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us a child is born, unto us a son is given.” This is the Child whose teachings have been at the core of 

our Anabaptist Mennonite faith.   May this card also express our wishes for each of our readers.  
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A Moment in Time 

By Jake Buhler 

 

An 1897 Fraktur Christmas wish from Abraham Löwen to his parents 

 

     Fraktur is the art of beautiful penmanship and  illuminated 

drawings put on paper by Mennonites in Prussia, Russia and even 

North America from 1760 onwards. This calligraphic style of the 

Latin alphabet is sometimes called “an art form” variation of   

Gothic text.   

     Remnants of this writing are still found in some Old Colony 

Mennonite schools in Latin America. In   Manitoba and Saskatche-

wan, Fraktur writing was commonly practiced from 1874 to the 

1920s. It was especially important when pupils in private schools 

were taught to produce Christmas “Wünschen” (wishes) for their 

parents. These were highly treasured and preserved.    

     Abraham Löwen was about fourteen when he penned this artis-

tic Wünsch for his parents in 1897. It reads: “Congratulation to my 

dear parents for the  holy Christmas celebration and the New 

Year, 1898.  

 from Abraham Löwen.” 

 

Godwin Friesen and Jerry Hu performing The Mennonite Piano Concerto at the Quance Theatre on July 18, 

2023.  The theatre was filled to capacity with 350 attending each night for the two performances.  Those 

wishing to watch and listen again may find it on Youtube, www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ajE55b50DM.  The 

piano concerto itself begins around the 20:45 mark.  Photo credit: Ingrid Moehlmann. 

 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ajE55b50DM
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President’s Corner 

John Reddekopp 

 

     This is the winter edition of 

our Saskatchewan Mennonite 

Historian. Hopefully it was a 

good summer for you and per-

haps you were able to take in 

some of the events celebrating the hundred-year   

anniversary of the 1920’s Russländer Mennonites 

immigration. I was not able to take part in the bus 

tour to places north of Saskatoon. I did manage to 

serve as a driver for some of the out of province   

participants who went on the tour of Wanuskewin 

Heritage Museum. I also attended the choir and the 

Mennonite Piano Concerto performances at the 

University of Saskatchewan. 

     In September I attended a different type of cele-

bration in Calgary. My late brother-in-law, Harvey 

Friesen, was inducted into the Canadian Aviation 

Hall of Fame. Let me tell you a little bit about him. 

     Harvey Friesen was born in Rosthern but most of 

his growing-up years were spent in Warman. At an 

early age, he wanted to become a pilot and started 

lessons while still in high school. In 1970 at the age 

of twenty-two he obtained his commercial licence 

and joined Bearskin Lake Air Service. It was then a 

small charter operator serving remote Indigenous 

communities in Northern Ontario. In 1972 Harvey 

obtained a fifty-percent share in the company and 

became the President and CEO. Before the end of 

the 1970’s, Bearskin was rapidly expanding and 

shifting from bush planes to wheeled aircraft. These 

planes were flying further afield including to      

Winnipeg, Kenora, and Thunder Bay. In the later 

1970’s, Harvey’s brother Cliff joined the manage-

ment team and became a part owner. By the year 

2000 Bearskin Airlines had around 400 employees, 

200 flights daily, and a fleet of 22 aircraft. 

     Bearskin Airlines has been a major provider of 

flights for Hope Air. This is a national charity that 

provides free medical flights for people in financial 

need. The company also established the annual 

Bearskin Airlines Charity Golf Classic which sup-

ports charities in 4 communities and the Bearskin 

Airlines Hope Classic which has raised around $3 

million for the fight against breast cancer. The list 

of programs and organizations that have received 

support from Harvey and Bearskin Airlines is      

extensive. Along with his brother Cliff, Harvey      

received the 2013 Jim Glass Humanitarian Award, 

given to a member of the Canadian aviation com-

munity who has demonstrated selfless generosity, 

compassion, and business acumen, and best         

exemplifies the values of the late Jim Glass, as 

demonstrated through community involvement.  

     Harvey Friesen sold Bearskin in 2011, but in 

order to assure a smooth transition, he and Cliff 

agreed to stay on for another 3 years. He finally 

retired on December 31, 2013. Sadly, he died     

suddenly while on vacation a month into his       

retirement. 

     "For his lasting contribution to developing    

commercial aviation in Northern Ontario and the 

surrounding region, notably with Bearskin Airlines, 

Harvey Friesen was inducted into Canada's        

Aviation Hall of Fame in ceremonies held in 2023." 

     Thank you to all who have contributed to this 

edition of the Saskatchewan Mennonite Historian. 

We do appreciate it. Peace to all our members and    

contributors. 
 

 

Additional Sources:  
 

Bearskin's Harvey Friesen Dies - Canadian Aviator 
Magazine 
Harvey Friesen - Canada's Aviation Hall of Fame 
(cahf.ca) 
Harvey Friesen, former CEO of Bearskin Air, dies at 
65 | CBC News 
HARVEY FRIESEN Obituary (2014) - Legacy Re-
members  

 

https://canadianaviator.com/bearskins-harvey-friesen-dies/
https://canadianaviator.com/bearskins-harvey-friesen-dies/
https://cahf.ca/harvey-friesen/
https://cahf.ca/harvey-friesen/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/harvey-friesen-former-ceo-of-bearskin-air-dies-at-65-1.2521666
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/harvey-friesen-former-ceo-of-bearskin-air-dies-at-65-1.2521666
https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/legacyremembers/harvey-friesen-obituary?id=43552329
https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/legacyremembers/harvey-friesen-obituary?id=43552329
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The Editor’s               
Perspective 

Ken Bechtel 
 
     As we head to press, we 

take the opportunity to extend 

our warmest wishes for a     

joyous Christmas.  As our cover page reminds us, 

we celebrate the birth of the child who became our 

teacher, saviour and Lord. 

      Once again, I wish to thank our hardworking 

volunteers who have made yet another informative 

Saskatchewan Mennonite Historian possible.  Many 

thanks to our writers, our copy editor, our layout 

people, our distribution and mailing list volunteers, 

and our printer. If you have a chance to speak with 

any of them personally, add your thanks for their 

service. I am also grateful to the “Friends of the  

Historian”, an informal group who offer helpful 

feedback and suggestions. 

   In this issue: 

Randy Klassen has offered some important 

background on The Mennonite Piano      

Concerto, in the first of a two-part series. 

Many of our readers will have taken the    

opportunity to enjoy a performance of this 

magnificent Victor Davies composition at 

the Quance Theatre in July.   

Nurse and midwife Susie Penner had a spectacu-

lar career, delivering some 4,000 babies in 

Southern Russia and Waldheim, Saskatche-

wan; her great niece has gifted us with an 

account of her life and work.  

Jake Buhler describes four sources of anti-

Mennonite sentiments in Saskatchewan, and  

Bob Wahl’s essay on School #99 happens to  

illustrate one of these sources, while          

describing the life and challenges for this 

early rural school.   

George Epp reviews Leonard G. Friesen’s 2022 

Mennonites in the Russian Empire and the 

Soviet Union, and   

Leonard Doell helps us remember with gratitude 

the contributions of the late Vera Falk. 

     You’ll also find several shorter items.  There are 

notes on an example of an Old Colony school    

Fraktur assignment, recent and current exhibitions 

of Mennonite historical interest, a table with his-

tory, the acquisition of copies of a Korean           

Anabaptist Journal, and a stunning collection of 

awards for a documentary with Mennonite          

connections.  Enjoy reading.      

 

A Word from our Treasurer: 

Thank you for your past and present dona-

tions.  They help to keep the Mennonite        

Historical Society of Saskatchewan's work on-

going. To receive a 2023 Tax Receipt, your       

donation and /or membership must be received 

in 2023.  The cheques must be dated on or     

before December 31, 2023.  E-Transfers with 

explanation, can be done at:  4funds@mhss.ca . 

                       - Susan Braun, MHSS Treasurer 
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A Liebhaber’s Look at the Mennonite      
Piano Concerto, Part 1 
 

By Randy Klaassen 
 
     This is the first in a two-part series focused on 

the evolution of the Mennonite choral tradition.  The 

author traces the progression from “Old Style” con-

gregational singing, through the introduction of 

four-part singing via Ziffern, to the growth of a   

focus on choral excellence.  All this resulted in the 

music library of Mennonite Kernlieder to which The 

Mennonite Piano Concerto by Victor Davies owes 

its birth. Look for Part II in the next edition. The 

original essay has been edited for length.   

     The author describes himself as a “Liebhaber,” 

a term that maintains “the dominant tone of admi-

ration” more than its etymologically parallel term 

“amateur.”  The author adds “How much Liebe the 

writer carries towards this subject, should become 

clear by the end of this piece.” - Editor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     The Mennonite Piano Concerto by Victor Davies 

made a rare and exciting appearance in Saskatoon in 

July, 2023. This article derives from a presentation 

made in anticipation of that performance, a           

historical and musical introduction to the work.  

 

The Long Road to Kernlieder 

     We can start the journey by acknowledging (in 

briefest overview) the “Mennonite” point of origin. 

The eruption of Anabaptist movements in the 1520s 

(Switzerland / South Germany) and 30s (North Ger-

many/Netherlands), in the heat of the Protestant 

Reformation, brought a new emphasis on disciple-

ship into the religious lives of these communities. 

Discipleship was described in simple Gospel terms: 

Nachfolge Christi, “following Christ.” But the radi-

cal nature of discipleship being proclaimed and 

practiced by that first generation of Anabaptist 

leaders challenged and threatened many ecclesial 

and political authorities. The upshot was a general 

history of persecution, migration, and subsequent 

insularity by surviving communities in the 16th 

through 18th centuries, not least among the Dutch/

Prussian stream which is the trajectory of this story. 

The insularity of Mennonite communities worked 

to bring the emphasis of education into the orbit of 

discipleship. From the beginning, it was paramount 

for Mennonites to have control over the education 

of their children, for that was how the faith was to 

be passed on.1 

     Education as Mennonite discipleship became a 

major part of the Russian Mennonite experience. 

As the communities and colonies developed, a 

strong church school culture grew with them. The 

curriculum was the basic “3 R’s” plus one: (Bible) 

reading, writing, arithmetic, and religion, empha-

sizing rote retention of Scriptures and hymns.     

Secondary schools (Zentralschulen) were eventual-

ly (1820s and later) added to the educational       

system, primarily to train teachers for the village 

schools. The progressive leader Johann Cornies 

and his Agricultural Association brought about    

significant reforms to the Russian Mennonite     

educational system, beginning in 1843. And this 

coincided with a watershed moment in the history 

of the Russian Mennonite music-making. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Godwin Friesen and Jerry Hu at the    
pianos for the July 17 and 18, 2023     
performance of the Mennonite Piano 
Concerto.  See the larger colour photo 
on page 2.   

Johann Cornies             

(1789-1848).  

