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Introduction 

The Sczcepanski family name has been well documented in the context of Polish-Lithuanian 

nobility in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Members of this aristocratic family worked in 

close association with the Crown and were well recognized for their royal service. The family’s 

role as regional administrators brought various family members into direct contact with local 

Mennonite congregations who leased crown lands for farming. However, there are no apparent 

genealogical links between this powerful family and the Mennonite Schapansky line that 

emerged in the Elbing area (modern Elblag) in the seventeenth century. This is the story of the 

Mennonite family, descendants of which migrated to Ukraine in the late eighteenth century and 

to Saskatchewan in the late nineteenth century. 

 

From Lutheran to Mennonite 

The Lutheran Church Registry for Thiensdorf contains an entry for the marriage on 29 April 1696 

of Matthias Zepansky of Elbing and Catharina Janzen of Wengeln [1]. Matthias is noted as a 

laborer and his father, Matthias, is referred to as a “Maltzer”, a maltster of grain for use in 

brewing and distilling. Catharina’s father, Claus Janzen, is a Mennonite. 

The couple lived in Schwansdorf in 1696 and in Hohenwalde in 1700 [2]. By 1722 Matthias and 

Catharina had six children, five of whom have been identified by name. Gottfried was born in 

1696, Catharina in 1697, Heinrich in 1700, Maria in 1702, and Anna in 1704. 

Thiensdorf was a village near the larger population center of Elbing [3]. 

Early in the eighteenth century the Crown made a grant of land in the lowlands of the Memel 

River, between Tilsit in the east and Konigsberg in the west, enticing Mennonites to reclaim the 

swampy land and settle there in exchange for religious freedom and exemption from military 

service. As early as 1711 Mennonite families began to take up the offer, the Schapanskys among 

them. 

In 1722 Matthias was listed as a farmer in the Lithuanian village of Bogdahnen. His father-in-law, 

Claus Janzen, was also living in the village, as was Johann Schmidt, who had married one of 

Matthias’ daughters. Her name is not given in the records [4]. 

At the same time, Matthias’s son, Gottfried, was listed as a farmer in the Lithuanian village of 

Jedwilleiten, not far from Bogdahnen. Gottfried was operating a farm jointly with Gerhardt Eckert 

[5]. 



Until 1722 Matthias was still notionally a member of the Lutheran Church. That year he applied 

for permission to convert to the Mennonite Church. There were legal formalities involved in such 

a conversion – at the time the practice was prohibited without explicit legal sanction. The 

investigation of his appeal revealed the following facts. Matthias had been born around 1670 in 

a village on the outskirts of Elbing to Lutheran parents. He had been in Bogdahnen for eight 

years, having arrived in 1714, and in that time had not attended a Lutheran church more than 

twice, for any purpose including communion. He had six children, all Mennonites, as was their 

mother. One son was currently living in Jedwilleiten, and one daughter was married to the 

Mennonite Johann Schmidt in Bogdahnen. Matthias was granted permission to join the 

Mennonite congregation [6]. 

In 1723 an incident occurred that had unfortunate consequences for the Mennonite community 

in the Memel lowlands. A Prussian press-gang seized five Mennonite men with a view to forcing 

them into military service. After the Mennonite community protested the men were released. 

However, the community went further, threatening to cancel their contract with the Crown 

unless their contractual rights were guaranteed. The Crown responded with an order expelling 

the Mennonites from the territory in 1724 [7].  

Matthias and his household headed west to the Marienburg area while his son Gottfried headed 

to Elbing [8]. 

The Thiensdorf Nachfahrenliste, a genealogy compilation by Alfons Sczepanski, says that a 

Sczepanski born in the 1690s lived in Lithuania for a period of time before relocating sometime 

before 1730 to Thiensdorf to farm there. The name of his wife is unknown. He had a son named 

David, born around 1731 in the Thiensdorf area [9]. It seems clear that this is a reference to 

Gottfried. 

