Part | — Abram Peter Bergmann

Chapter 1 The Life Story of Abram Peter Bergmann (1884-1971)

by Michael Penner

The Early Years

Abram Peter Bergmann, our grandfather, was born on
December 24, 1884, in Ladekopp, Molotschna, South
Russia to Peter Jakob Bergmann and Elizabeth nee
Toews." Grandpa was the second youngest son in a large
family. He had three older brothers, Kornelius, Peter, and
Jakob, an older sister, Elisabeth, and a younger brother,
Johann. Five other siblings died in infancy.?

Grandpa was raised in Ladekopp, where he had a happy
and carefree childhood. Looking back, he wrote “I enjoyed
a wonderful childhood with my parents and siblings in our
beautiful garden.” At about age seven, Grandpa began
attending school in Ladekopp where his father was a
farmer, chiropractor, and minister in the Mennonite
Brethren church.

. Abram Peter Bergmann in his forestry
Only a few details about Grandpa’s youth are known. AS  uniform, 1908. (Courtesy Aunt Annie

a child, he enjoyed spending time in his parents’ orchard. Froese.)
Much of Abram’s time away from school would
' = (/N e undoubtedly have been spent helping on
iz his parents’ farm. Grandpa’s enjoyment of
hunting began at an early age, and at
times he would disappear when work
needed to be done. The ire of his parents
could only melt, however, when he would
return with a prized addition to the meal,
such as a rabbit. Influences on Grandpa’s
youth would have included his father’s role
as a Mennonite Brethren minister and his
mother’s ill health that made her an invalid
during Grandpa'’s teen years.

Early Adulthood

By the time Grandpa was seventeen, he

had completed seven years of schooling in
"~ Ladekopp in addition to three years of

: PR g— ' higher learning at the Central School in

e e Halbstadt, making him well-educated by

The Peter Jakob Bergmann and Elisabeth nee Toews family, the standards of the day. How Grandpa
circa 1893. Back: Elisabeth, Kornelius, Peter, Jakob. Middle: solved the seven mile commute from his

Elisabeth nee Toews and Peter Jakob Bergmann. Front: , . .
Johann and Abram. (Courtesy Aunt Annie Froese.) parent's home to school in Halbstadt is not
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known. When Grandpa was
twenty-six years of age, he
also completed a
bookkeeping course at the
Halbstadt Kommerzschule
and received two diplomas.*
The highly detailed financial
records Grandpa kept
through the following
decades made very practical
use of this training.

At age seventeen, Grandpa
was hired by Mr. David
Willms of Brodsky to teach
his three children on his
estate for two years. He lived

alone m. a hOUS(? on th? _yard Music at the Asov Forstei. Abram, who enjoyed music, is on the front left
but ate n the W'”ms dining playing the mandolin, 1907. (Courtesy Uncle George Bergmann.)
room with the family. After the

two years, he returned home to work on the farm.

When Abram Peter Bergmann was 22 years of age, in 1907, he was conscripted into the
forestry (Forstei) service, the Mennonite alternative to military service. Grandpa would have
been one of roughly a thousand Mennonite young men serving in the various camps. The
camps’ main goals were to plant forests on a large scale in the essentially bare countryside, to
establish tree nurseries, and to grow model orchards. After 1907, servicemen were granted a
two-month furlough every winter,® which would have allowed Grandpa an opportunity to return
to Ladekopp and renew ties with his family. Like others in the Forstei at that time, Grandpa’s
term of service was three years. Grandpa was stationed at the Asov Forestry Camp, about
120 kilometres east of Ladekopp.

