The Middleton Cap Company was established by William 

C. Middleton in 1901 in Milwaukee, Wisconsin and specialized in hats and caps.

Although the museum label implies that the cap was worn while emigrating from Russia 

to America, it is likely that the cap was purchased later, after settlement in the early
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1900s.

Interpretation

Intriguing about this sample was not the garment itself, but it’s similarity to one 

worn in a newspaper photograph procured during data collection (see Figure 8). This
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Figure 8. Charles Schindler

obituary was found in a photo album of Celia Edinger, nee Kraemer, German-Russian 

bom in Ashley, North Dakota. Charles Schindler (misspelled as Schlindler in the 

obituary) came from Odessa, South Russia, a city adjacent to Bessarabia. Though the 

German-Russians asserted their exclusivity most strongly in their predominantly 

Lutheran faith, this subject’s name clearly indicates a Jewish heritage. There he is, 

wearing the visored cap. What is the story behind Charles Schindler? Why would this 

newspaper clipping have been saved? Odessa is a city in South Russia, located outside 

the German colonies. Could it be that Schindler, though of Jewish ancestry, defined



himself first as German over his Jewish lineage and so aligned himself with the German- 

Russian community?

Item 3: Women’s jacket

The only information provided about this jacket (see Figure 9) was on the label:
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Figure 9. Item 3: Women’s Jacket

“Worn in pioneer days by Mrs. John Friedrich Nill, after she and her husband emigrated 

from Russia and homesteaded in the Coldwater District between Ashley and Forbes in 

1888” (Dress, Jacket, Apron [Museum exhibit label], (n.d.). McIntosh County Heritage 

Center. Ashley, ND).

The accompanying garments, vest, hat, and scarf label may give us a little more 

information: “The vest, scarf, and cap were John Friedrich Nill’s which he wore when he 

emigrated from Russia to America on June 7, 1888, on the ship Kaiser Wilhelm the 

Great” (Vest, Scarf and Cap [Museum exhibit label], (n.d.). McIntosh County Heritage 

Center. Ashley, ND), implying that these pieces were worn on the immigrant ship.

This jacket was made of a blue printed calico with an all-over pattern of tiny 

white crosses and squares. It had a wide neckline, slightly puffed sleeves that were



straight and tubular, and a slightly flared shape. The length ends at the high hip level.

The primary fabric was tested and found to be 100% cotton. It was a faded indigo 

blue, and exhibited wear at the back-shoulder level. Rather than presenting a saturated 

appearance, the blue color bled through from the correct side of the fabric and indicated 

that it had been applied by a printing method rather than dyeing. The wrong side of this 

fabric was stamped with a white logo in the form of the boot. Lying on its side, the letters 

formed the word Stifel with the S  and L contributing to the emblem on the inside of the 

boot. The stamp was about 154 inches high and appeared on the inside of the fabric 

occasionally, once on the inside of the left front and once on the inside of the right front. 

Why would a stamp logo be placed on the wrong side of the fabric (see Figure 10)?
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Figure 10. Stifel stamp

The hem of the jacket was finished with a 1 % inch band of brown plain-weave 

cotton. The back of the jacket and sleeves were lined in different fabrics, the back, with a 

light-blue plain-weave cotton, possibly yarn-dyed, and the sleeve with a solid periwinkle 

blue plain weave. It is also possible that the back lining was cut on the cross grain, 

because yams can be seen subtly running across the back horizontally instead of



vertically. The lining and self were treated as one so that the seam allowances of the 

armscyes were visible on the inside. The lining included a jump pleat above the back 

band about 1 inch wide, machine sewn with brown thread. The self-fabric was cut on the 

grain with the selvage visible and parallel to the left front facing. It was folded over 1 Vi 

inches to the inside. The button placket was a separate piece, sewn to the front. The three 

buttons and buttonholes were sewn to the upper half of the jacket only and they do not 

match. When buttoned, the piece hangs crooked. The buttons were brown and possibly 

plastic. The top two were sewn on with brown thread and the last with white. The raw 

edge of the sleeve was turned up 1 inch to the inside.

