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Our Grandfather, David F. Penner (1903-1984) 

The Early Years 
Our grandfather, David F. Penner, was born on October 27, 
1903 near Linden, Alberta. He was the oldest of nine children, 
including two adopted children, to Peter M. Penner and Maria 
nee Friesen. 
 
At age three, Grandpa, younger brother Abe, and their parents, 
resettled in Prairie Rose, Manitoba where Peter M. Penner was 
granted a tract of land by his father. At the time, Prairie Rose 
was an unsettled area outlying the Mennonite East Reserve. 
The land had trees and bushes to clear and was marshy in 
places, but the soil was fertile and would yield well. The closest 
settlement to Prairie Rose was the small French community of 
Lorette. 
 
As time progressed, Grandpa, together with his younger 
siblings, attended a French-Canadian school named St. 
Cuthbert by the Seine River, a few miles north of their parents’ 
farm. Here the children learned to speak French and were 
exposed to the francophone culture. It was during these years 
that Grandpa also developed a kinship with the francophone settlers. Grandpa took perhaps six 
years of French schooling. Later, he enrolled one year at the Gretna private Mennonite school, 
although he did not complete the year due to demands on the farm. 
 
By the time Grandpa was in his late teens, the Mennonite Kleine Gemeinde had moved to the 
Prairie Rose area. Although Holdeman, the Penner family developed social ties with their new 
Kleine Gemeinde neighbours, and in particular with the Heinrich R. Reimer household. The 
Penner and Reimer boys became friends, as did the Penner and Reimer girls. In later years, 
three of the Penner boys, including Grandpa, and one of the Penner girls, married members of 

the Reimer household.  
 
The Penners’ ties with the 
Kleine Gemeinde and the 
Heinrich R. Reimer family 
developed not only socially but 
also spiritually. Although 
Grandpa’s parents remained 
members of the Holdeman 
church all their lives, they may 
have been more like-minded 
denominationally with the Kleine 
Gemeinde. It is not surprising, 
then, that when Grandpa was 
baptized in 1925, he became a 
member of the Prairie Rose 
Kleine Gemeinde church. Peter M. Penner family in 1916. Grandpa is the young man on the front left. Photo 

courtesy of Aunt Mary Barkman. 

Great-grandparents Peter M. and Mary 
Penner with son David, our grandfather, 
in 1904. Photo taken from Reflections on 
Our Heritage, page 343. 
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Grandpa married our grandmother, Helena Reimer, 
daughter of Heinrich R. and Helena nee Dueck, in the 
Prairie Rose Kleine Gemeinde church on May 16, 
1926. At the time, Grandpa was 22 years old and 
Grandma had just turned 19. They had courted for at 
least three years, part of which time Grandpa had been 
working on a steel gang for the Canadian Pacific 
Railway in Saskatchewan. For the first years of their 
marriage, Grandpa and Grandma lived in a humble 
dwelling in Prairie Rose where Grandpa made his 
livelihood farming.  

The Lorette Years 
In 1931, Grandpa and Grandma relocated to Lorette 
with their three children: Elnora, Evelyn, and Mary. 
Moving to a French-Canadian town was unusual for a 
Mennonite family at that time and would have raised 
eyebrows among the Gemeinde. But the move would 
have been a natural one for Grandpa. He had a 
fondness for the francophone community since his 
childhood school years and simply enjoyed meeting 
new people. He perhaps also saw a business 
opportunity more suited to his interests than farming. 
Moreover, Grandpa was not one to let community 
expectations restrain him. So it was that the family, including three young children, moved 
seven miles from the Prairie Rose homestead to the small French town. 
 
Although the move was a mere seven miles, it brought significant changes in lifestyle for the 
family. The road connecting Prairie Rose and Lorette was primitive and difficult to travel during 
winter or after a rainfall. Church attendance and visits were subject to favourable road 
conditions and, as a result, the family actually became quite isolated from Prairie Rose. Also 
different was the religion of the new community. They were Mennonites now in a predominantly 
Catholic village. Even the language was different. Lorette was French, a language which none 
of the family except Grandpa spoke. The move was especially hard on Grandma, who did not 
feel at home with the French culture and who had a close relationship with her sisters in 
“distant” Prairie Rose. 
 
In Lorette, Grandpa and his brother Abe established a service garage. The garage, long and 
narrow with a low ceiling, was situated in the centre of town. A noticeable feature of the interior 
was a deep pit in the floor for access to vehicle undercarriages. Grandpa’s mechanical ability 
and familiarity with French would have contributed to the success of the operation. Grandpa 
enjoyed the business and eventually acquired full ownership. Later, he also established a John 
Deer tractor dealership and a milk transfer business. 
 