As an able leader, Grandpa was quickly promoted
through the ranks at the camp. He writes that in his
second year he served as a corporal and his is third
year as Starschii, a Russian word meaning “elder”. The
Mennonite Encyclopedia sheds some light on his two
leadership roles:
From the ranks of the men in service an “elder”
was chosen with the rank of a noncommissioned
officer, and several corporals. Usually these
persons were appointed by the forester after
suggestion by the departing elder; but sometimes
they were also elected by majority vote, and then
proposed to the forester for appointment. Neither
the elder nor the corporals received from the men
in service any military salute or other military
honor. The elder had the duty of assigning and
supervising the jobs of the company and Abram Peter Bergmann in his forestry
preserving discipline in the barracks. Every uniform in his first of the service at age 22, in
evening he had to give a report to the forester or  1907. (Courtesy Uncle George Bergmann.)



Chapter 1 The Life Story of Abram Peter Bergmann (1884-1971)

Grandpa standing in front of his men as corporal at the Asov Forestry Camp in his second year of service, 1908.
Judging by this photo, Grandpa would have been responsible for about twenty men that year. (Courtesy Aunt Helen
Bergman nee Enns.)
his assistant on the work done; the corporals supervised the smaller subdivisions and
jobs of the company.®

As Starschii of the forestry camp, Grandpa had considerable responsibility, with jurisdiction
over about 200 men.’” Grandpa had many fond memories of the revelry at the camp.

Three pivotal events in Grandpa'’s life happened during his forestry service. First, it was during

Grandpa’s first year of forestry service that his mother died. Of this event, Aunt Helen writes:
During this time my grandmother became very ill and died. A telegram was sent to Dad
and he left for home with a heavy heart. When he got home, he went into the bedroom
and his mother was not there. He asked where she was and they told him in the house
on the yard. Here he quickly went and he saw his mother late that night covered with ice.
They did not have undertakers at that time. Poor Dad—he cried his heart out—his
mother was gone but she went to be with the Lord.

Grandpa had a very close relationship with his

mother and felt a deep sense of loss. Six

months after her passing, Grandpa'’s father

remarried to Helena Baergmann nee Loewen,

the widow of his first cousin Johann. Through

this marriage, Grandpa gained one step-

brother and four step-sisters.

Second, it was during Grandpa’s forestry
service that he gave his life over to the Lord.
Grandpa’s need for salvation was something
he had been conscious of for many years. He
writes:
During this time [1894-1900], | was
convicted that | was a sinner and longed
for peace ... During 1901 the Lord visibly
saved my life from drowning at
Petershagen. | was attracted to the
Worldl.y Cro‘f"d in th(.a \_/I_IIage and joined Abram Peter Bergmann posing with a hunting dog
them in various activities. Yet | always and rifle, 1908. (Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergman nee
felt guilty. In spite of the attraction of the  Enns)
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world, | was marvelously kept from many evils ...

1907: | was conscripted to the forestry service. It
was during this time that | was born again and
had the assurance that | was a child of God.
This assurance has never left me. During that
year in July, | was baptized in the Molotschna

River.*

Third, it was during Grandpa’s forestry service that he
met his future wife, who is our grandmother, Katharina
Wiens. Through two of his forestry friends, brothers
David and Heinrich Wiens, Grandpa came to hear of
their eligible sister, Katharina. A friend later wrote
Grandpa a letter trying to match him up with Grandma,
whom he had not personally met. Sometime later,
Grandpa was invited to David Wiens’ wedding. He
arrived late for the pre-wedding celebrations and was
ushered right to the front, where he sat beside a
beautiful young woman with rosy cheeks. This was his
very first glimpse of Grandma. Grandpa prayed that
whoever this woman was, rich or poor, if it was the

Lord’s will, he would marry her.

Sometime later, Grandpa rode on horseback to pay
Grandma an unexpected visit. At the house, Grandpa asked Grandma’s mother for permission
to speak with her daughter. It was then that Grandpa proposed to Grandma. (It should be
noted here that they hardly knew each other— having only met on perhaps two occasions.)
Understandably startled, she requested a couple of weeks to consider the matter. The allotted
time passed and he returned for her answer. Grandma accepted his marriage proposal,

Abram P. Bergmann, on right, with fellow
Asov forestry workers D. Bergen on left and
S. Bartel in centre, 1909. (Courtesy Aunt Annie
Froese.)

whereupon Grandpa immediately
asked her to kneel with him in
prayer to seek the Lord’s
guidance.