In 1740 an effort was made to entice Mennonites back to the Memel lowlands. This endeavor 

met with limited success, with some families making the move to estate lands in the 

Friedrichsgraben area southeast of Bogdahnen and Jedwilleiten. Among the families to move 

was Gottfried’s, who is recorded as a settler there in 1741. Homesteading was difficult in this 

region due to massive flood damage done in the years before the settlement. By 1749 the family 

had moved on; Gottfried does not appear on the settler list for that year [10]. Most likely they 

returned to Elbing, based on the record of family events that followed. 

 

Thiensdorf Nachfahrenliste 

Alfons Sczepanski outlines the descendant genealogy for Gottfried in the Thiensdorf 

Nachfahrenliste (see the source reference below). The following information relies on this source 

extensively.  

Gottfried’s son David Schapansky (1731) married Anna Pauls (1736) around 1753. The marriage 

produced two children. Herman was born around 1754. Cornelius was born in 1765. There is a 



David Schapansky (1751) who may have been another son, but this is not recorded in the work 

of Alfons Sczepanski [11].  

Cornelius (1765) was born in Hohenwalde. He was baptized in 1781 in the Thiensdorf church 

(this fact is also recorded in the church records where he is listed as the surviving son of David). 

He was married to Maria Phillipsen (born 1782 in Campenau) in 1800. They had one son, 

Cornelius, born in 1802. The son and his offspring never left Prussia. Maria died of “childbed 

fever” in 1803. Cornelius did not remarry. He died in Campenau in 1831. 

Herman (1754) was born in Thiensdorf. In later years he farmed in Kerbshorst and was also a 

carpenter, according to an 1811 reference (I surmise this was probably the 1811 Elbing census). 

Herman died in Schwansdorf in 1824 at the age of 70. He was married twice. His first wife was 

Maria Klassen, born in 1764, whom he married in March 1785. Maria died of typhus in 1800 at 

the age of 36. This marriage produced three sons: Herman (1785); Heinrich (1792); and Johann 

(1794). His second wife was Anna Heinrichs, born in Kerbshorst in 1781. Anna’s parents were 

Jacob Heinrichs (1761-1815) and Anna Ketler [12]. Herman and Anna were married in 1800. She 

died in Ellerwald in 1857. This marriage produced eleven children: Cornelius (1801); Anna (1804); 

Cornelius (1806); another daughter who died as in infant (1809); Heinrich (1811); Maria (1812); 

Anna (1816); Cornelia (1817); Johann (1819); David (1821); and Catharina (1824). It is notable 

that Catharina’s father was seventy years old when she was born, and her oldest brother, 

Herman, was almost forty. 

Herman (1785) was baptised in the Markushof church in 1802 and lived in Kerbshorst. Heinrich 

(1792) died of typhus in 1801. Johann (1794) died of whooping cough in 1794. Cornelius (1801) 

died as in infant in 1801. Anna (1804) died in 1807 of “lazy fiber”. Cornelius (1806) died in 

Ellerwald in 1861 at the age of fifty-five. His offspring remained in Prussia. Heinrich (1811) and 

his offspring remained in Prussia. Maria (1812) died of typhus in 1825 at the age of thirteen. 

Anna (1816) married and had children (all unknown) and she and her offspring appear to have 

remained in Prussia. Cornelia (1817) died young. Johann (1819) died young. David (1821) died at 

the age of 10 in 1831. Catharina (1824) died in 1825 of typhus. 

 

To Chortitza 

In 1811 Herman Schapansky (1785) and his family resided at Kerbshorst where Herman was a 

carpenter [13]. Later Herman was a tenant farmer based in the village of Rosenort, a village 13 

km northwest of Elbing. He migrated to Chortitza in 1819. Accompanying him on the journey to 

Chortitza were his wife and four children. They brought with them cash assets worth 100 rubles, 

horses valued at 120 rubles and other possessions valued at 300 rubles [14]. They settled in the 

village of Burwalde. 

Herman’s wife was a Doerksen but there is no record of her given name. They were married in 

Kerbshorst in 1806 [15]. The children who accompanied the couple on the relocation to 



Chortitza were Kornelius (1807-1819), Heinrich (1811), Maria (1814) and Barbara (1817). An 

earlier child, Maria (1810-1810), died while still an infant [16]. The genealogy of the descendants 

from this marriage is sparse except for Heinrich (1811). Many of Heinrich’s descendants 

emigrated to North America, as recorded in the Genealogical Registry and Database 

of Mennonite Ancestry. Herman’s wife died around 1820, and he remarried [17]. 

