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From Christianity to Communism: a Russian
colony on the banks of the Rio Uruguay
Serge Cipko, Lakehead University
John C. Lehr, University of Winnipeg
Abstract: Like western Canada,Uruguay was settled by a diverse array of
peoples, many of whom established distinctive settlements, of which many
still endure. One of the most unusual, from a socio-cultural perspective,
is the community of San Javier, located on the eastern bank of the Uruguay
River. This settlement was founded in 1913 by members of the Novey
Izrail [New Israel] sect. This sect, originally from the Kuban region of
eastern Ukraine in Tzarist Russia, has a faith based on the premise that
Christ is not the son of God. It rejected the Tzar’s dual role as head of
state and church and chose its own supreme leader from within its ranks.
In Uruguay it built a theocratic colony which was described as a true
community with all the advantages for agricultural labour. The economic
depression of the 1930s saw the decline of religious cohesion and the
growth of Soviet communistic sympathies. During the anti-communist
hysteria of the Cold War the colony suffered from state repression and
lost a significant proportion of its population who emigrated back to the
“workers’ paradise” of the Soviet Union. The settlement continues to
wrestle with the issue of its national and ideological identity.

A journey eastwards across El Puente Internacional, a bridge
over the wide expanse of the Uruguay river that separates Argentina
and its smaller neighbouring republic of some three million or so,
will lead the traveller past Uruguayan customs and into the border
town of Fray Bentos (Figure 1). This Uruguayan centre of the once
mighty Anglo-owned meat packing industry canned the famous
Fray Bentos corned beef that was stocked in supermarkets around
the world.
Moving beyond the town, one discovers a different landscape
on the roads that wind alongside the eastern banks of the Rio
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Figure 1: Location of San Javier, Uruguay.

Uruguay. A drive along Highway 24 (ruta 24) will evoke familiar
sights: rolling prairies, cattle ranches, silos and farming
communities of disparate ethnic origins. A stop in the community
of Nuevo Berlin would betray its German origins, not only in the
very name of New Berlin but also in the fragment of the Berlin
Wall that residents obtained upon its collapse and have preserved
in a glass case for public view in a local square. The accompanying
inscription hails it as a link between the old Berlin and the new,
thousands of miles across the ocean.
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Figure 2: Sabraña Novay Izrail, San Javier. (Photo: J. Lehr)

Further on, still on Highway 24, is the Mennonite colony of
Gartenthal, founded by immigrants who had fled westwards from
Ukraine to western Germany in 1944, later re-migrating to Uruguay
some six years later. In the cemetery headstones bear names familiar
to most Manitobans: Enns, Epp, Heide, Reimer, Warkentin and so
forth; one of the parallels, perhaps, that may be drawn between
this side of the pampas and the Canadian prairies.
Not many miles north of Gartenthal is the Russian colony of
San Javier, the closest equivalent to a Canadian Doukhobour
settlement that may be found (Figure 1). Like some Doukhobours
in Canada the members of this colony, adherents of an obscure
sect called the New Israel Community (Novaia Izraelskaya
Obshchina), fled Tsarist persecution of their religion only to be
later reconciled with successors of the Romanovs in a durable
relationship with the pro-atheist Soviet state. Vernacular
architecture stands to project the mutually reinforcing experience:
on one side of the village is the church building of the New Israel
sect (Figure 2), and on another, within easy walking distance, the
edifice of the Maxim Gorky Cultural Centre, inaugurated on 2
March 1957 but founded as an organization earlier on 25 August
1943 by sympathizers of the Soviet Union.