In spite of the Great Depression, Grandpa amassed considerable wealth during the Lorette 
years. In addition to the above businesses and homesteads in both Lorette and Landmark, he 
had a section of land in nearby Rosewood, a sizable bank account, and later a brand new navy 
blue 1937 Chevy car. 
 

Wedding portrait of Grandpa and Grandma, 
1926. Photo courtesy of Aunt Elnora Kroeker. 
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During the years in Lorette, Grandpa and Grandma’s three oldest children (Elnora, Evelyn, and 
Mary) began attending the local school which was run by nuns from a nearby convent. One of 
the subjects taught was Catholic catechism. Although Mennonite, our grandparents gave 
permission for the children to take the subject, aside from a few chapters on the authority of 
priests. This endorsement of Catholic religious teaching was uncharacteristic of Mennonites at 
that time, but Grandpa believed that biblical fundamentals were consistent between the two 
denominations.  
 
Grandpa was a creative problem solver, as was illustrated by his solution to easing Grandma’s 
loneliness in Lorette. Telephone service was just emerging at that time, so phoning long 
distance from Lorette to her sisters in Prairie Rose was difficult and expensive, if at all possible. 
But if the long distance connection was a barrier, why not make it a local connection? 
Remarkably, Grandpa built his own toll-free connection to Prairie Rose! For the connection, he 
suspended several miles of wire on makeshift poles that plugged into Prairie Rose’s old line 29. 
 
Nevertheless, life in Lorette was a strain on Grandma. In 1936, at her bidding, Grandpa sold the 
garage and they returned to their homestead in Prairie Rose. Grandpa had intended to bring the 
tractor dealership with him, but John Deere felt a dealership in such a remote location was 
undesirable, and retracted his franchise. Soon after, Grandpa also sold the transfer business 
and, perhaps to his dismay, became solely engaged in farming as a livelihood. 

Return to Prairie Rose 
Not long after returning to Prairie Rose, Grandpa built a new house for the family adjacent to 
what would later become Landmark’s Main Street. The house was very modern, incorporating at 
least two amenities uncommon in the area at that time. It was the first Prairie Rose house 
plumbed with both hot and cold running water. Secondly, the house was wired for electricity. 
Although the area had no hydroelectric power at the time, Grandpa generated his own electricity 
using what was called a light plant, consisting of a gas engine, electrical generator, and an array 
of batteries. 

The David F. Penner homestead in Landmark, circa 1950. The three prominent buildings in a row on the top left are, from left 
to right: the machine shop, the puffed wheat factory (later a chicken coop), and the livestock barn relocated in 1949 from 
Grandpa’s mother’s farm. Adjacent to the barn is a wooden cylindrical silo partially hidden by the milk house. The long narrow 
building near the centre was at one time the main livestock barn. On the far right are lumber piles, a pig shed, and a granary. 
In the foreground on the right is a large vegetable garden. Photo courtesy of Aunt Caroline Loewen. 
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Penner Wheat Puffs 
Back farming in the Mennonite community, Grandpa grew restless. Seeing a business 
opportunity, he purchased a puffed wheat gun in about 1940 and began marketing “Penner 
Wheat Puffs”. The gun operated under the principle of sudden depressurization. Wheat would 

be placed in the barrel which was then sealed, 
heated and pressurized. When the pressure was 
suddenly released, the grains of wheat would 
simultaneously explode with a tremendous bang 
resounding through the community. The puffs 
landed in a hopper and were then passed over a 
screen where the quality puffs would be placed 
into specially printed brown paper bags sporting 
the company name. Subgrade wheat was fed to 
the cattle. The operation was a family affair. 
Grandpa was the marketer while Grandma and 
the oldest girls would bag the puffs. A local 
fellow, John Schellenberg, was also brought in to 
help upon occasion. Grandpa at first peddled the 
cereal to local stores and Hutterite Colonies and 
later developed a customer base with the large 

Winnipeg grocers. The puffed wheat business was perhaps not as profitable as Grandpa would 
have liked, due in part to price wars with competitors, and so when he was offered a good price 
a few of years later, he sold the business. 

Mafeking 
For a few winters in the early 1940’s, Grandpa once again entered a business arrangement with 
his brother Abe. Abe had contracted with 
Abitibi Pulp and Paper of Pine Falls, 
Manitoba, to supply pulpwood from a 
wood lot 25 miles out of Mafeking, 
Manitoba. Grandpa took on the 
responsibility of transporting the pulpwood 
from where it was felled to the railyard. 
One can imagine how Grandpa must have 
enjoyed both life in the bush and the 
people he encountered, for out this 
experience he embarked on what would 
become seventeen years of similar 
operations in National Mills, Manitoba. 