There were no darts or shaping seams. The wide neckline was pulled in slightly 

from hand stitching so that it would sit closer to the body. The shoulder seam angled 

towards the back at the armscye about 3/8 inch, giving clues to its age. Though not 

conclusive, the dress images from Janet Arnold’s Patterns o f Fashion (1972) indicate that 

this jacket dates probably to the early 1900s. It was primarily machine sewn with a 

wavering stitch indicating that it was probably homemade.

Along the length of the left sleeve was an almost invisible seamline that followed 

the pattern of the tiny squares. It appeared to be manufactured, suggesting that maybe this 

fabric once served a different purpose. Unfortunately, the lining at the inside of the 

garment covered the seam so that it could not be analyzed. Why would the seamstress 

choose to place this seam right at the front of the garment instead of hiding it at the back? 

Interpretation

This jacket was in the shape of a short gown. In eighteenth-century America, the
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short gown was worn by working-class women. It was a hip-length over-blouse usually 

worn over a chemise with skirt and apron, kerchief and cap (Tortora & Marcketti, 2015). 

With extensive Photoshop enhancement, the word Stifel that makes up the boot pattern 

became clear. A simple Google search revealed that Stifel Textiles was a cloth 

manufacturer whose cotton calicos were produced in West Virginia from 1835 to 1956. 

J.L. Stifel, whose name translates into boot, was a German immigrant who specialized in 

the indigo dotted prints that were worn widely for workwear (Rodgers, 2015). The 

pattern of the print was reminiscent of the indigo blueprints or modrotlac, worn by the 

Hutterites. Interestingly, these fabrics were intentionally printed on both sides. This 

method of printing was an ancient block process that was traditionally Slavic and their 

saying, “Go over the next hill and find a different costume” (Piroch, 1988 p.75) indicated 

that there were a variety of ethnic influences in the region.

The seam along the sleeve indicated that the fabric was either pieced together at 

the sleeve if there was a shortage of fabric, or that it had been remade from another 

garment. Sociologist Baudrillard (as cited in Mida & Kim 2015, p. 215) proposed that 

“clothing components are a mix of constantly recycled and cultural elements”. This 

garment was constructed and worn in the United States, not in South Russia as the label 

implied. The Stifel indigo blueprint textile was made in West Virginia and it is likely that 

the fabric was purchased locally. Further study would reveal where the fabric was 

purchased, what other fabric manufacturers were available, and from where the pattern 

originated.

Figure 3 illustrates an example of women wearing this type of garment in South
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Russia at the time. In America, in the early years of emigration, it was worn as well by 

the German-Russians. It should be noted that due to the rise of industrialization during 

this period, fashion was undergoing rapid change. Interestingly, as substantiated by 

Gehret (1976), the jacket and skirt, though worn together, do not match. The evidence 

presented by this jacket indicates that the German-Russians purchased cloth produced by 

a German manufacturer in America, that the production of the cloth mimicked traditional 

Slavic methods and design, and that they extended the life of the materials through reuse 

and repurpose. Though there was clearly a mixture of ethnic elements, this author 

proposes that the German-Russians attempted, when available, to make clothing choices 

that celebrated their German-ness.

Item 4: Work skirt

In 1941, Nina Wishek wrote her memorial to McIntosh County, describing in 

detail the German-Russians who immigrated to her small town of Ashley, North Dakota. 

One of the vivid dress components she described is the skirts worn by both women and 

children. “The women wore heavy woolen skirts, made extremely full and quite short and 

attached to a fitted underwaist.. .Over the tight waist to which the skirt was fastened was 

worn a blouse or over-jacket which was often removed when working” (p. 231).