Early Married Life

Abram Peter Bergmann and
Katharina Wiens were married
on May 13, 1912 in a large,
newly built barn in Steinbach,
Molotschna. Grandpa was 27
years old; Grandma had just
turned 25. The evening before
the wedding a shower was held
where people could bring
presents, and the next day was
the ceremony, officiated by well-
known minister Jacob W.

Although no photos remain from their wedding day, here are the Reimer. At the time of their
newlyweds, Katharina nee Wiens and Abram Peter Bergmann, a short mamage Grandpa belonged to

while later in 1912. Katharina is wearing one of her many fine dresses.

(Courtesy Aunt Annie Froese.)

the Mennonite Brethren church
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Grandpa and Grandma’s house in Riickenau, where they lived from 1912-1925. This photo was taken a few
years after the Bergmanns emigrated to Canada and was mailed by Uncle Kornelius. The division between the
house and attached barn is seen in the roofline. The attic was just used for storage. The summer kitchen is in
the right foreground. The eaves water collected into a cistern and was used as drinking water. This was
reportedly one of the finer houses in town. (Courtesy Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.)

and Grandma to the Allianz Mennonite church. After
Grandpa and Grandma married, they moved into
Grandpa’s parents’ home in Ladekopp. The house
was very crowded and offered little privacy.

In the fall of 1912, when Grandpa and Grandma had
been married for a few months, they purchased a
substantial property (Vollwirtschatft) in the northwest
section of the town of Riickenau. Consisting of 380
acres of land, including an orchard, the purchase
cost 30,000 gold rubles and was paid for over six
years.? How could a young couple afford what was
reportedly one of the finer houses in town? The
purchase was made possible through the sizable
inheritance Grandma received for her wedding from
her mother. It is not known why Grandpa and
Grandma moved to Riickenau, but there may have
been two factors: a prominent Mennonite Brethren
church was located there and Riickenau was
roughly midpoint between their parents’ homes in
Steinbach and Ladekopp.

Grandpa with friends and two brothers-in-law in

: - : : their Red Cross uniforms, 1914. Back middle:
Once in Ruckenau, Grandpa became involved in Willy Reimer. Front middle: Abram P. Bergmann.

community affairs. He was almost immediately voted pont right: Heinrich Wiens. The others, in
onto the Schultebutt (town council) where he served  unknown order, are David Wiens, H. Toews, and
for several years.10 Grandpa also became a choir A. Klassen. (Courtesy Aunt Annie Froese.)
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director in the Riickenau
Mennonite Brethren Church.

The Red Cross

Two years after the couple’s
move to Riuckenau, World
War | broke out, and
Grandpa was conscripted.
Being a conscientious
objector, he was assigned
noncombatant medical
service (Sanitatsdienst) with
the Red Cross, where he
served from 1914 until
January 1918." As part of
the humanitarian
organization, Grandpa
commanded a small group

Abram, on left, with fellow Red Cross workers, including two nurses, 1915.
(Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergman nee Enns.)

who evacuated the wounded from the front lines on ambulance trains.'” Each car of the train
was typically manned by an orderly (such as Grandpa) and a medical complement of one or
two doctors. The trains usually consisted of 30-40 cars, with about six nurses per train.*®
Grandpa’s duty was not free of danger. One ambulance train, for example, was captured by
the Germans and its largely Mennonite personnel spent the rest of the War in Germany as

prisoners.™

Abram in Red Cross uniform in Moscow, July
27, 1915. (Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergmann.)

One can only imagine how grisly Grandpa’s job may
have been. The cries of the mortally wounded and the
stench of rotting flesh would have been very
unpleasant indeed. In line with this, Grandpa related
how he noticed some handsome boots on the corpse
of a comrade while in the service one day. As he
proceeded to remove the valuable item, to his utter
surprise, the body stirred. The poor soul was still alive!