Source: Mennonite Library 
and Archives, Bethel Col-

lege, North Newton, KS: 
#2005-0101 
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     “Old Style” Mennonite singing was very differ-

ent from the late 19th century “choral” sound now 

associated with many Mennonite churches. This 

“old style” singing is probably rooted in 16th century 

Protestant traditions, as it seems common to the 

conservative branches of both Swiss and Dutch 

streams. It is the sound found among American 

Amish, and Old Colony Mennonite churches in 

Canada and Latin America. The tunes are chorales, 

but sung chantlike, very slowly, in unison, and with 

such accretions of ornamentation that the original 

melody is hardly recognizable. Congregational sing-

ing depends on the authority (and memory) of the 

Vorsänger, the group’s knowledge keeper, generally 

a person of high status in Russian Mennonite        

religious society. For people familiar with this sing-

ing style and the culture in which it is embedded, it 

can be a welcome liturgical experience; for those 

raised with other musical standards, it was often  

received as opaque and even unpleasant. 

     Enter Prussian Mennonite educator Heinrich 

Franz. In 1832, Franz emigrated to the Russian   

colonies. He exercised a significant influence within 

the educational system in many ways (apparently 

mathematics was his specialty). But I would argue 

that his most important and enduring contribution is 

what Franz brought to music instruction: a new 

songbook which taught part-singing and the unique 

system of notation-by-numbers, Ziffern.  

     Perhaps it was Franz’s arithmetical inclinations 

that drew him to this European pedagogical innova-

tion, but the Ziffern system revolutionized Menno-

nite singing, starting in the schools. However Franz 

learned about this system, his educational career 

(including Gnadenfeld, Molotschna, 1835-44, and 

the Chortitza Zentralschule, 1846-58) inaugurated a 

new era of musical education among Russian    

Mennonites. Franz produced a handwritten version 

of a new Choralbuch as early as 1837. A printed 

edition appeared in 1860. Students learned to sing 

in parts. It should come as no surprise that with a 

new song, came a new friction. 

     Spiritual renewals of the late 1850s created a 

space for the new song. The Ziffern helped          

students, and eventually their parents, to sing the 

church chorales better; but the revivals, prayer 

meetings, missions conferences and other spiritual 

currents that contributed to the 1860 formation of 

the Mennonite Brethren created a thirst for more 

lively, upbeat songs. Depending on where one fell 

between the Kirchliche and the Brüdergemeinde, 

these developments were either a divine gift, or an 

infernal provocation. 

     The Brethren drew in new hymns from German 

Methodists and Baptists and Lutheran Pietist texts. 

They even brought in translations of American   

gospel songs and British hymns. Within the various 

tensions between the Brethren and the Kirchliche, 

the new music, and the new means of music-

making, became a significant point of contention. 

While musical education in the schools was non-

sectarian, the MBs were the early adopters of the 

“choir” as a key part of their congregational       

worship. Over the next few decades, the church 

choir became a major part of congregational life, 

and the Sängerfest a pivotal institute of denomina-

tional cohesion and formation. These musical shifts 

saw the choir replacing the Vorsänger as the      

musical/liturgical authority figure in the churches. 

     A forward-looking David Toews tried to        

encourage musical education in Rosthern at his 

newly founded German-English Academy: 

     “Young people sing gladly,” he observed. 

“Everything possible should be done so that their 

love for singing will be encouraged and their      

talents will be developed.” 
Ziffern musical score for the well known "So nimm denn 
meine Hände“ (Take thou my hand...) 
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     The Mennonite Brethren of Saskatchewan began 

systematic work in music almost as soon as they 

arrived in Saskatchewan. In the prairie provinces, as 

in Russia, they were at the forefront of the move-

ment by Mennonites to improve congregational 

singing and provide training for music leaders in the 

congregations.2 

     The hope for this article is for the recognition of 

joint growth in musical education in both school and 

church. During the latter part of the 19th century, 

more Mennonites were engaging in higher educa-

tion in Russia and Europe, and more music leaders 

were being exposed to the currents of European  

culture. Teacher Franz Thiessen (1881-1950) is an 

MB representative of those second-generation music 

leaders.3 He was known specifically for introducing 

more classical selections into the choral repertoire. 

He would build a Liebhaberchor wherever he went, 

such as in the village of Davlekanovo (Ufa), where 

he taught from 1911 until he left for Canada in 

1925.The pinnacle of his musical achievements was  

 

 

 

presenting a solid portion of Mendelssohn’s Pau-

lus, the first presentation of classical oratorio music 

in the Russian Mennonite context. He continued 

this work at Rosthern’s German-English Academy, 

answering David Toews’ call in 1925 to become 

the founder of their music program.4 

     World War One, the Russian Revolution and 

subsequent famine were horrifically destructive. 

For many, songs of faith were anchors in the      

massive storms that overwhelmed these communi-

ties. They were inalienable possessions, untoucha-

ble by a new Soviet regime that opposed the faith 

of Mennonite believers. In the memorable term  

utilized by Elaine Enns and Chad Myers, in their 

development of (decolonizing) resources for       

analyzing one’s heritage, these musical pieces were 

indeed “songlines,” profound sources of strength 

and faith that can be grasped, when so much else 

has been lost.5 

     The word that the bearers of this musical tradi-

tion themselves used for this body of musical 

 

Title page and first page from the 13th edition of Heinrich Franz’s Choralbuch, published by D. W. Friesen & Sons. 
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strength and comfort is Kernlieder,6 or “core 

songs.” An early MB songbook, Heimatklänge, uses 

the term comprehensively in its subtitle: “A collec-

tion of mostly older, proven Kernlieder of German 

and English origin.”7 This title suggests that 

“Kernlied” is not simply a genre. It is a statement of 

relationship.  

     The Mennonite use of the descriptor Kernlied, 

then, suggests a body of song that plays a specific 

role of nurture, encouragement, and maintenance of 

faith. It is the “old new song”—the music of the 

heart that expresses a vitality of spiritual newness, 

the “first love” of faith, while bringing those (often 

youthful) feelings forward into the complexities, 

even terrors, of present experience. It is deeper than 

mere nostalgia; it is rooted in the biblical admoni-

tion to “hold on to what is good” (1 Thess 5.21). As 

we shall see, there was a discernable body of song 

that Mennonites, more accurately Russian Menno-

nites in Canada, grew to know as Kernlieder. These 

life-giving, spirit-nourishing songs became the 

source material for the Mennonite Piano Concerto. 

The Mastermind 

     The Mennonite Piano Concerto owes its exist-

ence to Ben Horch,8 a musician of great vision and 

passion. His impact on the Mennonite musical 

world, centred in Winnipeg but spreading across the 

country, cannot be overstated. Indeed, one of his 

greatest traits and strengths was his ability to be a 

border-crosser, in many ways: born in Russia, 

raised in Canada, with formative educational stints 

in the USA and Germany. Born a German           

Lutheran, joining the Mennonite Brethren in     

Winnipeg, marrying an American MB. Fully at 

home in both classical concert hall and the rural 

congregation. Trained under British and Anglo-

Canadian choral directors in Winnipeg, yet fluent 

in German  Mennonite music-making style. Travel-

ing across the provinces in Canada to spread the joy 

and discipline of sacred music-making.9 

     Ben Horch was born in 1907 into a German    

Lutheran home in Imperial Russia. Two years later 

the family immigrated to Canada, landing in     

Winnipeg’s North End. It was a musical home, 

where Ben and his three brothers were encouraged 

to take music lessons, and where classical music 

was enjoyed on equal footing with the congrega-

tional sounds of Lutheran liturgy. In late 1913, the 

Horch family began attending evening gatherings 

of the North End MB Mission Church. By spring 

1915, Ben’s parents decided to join the church by 

believers’ baptism, and thus the Horch family      

became part of this pioneer MB congregation. Ben 

later described some of the musical and spiritual 

dynamics that played a role in the move: “We were 

attracted to this hillbilly church where gospel songs 

held us spell-bound with rhythmic excitement and 

sermons that were jovial and radiant with the joy of 

Christian experience.”10 

     While the musical idioms of this MB city      

mission were different from the Lutheran church or 

the Horch home, the congregation valued the role 

of the choir, and even encouraged youth like the 

Horch brothers to pull an instrumental group       

together to play preludes for the Sunday evening 

service. By age seventeen, Ben was leading the 

group, and named it the “Wayside Chapel           

Orchestra.” 

     Ben Horch’s musical education was mostly    

informal and experiential. Interludes of formal 

studies included four years at BIOLA11 in Los    

Angeles, 1939-43, and a yearlong sabbatical at the 

Detmold Music Academy in Germany, 1951-52.12 

Horch’s career was long and varied. Notable      

elements include teaching music and directing the 

Ben Horch (1907-1992) Source: Mennonite Archives of 
Ontario (1992-14.2932)  
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choir at Winkler (Man.) Bible Institute, leading  

choral directing workshops for church musicians 

across Canada,13 inaugurating the music program at 

MB Bible College in 1944, establishing the        

Mennonite Community Orchestra in Winnipeg,14 

serving as the first music director of Altona radio 

station CFAM, then as music producer for CBC 

Winnipeg (1959-73). At the CBC, one of his many 

program ideas eventually morphed into the Sunday 

evening TV show Hymn Sing, which many readers 

will assuredly remember. He also recorded and    

presented many church and Bible college choirs 

from the Prairies (naming this the “Bible-Belt    

Choral Series”).15 He had the distinction of working 

with renowned Canadian pianist and producer 

Glenn Gould in 1971, when Gould came to        

Manitoba to interview and record Mennonite       

musicians and theologians for a documentary      

project, “The Quiet in the Land.”16 

     While fully embracing the best that classical  

music tradition had to offer, Horch had a strong   

interest in the music of the people. This was true for 

the many ethnic communities on the prairies: 

Ukrainian, Polish, Jewish, Japanese, French etc. For 

his own spiritual MB family, he focused on the  

spiritual songs he called Kernlieder. He said he got 

the term from choral director Franz Thiessen, who 

had joined the North End church as minister in 

1932, after his time in Rosthern.17 But Ben Horch 

was the one to raise the profile of that term and 

make it central to his understanding of Mennonite 

hymnology.18  

About the Author 
 

 

 
 
 

__________________ 

Randy Klassen has served with 
MCC since 2015, including his 
current roles with Church       
Engagement and Indigenous 
Neighbours program. Prior to 
that he taught at Bethany Col-
lege (Hepburn SK), and pastored 
in Coaldale AB; he is currently 
also an adjunct faculty member 
at Horizon College (Saskatoon). 
He and his wife Darlene have 4 
adult children, 7 grandchildren, 
and live in Saskatoon, in the 
heart of Treaty 6 territory. 

1“As to education, the [West Prussian] Mennonite farm-
ers had their own schools even in the 16th century. 
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tioned the right of the Mennonites to have their 
children educated by their own teachers.” GAMEO, 
“West Prussia.” Accessed Oct 2, 2023. This empha-
sis on education is also consonant with the Gospel: 
the biblical Greek words math--êteuô “to disciple” 
and mathêtês “a disciple” are rooted in the root 
*math- “a lesson, that which is learned”. Jesus’ 
“Great Commission” (Mt 28.19) uses this word: 
“Disciple the nations, baptizing and teaching 
(didaskô)…”, and one can well see how Mennon-
ites may have applied that emphasis on (religious) 
teaching to their own families as well.  

2Wes Berg, From Russia with Music. (Winnipeg:        
Hyperion, 1985) 45-46. 

3Ibid, 65-68. 
4The choir remains a strong element of RJC’s educa-

tional program, almost a century later! 
5Enns, Elaine, and Ched Myers. Healing Haunted His-

tories: A Settler Discipleship of Decolonization. 
(Cascade, 2021). 

