C. C. Becker:

MclIntosh County German- Russian Pioneer*

by Gordon L. Iseminger

When Christian C. Becker, his wife Carolina, and two-year daughter Ottilia arrived in McIntosh County, Dakota Territory,
in the spring of 1885. they found country, conditions, and circumstances very much like those their countrymen had found
when they arrived on the steppes of South Russia five generations before. An almost uninhabited prairie stretched to the
horizon, broken only by the Fort Yates Trail that meandered from old Fort Sisseton, through Ellendale, to the Missouri River.

Opened for settlement in September, 1884, Mclntosh
County had only 390 inhabitants in 1885. A few were located
in or near the single small town of Hoskins, but most were
settled on farms scattered across the county. Becker settled
on the Northwest quarter of Section 5, Township 129, Range
068, a few miles east of the present-day Ashley. He boasted
that he was the first to file on land in the township, and he
might well have been. Containing 1,008 square miles, divided
into 4,032 quarter sections available for entry, McIntosh Coun-
ty in 1885 had less than three people per square mile.!

Christian C. Becker was born on July 23, 1829, in Beresina,
South Russia, to Christian and Sarah Becker (nee Ley). Becker’s
parents had both been born in Beresina and were prosperous
farmers in this German colony located just above the Black
Sea. Young Christ had a childhood typical of German-Russians.
He worked on his father’s farm and attended school where
emphasis was on the Bible and religious instruction. Terms
were arranged so as not to interfere with farm work.

On January 22, 1881, Becker married Carolina Schlenker.
She had also been born in South Russia, in Borodino, on
November 28, 1861. Unlike most German-Russians who came
to North Dakota from the Black Sea area, Becker was not
a farmer. At the time of his marriage, he was a shoemaker.

Responding to manifestos of Catherine the Great and
Alexander I that offered them religious liberty, certain tax
exemptions, exemption from military service, and land, Ger-
mans from Alsace, Baden, Bavaria, and Wurttemberg had left
their homeland and established colonies along the Volga River
and above the Black Sea in South Russia. By the time the
first migration of German-Russians to the United States began,
some 300 mother colonies had been established. They in turn
had spawned almost 3,000 daughter colonies by the time of
the Russian Revolution in 1917.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the Russian
government, like governments in western Europe, was attempt-
ing to centralize, consolidate, and unify the country. As a

consequence, conditions for Germans in South Russia changed.
Beginning in 1871, the Russian language had to be taught
in German schools, records had to be kept in Russian, and
Germans were subject to military conscription. German-Rus-
sians were dismayed. Assuming their rights and special posi-
tion had been granted for all eternity, they believed themselves
to have been wronged and began to consider emigration as
an alternative to becoming Russianized.

Just at the time German-Russians were considering leaving
Russia, millions of acres of land lying west of the Mississippi
River in the United States were opened to settlement under
the Pre-emption, Homestead, and Timber Culture acts. Almost
providentially, America also offered the very freedoms even
then being denied to the German-Russians, and there was no
irksome compulsory military service in America.

News of the advantages to be gained by emigrating to
America was sent back to South Russia by German-Russians
who had come to America in 1873. Railroads, land companies,
and other promoters also distributed literature in South Russia.

* The intent of this article is to recount the pioneer experiences of C.C.
Becker, a prominent Mclntosh County Gennan-Russian. The story of his life
in many ways is that of thousands of German-Russians who emigrated from
the Russian steppes to the Dakota prairies between 1885-1905. Unfortunately,
however, German-Russians were not ones to kecp diaries and write letters which
were subsequently preserved. Consequently, it has not been possible in every
instance to document Becker’s pioneer experiences. In those instances where
gaps cxist, anecdotal material from other Mclntosh County German-Russians
has been used. The substitution is no way misleading. Although Becker left
no record, for example, of fighting prairie fires or feeling overwhelmed on
occasion by the vastness of the prairie, it is a virtual certainty that he did.

' “*The Dakota Territorial Census of 1885,"" Collections of the State
Historical Saciety of North Dakota, IV (Fargo, N.D.: Knight Printing Co.,
1913), pp. 369-72; Resources of Dakota, 1887 (Sioux Falls [S.]D.: Argus-Leader
Co., 1887), pp. 418:19. Unless noted otherwise, material for this article was
taken from the files on German-Russians compiled by the Historical Data Pro-
ject and located at the State Historical Society of North Dakota in Bismarck,
from Mclntosh County records, and from Becker family records. For maps
and data about ethnic settlement patterns in North Dakota, see William C.
Sherman, Prairie Mosaic: An Ethnic Atlas of Rural North Dakota (Fargo:
North Dakota Institute for Regional Studies, 1983). esp. pp. 42-43, 48-51,



























anniversary on January 22, 1931. Mrs. Becker died on
Decermber 10, 1945, Becker died on February 19, 1953, at
the age of nincty-three. He was survived by one son, six
daughters, two sisters, twenty grandchildren, twenty-four great-
grandchildren, and four great-great-grandchildren.

Christian C. Becker was a Mclntosh County German-Rus-
sian pioneer who successfully made the transition from the
Russian steppe to the North Dakota prairie. He learned English,
sent his chiidren to public school, participated in politics, and
held public office. But his funeral service was read in German,
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