In addition to the challenges of gore and danger,
Grandpa was seldom allowed home to see his wife
and young children. In spite of it all, he wrote about the
completion of his service, “Then | was released and
free to come home, healthy in body and soul.”

The Revolution and Civil War

Before World War | ended, the Russian Revolution of
1917 had taken place and civil war was engulfing the
country. Aside from a brief reprieve during the German
occupation, the years 1918 to 1920 were ones of
terror and bloodshed in the Molotschna. An army of
bandits under the direction of anarchist Nestor Makho
wreaked havoc in the Mennonite colony by looting,
torturing, raping, and killing, among other evils. It was
in this crucible that Grandpa’s convictions and faith
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were put through the severest of tests.

Community and Selbstschutz Involvement

Grandpa’s role as a community leader took on special meaning during the turbulence of civil
war. Aunts Helen and Elizabeth recall that their father was one of the village leaders who
negotiated with the bandits when they demanded, on very short notice, provisions from the
community. Items they demanded included money, grain, cattle, hams, blankets and much
more. As well, Grandpa was responsible for receiving firearms relinquished by the
townspeople following the Selbstschutz defeat and disbandment in March of 1919.*

In addition to being a community leader during the civil war, Grandpa was also a participant in
the Selbstschutz. The author does not know in what capacity he served, although one could
speculate that his track record of leadership in the forestry service and the community would
have made him an obvious leadership candidate. Grandpa writes the following on the
Selbstschutz.
In 1918 after the retreat of the German troops, all government authority was gone. Police
and communist military were not there. Gangs roved around killing and destroying at
random. Frightful news came which created great fear and concern. In view of this terror,
the young men of the Molotschna rose to the challenge and organized a strategy,
including firearms, to protect their families and homes. In a short time the villages felt
more at ease. The Mennonites joined the Lutherans and Catholics to protect themselves
from the roving bandits. This joint endeavor was successful until March 10, 1919.

The arrival of the German troops in our village brought a great deal of relief from all our
fears. The self-defense movement began during the occupation. Representatives of the
various churches met at Rickenau church to discuss the matter of carrying arms. They
saw no other alternative.

After the retreat of the German army in December 1918, the Molotschna villages were
completely defenseless. However, there were many murderous bandits everywhere. The
young men of our villages were united as one man to defend their loved ones. We thank
the Lord that there were only a few casualties.®

The Perils of Civil War

Not surprisingly, Grandpa was near death numerous times during the civil war. Doubtless,
many of these situations would have arisen from his participation in the extremely perilous
Selbstschutz. One can get some appreciation of the danger from his comment, “I survived the
civil war but heard many gunshots fired close to my ears.”

One story of endangerment occurred in Riickenau when soldiers were on the hunt for
Grandpa. Fortunately, a messenger came to the Bergmanns’ door forewarning that men were
on their way. As he slipped outside and hid in the orchard, Grandma set a place for him at the
dining table. When the men demanded to see him, she said, “I'm expecting him home.” The
men eventually left. It is not known why men were searching for Grandpa, but it could have
related to his outspokenness in asserting his rights.

A near death experience for Grandpa occurred when soldiers came by the village one day
saying that if they found a bullet in anyone’s house, they would kill the man of the house. The
soldiers searched the Bergmann house and found an empty shell casing that one of the
children had brought into the house and placed under a bed. The soldiers marched Grandpa
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down to the river's edge and lined him up so he would fall into the water when shot. Grandma
had an eye on what was happening, and upon realizing what was about to occur, ran outside,
followed by the two oldest daughters. As a family, they huddled together at the river's edge,
screaming and begging for Grandpa’s life. The soldiers said “Go away or we’ll shoot you all!”
but they didn't. In time, the men relented, lowered their guns and even shook hands with
Grandpa before they left. This astonishing turn of events was a vivid reminder of the Lord’s
protection.