This work skirt (see Figure 11) was a striped, handwoven, weft-faced plain 

weave. It was predominately red with pencil stripes running vertically. The stripe of the 

main fabric was a four-strand weave, a consistent pattern of red, navy blue, and light blue 

that ran vertically to the wearer. The stripes would have been parallel to the weaver and 

perpendicular to the selvage. The selvage of the fabric was found at the waist and the
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Figure 11. Item 4: Work Skirt

hem, so the skirt length was determined by the width of the loom. The full length of the 

skirt was 31 Vz inches, plus 2 inch for pleat and Vi + lA inch for selvage = ~ 34 inch loom. 

It was made of wool on the weft and either cotton or flax on the warp (fiber testing was 

inconclusive).

The skirt was gathered all around the waist with cartridge pleats and had a left 

side opening and a left side pocket. There was only one seam at the left side that created 

the tube of the skirt, opening at the waist in a six-inch slit. The side seam was hand sewn 

with a fake French seam.

There was a pocket placed towards the front of the skirt about three to four inches 

from the side seam. The pocket and pocket binding were a manufactured, probably 

cotton, fabric. The pocket bag was in the shape of a trapezoid and constructed of a layer 

of white cotton fabric topstitched by machine onto the inside of the skirt. It measured five



inches in length. The pocket was most likely added later, when manufactured fabrics and 

home sewing machines became available. The cartridge pleats may have been removed at 

the pocket at a later date to accommodate a larger waistline, or just the pocket itself as 

there were less gathers near the pocket. The hand entry was formed by a slit cut into the 

fabric that was then bound by hand using overcast stitches in light blue cotton thread.

The waistband was a manufactured fabric, possibly synthetic, as it had a very soft 

hand and the threads had a shiny appearance. The waistband was a % inch wide strip, 

clean finished on the inside, and was missing a closure. The museum added a strip of 

cotton twill at the waistband to support the garment while on display.

The skirt was both hand and machine sewn. The hem stitches were invisible from 

the outside and threads showed evidence of having been let out once. The skirt appeared 

to have been carefully sewn at one time and then repaired with less precision and care.

The workmanship around the pocket was less precise than that of the side seam and slit of 

the skirt, as the stitches there were hardly visible. A 1 inch pleat was taken parallel to the 

hem of this skirt. Areas of repair were made at the back, possibly a result of mice 

damage.

Interpretation

In all the photographic documentation that was viewed of the German-Russians 

while in what is now Moldova, the women’s dress was constant, consisting of a full 

woolen gathered skirt, often striped or plaid, cinched in tightly to a high waist. It was 

worn with a short-gown jacket, half buttoned at the bust often in a contrasting pattern.

Not one image showed the laced-up bodice so associated with German ethnic dress.
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This work skirt was a premium example of a unique mixture of ethnic elements. 

As referenced earlier, the high-waisted, gathered style of the German-Russian skirt, was a 

carry-over from traditional German dress. The common style of traditional Moldovan 

skirts is in either a wrapped or catrinta style of two aprons, worn one in front and one in 

back. The Russian peasant women in Moldovia wrapped the skirts around them and they 

did not include gathers. Only later in the century did they begin to include pleats at the 

waist.

One discrepancy found was the method of entry. On this work skirt it was located 

on the left side of the wearer. Further research is necessary to define whether this was a 

correct positioning. The skirts of the Pennsylvania Dutch have their opening at center 

front. This side opening may be indicative of transition in clothing, or an adaptation from 

Moldovan skirts which are open at the sides, or some other explanation.

According to Kerkhoven (1996) a pleat near the hem is common in Eastern 

European peasant dress. In her interview with Hutterite Sarah J. Tschetter (as cited in 

Kerhoven, 1996) this tuck was known as shrinkage insurance so that the pleat can be let 

out as the cloth shrinks over time. Hutterites were the earliest sect of German-Russians to 

emigrate to America and Canada in the late 1800s. The pleat may have been a decorative 

or functional feature. It is interesting that the hem of the skirt appeared to have been 

reworked at one time, but not the pleat. Perhaps the pleat was more of a decorative 

feature than functional. Based on a 28-inch waist this skirt would today fit a missy size

10. The length, at 31 inches, would hit the mid-ankle. Dated at 1900, this skirt would 

have been considered short in terms of fashionable dress.