National Mills 
In about 1948, Grandpa launched his own pulpwood business on a grand scale. He entered a 
two year contract with Abitibi Pulp and Paper to supply a large quantity (4000 cords) of pulp 
spruce from a wood lot on the north side of the Porcupine Hills at National Mills. Grandpa 
assumed the contract after a large mill went bankrupt. For a single dollar, he took over the 
accommodations at the mill, including a mess hall, bunk camp and cottages. From that point, he 
bankrolled and oversaw the operation, hiring a crew that included colourful locals. Grandma 
looked after the crew and cooked--often for more than 30 people. Grandpa was inexperienced 
at running such a large operation, but over time and with help from his wife and children, the 

Grandpa’s truck loaded high with Penner Wheat Puffs 
next to the puffed wheat factory, circa 1940. Photo 
courtesy of Aunt Elnora Kroeker. 

Mafeking sawmill camp, 1945. Photo courtesy of Aunt Elnora 
Kroeker. 
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business proved successful. Upon completion of 
the big contract, operations continued on a more 
moderate scale for another fifteen years.  
 
In later years, Grandpa partnered with his son 
Stanford in running the National Mills business. 
When Stanford and Rose returned to Landmark in 
the late 1960’s, Grandpa retired from the 
business after enjoying it for many years. 
 
National Mills was, for most of the years, a winter 
operation. The farm in Prairie Rose was very busy 
from seeding to harvest, but the remainder of the 
year was slower and lent itself well to other 
activity. So during the winters, Grandpa, Grandma 
and some of the children went to National Mills, 
while other children stayed back in Prairie Rose to 
tend the animals and maintain the farm. 

The Later Years 
Even after Grandpa retired from National Mills, he 
continued to keep busy with various ventures. 
He still farmed at Prairie Rose, but more so as 
a hobby. Even at the age of 77, he purchased 
rocky land near Arborg and, against 
conventional wisdom, tried to farm the land. In 
the fall of 1982, a tumor in Grandpa’s lung was 
found to be malignant and he underwent 
radiation treatment. A year later, Grandma 
passed away rather unexpectedly from heart 
failure. Thirteen months later, on January 25, 
1984, Grandpa passed away at the Bethesda 
Hospital in Steinbach, Manitoba at the age of 
80 due to complications arising from the 
cancer. 

Memories 
Below are various memories that the uncles 
and aunts recalled about their father: 
·  Dad was very thrifty. 
·  Dad worked hard to provide for the family. 
·  Dad was very interested in meeting new 

people and exploring new ideas.  
·  Dad followed politics closely and was even 

elected as a municipal councillor for several years. 
·  Dad had at one time taken an electrical course and knew enough about electricity to wire 

the Landmark house himself. 
·  Before Dad was married, he worked for a while for the Canadian Pacific Railway in 

Saskatchewan on the steel gang. He was hired as a laborer, but one day when one of the 

At the National Mills bunkhouse, circa 1955. Shown left to 
right are Grandma, Norma Hoard (the neighbour’s 
daughter), ?, Ken, ?, Henry, Ollie Tunell, Grandpa, and 
Leonard. Photo courtesy of Aunt Caroline Loewen. 

Grandpa with his children (front to back) Winston, Wesley, 
Caroline, and Stanford at the hot springs in 1952. Photo 
courtesy of Aunt Caroline Loewen. 
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machines couldn’t start, Dad fixed it. The company took note and promoted him to a position 
using his mechanical abilities. 

·  Dad enjoyed listening to the radio. Sometimes when the program ended, he would 
inattentively leave the radio on. Mom would ask in German for Dad to turn off the radio. No 
response. Then Mom would join in with the program’s singing in a loud operatic voice. Click. 
The radio would be turned 
off. 

·  Dad was not often a man of 
tears, but one occasion we 
remember vividly. Shortly 
after Dad’s mother died, Dad, 
Stanford and I (Henry) went 
to his mother’s house to 
clean up the wind charger. It 
was winter, and we used a 
sleigh to load up a few dozen 
glass batteries. When the 
sleigh got stuck in the snow, 
one of the batteries fell off 
and cracked. His mother’s 
passing must have been an 
emotional time, because 
when the battery broke, Dad 
burst into tears. This was a 
side of Dad that we had not 
seen before. 

Grandpa having a grand time driving a go-kart down Uncle Dan and Aunt 
Evelyn’s driveway, circa 1967. Photo courtesy of Aunt Evelyn Giesbrecht. 

Grandpa and Grandma at the Landmark Centennial Celebration, 1967. 
Photo courtesy of Aunt Caroline Loewen. Grandpa at Uncle Peter and Aunt Caroline’s home 

in Arborg, November 1983. Photo courtesy of Aunt 
Caroline Loewen. 