Another danger was the crossfire as battles were waged in and around their village of
Ruckenau. Sometimes the battlefront would sway through the village three times in one night.
Aunt Elizabeth writes of one of the battles:
Sometimes there was street fighting and shooting on the streets in this village. One day
when the shooting was so close to the house mother and dad put their children on the
bed and knelt on the side of the bed and prayed for protection. Although one bullet
went through the house and landed in their clothes closet the Lord held His hand over
our family and spared their lives.*

Yet another danger was the caprice of the Bolsheviks.
For example, Bolsheviks came to Riickenau and
informed the Bergmanns of the headquarters they
were going to establish in their home. The intruders
(10 men and 2 women), whom Grandpa referred to as
“rote Stab,” moved into the living room of the relatively
spacious and newly whitewashed dwelling for three
months. Here they established a new form of local
government (a “dorf soviet”) to replace Rickenau’s
pre-Communist village administration.’

Sharing a roof with the Bolsheviks was an immensely
difficult trial. Grandma, who was required to cook for
them, and Grandpa shielded their children as best
they could. They blocked one of the living room
doorways with a chest of drawers. When cries of
torture were heard from the living room, Grandpa and
Grandma would sing German songs to encourage the
victims to trust in God. By the grace of God, no family
members were among those assaulted.

In summary, the years of civil war were perilous and
immensely difficult for the Bergmanns. Grandpa’s When World War | broke out, Grandpa and his
involvement in the Selbstschutz and various two brothers, Johann (back) and Peter (right),
. . wanted one last photo together, presuming
exposures to the Makhnovites, the crossfire of the they might not all survive the war. The solemn
battlefront and the family’s sharing of a roof with the occasion is captured in this photo, 1914.
Bolsheviks were among the hazards they faced. But ~ (Courtesy Aunt Annie Froese.)
through it all, they felt the Lord’s abiding presence. Of
the years 1918 and 1919, Grandpa writes:
These were the hardest, most difficult years [of our lives]. We were often in the valley of
death, and found comfort in these words: Ps 23:4, ‘Yea, though | walk through the valley
of the shadow of death, | will fear no evil, for thou art with me.” The conviction that the
presence of Jesus is stronger than all fear of death sustained me in jail, in the oll
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basement, and sustained me when | was repeatedly lined up to be shot. Often
surrounded by bandits, and often in the face of death, the Lord never forsook us.?

Epidemic and Famine

Two horrible plagues followed on the heels of anarchy and civil war: disease and famine.
Soldiers brought the highly contagious disease, typhus. Being transmitted by insects, mainly
lice, it spread throughout the Molotschna, killing incomparably more people than the civil war
and anarchy.'® Grandpa writes that in 1920, three women in Riickenau caught the dreaded
sickness: Mrs. Jakob Reimer, Mrs. Heinrich Martens, and Grandma. The other two women
passed away. Grandma was unconscious for three days and lost her beautiful hair, but her life
was spared.

The second plague, famine, was one that the Mennonites saw coming for some time. Because
of a severe lack of horses for farmwork and the general unrest of civil war, the fields had either
not been cultivated at all or only very meagerly. In addition, the government was requisitioning
what grain was still available. With drought in the spring and fall of 1921 making the situation
even worse, a severe famine broke out in South Russia in the winter of 1921-22.*°

Grandpa told of incidences where bandits would descend upon houses and demand the
remaining food upon fear of death. How was a man to remain honest under such dire
circumstances and yet provide for his wife and children? In one instance, bandits came to his
barn demanding grain. “I have no wheat or oats,” he replied. The outlaws eventually left
empty-handed. Grandpa had chosen his words carefully, as concealed in under some chaff by
their feet was a stash of barley.