38



The similarity in fabrication, though, is striking. Specifically, in the Moldovan 

region of South Russia, the striped patterning predominated on both the handwoven skirts 

and tuechle shawls. The tightly woven and fulled weft-faced weave created a more dense, 

warmer garment than the comparable linsey-woolsey plain weave garments from the 

Pennsylvania Dutch, and was likely adopted in response to the climatic necessity. As 

with the majority of the garments chosen for analysis this piece was altered and changed 

over time.

Item 5: Apron

The donor information accompanying this apron includes photo documentation 

indicating that this apron (see Figure 12) was worn by Else Tiede Wolfe in Kulm,
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Figure 12. Item 5: Apron

Bessarabia in the early 1900s. It was donated from Germany and never worn in America. 

It was constructed of white light-weight plain-weave cotton and decorated with a 

geometric cross-stitch embroidery near the hem. The rectangle of the apron skirt was 

gathered and sewn into a band at the waist. Three-inch-wide ties were gathered and sewn



into the width of the band. The ties were squared off at the ends and finished with the 

selvage. The grainline of both the skirt and band was vertical as evidenced by the selvage 

which was used to finished one side.

The apron was fully machine sewn by a skilled seamstress. The hems were very 

even, the tension correct, and the ties were edge-stitched with very small 1/8 inch baby 

hems. The thread was white, closely matched the fabric, and was found to be even and 

straight on the correct side of the garment. Although finely sewn, there is evidence that it 

was home sewn. While most of the thread on the correct side matches in color, in some 

places, like the left side edge, an off-white thread color had been used. Also on the left 

side in a small area the machine tension was loose, and the hem has been folded and 

stitched the wrong way, towards the correct side of the garment. Although even and 

straight on the wrong side, the front was wiggly, indicating that it was sewn from the 

wrong side not the right.

The hem of the apron was self-faced with a % inch strip of fabric and topstitched 

into place. There were four % inch pin-tucks, two above the cross-stitch pattern, two 

below. They were parallel to the hem of the apron, machine sewn, and the fold dropped 

down towards the hem.

The cross-stitch pattern from top-down was a line of black crosses followed by a 

line of blue crosses. Under this pattern there were large blue diamonds alternating with 

small black diamonds. The larger diamond was 1 inch square, and the smaller was about 

% inch. The black small pattern was missing (forgotten?) in at least two places along the 

pattern. The pattern begins above the hem at the stitch line of the first tuck. They were

40



spaced 1 inch apart. Extremely high quality embroidery looks the same on the front and 

back of a piece, and often does not show the thread knot. Judging by that standard, this 

work was well-done, but not fine art.

The ties, a single layer of fabric, were sewn into a folded band that tops the 

rectangle of the apron. On the left tie, there were visible basting threads: wider stitches 

used to secure the fabric while sewing, but not meant to be seen on the finished product. 

Where the tie had been sewn to the band the thread color was the un-matching off-white 

color and stitched rather unevenly as well. This did not occur on the right side of the band 

at the same place.

Interpretation

This apron was made by a skilled seamstress who had to finish in a rush. This 

apron was chosen primarily because it can be traced as having been worn in South 

Russia. This is the only piece in this study that represents the classic German costume: 

dirndl skirt with laced bodice over a white blouse and apron. The description 

accompanying the image was not very clear and may indicate that the apron was worn as 

late as the 1920s. If so, it coincided with the emergence of the concept of national dress 

which came about in the mid-19th century. Though worn in Russia, both photographic 

evidence and written documentation noted that the apron was also worn in America. “On 

Sunday with their best dress they always wore an apron-their best and nicest apron-even 

for church. These Sunday aprons were often made of dark or black fine wool material 

with a cross stich pattern in bright colors, or of fine cotton, or silk with a ruffle and lace” 

(Wishek, 1941, p. 232).