6There it is! …No doubt the reader has been wondering 
how long this “long road to the Kernlieder”         
actually was. 

7Author’s translation. This hymnbook was a revision of 
the 1889 Russian Mennonite edition. It was assem-
bled by Abraham J. Kroeker, MB minister, writer, 
publisher from Mountain Lake, Minn. He had been 
one of the founders of Raduga Press, Halbstadt, 
Molotschna. 

8Most English speakers pronounce his surname to 
rhyme with “porch,” though it’s a pity to lose con-
tact with the German pronunciation, with its musi-
cally attuned meaning of “listen!” Peter 
Letkemann’s thorough and engaging biography, 
The Ben Horch Story (Wpg: Old Oak Publishing, 
2007) is the authoritative and highly recommended 
source for information on this visionary musical 
leader. 

9Horch’s unique place in the musical history of Canadi-
an Mennonites is well described by Doreen H. 
Klassen, “Benjamin Horch as an Insider-Outsider 
Musical-Theological Visionary,” Sound in the 
Land: Essays on Mennonites and Music, ed. 
Maureen Epp and Carol Ann Weaver (Kitchener: 
Pandora, 2005), 83-94. 

10Quoted in Letkemann, The Ben Horch Story, 39. It 
should be noted that the first (“jovial and radiant”?) 
preacher the Horches encountered would have been 
William Bestvater, who later in 1921 moved to Sas-
katchewan to head the fledgling Herbert Bible 
School, recognized as the first Canadian MB Bible 
institute. 

11Biola University is a nationally ranked private   
      Christian university located in Southern California.                   
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12Horch was the trailblazer for a long list of Mennonite 
musicians who subsequently studied at that influen-
tial school, including: vocalists Victor Martens, Bill 
Reimer, Ben’s daughter Viola and son-in-law David 
Falk, Art Janzen (originally Laird, who continued on 
as a teacher at the Music Academy), Alvin Reimer, 
Henriette Schellenberg; choral directors Corny 
Balzer, Howard Dyck, William Baerg, George 
Wiebe, Rudy Schellenberg; pianists Irmgard Baerg, 
and Esther Wiebe. The number of Mennonite and 
other musicians who have been trained, influenced, 
and otherwise blessed by the musical riches repre-
sented in this list is uncountable. 

13Horch’s first solo workshop for conductors was held at 
the Gnadenau MB Church in Flowing Well (Herbert 
district), Sask., in July 1936. The event was attended 
by about two dozen conductors, with a 75 voice 
choir from 8 congregations coming for evening     
rehearsals [Peter Letkemann, The Ben Horch Story 
(Wpg: Old Oak Publishing, 2007)  119]. One of his 
last conducting workshops was also held in Sas-
katchewan, in August 1962. The 200 voice mass 
choir with singers from Borden to Glenbush to Laird 
to Saskatoon, gathering at Bethany Bible Institute, 
Hepburn, sang almost half of Handel’s Messiah, 
along with a selection of Kernlieder. (Letkemann, 
377). 

14See Bertha E. Klassen, Da Capo: “Start Once from the 
Front” – A History of the Mennonite Community 
Orchestra (Centre for MB Studies, 1993). 

15Letkemann, 368.  
16Ibid, 373. See www.hermitary.com/solitude/gould.html 

for more information; The Solitude Trilogy, pt 3: 
Quiet in the Land is accessible here: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4-RTDrRYZw. Ac-
cessed Oct 9, 2023. 

17Ibid, 234. 
18See Letkemann, 226-236, to see the extensive discus-

sion of Horch’s understanding and promotion of this 
term. 

 

 

Anti-Mennonite Sentiments in               
Saskatchewan 
 

By Jake Buhler 
 

     The purpose of this article is to identify and     

describe 4 disparate historical events in Saskatche-

wan over the past hundred years that created        

sentiments against the Mennonites.  

 

The Longer Mennonite Story 

     For 500 years there were periods of time when 

Mennonites, because of their beliefs, were persecut-

ed or declared unwelcome citizens of their country. 

Their response was to find a haven elsewhere that 

would take them in. This cycle of flight from     

danger to a place of refuge has repeated itself many 

times. 

     From the beginning of the 16th Century to the 

mid 16th Century, Dutch Mennonites especially 

from Friesland and Flanders fled, because of perse-

cution, to the Vistula Delta in Poland where for 250 

years they lived with some freedom. When the  

Vistula Delta was annexed by Frederick William II 

of Prussia, and the Mennonites were put upon, they 

migrated to Russia where Tsarina Katherine the 

Great granted them freedom to worship and live as 

they pleased. When one group felt Russian military 

demands were too onerous in the 1870s, they      

negotiated a Privilegium (document of privileges) 

in 1873 with the Canadian Government and moved 

to Manitoba to practice their schooling and worship 

privileges. In 1895 the Federal Government desig-

nated a settlement area for the Reinländer or the 

Old Colony Mennonites called the Hague-Osler 

Reserve. The Swift Current Reserve was formed a 

few years later.  

 

Population and Ethnic Factors in the first half of 

the 19th Century 

     For almost 50 years Saskatchewan was the third 

most populous province in Canada.1 Only Quebec 

and Ontario had a greater population.  Additionally, 

Saskatchewan was the only province in Canada 

where neither the English nor the French were in 

the majority. That troubled English Canada a great 

deal. It was feared that a province comprising 

mainly ethnic groups would not be loyal to the  

British Crown and would not be loyal citizens.2 The 

following descriptions were influenced by          

Saskatchewan’s ethnic composition within a high 

population. 

  

One: The Wars 

     Many of the Canadian soldiers who fought in 

the Great War (now called WW1), were of British 

background. French Quebecers saw the war as an 

English ordeal. Many of the non-British Canadians, 

especially recently arrived ethnic groups, were not 

excited about fighting in Europe.  

     Under The Wartime Elections Act invoked in 

https://www.hermitary.com/solitude/gould.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4-RTDrRYZw
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1917 by then Prime Minister Robert Borden,       

Mennonites and Doukhobors were not permitted to 

vote in federal elections. It was supported strongly 

by British Canadians. The action of the Government 

was a strategic move to make pacifists like Menno-

nites and Doukhobors look like shirkers and      

slackers (see cartoon).  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

     

These were the groups that some politicians in     

Saskatchewan and Ottawa were especially upset 

about. Matthew McRae writes: 

     “Some religious groups like the Mennonites and 

Doukhobors were prevented from voting in federal 

elections from 1917 to 1920. The ban was because 

most [of the eligible persons in] these groups       

refused to do military service for religious            

reasons.”3 

     Conscription for military service occurred in 

both WWI and WWII. The 1917 Military Service 

Act was not specific in its treatment of Mennonites. 

It referred to exemption on grounds of conscience.4 

Mennonites claiming conscientious objector status 

had to appear in front of a local tribunal to argue 

their cases. They had to prove they were from a  

pacifist church background. Members of local tribu-

nals were not aware of the nature of pacifism as an 

argument for military exemption. Many Mennonites 

were exempted from service in WW1 because they 

were farmers and their role in producing food was in 

the national interest. That issue was repeated in 

WWII. The writer’s father, Bernhard Buhler, was 

conscripted in 1942, but was exempted because he 

was a farmer. 

 

 

 

 

 

     Don Regier, the last Saskatchewan Mennonite 

Conscientious Objector in WWII, died in 2022. He 

chose not to fight “because it was plain wrong and 

against the teachings of Jesus,” he told me in 2021. 

He and John W. Driedger both appeared in front of 

Judge Embury (a former WWI military officer) to 

claim conscientious objector (CO) status. I stood 

“in fear and trembling,” John Driedger, told me, “as 

the judge interrogated and humiliated me.” Both 

men served at Government approved alternative 

assignments rather than enlist. 

     Dozens of COs, especially from the USA, 

served at the Rosthern Mennonite Youth Farm from 

the 1940s through the 1970s. Indeed, one reason 

why the Dominion Experimental Farm was bought 

in 1943 from the Federal Government was to have 

a place where Mennonite COs could do alternative 

service. The Youth Farm operated before hospitali-

zation and Medicare had been established. It        

pioneered care for seniors, for children with        

disabilities, and for persons with psychological  

Don Regier speaking at 
a peace conference at 
Mount Royal Church in 
2010. 
 

Certificate showing claim of military exemption based on  
religious grounds. 
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issues. Both in the US and in Canada, COs who 

were assigned to work in mental institutions were 

conscientized about bad treatment of patients. In 

some cases, like North Battleford, they became   

active in improving the situation.  

     Did the two Wars exacerbate feelings of resent-

ment toward Saskatchewan Mennonites? Not nearly 

as much as in the USA. Indeed, there was migration 

from USA to Saskatchewan to avoid outright       

mistreatment. The damage done was to create a  

perception that Mennonites were “slackers and 

shirkers.” That may have been one reason why 

Mennonites from the 1940s onward have volun-

teered with up to a half dozen groups (MCC, MDS, 

Pax, VS, and so on). Conscientious Objection was a 

call to refrain from fighting. But the call to serve in 

other ways was the response by many Mennonites. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Two: The Ku Klux Klan          

     The most “English” of all places in Saskatche-

wan in the 1920s was Moose Jaw and the areas 

around that city. Already during WWI, a group was 

formed called the National British Citizenship 

League.5 Its slogan was “One Flag, One School, 

One Tongue.” After the War, the League contacted 

the KKK in Indiana, which then established head-

quarters in Moose Jaw. The Saskatchewan agenda 

had nothing to do with prejudice against Blacks. Its 

agenda was anti-Catholic and anti-Eastern European 

Immigration to Canada. The KKK “was an          

extremist, ultra-fundamentalist and pro-British    

organization.”6 James Pitsula records that 45,000 

memberships were sold in Saskatchewan.7 

     Saskatchewan political parties had no formal 

links with the Klan, but the hysteria caused by the 

clan affected the politics of the day. In the 1929 

election, many vented prejudices as a cover for    

upholding British institutions. Had the 13,000   

Mennonite refugees gathered near Moscow been 

allowed to enter Canada, it would have created an 

enormous backlash. The Klan were a contributing 

reason (there were other reasons of course) why 

thousands of Mennonite refugees from the USSR 

never made it to Canada.  

     The public reaction also became an issue in    

Alberta. The United Farmers Union influenced by a 

fiery United Church minister, Norman Priestly, 

who “was utterly opposed to bringing in any of the 

band of Mennonites who are now stranded at some 

point in Russia.”8 

     There is a strange angle to the Klan’s desire to 

keep Saskatchewan and Canada British. Canada, in 

the 1920s, needed laborers and farmers and other 

immigrant workers. The heads of the major rail-

ways and business interests reminded Prime      

Minister Mackenzie King of that. So, in 1925, he 

signed an agreement with the CPR and the CNR 

that they could recruit immigrants from all parts of 

Europe.  

     The Ku Klux Klan fell into oblivion as quickly 

as it had risen to prominence. The Depression of 

the 1930s contributed to its demise. Furthermore, 

when R.B. Bennet cancelled the Railways Agree-

ment upon being elected in 1930, it removed the 

Klan’s main platform. Mennonite immigration  

ended.  