To provide for his family during the famine, Grandpa sold Grandma'’s fine possessions on the
black market. Perhaps it was through such sales that Grandpa was able to buy peas that
helped sustain the family. Aunt Elizabeth recounts the story:
Food was very limited. Dad went to the marketplace and was delighted to be able to
purchase 6 bags of peas. However, after he came home he said, “How can | keep so
much food while my neighbors are starving?” He then went about and shared much of
what he had bought with his neighbors. Many were blest.

When mother worked the peas for soup she had a surprise. Lots of dead worms were
floating on top of the soup. She skimmed them off. Then they thanked God for providing
for them and enjoyed the hearty soup.

Since there was a great deal of unrest and food so scarce there were other relatives who
moved in with our parents. Grandpa (dad’s father), Uncle John and Aunt Mary and Uncle
Kornelius and Aunt Ida depended upon our parents too. Aunt Ida said to mother, “When
you make soup first add a dipper of water and it should do for us t00.”*

Abram and Katharina not only had the empty stomachs of their children and relatives to
contend with, but also the repeated pleas from starving people at their doorstep. For example,
an undernourished family would periodically stop by to sing for food. As fewer and fewer of the
children came by over time, the Bergmanns could only assume the others had succumbed.
The Bergmanns’ sharing of their meagre rations could only go so far. At times, the family
would cover the dining room windows before they ate to conceal their food.

10
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Emigration

Conditions in the Molotschna improved
following the winter of famine.
Government stability, a tremendous aid
effort by Mennonite aid organizations and
a more favourable harvest the following
year were a welcome relief.

Yet there was still unease with the

political climate. The government, which

adopted the slogan, “Religion is the

opium of the people,” began restricting

religious freedom. Moreover, privileges

the Mennonite settlements had enjoyed

for a number of generations were being Grandpa’s oldest brother, Kornelius Bergmann (1872-1937),

revoked. At about this same time, with wife Ida nee Staschau, circa 1910. Uncle Kornelius was
emigration restrictions were relaxing a sharp critic of the Mennonite emigration. (Courtesy Aunt
! Annie Froese.)

sparking a debate on an exodus. Should
the Mennonites leave behind their troubled homeland for a new start overseas?

Some, like Grandpa’s older brother Kornelius, felt strongly that emigrating was abandoning the
Lord’s destiny for them in South Russia. At one point, Kornelius wrote a letter critical of what
he called the move to “Dollarland”.?* Nevertheless, Grandpa decided that if the opportunity to
leave South Russia arose, they would go. He writes:
In 1923 people began to leave the country. During the last several years | faced death at
least a dozen times. Consequently, we lost confidence in our government. Then we as a
family decided that if God would provide emigration possibilities we would leave this
country. In 1925 we were able to sell our buildings and emigrate to Canada.®

Grandpa and Grandma sold
the farmstead (minus their
confiscated farmland) for
4000 rubles, enough to
cover their passage to
Canada and have $1000 for
the new start.

The emigration to Canada
was a major undertaking.
When the packing was
complete, Grandpa and
Grandma said their final
farewells to parents,
siblings, extended family,
and friends, most of whom
they would never see again.

Their journey to Canada
The Bergmann family passport photo, March 28, 1925. From a copy of this began on July 4, 1925 with
photo, each member’s likeness was clipped and pasted into their individual ; ; ;
passports. Back: Peter, Mary. Middle: Helen, Katharina holding Elisabeth, acal’l’lé%g?] ride .to Ifl_ll(;htenau
George, Sarah, Abram. Front: Henry. (Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergmann.) to catch the train. ey