41



Two design elements were repeated from the other samples studied. Cross-stitch 

is a geometric design made up of counted stitches and is reminiscent of the cross and 

square pattern seen on the Stifel fabric that made up the jacket. Another repeated element 

was the hem pleat described on the work skirt, in this case clearly utilized as a decorative 

rather than functional feature, a frame for the cross-stitch embellishment. The two tucks 

counted with the element of the embroidery follow the “rule of three” in design work.

In his 1838 visit to the German colony, J.G. Kohl found the ubiquitous German 

apron: “a sparkling white bonnet on her head and a white apron over her blue cotton 

skirt” (Height, 1979 p. 124). The German-Russian women wore one apron in front, a 

rectangular cloth with ties that encircled the waist, but the Moldovan catrinta (traditional 

Moldovan skirt) was made up of two aprons, a front and a back, with visible white 

underclothes, or fota, peaking through the sides.

Item 6: Shawl/Blanket Kanappe/Plachte-decke

According to accession documentation, this shawl (see Figure 13) was spun and 

woven in the 1880s by Salome Kruckenberg in Alt-Elft, Bessarabia, South Russia. It was 

made up of three handwoven fragments, the remnants of which, by following the stripe 

pattern, could be re-assembled into the dimensions of the original shawl. It was 

predominately red with repeating stripes in green, beige, and blue. Abutting each solid 

colored stripe was a diminutive weave pattern made up of three yams: one or two solid 

thread colors in combination with a petite dashed line. One of these lines was green and 

beige, the other was blue and beige. Near the hemmed edge, the green stripe changes in 

mid-width from green to black; this change does not appear to be caused by deterioration.
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Figure 13. Item 6: Shawl/Blanket Kanappe/ Plachte- decke

However, when closely analyzed the other green stripes were found to be made up of 

green and black threads. The shawl was finished along the warp edges with selvage and 

weft edges with a hem. The selvage on one edge was clean and neat while the other was 

worn and frayed. It appeared by thread evidence that the piece had been sewn along this 

edge at one time. The warp yams were tested and found to be 100% cotton in a lavender- 

blue hue. The weft yams were 100% wool in the same weft-faced weave as the work 

skirt, but it did not feel as heavy. The center of the shawl was stretched out; it was lighter 

or faded with a yellow tint.

Interpretation

This shawl was of comparable fabrication to the work skirt in terms of the striped 

pattern and heavy felted, weft-faced weave. Petrescu (1985) indicates that the fota  worn 

by Moldovans was woven in the same patterning as the shawl: vertical vericolored stripes 

on a red background made of fulled wool. The colors and weave were the same.

According to Ann Braaten (2005) these shawls were commonly known as plachte
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or placht. In Swabian, the Black Sea German-Russian dialect, this definition translates to 

either a shawl or a daybed cover. Among the myriad hand- and factory-made shawls that 

were analyzed by Braaten, eight, including this example, were hand-woven striped 

shawls. Braaten’s study revealed through interviews and photographs that the shawls of 

the German-Russians have been a link to their past, to their adopted homeland. Her 

dissertation includes a picture and interview of this piece in which a daughter remade this 

platche into a skirt.

The only photograph with an indication of a hand woven, multi-colored striped 
shawl was in a photograph of Salomea (Job) Dockter and her grandchildren... 
Standing behind Salomea on her left hand side is her granddaughter Amelia. 
Amelia is wearing a skirt made from a hand woven multi-colored striped shawl 
that was brought to the United States from Russia. She probably received the 
shawl from her mother to help her prepare for her marriage.. .Amelia needing a 
skirt more than a shawl used the fabric it provided to make a durable skirt. This 
photograph is the only record that shows the striped hand woven shawl-fabric (p. 
191, Appendix G; figure 3).