 

Three: Edmund H. Oliver 

     Edmund Oliver is a most unusual person to be 

associated with an anti-Mennonite bias. Born in 

Ontario in 1882, he obtained his Ph.D. from the 

University of Toronto in 1905. He was invited by 

Dr. Walter Murray in the same year to help found 

Robert Forke was Mackenzie King’s Minister of Immigra-
tion in the 1920s. This cartoon is mocking Forke for sup-
porting immigration of Mennonites. Saskatchewan Prem-
ier Anderson has locked the gate.  
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the University of Saskatchewan. Dr. Murray also 

assisted Dr. Oliver in the 1926 establishment of the 

Presbyterian Theological College that was renamed 

St. Andrew’s College. Oliver became its first presi-

dent in 1913. When WWI began, he enlisted as a 

military chaplain in France. When soldiers were on 

leave, he would bike from one battle-site to another 

and offer them higher education level classes. When 

the war ended, he returned to head St. Andrew’s 

College again. He became active in uniting the  

Presbyterians, Methodist and Congregational 

churches to form the United Church of Canada in 

1925. He was a prolific writer and wrote about a 

dozen books and many treatises and papers. He 

served as the Moderator of the United Church of 

Canada for one term.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          But there was another side to Edmund Oliver. 

He was an activist, and when he had moral convic-

tions about a matter, he poured all his energies into 

it. Walter Murray and Edmund Oliver were mem-

bers of the Committee of One-hundred 9 that argued    

prohibition of all alcohol was the way to reform 

moral decay. They put pressure on Premier Scott to 

enact prohibition laws. 

     But Oliver was passionate about another subject. 

He was vice president of the Saskatchewan Public 

Education League, an organization dedicated to the 

promotion of only English language schooling espe-

cially among ethnic minorities.  Whenever he could, 

he would promote the sole use of the English      

language in all schools. I will concentrate on one 

paper that he gave to the Saskatchewan Public      

Education League in 1915. He described several 

ethnic groups like this: 

• Of the Indians (then the acceptable term) 

he said, “the crushing of the uprising of 

1885 [at Batoche] told the world that this 

was to be a white man's country.”10 

• “Independent Doukhobors are good 

farmers and energetic, but with a certain 

proneness to drinking and slackness 

showing evidence of the removal of 

moral restraints”11 

• Of the French, “Are we going to con-

template having our children leave the 

public schools with an inadequate 

knowledge of the English language?”12 

     Edmund Oliver was a talented researcher and 

collected information on seventeen schools in the 

Hague-Osler Reserve and fifteen in the Swift     

Current Reserve. He personally visited thirteen of 

the Mennonite schools. I will detail several conclu-

sions Oliver made about his visits: 

• “In the forenoon they sing and say their 

prayers, then study Bible History and 

practice reading. This consumes the 

morning hours from 8:30 to 11:30. In 

the afternoon they work for three hours 

doing arithmetic and reading. It is    

simple fare, but it is the best the teacher 

has received in his training. Frequently 

the teacher cannot speak Hochdeutsch 

well enough to converse. They go from 

October 15 to seeding ignorant of the 

scope of Canadian history, untouched 

by the loftiness of Canadian ideals and 

taught that the English language will 

only make it easier to lapse (sic) into 

[the] great world outside the Mennonite   

communities.”13 

• “The salaries of the teachers are not 

princely. In Osterwick the teacher     

receives $200 a year and in Kronsthal, 

$100. In Blumenheim $30 a month for 

six months and 100 bushels of oats. The 

teacher receives a free house.”14 

• “There are 800 children in backless 

seats. An absence of maps, pictures, and 

charts.”15 

• “The function of our schools must not 

be  to make Mennonites, but Canadian 

citizens.”16 

     Edmund Oliver knew the early premiers well.  

 

Edmund Oliver:   
churchman, scholar, educator, 
chaplain, and seminary         
president  
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He was on a first name basis with Thomas Scott 

(1905-16), William Martin (1916-22), and James           

Anderson (1929-34). Scott and Martin, in addition 

to being premiers, were also ministers of education. 

So, Oliver had total access to them to feed them  

information on the Mennonites. It is no wonder that 

they played hardball when it came to mandatory 

schooling. Almost two thousand Old Colony       

Saskatchewan Mennonites migrated to Mexico    

beginning in 1922 after they lost the right to have 

their own schools. They were fined, their property 

seized, and some even went to jail. As though to 

humiliate them, the Department of Education, in the 

1920s, named schools after military battles like 

Passchendaele or officers like Lt. Colonel John    

Embury. Why did they do it? R.J. Davidson, a     

senior official told me, “they made things hard for 

us, so our response was to get back at them.”17 

     Oliver reported: “The Old Colonier constitute an 

educational problem. They are adherents of Bishop 

Wienz of Neuanlage, and Bishop Wiebe of Spring-

field near Swift Current. They claim that the        

Dominion Government promised them, before their 

arrival in Manitoba in 1874, their own type of 

schools.” In 1905 the Province of Saskatchewan 

took control of education and ignored the claims of 

the Old Colony Mennonites.  

     Edmund Oliver died at the young age of 56 in 

1936. He was one of the most influential leaders in 

the United Church at a time when it was the largest 

church denomination in Saskatchewan and he 

worked on an agenda that hurt the Old Colony  

Mennonites immensely. By feeding the premiers his 

information he helped to solidify strong negative 

feelings against the Mennonites. Many United 

Church ministers turned against the Mennonites, 

and later several became Ku Klux Klan members. 

     In 2006 in a paper that Dr. Bill Janzen gave to 

the annual sessions of the Mennonite Historical   

Society of Saskatchewan, he described Dr. Edmund 

Oliver as a senior religious individual who gathered 

detailed intelligence on the Old Colony Mennonites 

that was then used against them by Premiers Martin 

and Scott. Officials of Church and State worked  

together against the Mennonites.18 

     Edmund Oliver never took away the right of Old 

Colony Mennonites to have their private schools. 

Instead, he provided educational officials and     

politicians with tools to do that and a rationale for 

doing it. And as the Mennonites paid their fines, 

and had their properties seized, and closed their 

schools and moved to Mexico, Oliver looked on.19  

 

Four: The Braun-Friesen Conflict 

     Henry P. Friesen, a brother to I.P. Friesen, an 

influential evangelist, was a Kanadier. Isaac Braun 

was a Russländer who had arrived in Canada and 

disembarked at Rosthern in July of 1924 just a year 

after the first group of 600 immigrants got off the 

train in the same town. What was to occur over the 

next seven years would create not only negative 

publicity for Mennonites in Saskatchewan but 

throughout Canada. H.P. Friesen was a person of 

means who owned a business in Hague and had 

helped several just-arrived Russländer get           

established. The Kanadier were conservative    

Mennonites like the Bergthaler and the Old Colony 

who had arrived in Manitoba from Russia after 

1874, some of whom had moved to Saskatchewan 

in 1895. The Russländer were more progressive 

Mennonites who arrived from the USSR after 1923.  

     Victor Wiebe explains that occasionally there 

were tensions between the newcomers and the    

established Kanadier. Wiebe also observes that 

among the Russländer was a small group of irre-

sponsible settlers who did not pay off their travel 

debts called the Reiseschuld. This upset the CPR. 

There were even several Communist sympathizers 

like Jacob Penner who became an alderman in 

Winnipeg.20  Isaac Braun was another one whose 

darker side would emerge later. Their actions    

boded badly for Mennonites in the public forum.  

     The beginnings of the Braun-Friesen conflict 

began almost immediately after Isaac Braun and his 

wife, Margaretha, and sons Nickolai and Isaak    

arrived in Rosthern in 1924. Braun approached 

Friesen for a loan to buy a small fruit farm in      

Renata, B.C. They met at the Western Hotel in  

Saskatoon with a lawyer. Friesen was reluctant but 

wrote his name and address on the lawyer’s station-

ery and gave it to Braun who would travel to B.C. 

to look at the farm and report back. Braun went to 
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B.C. and saw the space above the signature. He 

wrote a fraudulent promissory note purporting to 

show that Braun had loaned Friesen $5,000. Braun 

then sued Friesen to collect the loan. Victor Wiebe 

explains that a poverty-ridden Braun hardly had 

such funds to loan to Braun. In the first civil case 

hearing, Friesen was found guilty and ordered to 

pay $5,000. Then moving forward over the next 5 

years there would be six more court cases before 

Braun would be found guilty of fraud and impris-

oned at the Prince Albert Penitentiary. In 1932 he 

was deported back to the USSR.  

     David Toews had initially supported Isaac 

Braun. That, plus the initial finding of Friesen’s 

guilt in the matter, may have contributed to the      

expulsion of H.P. Friesen from the Rosenort     

Mennonite Church. The members of the Mennonite 

Board of Colonization were highly embarrassed  

because they had sided with Braun. That was later 

reversed but not before H.P. Friesen’s life had been 

ruined. His grandson recalls that in his later years he 

would sit idly in the CNR rail station or in the   

basement of the Eaton’s Department. His life had 

been ruined. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     The impact of the five years of court cases and 

trials left a cumulative negative impression on     

Canadians everywhere. It was the province’s longest 

case ever. It was reported in the Toronto Globe 

fourteen times according to Frank Epp.21 By 1927 

when 13,000 Mennonite refugees in the USSR were 

pleading to be admitted to Canada, a malaise had 

settled over the Government. Germany was anxious 

to help, but Canada was not. In 1929 everything 

came to a halt. Many of the 13,000 Mennonites 

were sent to Siberia and other inhospitable places.  

     The finest summary of the protracted conflict 

comes from a grandson of Henry P. Friesen: 

    “So, what should we conclude about the Friesen-

Braun affair and what are its continuing               

implications?  It would be a mistake to use this    

story to reopen old divisions, or to blame various 

individuals.  Its importance is its illustration of the 

nature of evil, how the evil actions of one person 

can have effects that are at the time unimaginable 

and  unforeseen.  It is perhaps like the idea in chaos    

theory that the movements of a butterfly in        

Venezuela can be related to a hurricane in Florida. 

Braun’s actions affected not only H.P. Friesen   

personally, but also the Friesen family.  It divided 

the Friesen family from the Toews family, and it 

caused divisions within the Mennonite church.  

And finally, it affected thousands of families in 

Russia, who as a result were denied admittance to 

Canada.22 

 

_________________ 

1Canada Census 1911, 1921, 1931, 1941, 1951 
2Canada Census 
3McRae, Matthew, Chaotic Story of the Right to Vote. 
Winnipeg: Canadian Museum for Human Rights, 2019. 
4The Act (in Sub 11,i,f; 11,ii,a) makes clear that exemp-
tion for reasons of conscience applies only to combatant 
service. Wording on the Certificate makes clear that the 
Act governs the exemption, making ambulatory or other 
non-combatant service an obligation on paper, even for 
COs.  
5Pitsula, James, Keeping Canada British: the Ku Klux 
Klan in 1920s Saskatchewan. Vancouver: UBC Press, 
2013, p. 33. 
6Epp, Frank H., Mennonites in Canada 1920-1940.    
Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1982, p. 314. 
7Pitsula, James, Keeping Canada British: The Ku Klux 
Klan in 1920s Saskatchewan. Vancouver: UBC Press, 
2013, p. 106. 
8Epp, p.315 
9Bernhard, Gordon and Oliver, E.H., A study of 
Protestant Progressivism in Saskatchewan 1909 – 1935, 
(Regina: A Thesis in Partial Fulfilment for the Degree 
of Master of Arts in History of Social Sciences, Univer-
sity of Regina, 1977), p 55. 
10Oliver, Edmund H., The Country School in Non-
English-Speaking Communities in Saskatchewan.      
Regina: Unpublished paper given to the Saskatchewan 
Public Education League of which he was Vice Presi-
dent, September 22, 1915). Unnumbered page. 