11
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stopped briefly in the town to bid farewell to
Grandpa’s sister Elizabeth, then boarded a
northbound train to Moscow, where they paused
briefly. Grandpa wanted the children to see
something of the capitol, and so took them to the
zoo and, interestingly, to see Lenin’s tomb. From
Moscow, the Bergmanns took the train through
the Red Gate into Latvia, where they stopped for
processing and eventually arrived in the port city
of Riga. Here, the Bergmanns embarked on the
ship Baltara for a four day journey, landing in
Southampton, England, then travelled to London
where they boarded the ocean liner Empress of
Scotland bound for Canada. The transatlantic
voyage lasted seven very seasick days and so
the family were especially pleased when they
landed in Quebec City on August 1, 1925. Three
days and two train rides later, the family of nine
arrived in Winkler, Manitoba. Here, Grandma
stayed with some people to await the delivery of
her eighth child and the rest of the family
proceeded to the hamlet of Hochfeld for a
temporary stay with Grandpa’s brother Johann
and family.?? The Bergmanns arrived in Hochfeld
one month to the day after setting out from South
Russia. A trek of this magnitude, with all their
worldly possessions, seven young children and

Grandma eight months pregnant, was no mean feat!

A portion of Grandma’s passport used for the
emigration. The left side is written in Russian, the
right side in French. (Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergmann.)

One glitch in their travels occurred when two of the Bergmann children broke out with the
measles less than a day into the transatlantic journey. As a result, Grandpa and all of his

The first Bergmann family photo in Canada, 1925. Left to right: Grandpa’s

seven children were
guarantined for the
remainder of the voyage.
Grandma, who was well
along in her pregnancy
with Abe, was kept in a
separate area of the ship
to prevent her from
catching the virus. The
silver lining was in the
timing of their outbreak.
Had the children broken
out any earlier, they might
have been denied
passage on medical

brother Johann Bergmann, Grandma holding Abe, Mary, Sarah, Peter, Helen, grounds.

Henry, George, Elizabeth, and Abram. Peter, with one leg raised, was
experimenting to see if it would still show up in the photograph. Photo taken on
the Johann Bergmann farm in Hochfeld, Manitoba. (Courtesy Aunt Elizabeth

Goertzen.)

12
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The Canadian Years (1925 — 1971)

Grandpa and Grandma’s family stayed with the Johann Bergmanns through the fall, winter,
and part of the next spring. This was a welcome opportunity for the family to adjust to the new
surroundings, even though the quarters were very cramped with their family of ten and the
Johann Bergmann family of four.

First Canadian Farm (1926-1929)

Grandpa and Grandma relocated to their first purchased Canadian farm, near Steinbach, in

the spring of 1926. As was typical, Grandpa kept detailed personal records of the financial

transactions. An excerpt, in a red scribbler labeled “1927”, reads thus:
We bought the farm 2 miles northwest of Steinbach and moved there on 24™ of April
1926. The crop still belonged to the old owner, K. W. Reimer, according to the contract.
We had bought the farm without inventory [farm machinery] for $7000 and after we had
moved there and could not keep our promise to pay for it because our money from
Russia did not come in time, the farm went back to Canada Life Assurance Company.
We then rented the farm until J. J. Reimer of Steinbach purchased it for $4400. Then we
bought it again for $6000 on the seventh of May, 1927. By this time, we had received the
necessary money from Russia and had enough to buy cattle, seed, feed and run the
operation.®

When the Bergmanns moved near Steinbach, Grandpa became involved in founding the
Steinbach Mennonite Brethren Church. Church meetings were sometimes held at the
Bergmann house, as

shown in the photo on

the right. Grandpa was

among the thirty-eight

men and seven women

who met to organize

the church on January

3, 1927, as evidenced

by his signature on the

founding document.?®

One dilemma for the
church was how to
treat those, like
Grandpa, who had
participated in the

highly controversial

Selbstschutz. Grandpa A pivotal church meeting early in the history of the Steinbach Mennonite Brethren
Church held at the Bergmann’'s first Canadian farm two miles northwest of

was Welpomed asa Steinbach in 1927. (Courtesy Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.)

very active member,

being the church’s first secretary and participating on the church council (Vorberat) for
numerous years, but was not permitted to take on certain leadership positions, such as
deaconship.?*

Second and Third Farms (1930-1933)

Crop failures at the onset of the Great Depression led to the Bergmanns losing ownership of
the farm for a second time, in 1930. The family then moved to the Ekron area, three miles east