Prairie Perspectives

153

In contrast to the Doukhobours in Canada, literature on the
much smaller New Israel sect in Uruguay is difficult to locate.
Nonetheless, what little has been detected, provides some loose
contours of the colony’s history.
The sect originated in the Kuban, a region north of the Caucasus
to which the Doukhobours had been relocated in the 1840s (La
Colonia San Javier 1986, 72). It is not clear when the sect was
founded but, like for the Doukhobours, Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy
is said to have paid attention to it. The sect’s Christian philosophy,
it has been said, “was not alien to his own” (La Colonia San Javier
1986, 70). It is known that the sect was founded by Parphentii P.
Katasnov, and that when Tsar Nicholas II began to exile members
to Siberia, one of its leaders, Vasilii Simeonovich Lubkov, applied
to emigrate to Uruguay with a group of 1,200 adherents (La Colonia
San Javier 1986, 71).1 Uruguay at the time, dubbed the “Switzerland
of South America” for its model social and political reforms, was
under a government headed by the popular President Jose Batlle y
Ordonez, then serving the end of his second term in office. Giving
his consent to Lubkov, the first group of 28 landed in Uruguay on
24 January 1913, with others following over the course of several
months (La Colonia San Javier 1986, 66). The new settlers were
eventually directed to San Javier, and furnished state support in
the form of oxen, horses and ploughs.(La Colonia San Javier 1986,
67).
Altogether there were at least 120 families established in San
Javier by July 1913 (La Colonia San Javier 1986, 67). A
contemporary journalist observed rapid progress in the colony.
Some 120 houses with enclosed gardens had been built, the soil
had been broken and plans for mixed farming were in place. The
settlers were extolled as “excellent farmers,” having pulled in a
harvest worth 100,000 gold Uruguayan pesos within a year (La
Colonia San Javier 1986, 69 and 72) (Figure 3). Among the crops
planted was one introduced for the first time in Uruguay: the
sunflower, which today is the emblem of the colony (San Javier,
4). 2
The colony, visited by President Jose Batlle y Ordonez in 1915,
continued to prosper; upon Lubkov’s departure to the USSR in
1924 some 10,000 more hectares were added to the original 3,000,
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Figure 3: Settlers in San Javier ca 1925. (Courtesy San Javier Pioneer
Museum)

Figure 4: Central administrative building of San Javier Colony.
(Photo: J. Lehr)
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Figure 5: Former mill building, San Javier (1930). (Photo: J. Lehr)