Saskatoon Courthouse where some of the 
Braun Friesen Trials took place. 
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11Ibid, unnumbered page 
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17In conversation with Mr. R.J. Davidson in 1961 at the 
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18Notes made by Jake Buhler on the 2006 lecture by Dr. 
Bill Janzen. 
19Writer’s note: I hold a graduate degree in theology 
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Edmund H. Oliver helped to establish. The College has 
changed for the good, but it has not acknowledged what 
its first president did a hundred years ago. I am working 
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20Friesen, Glenn, The Friesen Braun Trials, Unpublished 
paper, 2010, p. 21. 
21Wiebe, Victor, The Friesen Braun Trials. Saskatoon: 
Unpublished paper presented to the Mennonite Historical 
Society of Saskatchewan, March 2, 2019, p.4. 
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Susanna (Susie) Penner (1869-1950): 
Waldheim’s Midwife 

By Sydney MacKenna 
 

     This fascinating biography of an exceptional 

woman is a slightly condensed version. Copy editor, 

George G. Epp informs me that both he and his wife 

Agnes first saw the light of day in Susie Penner’s 

maternity home.  - Editor 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

     Susanna Penner1 hadn’t planned to become a 

nurse, let alone a midwife. At fifteen years of age, 

her dream was to become a missionary. Deemed far 

too young and perhaps not serious enough about it, 

Susie remained at home with her family, taking part 

in church activities, teaching, singing in the choir, 

helping in the garden and looking after her younger 

siblings.                                                    

Susie Penner ca. 1945 Waldheim 

Heinrich and Susanna Penner and family ca. 1880-81,      
possibly in the Caucasus. Susie is in the centre. 
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     Susanna, or Susie, was born September 6th, 1879, 

in Annenfeld, Crimea, South Russia, to Heinrich 

Heinrich Penner and Susanna Fast.   Her father   had 

come to Gnadenfeld, Molotschna as a small boy 

with his widowed mother, Anna Buller Penner, and 

three siblings around 1861, possibly from Deutsch 

Wymyschle, Poland. Heinrich became a teacher 

whose career led him to village schools in the     

Caucasus, the Crimea, as well as the Molotschna 

and Sagradowka colonies. He met his wife, Susanna 

Fast, when he was teaching in Rudnerweide,       

Molotschna. 

 

The Growing-up Years 

     Susie’s father Heinrich found that some villagers 

were open to new ideas in the schools while others 

objected to the slightest changes in curriculum. 

Some parents insisted that only the Bible was   

needed, not new-fangled textbooks. Heinrich,      

always eager to learn and teach new things, insisted 

on the addition of modern textbooks in his schools, 

as well as the inclusion of music and poetry to en-

rich the education of his students. Susie and her sib-

lings were among their father’s students, so Susie 

became a relatively well-educated girl for her time. 

Her mother Susanna was an integral part of the 

school, too.  

     When Susie was about two years old, her father 

was offered the opportunity to travel to the          

Caucasus region as a Russian-speaking interpreter 

for a group of German Lutherans looking to         

purchase land there. After their successful purchase, 

they   invited Heinrich to become the teacher in the 

village of Gnadenburg, on the Terek River, near the 

present-day city of Mozdok. Heinrich and Susanna, 

along with children Heinrich, Susie, Johannes and 

later, Gerhard, spent five adventure-filled years   

getting to know their Lutheran neighbours as well as 

the local people of the area. Because of constant  

political  unrest, however, the family was forced to 

return to Molotschna. Three years later, they moved 

to the Sagradowka colony … first to Gnadenfeld 

and finally to Tiege. By the time the Penner family 

came to Tiege, there were three more children,    

Anna, Peter and Abram.  

     During her early years in Tiege, Susie was very 

active in her community. At age fifteen, she was 

converted and shortly afterwards, was baptized in 

the nearby Ingulitz River. Although she always   

enjoyed singing in the choir, in Susie’s words, “I 

was anxious to do more for the Lord.” She attended 

church services led by visiting missionaries from 

India, and when a good friend decided to join them, 

Susie was eager to follow. Her parents, not        

convinced of her sincerity at such a young age,  

persuaded her that her responsibilities lay at home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Call to Midwifery 

     In time, Susie’s mother Susanna became preg-

nant once more. Susanna’s previous pregnancies 

had gone well, but this time, she suffered greatly 

after the birth of a son. The young, inexperienced 

midwife had been careless about hygiene during 

and after the birth and as a result, Susanna          

developed severe septicemia. A doctor was        

summoned who not only scolded the midwife but 

also managed to save Susanna’s life. Daughter 

Susie felt completely helpless seeing her mother’s 

condition deteriorate and wondered how things 

could be improved for women like her mother. 

When asked, the doctor suggested Susie should get 

some thorough nursing training. Susie agreed, but 

before she could carry out her plan, she would have 

to wait until sister Anna was old enough to take her 

place at home, caring for her mother, baby brother 

Jacob and the rest of the family. 

     Finally, in 1900, when she was twenty-one, 

Susie went to Odessa to begin five years of study. 

She trained in a German hospital for two years and 

after obtaining her nursing diploma, studied      

midwifery in a maternity hospital for another two 

Susie Penner ca. 1887-88 
- taken in Molotschna. 
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years. Her fifth and final year consisted of the     

intensive study of women’s and children’s diseases, 

followed by work in a clinic as a doctor’s assistant.  

     During her years in Odessa, Susie corresponded 

regularly with her parents, describing her studies as 

well as her experiences outside the hospitals. She 

was quite proud of the fact that in anatomy class, 

while one fellow student had fainted at the sight of a 

skeleton, she hadn’t! Despite enjoying her classes, 

she missed her family greatly and always longed for 

news of home. The lonely hours when she was on 

night duty were especially hard. When reading    

didn’t assuage her worries, she wrote poetry to    

express her anxiety about her mother’s health, in 

particular. Susie’s mother, just as concerned for her 

daughter’s well-being, wrote regularly and sent  

knitted stockings and dress material for Susie to 

have made up by a dressmaker in Odessa. As well 

as receiving letters and care packages, Susie had 

occasional visits from her brothers Johannes, who 

was serving in the Forsteidienst, and Gerhard, who 

was teaching in the Kuban.  

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Both Susie’s parents expressed a lively interest 

in her new life and their letters were full of ques-

tions and advice: “When do your oral exams take 

place? Will the schools be closed till May? How is 

your friend Martschen? If you are able to come 

home during the holidays, then bring her with you! 

Come for a roast duck dinner!” Most often they 

concluded with, “Oh dear Susie, please do not go 

out into the dangerous streets!”  

      In spite of their warnings, Susie’s work at the 

clinic often took her to the very places her parents 

feared. After telling them that she had been    

threatened by a man who wanted to murder her 

with a hunting knife, her father was outraged that 

her superior, a Professor Spiro, had allowed her to 

go out on her own to bandage wounds. 

 

More than a Midwife 

     The Revolution of 1905 interrupted everyone’s 

lives, including Susie’s, and particularly her work 

at the clinic. Reluctantly, she left Odessa and made 

the now-dangerous journey back to her family 

home. Tiege was without a doctor at that time, so 

Susie decided to set up her own practice. She soon 

discovered that her newly-acquired medical 

knowledge and nursing skills were not always    

appreciated. She said, “It wasn't easy to overcome 

prejudices and old wives’ tales which substituted 

for medicine among the older people.” Many of the 

villagers found it difficult to understand the        

importance of proper hygiene. They even          

questioned her assertion that it was safe to bathe a 

new mother as soon as one day after she had given 

birth! During those five months in Tiege, Susie  

attended seventy-five births. 

     According to Susie, although there were sixteen 

villages in Sagradowka at that time, the authorities 

had been unwilling to engage two certified        

midwives. Susie made the decision to move to 

Chortitza, where a certified midwife for every three 

villages had been the rule for the past eighteen 

years. She set up her office and clinic in Osterwick 

and served Kronsthal, Osterwick and one other   

village, as well as a nearby factory with several 

hundred workers. During her eighteen-and-a-half-

years in Chortitza, Susie attended over twenty-eight

-hundred births. She wrote, “I tried to do the very 

best for my patients. Often remembering my   

mother’s difficulties, no tear was left unstitched 

Nurse Susie in her uniform. Odessa, ca.   1903-6 
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and as a midwife, my responsibility was always to 

two lives.” 

     In October, 1906 Susie’s beloved mother        

Susanna fell ill with pneumonia while visiting her 

oldest son Heinrich, a teacher in Friedensfeld,  

Borozenko. She died shortly after returning home 

and Susie rushed to Tiege to attend her mother’s 

funeral. Susie, the eldest daughter, was now the   

matriarch of the family and took her role seriously 

from that time on.  

     Two years after her mother’s death, Susie’s    

father married widow Katharina Fast Dueck. They 

moved to Herzenburg before finally settling in Spat, 

Crimea, along with Susie’s sister Anna. In 1917, 

knowing of the continued unrest in Crimea and    

concerned for their safety, Susie persuaded them all 

to move to Kronsthal, the village right next to her 

home and clinic in Osterwick.  

     The years of the Revolution from 1917-22 were 

particularly demanding for Susie. Few doctors were 

available and she had to deal with the almost daily 

cases of sexual violence and mutilations perpetrated 

by bandits roaming the villages. She even had to 

treat the notorious Nestor Makhno and his men 

while her own patients, often in disguise, came    

secretly to the back door of her clinic for their care. 

Susie worried constantly about the consequences, 

both physical and mental, of the assaults on her   

patients. Eventually, Susie herself contracted typhus 

which ran rampant through the colonies and left her 

ill for many months. She returned to work in a 

weakened state and ended up having to undergo  

surgery. Fortunately for Susie’s patients, a Dr. 

Hamm, who himself had been ill, was now able to 

help.  

     Though the Revolution was coming to an end, 

conditions in South Russia were not improving,   

especially for Mennonites. During 1922, Susie 

learned that it was now possible for some Menno-

nites to emigrate to Canada. Since Susie’s father and 

several of her brothers were landless teachers and 

not land-owning farmers, they were among those 

who would be eligible to leave. At Susie’s urging, 

her whole family sent in applications to emigrate 

and all were accepted. They were fortunate to be 

included in the very first of four groups to leave 

South Russia that summer and in June, 1923, the 

Penner family began their journey to Canada. 

To Canada 

     In preparation for traveling, two cattle cars were 

fitted out with bunk beds and provisions such as 

baskets of dried zwieback, a silver samovar for 

making tea, clothing and bedding. Beside the      

necessities, Susie’s father brought his notebooks, 

journals and photos and brother Gerhard brought 

his violin and precious books. Susie brought her 

surgical instruments, as well as her strong determi-

nation to wage war on all germs! Her then nine-

year old nephew, Philip, remembered that his aunt 

wore her nurse’s uniform throughout the journey. 

