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Excitement in Schoenthal
Afterward Cornelia Harms thought how fortunate it was 

that the carriage hadn’t arrived earlier. Even a few minutes 
earlier. It had been hard enough today to sit still in school, 
knowing what she knew. The carriage from the Molotschna 
colony was expected at any time now! A few minutes earlier, 
and she would have been in the middle of reciting the psalm 
for the week. And she couldn’t have finished. Excitement and 
curiosity would have chased every other thought from her 
mind.

Cornelia’s father, Peter Harms, the Schoenthal village 
schoolteacher, wasn’t a harsh man. But he was strict. And at 
times Cornelia suspected that he was just a bit more strict 
with his own children than with the rest. Perhaps he had to 
be.

Not with Bernhard. He was born good. He couldn’t 
help it. And there were times when Cornelia thought she 
really ought to hate him for it. Instead, she wasn’t entirely 
sure that she didn’t love him most of all in this world. Better 
at times than Mother and Father. Better any day than her 
big sister Agatha. Even if Agatha was going to be a fine lady 
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and live in a big house with many servants. Even if it was for 
Agatha’s sake that the carriage was coming all the way from 
Molotschna, about ninety wersts (sixty miles) west, as soon as 
school had closed (today was the final day!) and Mother could 
get the packing done.

The trouble with Agatha was that she was grown up. Ever 
since last year when she had visited Aunt Gerda for a month, 
she was changed. Excited. Proud. Bossy.

Bernhard was gentle, obedient, friendly, and studious. At 
thirteen he was one of the older boys in school, though he 
didn’t look it. He was a Harms, after all. Dark and slender 
and not very tall. Like Father. Like Cornelia herself. But not 
like her in temperament.

Across the schoolroom he gave her a smile when she fin-
ished the psalm without a single mistake. She drew a relieved 
breath. Then the school rose to stand while Father read a 
prayer. Then they sang the closing hymn. And school was 
over until next November.

That was when the carriage arrived.
All of Schoenthal must have noticed it coming. It swept 

along the wide street that cut through the village from end 
to end. Children, dawdling home from school, scattered at 
its approach. Cornelia, standing on the house porch, could 
see them backed up against the picket fences, jumping up 
and down in their excitement, bug-eyed, staring. Every-
body could see at first glance that this was no common 
vehicle.

There was dust and sweat on the horses, dust on the close-
drawn curtains. The carriage had come a great distance. But 
the horses still had plenty of life left. They tossed their manes, 
snorting, and their hooves came tap-tapping down the street. 
The coachman used his whip, but only to add to the general 
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noise and gaiety. The echo of its sharp crack went rattling 
away through all the treetops of the village.

Then, in the heart of the village, the horses swung smartly 
into the little schoolyard. They drew up before the plain house 
door.

“Pr-r-r-r-r!” called the coachman.
Obediently his horses stood, heads up, like statues. But 

their nostrils were blowing in and out gently and their dusty 
flanks heaved.

Out of the house spilled two solid blond-headed boys, 
Cornelia’s little brothers Johann and Anton. Behind them 
came the schoolmaster himself. He and the coachman con-
versed in Russian. Cornelia could understand some of it. She 
could guess the rest. She knew all the arrangements that had 
been made.

Next door to the village school lived the most important 
man in the whole Bergthal colony, the Oberschulze. He could 
do just about anything! He collected taxes. He settled quar-
rels. He saw to it that roads and bridges were built and main-
tained. He watched out to make sure that all grown-ups went 
to church regularly. It there was a drunkard in the village—
watch out! The Oberschulze would get him! If a mother was 
sloppy and lazy—well, just let the Oberschulze hear about it! It 
was his job to see to it that her house got cleaned up. That was 
how important he was.

He hired the schoolteacher too, and it was through the 
Oberschulze, Jakob Penner, that the Peter Harms family had 
moved to Schoenthal from the Molotschna colony five years 
ago. Cornelia, who was six then, could remember it well.

When the schoolteacher knew that the carriage would be 
coming all the way from Molotschna, he naturally went to his 
friend the Oberschulze for advice. All the farmers who lived 
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in Schoenthal had large barns attached to the rear of their 
homes. A passageway separated the house from the barn, but 
in winter there was no need to step out into the cold in order 
to tend to one’s horses and cows. It was safer this way too. 
Thieves stole too many horses if the barn was a distance from 
the house.

The schoolmaster had no horses to guard. He had only 
one cow. It was stabled in a small shed attached to the teach-
erage, just as the teacherage was attached to the rear of the 
schoolhouse. The cowshed was no place for a splendid team of 
horses from the Molotschna! And wherever would the coach-
man sleep?

“No problem. No problem,” rumbled Jakob Penner. He 
was a big man with a big voice. “There is plenty of room in my 
barn for the horses. And naturally the coachman will want to 
remain nearby. He can sleep with my outdoor servants.”

So all the arrangements had been made. Father swung 
himself up to sit beside the coachman now, to act as guide.

“Hoa! Hoa!” called the coachman. The horses leaned 
forward, and again all Schoenthal treetops rattled with the 
echoes of the cracking whip. And now came the village boys. 
They came in troops, tearing past the school, Cornelia’s broth-
ers pelting at their heels. Behind them Cornelia could see 
some of the village fathers walking faster than they usually 
did. Everyone, everyone was part of the excitement. Except 
her. And Bernhard, of course. But even he was disappearing 
through the garden gate at that moment.

Cornelia considered following. She could cut across the 
teacherage garden, run through the large Penner garden, 
and there she’d be! But just then there came a sharp rat-tat-
tat on the nearest windowpane. Mother was there, peering 
through the curtain. She smiled, frowned, and shook her 
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head, making urgent motions. They said, That’s no place for 
girls. Come. I want you indoors right away.

Cornelia sighed impatiently. Why did girls always have 
to miss the fun?

She had not noticed that the air outdoors was chilly. The 
moment she stepped into the warm kitchen, a long pleasur-
able shiver shook her from head to foot. It was shadowy in 
here. Almost lamp-lighting time now. And just about supper 
time too. Cornelia sniffed. Something good was cooking in 
the kettle on the brick stove. Cornelia peered into the Big 
Room. No one there. Nothing but the grandfather clock that 
went ticking and tocking gravely to itself. Where had Mother 
disappeared to so quickly?

“Mahm!” called Cornelia, then held her breath, listening.
“Here. I am upstairs.” Faintly the words drifted down. 
Cornelia darted into the dark little passage that separated 

the teacherage from the cowshed. Stairs led upward here, and 
lamplight glowed on the rafters overhead. Cornelia ran up to 
poke her head over the edge of the floor.

This loft was a place of shadows and smells. Her nose 
quivered. Coal oil. That came from the lamp which sat on 
the floor. It threw shadows on the raftered ceiling, fearsome 
shadows that moved mysteriously. But of course they were 
thrown by Mother and Agatha, who were stooping over an 
old chest, emptying it. The chest would be traveling to the 
Molotschna with Agatha.

So there was this smell of old clothes that had been packed 
away for a long while. And leather. That came from the heap 
of old shoes. And smoke. That was from the ham and bacon 
that hung from the rafters. The dry, dusty smell came from 
the mounds of grain stored up here. And the strong, bitter 
smell came from the cabbages and the strings of onions. It 