and barely twenty years later, in 1953, another 30,000 from a local
private estate (Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte, 1969, 46). The colony
continued to expand to the degree that it became necessary to found
a new one called Ofir, in which arriving families were allotted 40
hectares of land each (Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte 1969, 46). A
central administrative building (Figure 4) and a number of
agriculturally based industries in San Javier were initiated early, a
processing plant for sunflower oil dating back to 1915 (Figure 5)
(Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte 1969, 46).3 Skilled artisans among the
settlers, including carpenters, tailors, cobblers, and blacksmiths,
opened workshops. Particularly distinctive were the horse-drawn
carts, colloquially called carros rusos, that these artisans assembled,
the sheepskins manufactured, or,in the case of Gabriel Velychko,
the fabrics he turned out from his weaving looms. Also noteworthy
were the three professional fishermen of the colony who would
catch 150-180 kilos of fish daily from the Uruguay river (La Colonia
San Javier 1986, 67, 73).
The early success of the colony is attributed to the
settlers’religion. The colony was organized theocratically.
Cooperative labour formed an extension of the members’ religious
doctrine. One contemporary observer wrote on this relationship
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between work and religion: “It is more than just a cooperative, but
a true community with all the advantages for agricultural labour
when, as is obvious in this case, there is perfect harmony and blind
obedience to the leader of the colony” (La Colonia San Javier 1986,
72). Indeed, it has been suggested that it was partly Peter Stolypin’s
reforms in Russia, which undermined the principle of cooperative
labour for the sect, that precipitated the exodus of 1913 (La Colonia
San Javier 1986, 67). Another factor in the creed which did not
endear the sect to the authorities was its rejection of Tsar Nicholas
II’s dual role as head of State and Church. Indeed, the sect
recognized no pontiff and no ecclesiastical hierarchies. In their
stead the New Israel Community acknowledged a supreme leader
from their ranks, which at the founding of the San Javier colony
was Lubkov, and a council of “12 apostles” and “70 archangels.”
The principle of private property was also considered alien to their
beliefs. In Uruguay, in an effort to stem the circulation of money in
the colony, “Those who had any, turned the money over to Mr.
Lubkov, who bought a parcel of land and all that was necessary for
the initiation of agricultural pursuits and subsistence in the early
stages of settlement”(La Colonia San Javier 1986, 72).
Farm labour in the colony was coordinated by a cooperative
council which divided the settlers into teams of 5-10 families who
performed their tasks together. The labour was considered to be
for the benefit of the colony as a whole and all output was to be
collectively owned (Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte 1969, 46). This was
an exercise in self-management, which excluded even the presence
of a police force in the colony.4
The Christian faith of the sect was based on the premise that
Christ is not the son of God. God’s presence, it was affirmed, is to
be found elsewhere - “in the relations between people and the good
that come from these relations”(Lodovin 1999). Affirmation of faith
centred on the so-called “Sobranie,” assemblies of the faithful in
their church. The sect’s house of worship is a simple building, not
characterized by the cupolas and crosses of the Orthodox Church
from which the adherents had split, nor by the steeples or spires of
the Roman Catholic Church, Uruguay’s chief denomination. The
interior, conforming to the tenets of the sect, is bare of any religious
ornaments, icons, paintings and the like. Nor are there any altars
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and chalices. Chairs can be observed, but otherwise there is scarcely
any other furniture. Gracing the walls of the interior, however, are
the enlarged and framed photographs of the founders of the sect
and of the sobranie gatherings of the faithful.5 The most important
dates on the calendar marked by the sobranie are 31 May and 25
December (Daniel Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte 1969, 46).
The San Javier colony remained prosperous until the years of
the Great Depression. A steady decline in river trade and in cereal
production resulted in a corresponding downturn in the local
economy (Daniel Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte, 1969, 46). A drought
blazing through the district in 1932 prompted appeals for
government intervention to study local problems. That year, disputes
with local private landowners and the authorities led to a bloody
confrontation, resulting in many injuries and one fatality (Strelko
1980, 100).
It is clear from this incident that members of the colony were
shifting towards a more radical orientation. Certainly, there is a
direct correlation between the economic recession and the
undermining of the religious cohesion of the colony. The
cooperative system, for example, gave way to individual farming
and the ideal was now restricted to a single consumer cooperative
in the colony (Daniel Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte 1969, 46). Interest
in the religious foundations of the colony waned, especially by
and during the World War II years.
Until then, there was little evidence of attachment to
Communist ideology in the colony. A journalist might call the