He told the story that one day, when she was     

emptying the family chamber pot from the back of 

the train, Susie accidentally let go of the pot, as 

well as its contents, so they were left without that 

very essential vessel for the remainder of the trip!  

     When their train reached the port of Libau, near 

Riga, Latvia, everyone was examined by a medical 

team and sister Anna was detained for treatment of 

trachoma. She and her family would have to follow 

on a later ship. The rest of the family boarded the 

SS Bruton at Libau on July 3rd, 1923 and on July 

5th, they sailed through the Kiel Canal to       

Southampton, England. On July 10th, they boarded 

Document signed by Dr. Th. Hottmann attesting to Susie’s 
work in Chortitza 1923.  

“ATTESTATION: With this I certify that the midwife,    

Susanna Penner served as Colony Midwife for seventeen 

years under my authority and leadership, and that she ful-

filled her role conscientiously and with expertise, presiding at 

over 3,000 births. Signed: Head doctor of the Chortitza    

Rayon (Municipal) Hospital, Dr. Th. Hottmann (Date        

unclear, but in 1923.)” 
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the Empress of France, reaching Quebec City on 

July 17th.  

                              

     Most of the passengers were very seasick during 

the voyage, especially Susie’s brother Gerhard’s 

wife, who was five months pregnant when they left 

home. A healthy baby girl, born the following     

November, was named Susanne, after her aunt and 

paternal grandmother. Upon disembarking, the   

passengers were greeted by nuns waiting on the 

dock. Gerhard played his violin, while his fellow 

passengers sang a hymn of thanksgiving for their 

safe passage. 

     The Penner family soon boarded a CPR train 

which in later years was referred to as the “baloney 

train”. The monotony of the menu did not keep 

them from being very excited as the train sped 

across this strange new country. Most of the family 

was headed for Waldheim, Saskatchewan, where 

Susie would take her father and step-mother to live 

with her, while brother Gerhard and his family went 

to Herbert, Saskatchewan. Their whole journey had 

taken one month.  

 

“Nurse” Penner 

     Susie was eager to begin a new chapter in her 

nursing/midwifery career in Canada. However, her 

diplomas and certificates, as well as her years of 

successful medical practice in South Russia didn’t 

seem to mean much now. Fully-trained midwives 

were not the custom or tradition in Canada. Eventu-

ally, Susie was granted the title of Nurse and was 

advised to go ahead and practice nursing and      

midwifery but not to compete with other doctors or 

local, untrained midwives. Susie was always care-

ful to consult with doctors whenever necessary. 

      

     Despite the difficult beginning years, when she 

received little or no pay, Susie served the         

Waldheim community for twenty-three and a half 

years, and for the last thirteen had her own materni-

ty home. Her niece, Rita Loewen, said her aunt was 

often called out in the dead of winter in below-

freezing temperatures and would don her big fur 

coat, hat and mittens, and with a heated stone at her 

feet, make her way by horse and sleigh, to and from 

her patients’ homes. No one was ever denied her 

help and she never lost a patient in childbirth. Susie 

delivered over four thousand babies in her lifetime. 

She also created her own special liniment,         

nicknamed “Sustki Schmaia” (Susie Grease).  

     Susie herself wrote in a brief memoir, “The safe 

delivery of a healthy child and hearing its healthy 

cry (sometimes after a slap from me) was always a 

thrilling experience and I liked nothing more than 

to care for newborn babies. To see mother and 

child going home happily gave me great joy.”  

     Susie’s responsibilities increased greatly during 

WWII, when so many young doctors were serving 

overseas. When the war ended, Susie felt that after 

over forty-six years of maternity practice, she was 

getting too old to shrug off the anxieties and sleep-

less nights that came with her vocation. Her health 

was failing, too, and she realized the time had come 

to retire. In her last five years in Waldheim, Susie 

had conducted home nursing and first aid classes 

and also served as a school nurse. She was given a 

medal of merit by the Red Cross for her services.  

     When she left Waldheim, a large gathering took 

Susie’s postcard of the Empress of France.           
July 1923 

Susie and her father Heinrich H. Penner at the 
back of their house in Waldheim ca. 1928. 
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place to honour her. Church ministers as well as 

teachers gave fond messages of farewell and thanks 

for her many contributions to the community. Local 

musicians performed and the school choir sang for 

her. Susie said, “With all my shortcomings, I felt I 

was not worthy of so much affection. But I had tried 

to do my best.” Susie sold her property in Waldheim 

and in 1945, moved with her youngest brother Jacob 

and his family to Chilliwack, B.C. There she was 

reunited with her brothers Peter, Gerhard and 

Abram and their families, who had moved there  

earlier.  

     Susie was the mainstay of her family for most of 

her life, helping her siblings to establish themselves 

in Canada, and later, sponsoring several cousins to 

come to Canada, as well. Her nieces and nephews 

remembered her fondly and especially remembered 

their summer visits to “Tante Susie.” All spoke of 

Susie’s generosity and loving spirit. Although Susie 

never became a missionary, her whole family, as 

well as her many patients, had been her “mission.” 

In this 100th anniversary year of the Penner        

family’s arrival in Canada, her family celebrates and 

remembers with love, the brave woman who had the 

foresight and courage to help her family find their 

new home.  

     Susie Penner died on August 13th, 1950 after a 

six-month stay in Chilliwack General Hospital    

battling pancreatic cancer. Her funeral service was 

held in the Chilliwack MB Church and she is buried 

in the beautiful Little Mountain Cemetery in           

Chilliwack, B.C.  

 

***** 
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The Saskatchewan School No. 99 

By Bob Wahl 
 
     Prior to the formation of Saskatchewan as a 

province, early European Pioneers came to the 

Clark’s Crossing area east of present-day Warman 

in what was still known as the Northwest Territory. 

John Fowler Clark and his wife, Maggie, came 

from Ontario in 1880 and established a ferry cross-

ing. They were soon joined by others including 

John and James Lake and a good number of 

Caswell families, all from Ontario.   

  

Sydney Catherine (Penner) MacKenna 
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A School was needed 

      

 

 

 

 

      A school was needed for their children. On July 

6, 1887, a new district was established originally 

named “Saskatchewan Protestant Public School 

District Nr. 99 of the North-West Territories”2 

Later (1931) the name was changed to 

“Saskatchewan School District No. 99 of Sas-

katchewan”.3  When I was a student in that school 

in 1940-1948, we were told the school was the     

oldest surviving English-speaking school in what 

had been the North-West Territories. 

     The school district was huge. In a line starting at 

the Clarkboro Ferry westward, it included Warman, 

then proceeding northward including Osler and up 

to what became Neuhorst, then east to the Saskatch-

ewan River just below present day Blumenheim. It 

encompassed an area of over 20,000 acres or thirty-

two sections. In 1915, the size was cut down        

substantially to about fifteen and one-half sections 

to accommodate needed schools in the Osler and 

Warman districts, where Mennonite immigration 

was a growing factor. 

     Local school trustees struggled with limitations 

at first. Finding qualified teachers to work in remote 

areas was difficult. Records show numerous letters 

sent to the Department of Education asking for   

family members to be given more time to complete 

teacher qualifications.4 Family members were often 

the only teachers they could find. Pay, if any, was 

minimal. Board and room were usually supplied by 

district family.          

     With the coming of the Mennonites at the turn 

of the century, a separate school building was badly 

needed as many Mennonites came with large     

families. A one-room schoolhouse with a teacher-

age was built just across the road from the John 

Caswell farm in 1906.  The school yard was ringed 

with beautiful trees and included a baseball field. 

The school had three windows on each side       

originally but was later changed so all the windows 

were on the south side.  There was a barn for    

horses, a garage, separate toilets for girls and boys, 

a small teacherage and a one-car garage.  Inside 

were several rows of two-person student desks, a 

teacher’s desk, a chalkboard and a pot-bellied stove 

for heat.  The single classroom could accommodate 

about fifty children.  

 

Obstacles 

     Among the many obstacles faced in the early 

days of the school district, distance was certainly 

one of the major ones. Whoever decided on the size 

of the school district must not have considered the 

distance it meant for any student at the edge of the 

district to get to school.  For some living on the  

extreme edge of the district it would have meant a 

walk or a ride of eight to ten miles, a practical    

impossibility. Snowstorms and very cold winter 

weather would have made it impossible to walk and 

the use of horses was impractical since these horses 

were also needed at home.  

     Time and again, board minutes record difficulty 

in acquiring qualified teachers.  That challenge 

worsened with the founding of Saskatchewan as a 

province in 1905 and new schools legislation. Few 

qualified teachers wanted to teach for poor pay and/

Saskatchewan School No 99, 1906 - 1953. When the large 
Barager families (Gordon, Richard, Mahlon, and Ephraim) 
arrived about a decade later, they began to take over much 
of the school responsibilities including the decision to build 
a new school. 

Original home of John Caswell and the Saskatchewan 
School No 99. In 1893 children of the pioneers first met 
in the mud and plaster home of John Caswell. His    
property was about a mile and a half north of John 
Clark’s ferry crossing on the west side of the river.   
According to the Star Phoenix, this picture was taken in 
the fall of 1893.  
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or in remote locations. With only a few faithful   

municipal ratepayers, the board could only offer low 

wages to a teacher.  

     Raising necessary finances was a constant      

refrain. Teachers had to be paid, even if little, and 

housing needed to be supplied for them. Equipment 

and supplies were needed. Credit was not readily 

available, not even from banks. New farmers were 

stretched to the limit; crops were often poor.  John 

Caswell, in whose home the school was originally 

located—and who appears also to have boarded the 

teacher—sends a letter to the Department of Educa-

tion wanting to be paid the rent owed to him by a 

former teacher. He uses terms like “injustice”, 

“unscrupulous”.5 He is very upset.   

  

So-called “foreigners”, the Mennonites 

     Another obstacle to school district administration 

related to so-called “foreigners.” On March 20, 

1918, Ephraim Barager, as secretary of the school 

board wrote a letter to the Department of Education, 

seeking to explain the low attendance at the school.6 

Although there were thirty-four children in the 

school district at that time, only nine were attending. 

He explains that the school was only in operation 

for 173 days of teaching and not the required 190 

since it was frequently too cold to open the school, 

and since the “foreigners” refused to attend the pub-

lic school, the board thought it better just to teach 

the “English” children at home. Most of the Old 

Colony Mennonites operated their own school,7 and 

the district had a small school for Mennonite      

children in the village of Kronstal just northeast of 

the school on my grandfather’s (Peter Wall) farm, 

but it was not recognized by the Department of    

Education.  

     Most of these “foreigners” were “Old Colony” 

Mennonites, but not all Mennonites that came to the 

area were “Old Colony.” It is interesting that nearly 

twenty years after the first Mennonites arrived in the 

area, many would still not send their children to a 

public school. Even though the battle was lost—the 

church had officially moved to Mexico—many   

remaining continued to refuse a public school       

education. Some, like my mother’s Mennonite 

Brethren family, accepted public schooling for their 

children.  This created a lot of stress in the school 

district, in the villages and in many homes. This  

issue was not entirely resolved even in my time 

1940 – 1948. My dad, a school trustee, was       

constantly visiting families who were not sending 

their children to school to encourage them to do so.   

     There were many possible reasons for Menno-

nite parents’ declining to send their children to  

public schools, the main one being their convic-

tions about Christian versus “worldly” education. 