Although there was clear evidence that the earlier rendition of this fragmented 

sample was in the form of a skirt, can its history be further revealed? Jay Gage from the 

Germans From Russia Heritage Collection notes that the usual size of the platche were 

between 44 and 48 inches wide, while the smaller kindplacht were 36 inches wide and 

used to carry a baby while working, hands free. The platche studied here, when 

reassembled, measured 36 % inch wide and was decorated with a linear stripe detail in 

the pattern of dashed lines known as ruanna-weave, which was also common for the 

kindplacht. “Repeated vertical lines of white dashes or ‘ruanna-weave’ zipper-teeth 

pattern was [s/c] more commonly decorated the vertical stripes of the ‘kinderplacht’ 

(Gage, n.d.).” According to Petrescu (1985), the ruanna term referred to a cross stitch



pattern woven into Moldovan peasant embroidery-ruanna means river.

As has been noted previously, the shoulder shawl was a distinct feature of the 

German-Russian dress. Moldovan women wear a filmy wrap that covers the head. It can 

be asserted that cloth was woven with the intention of its having several purposes: shawl, 

skirt, kinderplacht. Although the sizes and color patterns are unique, they were unified as 

both Moldovan and German in their similar color palette, stripe pattern, and woolen 

texture. Even linguistically, the special decorative stripe, a dashed line or old woman’s 

teeth (Braaten, 2005, p. 37) called ruanna weave, was adopted by the German-Russians 

because they cherished their life in Russia despite the problems they encountered.
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Chapter V 
Summary/Conclusions

The garments analyzed in this study, though housed in American museums, were 

representative of the clothing worn by German-Russians while in Russia. A review of the 

literature offers contradictory evidence, on the one hand asserting that the Germans 

remained isolated while in Russia, on the other hand indicating that they had assimilated 

some of the surrounding Russian culture. However, as a whole the literature presents a fair 

summation; they did both. The German villages were physically segregated from the rest 

of Russia but the colonists were also affected by their surroundings. The garments indicate 

undeniable evidence of Russian influences. Material culture reflects non-verbal evidence 

that would not otherwise be recognized. The evidence of dress adaptation clearly disputes 

the assertion of German ethnic exclusivity while in Russia.

More significant is how the German-Russians chose to perpetuate the notion of 

exclusivity. Again, by referring to the garments, it is clear that they attempted to retain 

German components in their dress for as long as possible. When they did adopt surrounding 

costume, it was in response to climatic requirements. To return to the initial research 

question, “where is the German in German-Russian dress?” The elements that can be 

defined as German are the women’s dirndl skirt, tightly gathered to a waistband sitting 

above the natural waist and extending to the calf, paired with a short jacket of contrasting 

fabrication, and a tuechle shoulder-shawl secured to the back shoulder with pins.

Adopted by the German-Russian women was the Russian fabrication of the skirts. 

Probably it was climate that persuaded the German women to accept the practice of fulling
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(felting) their cloth. J.G. Khol notes in his early account that the colony of Liistdorf was in 

dispute over a spring where a wool washing plant had been established. The densely woven 

and bright stripes of the skirt and shawl fabrics were adaptations from Moldovan cloth 

designs, uniquely transferred onto the German traditional silhouette.

The short jacket was not an element of traditional Moldovan women’s dress. When 

the German women came to America they chose to produce clothing with fabrics that 

indicated clear German association, recognizing the Stifel logo as German for boot. They 

retained their traditional garment elements with clear German reference.

Imagine a mother in Russia preparing to weave a kinderplacht-a warm wrap for her 

baby. Over its life, it may serve any purpose: a skirt, a shoulder-shawl, a daybed cover. It 

is heavy, fuzzy, and warm, a physical link to years before and life after. The words tuechle, 

kinderplacht, and platche-decken are all words that describe the different uses of one 

rectangular piece of fabric. The words are all linguistically German of the Swabian dialect, 

but the German women learned in Russia how to weave a warmer, more beautiful fabric 

that could be used and passed on to their daughters.

Several references noted that the German-Russian men, both in Russia and in 

America, were the first to drop their traditional dress and conform to new influences. The 

dress confirms this assertion. In order to adapt to the extreme temperatures of the steppe 

and the prairie the Russian peltz was selected. Photographs document the evident pride 

exhibited in the postures of those wearing these assuredly prized fur coats for which no 

German reference exists.