colony “Communist” but it would be in reference to the utopianreligious experiment in motion rather than the embracement and
enforcement of Marxist-Leninist dogma. There is a reference to
one staunch Communist, a professional agitator who fled a life
sentence in Siberia, joining the colony, but such cases appear to
have been the exception rather than the rule in the early years of
settlement (La Colonia San Javier 1986, 69).
Conversely, his very admission to the colony and Lubkov’s own
departure for the Soviet Union in 1924, reminiscent of the
Doukhobours who applied to leave Canada for the Soviet Union in
the same period, suggests that even if the colony did not accept
secular Communist ideology, it may have been open-minded about
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the new Soviet order without having to compromise their religious
convictions. Contact with Communist ideology may have been
reinforced in the 1920s and 1930s by ties with new Slavic
immigrants in Uruguay, many of whom were Soviet sympathizers:
the protester killed in the 1932 confrontation in San Javier, for
example, was a Belarusian immigrant (Strelko 1980, 100).
The 1932 event was, in fact, a prelude to a new, stridently antiCommunist regime in Uruguay. During the dictatorship of Gabriel
Terra of 1933-38, for example, diplomatic relations with the Soviet
Union were severed (specifically, in 1935), not to be renewed till
January 1943.
While all of these trends - whether the communal origins of
the colony, the ties with Communist sympathizers, the social
consequences of the Great Depression, and the new regime in
Uruguay, - may have been latent elements conducive to the
Sovietophile direction the colony would adopt, it was not until
World War II and the restoration of a Soviet embassy in Montevideo
that the transition was complete. Until then, the Soviet embassy in
Montevideo did not report any active communication with the San
Javier settlers (Lapteva 1995, 39). But during the war years, when
their ancestral homeland had been invaded by the Nazis, the San
Javier group turned out to be among the most enthusiastic supporters
of the Soviet Embassy, occupying a forefront position in the
collection of aid in Uruguay for the Soviet wartime cause (Vronska
and Lysenko 1997, 49).6 It was in 1943 that the Maxim Gorky
Cultural Centre had been founded, mirroring the names of other
pro-Soviet organizations in Uruguay.
The enthusiasm did not dissipate in the postwar years, but
appears to have been sustained by inclusion into a broader network
of pro-Soviet activities in Uruguay. The Maxim Gorky Cultural
Centre, and others bearing the same name elsewhere in Uruguay,
organized such joint projects as the convening of local and
international All-Slavic Congresses. Thus, the San Javier settlers
were drawn into a Pan-Slavic movement which included immigrants
and their descendants of other ethnic backgrounds, most notably
Bulgarians, Yugoslavs, Ukrainians and Belarusians.
The All-Slavic Congresses that convened in Montevideo and
abroad accepted Russian hegemony in the common war against
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Nazism, and the concept fitted well with the orientation of the San
Javier settlers. Although there is reason to believe that not all the
settlers were of ethnic Russian origin, it was Russian identity that
prevailed in the colony and a “national question” does not appear
to have entered into any discourse on ideology.
Nonetheless, in spite of this absence of an asserted ethnic
division in the colony, it is clear that it contained a significant
proportion of members of Ukrainian ancestry. Current residents,
when asked to identify the regions of provenance of the settlers,
replied that they came from “all over,” some “from the Kavkaz
[Caucasus]” others “from the Dnieper,” etc. When probed about
the Ukrainian participation, they responded again that they were
“mainly Russian, but some [were] Ukrainians” qualifying this with
the statement that “some spoke in the ‘dialects’ from where they
came in Russia.”7 Others were more specific. Miguel Roslik, who
had been an Uruguayan delegate to the All-Slavic Congress in
Toronto in 1952, traced his origins to the city of Mariupol in Ukraine
(Roslik 1999). He, like the other residents, however, perceived no
contradiction between birthplace and Russian identity. It is curious
to note that the San Javier and district telephone directories, namely
the Agenda Servitel Telefonica and the Guia Telefonica Interior:
Clasificada y Alfabetica 1998-1999, show Ukrainian surnames,
especially those ending in -enko, appearing about as frequently as
Russian. Indeed, on a hill overlooking the Uruguay river where a
tree had been planted in honour of the leaders of the San Javier
colony, are tomb replicas, by the tree, representing the two persons
singled out as the pre-eminent leaders: one bears the name Vasyl
Lubkov and the other the name Maxim Scheuchenko (Maksym
Shevchenko), symbolic, perhaps, of the colony’s binary ancestral
composition (Figure 6).
After World War II the Soviet embassy in Montevideo
processed the applications of Uruguayans wishing to adopt Soviet
citizenship. Those who were granted citizenship were considered
by the embassy as dual citizens, since they resided in Uruguay
(Lapteva 1995, 39). But in the mid-1950s permission was given to
these new Soviet citizens to emigrate to the Soviet Union, and
residents of San Javier were among those who resettled to
experience Nikita Khrushchev’s post-Stalinist order. With their
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Figure 6: Maxim and Anna Shevchenko, Ukrainian pioneers of San Javier.
(Courtesy Sabraña Novay Izrail, San Javier)