Some had great distances to travel and no means 

other than walking to get to school. Many were 

very poor, and the parents were embarrassed to 

send their children without proper clothing.  

     J.H. Gallaway, inspector for the Saskatchewan 

school, appears so frustrated he writes to the       

Department of Education referring to the 

“Mennonite School Attendance Problem”.8 He 

writes: “The parents and grandparents are of the 

Old Colony Church Mennonite persuasion in    

matters of education,” and suggests, “that the 

RCMP take over enforcement of the School Act.” 

He seems exasperated that all attempts to get more 

missing children to attend the school have not    

succeeded. He goes so far as to write, “The position 

I have taken in discussing these most difficult cases 

is that if legal means will not secure responses,   

removal of the children from the custody of the  

parents altogether and provide for their education 

otherwise (sic).”  

    In a further letter dated January 12, 1933,9 after 

visiting several Mennonite families, he admits that 

he can’t convince one family to send their children 

even though (Gallaway writes) he has arranged 

proper clothing “except for underwear and         

footwear,” and further, “this school (referring to the 

Saskatchewan School) has for years had the most 

irregular attendance by far of any in this                

inspectorate.” 

     Many of the remaining Old Colony Menno-

nites—those who had decided not to move to     

Mexico—were now orphaned by their church. They 

decided to accept the government’s edict and send 

their children to the English public school. That  

included my grandfather, Peter Wall, who was    

often in trouble with his uncle, the Ältester Jacob 
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Wiens. He decided to send his sons to the Saskatch-

ewan School ca.1923, perhaps just prior to or about 

the time the Old Colony Mennonite Church was      

leaving. That gave my dad about four years of   

English education before leaving school to work on 

the farm at fifteen.  

     It is not until 1927 that the school had a Menno-

nite teacher in Peggy Friesen.10  The nearby Old 

Colony Mennonite village school, Kronstal, appears 

to have had its last teacher in 1923. 

Continuing Challenges 

     On Nov 23, 1943, The Warman/Osler Teacher’s 

Local sent a request to the minister of education  

requesting more textbooks. The letter refers to Mr. 

Lepp (Peter Paul Lepp, teacher at Saskatchewan 

School for three or four years) who had taught for 

twenty-four years and was now finding himself 

teaching in a “one room shack” with sixty-four     

pupils and only fifty-three desks. It goes on to    

complain that there is only one textbook in the 

school for each subject taught, very little blackboard 

space (and that punctured with holes) and that Mr. 

Lepp is teaching for less than an inexperienced lad 

from Normal gets for stepping into a well-stocked 

school.11 

      The school was rather primitive by then and  

understandably so; it was built in 1906. As students, 

we had no washroom facilities, just outhouses. Heat 

was a pot-bellied stove that had to be fed regularly 

in winter. Chalk and pencils and even toilet paper 

were often in short supply. Expired Eaton’s cata-

logues, if not used at home, had to do in place of the 

latter. With time the building had deteriorated. By 

1945, when I was in grade six, Inspector Crough 

writing to the Department of Education described 

the Saskatchewan School as an “old rattletrap of a 

building, cross lighted, stove heated, V-joint lined, 

uninsulated and crowded beyond its capacity.”12 

      

     By 1950 it became obvious that a new school or 

an addition was needed.  The school only had room 

for fifty seats, but with sixty-four registered        

students there was simply not enough space to seat 

them if all should attend. Board minutes record 

many discussions on this issue. Finally, the          

decision was made to build a new school east of 

Osler to be called East Osler School and to move 

the Saskatchewan School Nr. 99 one mile west to 

place it more in the center of the remaining district.  

     The new school served the community in that 

new location for about a decade from 1953 to 1963. 

It was closed on July 13, 1963, when the school 

district was dismantled.  

 

Since about 85 %of the students were Old Colony    
Mennonites, they attended the Kronsthal Old   Colony 
Mennonite Church nearby.   Photo credit: Jake Buhler 

Students 1945 with Henry Friesen Teacher. 

New Saskatchewan School 1953.  Photo credit: Jake Buhler 

Students 1945 with Henry Friesen, teacher. 
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Final thoughts 

     In 1983 we held a Saskatchewan School No. 99 

reunion. Former students came from all over      

Canada, the USA and even Europe. The main 

speakers were Rev John D. Reddekopp and I, Bob 

Wahl.  Stories were told, great food was supplied, 

fellowship was enjoyed and acquaintanceships 

reestablished.  

     My grandfather, Peter Wall, supported the school 

and allowed his children to attend even when his 

church was opposed. My dad, John P. G. Wahl,    

became a trustee and served as Secretary-treasurer 

until about 1955.  

     The school lasted seventy-five years and served 

the early pioneers and then the Mennonite 

“foreigners” who did send their children and grand-

children. I am proud to have been a student at this 

historic school, am especially thankful for the many 

teachers that taught us so well.  

——————— 
1Much of the material in this article is found in my book:  
Wahl, Bob. The Story of Saskatchewan School No. 99 
and the Lives and Pioneers on the South Saskatchewan 
River. Friesen Press, 2014.  Available at Mennonite    
Historical Society of Saskatchewan, 110 LaRonge Rd, 
Saskatoon, SK. S7K7H8. $35.00 
2Northwest Territories Gazette, Vol 4, No 6, 1887, pp 109
-110 
3Saskatchewan Archives, Regina, deputy minister of  
education May 5, 1931.  
4Wahl, Bob. The Story of Saskatchewan School No. 99 
and the Lives and Pioneers on the South Saskatchewan 
River, pp. 113 - 122 
5Saskatchewan Archives, letter from John Caswell to 
Department of Education Jan 15, 1900 
6Saskatchewan Archives, letter Ephraim Barager to    
Department of Education Mar 18, 1918  
7In general, the category “Old Colony Mennonites”    
refers to those Mennonites descended from inhabitants of 
the first Russian Mennonite colony (Chortitza) estab-
lished by migrating Prussian Mennonites around 1800. 
As the colony evolved, more conservative members—
lamenting gradual liberalization and the encroachment of 
civil culture and polity into what had been exclusively 
the church’s purview—opted for separation from “the 
world,” some by joining daughter colonies in Bergthal 
and Fürstenland, for instance, later followed by further 
migrations to Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Mexico/
Paraguay. “Old Colony Mennonite” continues to apply to 
some congregations in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and  
Ontario, and to the conservative colonies established in 
Latin America.  

8Galway, J.H. Saskatchewan School Archives, Regina, 
July 13, 1932 
9Galway, J.H. Saskatchewan School Archives Jan 12, 
1933 
10Wahl, Bob. The Story of Saskatchewan School No. 99 
and the Lives and Pioneers on the South Saskatchewan 
River. Friesen Press, 2014. pp. 124-125 
11Ibid pp 185 
12Ibid pp 183 
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     Bob Wahl grew up in the village of Kronstal and  attended 
the Saskatchewan School Nr. 99 from 1940 – 1948.  
     After leaving home Bob worked in Europe in ministry and 
business for 13 years.  Back in Canada Bob worked in the 
Real Estate industry.  He and his wife, Beverley, moved to 
Bethany Manor in 1910 when his wife developed dementia.  
After her passing he remarried and lives with his wife, Anne, 
in Bethany Manor.  
     Bob has published three books, three unpublished, and is 
hoping to create more interest in the Clark’s Crossing area 
and in particular the historical Saskatchewan School No. 99. 
 

 

 

The Leaving Canada Exhibit 

By Dick Braun 
 

     Mennonite Historical Society of Saskatchewan 

partnered with the Saskatchewan River Valley    

Museum to launch a traveling, showcase exhibition 

in Hague on May 20, 2023. The Exhibit was      

produced by Mennonite Heritage Village at      

Steinbach, The Plett Foundation of Winnipeg , and 

the Mennonite Historical Society of Canada. 150 

people attended the launch. 
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     Bill Janzen from Ottawa was our guest speaker. 

Bill and Marlene had originally figured everything 

out: they would arrive a day-and-a-half ahead of the 

event and in plenty of time. Then flights were       

cancelled, including theirs. Now what to do. 

     Bill had sent his presentation to all his siblings 

and a few others, so he suggested that someone 

could read what he had written. After all, there were 

other qualified people who could have given this 

presentation. BUT Marlene would have none of this. 

Her suggestion was that they would get into their car 

and drive to Hague for this very important event. So 

off they went on a 3000 km., many-hours-long road 

trip. 

     It was May 20 at about noon when they pulled 

into Blumenheim, Saskatchewan and the yard where 

Bill grew up and where his brother George and 

Lynette now live. They even had time to sit down 

and breathe a bit as the event would only start at 

three o’clock that afternoon. From the time we heard 

the flights had been cancelled and that they were 

driving, we’d been just a little nervous. But Bill’s 

brother Abe assured us that if Bill said he’d be there, 

then he’d be there! 

     The event was held at the outdoor stage on the 

Museum grounds. Bill’s extensive experience with 

many of the Mexican Mennonites helped shape his 

presentation. He did a great job of summarizing the 

whole move and its many trials and times of         

uncertainty. 

     Bill’s own family’s experience—what with    

wanting to move to Mexico first in the 1920’s and 

later in the 1940’s—helped him in telling the story 

of the mass Mennonite move to Mexico and South 

America. The experiences of meeting the Mexican 

emigres and their descendants have broadened 

Bill’s understanding of this group as they’ve tried 

to find a homeland where they could live out their 

faith. 

     Local MLA, Terry Jenson, was present, which 

was good to see. Bill’s uncle Peter Wiebe from           

Rosetown, Saskatchewan attended as well as seven 

of Bill’s siblings, some coming from as far away as 

Alberta. 

     The day was capped off with a supper of  

Rollkuchen and watermelon, which was enjoyed by 

many. John Loeppky and his local band entertained 

us as the Rollkuchen were settling in our stomachs 

in the evening. 

     A Sunday morning church service concluded the 

event, with Rev. Henry Janzen being the speaker. 
 

 

 

1917 Table and Chair Move Again! 

By Jake Buhler 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

                                                

     In 1917 the Mennonite Union Waisenamt was 

founded in Waldheim by three Mennonite church 

groups: the Fellowship of Evangelical Bible 

Churches, Saskatchewan Conference of Mennonite 

Brethren Churches, and Mennonite Church         

Saskatchewan. The Mennonite Union Waisenamt 

was established to assist orphans and widows in 

need. In 1968 the name was changed to Mennonite 

Trust Ltd. and in 2020 it was changed yet again to 

Amity Trust. Today Amity Trust offers a wide array 

Bill Janzen speaking at the May 20 launch of the                      
travelling  exhibit 

Elva Braun seated next to table.  Photo credit: Ruth Wiebe. 
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of services such as estate planning and administra-

tion, income tax preparation, investments, and 

loans.  

      Mennonite Historical Society of Saskatchewan 

(MHSS) volunteer, Elva Braun, is seated on the 

original chair purchased by the Mennonite Union 

Waisenamt in 1917.  Next to her is the original    

table. Both were donated to MHSS by Mennonite 

Trust around 2005. Now the table and chair will  

return to Waldheim, and the Waldheim Museum 

under Iona Greene’s leadership, will find a suitable 

home for it. 