How does the evolution of dress become a celebratory expression of one’s culture?



German-Russian people today project the same dichotomy, a sincere adherence to their 

German heritage complicated by a devotion to their adopted lifestyle while in Russia. 

Erekosima and Eicher (1981) have identified four stages through which a material is 

accepted and appropriated by a receiving culture. Further research would situate the 

German-Russian experience within this framework, a material which emerges in the final 

stage, as an object, identifiable by name and suffused with sentiment.

Limitations

Working-class dress has largely been overlooked in costume history, and the dress 

of this group, fitting into that category, has not been widely studied. While the preference 

was to locate everyday workwear worn by this immigrant group, the availability of 

garments dictated the actual data collection. The initial search therefore included 

whichever garments had been saved in museums, whether workwear or wedding dresses. 

The primary limitation was the ability to find extant garments within time and travel 

constraints. In the three locations, Fargo, Bismarck, and Ashley, as noted, garments were 

found that satisfied the requirement, however, a more exhaustive search would include 

contacting the numerous heritage centers that dot the south-central region of North Dakota, 

and certainly spill over the border to Eureka, South Dakota.

The group studied was largely unschooled; many never learned to speak English, 

or had time or resources to document their experiences through letters or diaries during the 

early pioneer years. The documentation that was found was in the form of photograph 

albums and memorabilia, where, in most cases, staged photos portray the participants 

wearing their best, most modem clothing in artificial environments, not those
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representative of what was worn daily or for work.
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Appendix I

Name____________________________ Date_________________ Record#____________

The purpose of this interview is to gain contextual information regarding clothing and 
lifestyle of German-Russian’s upon their early settlement in the United States. This open- 
ended interview will be recorded referencing photographs and scrapbooks.

List of interview questions:

Biographical

1. Please state your full name, where and when were you bom and when your family 
came to United States.

a. Do you know what Russian colony your family is from?
b. Most of the colonies were composed of a single religion. Do you know 

what that was?
c. What do you know about your family’s migration to Russia, to America?
d. How far back can you trace?

2. Do you know any stories about how your family first came to the US?
a. Where did they settle first? Do did they move from there?
b. What kind of work did they do?

3. Do you know anything about their clothing?
a. What kind of clothing did they bring with them?
b. Do you know what they wore in Russia?
c. How did their dress change as they lived in America?

4. I have asked you to gather some family photographs or scrapbooks specifically of 
the earliest documentation of your family’s settlement in the United States.

a. Can you tell me about the lineage of these people to you and if you know 
where they came from? (What part of Russia?)

b. Where did they first settle? Were they able to take advantage of the 
Homestead or Government subsidies for land development?

c. How did they make their living?
d. Let’s go through the photographs and discuss the dress that we see.

i. Do you know anything about the materials clothing were made of?
ii. Do you know how they were made, ex. hand spun, hand sewn, 

machine sewn?
iii. How did they get materials and supplies for garment construction? 

(if they sewed their own)
iv. Was there any ready-to-wear available at that time? If so where did 

they buy it? Was is usually men’s, women’s, or children’s?
v. What fabrics and fibers were the clothing made from?

vi. Can you identify any ornamentation or pattern that was unique to 
the German-Russians?



54

1. In your opinion were those of German origin, or could they 
be adaptations to Russian society?

2. Do we know anything about how they got their dress in 
Russia?

3. Would you describe the everyday dress as ethnic or just 
like the other residents of the community?

5. Are there any past stories or memories that come to mind for any local gatherings 
or events?

6. What do or did you wear to these local gatherings or events?
7. What did other people wear to these gatherings or events?

Heirlooms

8. Are there any family heirlooms, keepsakes, or mementoes that our family 
possesses that are either a clothing or textile item? (this might include an 
upholstered chair or related item)

a. What are they?
b. Where did they come from?
c. Who holds them?
d. Who are they going to next?
e. Why are they important?
f. What are they used for?