departure, the size of the Russian zone of colonization shrunk to
about 1,500 inhabitants, including 299 in Ofir by the mid-1960s
(Daniel Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte 1969, 46).8
Many of those who remained in the colony retained their
sympathy for the Soviet Union and their Soviet citizenship. On at
least one occasion, descendants of the settlers undertook their
studies in the Soviet Union. This was the case of Vladimir Roslik,
the brother of the aforementioned Miguel Roslik, who trained to
be a doctor in Moscow in the 1960s and returned to practice
medicine in Uruguay. His return coincided with the reversion to
turbulent politics in Uruguay. From 1967 the country was once
again ruled by single-presidency governments, and then military
dictatorship till elections were held in late 1984. A campaign was
waged against dissidents and the guerrilla movement known as the
Tupamaros. Residents of the San Javier colony, whose predecessors
were persecuted decades earlier for the incompatibility of their
ideology with that of the Tsarist regime, found themselves again
with an incongruous political order and their loyalties questioned.
The first major wave of arrests in San Javier came in 1980,
Vladimir Roslik among the detainees. His publicized death, by
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torture, stemmed from his second arrest with 10 others from San
Javier on the night of 15 April. Roslik was accused of being a
member of the Tupamarus, but the only evidence presented of any
“subversive” activity in the colony, according to Human Rights
activists, were photographs of clubs and swords used in local
heritage festivals. While the military junta insisted that the San
Javier arrests were justified because of the “revival of a subversive
organization tied to the clandestine Communist Party,” the leader
of Uruguay’s National Party attributed them to the community’s
Russian origins: “In San Javier,” he remarked, “there reigns a
climate of ethnic persecution”(Vladimir Roslik 1984-1989, 13). It
was a view that Roslik’s wife shared: Roslik’s “only sin,” she
asserted at a press conference, “is that we are all descendants of
Russians. I don’t know what is wrong with this country that regards
Russian ancestry to be a crime. It is because we are descendants of
Russians and he studied in Moscow. That was his only
offence”(Vladimir Roslik 1984-1989, 21).9
Democracy returned to Uruguay only months after national
and international interest mounted in the inquiry into Roslik’s death.
Residents in San Javier now freely maintained ties with the Soviet
embassy, and observed closely the new developments that were
unfolding in their ancestral homeland. Those who still held Soviet
citizenship did not welcome the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Indeed, while 80% of the Uruguayan Soviet citizens voted yes in
the 1991 embassy-administered referendum on the preservation of
the Soviet Union, “there was not a single person in San Javier who
voted no” (Lapteva 1995, 110).
A Ministry of Tourism brochure on San Javier reads: “Villa
San Javier: We are not disposed to forgetting our origins.
Remembering and valuing our cultural heritage is to renew hope.”
The negotiation of identity has been an ongoing process in the
history of the San Javier community at its different junctures. What
its content will be in a new phase of its history and from which
models it will continue to select, remains to be seen.
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Notes
1. An estimated 100,000 adherents remained behind in Russia.
Whether members also emigrated to Australia, California, and
Canada, as has been suggested, cannot be confirmed. Certainly,
there is no evidence of any ties between the San Javier residents
and New Israel Community congregations either in Russia or
abroad.
2. The sources conflict on the number settling in San Javier. While
La Colonia San Javier, 71 suggests that 1,200 adherents had actually
settled in Uruguay, another (San Javier, Rio Negro (n.d.), 3) refers
to 300 families “constructing around 100 houses beside a long road
which they named for Jose Batlle y Ordonez, in honour of the visit
of the President in 1915.” Vidart-Renzo and Hugarte (1969), 45
give 750 as the number of settlers in 1913.
3. A large mill built in 1930 still stands today.
4. Related to us by residents of San Javier, 14 May 1999.
5. Observations based on our 14 May 1999 visit.
6. Altogether some 40,000 pesos were raised in San Javier and
turned over for the Soviet war effort. (Strelko 1975), 37.
7. Based on our conversations with Ana and Maria Lodovin in San
Javier, 14 May 1999. A second sublimal strand of identity within
the larger Russian can be discerned. Settlers dressed in Kuban
Cossack attire were captured by press photographers, who used
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the terms Cossacks and Russians interchangeably on referring to
the new settlers. (“La Colonia San Javier” 1986, 66-74). The Kuban
Cossacks were descendants of Ukrainian Zaporozhian Cossacks
who resettled in Russia in the late eighteenth century and formed a
line of defence for the Imperial government on the Russian frontier.
To add to the confusion regarding the national origins of the San
Javier settlers, an Uruguayan journalist described the colony as
exclusively Ukrainian. See Laureiro (1952), 47-49. It is noteworthy
that San Javier residents drew our attention to a Russian settlement
different from their own, one founded some 10 kilometers away
by Russians from Mongolia.
8. There was also migration to other centres in the Department of
Rio Negro. For example, to Young, 50 kilometers east of San Javier,
and to the border town of Fray Bentos.
9. On the Roslik case, see also Lapteva (1995), 39, and Noticias:
Organo oficial del Sindicato Medico del Uruguay 1999.
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