 

 

 

Tribute to Vera (Friesen) Falk 

By Leonard Doell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

     Our dear friend, Vera (Friesen) Falk, passed 

away in Saskatoon on June 20, 2023 at the age of 

82. She grew up in Saskatoon but spent most of her 

adult life living and farming at Dundurn. Vera was 

very involved in the community and enjoyed many 

lasting relationships. 

     Vera had a deep love for Mennonite history and 

genealogy and so spent many years of service to the 

Mennonite community in pursuit of these interests. 

In the fall of 1992, Vera was elected to the MHSS 

Board at the AGM in Regina. A highlight of those 

first years was meeting in the home of Dick and 

Betty Epp and being spoiled by the generosity of 

Betty Epp’s hospitality. Vera was a very committed 

board member, rarely missing a meeting; she 

served as secretary for many of those years, while 

at the same time submitting a regular column in a 

local newspaper, plus sending in reports to  Men-

nonite periodicals and other local newspapers about 

MHSS events. Next to Dick Epp, Vera was the 

longest serving member of the MHSS Board since 

the Society began in 1973. She retired in 2019 after 

serving for twenty-six plus years. 

    Her husband Werner was her chauffeur, her   

constant companion and support through those 

years. Together they volunteered to represent 

MHSS at many Heritage events: at the Western  

Development Museum, Saskatchewan History and 

Folklore events and the Watermelon Festival, for 

instance. They would set up displays of books and 

materials and engage in conversation with people 

about   Mennonite history. They helped to physical-

ly move the RJC Archives from Rosthern to     

Bethany Manor and then helped the setup of our 

first attempt at a formal Archive in the back corner 

in the basement of the Villa, and then when the  

archival space became available underneath the 

worship hall, they helped to renovate the place to 

make it into the beautiful facility it is today, includ-

ing moving all the books and materials! They also 

sold countless books for MHSS, helping thereby to 

sustain the   society financially over the years. 

     Vera and Werner were also very generous not 

only with their time, but financially and in other 

ways. They donated many resources to the          

Archives to benefit research and to preserve items 

for future generations. Vera was very generous 

with her baking, sharing cookies and muffins for 

events hosted by the society. She was also the     

person who thoughtfully shared many words of 

comfort and condolence to Board members when 

they were walking through hard times. I really    

appreciate that Vera has been a team player, always 

wanting the best for the MHSS program. 

     I am very thankful today for the faithful and 

dedicated service that Vera extended to MHSS and 

to the wider Mennonite community. We will really 

miss her; may she rest in peace. 
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changes in everything from trade, to education, to 

manufacturing to housing and village planning. 

What was also true—as we learn in subsequent 

chapters—is that the modernization process of 

Cornies’ time was achieved through the opening of 

doors that introduced a divisive pietism from    

Germany particularly, while a juggernaut of      

Russification force was impacting colony culture in 

stages. Call it the secularization of colony politics, 

if you like. 

     Several chapters contained what were unique 

insights to me, though probably not to career      

historians of the Mennonite saga. The Reformation 

that I was prone to think of as a stand-alone event 

heralded by Martin Luther’s Wittenberg manifesto 

is shown by Friesen to have begun well before and 

in ways and places of which I’d never been aware. 

He provides both political and creedal contexts for 

the inroads of pietist influence resulting in the    

formation of the Mennonite Brethren Church and 

by implication, birthing a kind of traditionalist vs. 

liberalist division still very much a factor in        

denominational splintering. The landless question 

alongside the rapid growth of a capitalist economy 

on and adjacent to the colonies, sent me back to 

rethink the life of my great-grandfather, Jacob D. 

Epp, a landless participant in the Judenplan experi-

ment, and whose Diary Friesen refers to on this 

topic. 

     Friesen’s overview makes it clear that we     

Mennonites have selective memories. The July, 

2023 commemoration of the immigration of 20,000 

Russian Mennonites to North America, for         

instance, was highly significant; the story of the 

many who stayed behind and their journey through 

exile, hunger, “tribulation” and the tenuous survival 

of their faith is a story that remains largely untold. 

(I worked in the MCC Europe Office from 1986-

1989, in a room where Umsiedler Ellie Klassen 

spent days typing out a Russian translation of     

Barclay’s Commentaries to be sent by special    

permission to Mennonite pastors and scholars in the 

Soviet Union. I confess a carelessness that prevent-

ed me from learning this story firsthand from 

Abram and Ellie who lived it.) 

     Similar threads run through musings on the   

 

 

Friesen, Leonard G., Mennonites in the 
Russian Empire and the Soviet Union: 
Through Much Tribulation.                       
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2022 

A Review by George G. Epp 

     “I never intended to 

write this book,” is how 

historian, author and 

Wilfred Laurier Univer-

sity professor Leonard 

G. Friesen opens his 

“Acknowledgements” 

on Page 3. And given 

that his subject con-

cerns the dynamic story 

of Mennonite people-

hood, its grounding in 

the Anabaptist move-

ment of the 16th Centu-

ry and forward—all the way to the current world-

wide diaspora—there are many giants to be 

acknowledged: James Urry, Harvey L. Dyck, Walter 

Sawatzky, Marlene Epp to name only a few. Having 

just concluded a first reading, I’m thankful that he 

did write it, never mind his original lack of intent. 

     But how will I characterize this story? As an   

amateur historian with a shaky memory for all the 

anecdotes and chronicles I’ve read about the trials 

and triumphs of my people, I mean. True, the contro-

versial “hegemony” of Johann Cornies in the first 

half of the 1800s, for instance, has merited copious, 

lengthy treatises elsewhere, whereas here, Cornies is 

featured in one chapter that took me a mere half-

hour to read. Such is the nature of surveys, of course. 

For me, Friesen’s account finally knit together the 

cause-and-effect dynamics among the many         

important stages in our past. Our histories tend to be 

focused on ourselves, our faith and the temporary 

homes and villages and colonies where we once 

lived; Friesen succeeds in putting these—our many 

evanescent villages—into the contexts in which they 

had their birth, were developed and then left behind. 

     For example, the Johann Cornies story is a link in 

a chain. He brought many improvements to agricul-

ture, gained almost dictatorial power to enforce 
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origins and development of Mennonite faith and 

culture. Are we an ethnic minority or a church     

denomination? Have we been and are we still “in 

the world, but not of it?” Have the essentials of our 

faith been understood to be communally or individ-

ually conceived and practiced? What do we owe to 

Caesar and what to God? Mennonites in the Russian 

Empire and the Soviet Union doesn’t answer these 

questions, but it does shine a bright, new light on 

them. 

     Friesen’s final chapter is a must-read, seems to 

me. The dawning of Gorbachev’s Glasnost and   

Perestroika efforts toward a more modern, more 

open Soviet Union heralded an awakening in surviv-

ing Mennonite communities. Revivalist fervour   

ignited at a centennial celebration in the               

Zaporizhzhia (Chortitz) area in August, 1989 and 

attendance was in the thousands. Meanwhile,      

general trends toward secularization and moderniza-

tion continued apace. The implications for Menno-

nite faith communities of both have been profound, 

particularly in the West where the appeal of a more 

“Menno,” more ecumenically evangelistic faith and 

a simultaneous waning of enthusiasm for “churchly 

piety” have chipped away at numbers, shut down 

congregations. 

     Detailed endnotes and an extensive bibliography 

add to the value of Mennonites in the Russian      

Empire and the Soviet Union: Through Much     

Tribulation as a new resource for contemplating the 

Mennonite story. It’s available to purchase or     

borrow from Common Word Bookstore. 

 

Korean Anabaptist Journal 

by Victor Wiebe 

 

     Our MHSS Archives recently acquired five    

issues of the periodical: Korean Anabaptist      

Journal, a publication entirely in the Korean      

Language. The issues are now accessible to the  

public. This acquisition serves as an example of the 

current world-wide diversity in Anabaptist        

Christianity, and of a desire to find fresh perspec-

tives of God and what it means to be the church. 

Each issue is about 110 pages long and can also be 

accessed at: https://www.commonword.ca/

ResourceView/82/21927. 

     The Journal helps connect Korean Christians 

here in Saskatchewan and in Canada with those in 

their home country and elsewhere. I encountered 

this journal on a Sunday at the Sherbrooke        

Mennonite Church in Vancouver where our son 

Donald worships. At the after-service coffee time I 

met Mr. Nak Sun Kim, a member of the            

Sherbrooke Korean Mennonite Fellowship, which 

is a group within that congregation. My son has 

occasionally commented on their dedication as 

practicing Mennonites.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not “like every housewife….” 

 

     In a 1937 quarterly report to the Home Mission 

Board, signed as usual with both his and Tina’s 

names, city missions worker J.J. Thiessen notes: 

“My dear wife is always a faithful helper. She 

works from early until late like every housewife. 

When I’m away, she answers the phone, arranges 

interviews, etc. During these past weeks, there have 

always been 10 to 12 persons at the table for meals, 

either the girls or someone else comes knocking.”1 

____________ 

1Cited in Esther Epp Tiessen, JJ Thiessen: A Leader for 

His Time (CMBC, 2001), p. 123. 

https://www.commonword.ca/ResourceView/82/21927
https://www.commonword.ca/ResourceView/82/21927
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Resurfacing: Mennonite floor patterns 

by Lois Siemens 

 
     Where are the source materials to help us listen to 

women's voices as they lived and worked in Mennonite 

villages across the prairies in the 1870's - 1950's? One 

has to be a sleuth to uncover their stories.  

     The current exhibition at the Diefenbaker Centre by 

artist Margruite Krahn: Resurfacing: Mennonite floor 

patterns, uncovers a fascinating facet of women's lives. 

Mennonite women painted their floors to protect them. 

The patterns and vibrant colours show they also longed 

for beauty.  

     Margruite has been researching and documenting these floor patterns since 2001. Margruite has researched 

floor painting back to the Netherlands. She is currently gathering stories of the connection between the     

Mennonite women in southern Manitoba and the Rouseau River Anishinaabe.  

     Marguite is keeping the patterns alive through creating floor cloths, reimagining the patterns and using  

raditional painting techniques. Keep on the lookout for information regarding a workshop to make your own 

painted pattern on floor cloths. 

     While those on display are from Manitoba, Margruite is looking for Saskatchewan stories of women who 

painted their floors. There is a sense of urgency to this research as women who have stories about these    

Mennonite floor patterns and painting floors are elderly. 

     The exhibit runs from September 27, 2023 - January 27, 2024. 

           

Custodians Documentary a Winner 

At the October 21, 2023 Saskatchewan Interna-

tional Film Festival  award gala, Custodians-A 

Story of Ancient Echoes, totally swept the 

“Documentary – Full Length” category. Best 

Cinematography, Best Musical Score, Best 

Director, and overall Best Full Length    Doc-

umentary!!  The documentary explores   the                                    

work of local landowners, volunteers and       

municipal government of Herschel, Saskatchewan, in          

protecting and conserving the many signs of historic              

Indigenous presence in the region.  Many readers will be aware 

of the important role Mennonite pastor David Neufeld played 

in this effort. 

 

In the picture to the right, David Neufeld and Metis artist Jo 

Cooper examine a large stone. Three petroglyphs had been 

found in the Coal Mine Ravine, and there was word about a 

possible fourth one that had ended up on a rock pile. 

 

Photo credit: Rebel Sky Media. 
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