Herman’s second wife was Susanna Dyck (-1858). There are no genealogical records proving 

information about Susanna’s parents or other ancestors. However, there is compelling 

autosomal DNA evidence, adjusted to factor out the influence of endogamy, that she was a child 

of Martin Dyck (1763-1832) and Margaretha Wiebe [18]. Herman and Susanna had at least eight 

children: David (1823-1825); Susanna (1826-1826); David (1829); Susanna (1830-1831); Jacob 

(1832-1909); Susanna (1834); Helena (1837-1907); and Johann (1839-1915) [19]. The genealogy 

of the descendants of this marriage is richer than Herman’s first marriage. Descendants of Jacob, 

Helena, and Johann have been recorded in the Genealogical Registry and Database 

of Mennonite Ancestry, many of whom emigrated to North America. 

 

To Warman Saskatchewan 

There are many gaps in the genealogical records for settlers while in Chortitza, providing few 

clues about the lives of specific settlers. Herman Schapansky (1785) is listed as the head of his 

household in Burwalde in 1847 [20]. His sons David (1829), Jacob (1832) and Johann (1839) 

appear in the Grain List of 1663. All three are landless residents of Burwalde [21]. 

Herman’s son Johann (1839) married Helena Hiebert (1842-1928), the daughter of Peter Hiebert 

and Maria Ens, in 1860. While living in Burwalde they had eight children: Johann (1861-1937); 

Abraham (1862-1930); Maria (1864-1928); Helena (1865-1866); Jacob (1867-1935); Peter (1869-

1942); David (1872-1951); and Gerhard (1874-1957) [22].  

In 1875 the family joined the migration to Canada, landing in Quebec on 1 July 1875, en route to 

Schanzenfeld in the West Reserve of Manitoba. The primary reason for the move from Chortitza 

was the threatened loss of their military exemption, a familiar theme for Mennonites throughout 

history.  

In Manitoba Johann and Helena had three more children: Cornelius (1876-1881); Helena (1879-

1881); and Heinrich (1881-1944).  

By the 1890s farmland was being offered in the prairies of the Northwest Territories. The 

Canadian federal government pursued an aggressive program of settlement in the region that 

would soon become the province of Saskatchewan. Johann’s son, David Schapansky (1872) was 

one of many young Mennonite men eager to establish a new homestead further west. 

 



David Schapansky (1872) married Maria Loewen (1876-1939) in Manitoba in 1896. Maria had 

some fascinating ancestors. One ninth great grandfather, Jan de Veer, was the head of a wealthy 

merchant trading family operating between Amsterdam and Danzig in the sixteen century. Her 

ninth great grandfather, Jacob Harnasveger, an armorer by trade, was a radical anabaptist 

reformer, convicted in a plot to overthrow the Catholic civic administration of Amsterdam in 

1534. Another ninth great grandfather was the prominent Polish-Lithuanian merchant Matthaus 

Maraun, who operated a network of commercial enterprises from his base in Konigsberg. Finally, 

Maria’s third great grandfather, Johann Bartsch, was one of two deputies assigned by the Danzig 

Mennonites to scout the new land in Ukraine being offered by Catherine the Great in the final 

years of the eighteenth century. [23]. 

By 1900 David and Maria had three children: Maria (1897-1956); Helena (1898-1979); and 

Johann (1900-1985). Soon after, the small family left Schanzenfeld and headed to Warman 

Saskatchewan, joining the migration of pioneers aiming to homestead there. In 1902 the first of 

their children to be born in Saskatchewan arrived, David (1902-1981). Five more children 

followed: Sarah (1904-1986); Margaretha (1908-1987); Christina (1910-1910); Abram (1912-

1912); and Katharina (1914-1996). 

 

Conclusion 

In 1925 a Russlander named Daniel Teichroeb (1904-2005), escaping the turmoil and bloodshed 

of Stalinist Russia, made his way to Warmen and found work on the farm of David Schapansky 

(1872) [24]. He met Margaretha Schapansky (1908), and they were soon married. Daniel and 

Maggie are the author’s grandparents. 
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