13
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of Steinbach, where they rented a farm for one year, having another poor harvest. After the
year in Ekron, the family relocated three miles west of Steinbach to the “Third Farm”, where
they lived for three years, from about 1931 to 1933, and were disappointed by further meager
harvests. It was then, when the family was desperately poor, that the Bergmanns’ two eldest,
teenage daughters, Mary and Sarah, quit school and moved to Winnipeg to work as maids to
supplement the family income. This was a very difficult decision and a heartbreak to the
daughters, especially Sarah, whom aspired to a career requiring a full high school education.
In the fall, Grandpa took on additional work, earning one dollar per day working long hours
harvesting crops in the Morris area. Meanwhile, children Peter and Helen joined a threshing
crew at EIm Creek. Finances were so tight that even the purchase of a one cent lollipop for a
child was a sacrificial gift.

Ste. Anne West Farm (1933-1939)

When the three year lease at the
Third Farm ended, the only place
affordable and available for the
Bergmanns was a ramshackle
farmstead near Ste. Anne which
they named the Ste. Anne West
farm. The old log house, which had
most recently been used as a
storage shed, was definitely more
“rustic” than their previous
dwellings and the ancient, rickety
barn on the property appeared to
be nearing collapse.

During these years, Grandpa had a

vision for a neighbourhood church.
Many of the neighbours did not The Ste. Anne West Farm house, circa 1936, with Aunt Helen
own cars and there was no church standing beside a bicycle. The Bergmann family rented here for six

. L years. (Courtesy Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.)

in the vicinity. Moreover, the long,

narrow river lots in the area meant the residents lived close together. And so for six years,
Grandpa led services held in a
house 1% miles northeast of the
Ste. Anne West farm. He took on
many responsibilities, including
those of preacher, song leader, and
Sunday School teacher. The
Christmas programs were special
highlights. Unique to the church
body of about 25 adults in addition
to a healthy contingent of children
was the variety of denominational
ties. Members within the
congregation were affiliated with
the Mennonite General Conference,

The Bergmann family at the “Third Farm” three miles west of the Church Qf God in Ch”St’_ and

Steinbach, circa 1932. Back: George, Mary, Sarah, Peter, Henry. the Mennonite Brethren, while

Front: Elizabeth, Katharina, Annie, Abram, Abe, Helen. (Courtesy Aunt others had no affiliations.
Elizabeth Goertzen.)
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Following some very sparse years at this farm, the Bergmanns finally had their first good
harvest in 1937 and could repay all their debts. After eleven impoverished years in Canada,
the Bergmanns turned a financial corner and could now enjoy a measure of financial
discretion. What a relief!

The Sand Pit Farm (1939 — 1949)

While living at Ste. Anne West, Grandpa purchased a rather unique farm two miles southeast
of Ste. Anne. On the property was an enormous three-storey eighteen room boarding house, a
railway line dubiously dividing the pasture, and an artesian well. The odd arrangement bore
witness to an old sand pit and entertainment business that had encountered financial difficulty.
% For the next ten years, this character property became the Bergmanns beloved home.

Aunt Elizabeth has described the Sand Pit Farm years as follows:
While we lived at Ste. Anne West dad became aware that the Sand Pit Farm was for
sale. It was then that dad was able to buy the approximately 600 acre farm in 1939 for
$10,000. He made a $3000 down payment and the rest was paid at payments of $700
per year at 6% interest. Since the bank would not loan dad the money, the bank
manager negotiated with dad privately and loaned the money to him. Some time later we
purchased an adjoining 80 acre property for $10 per acre. Dad was happy for this fine
big farm where we could make a comfortable living. He said this is where | would like to
spend the rest of my days. However just ten years later at the age of 64 he was happy
for the retirement move he could make to Steinbach. ...

In a sense we lived in isolation from others of our faith. We had good neighbors but they
were Catholic. In those days with poor roads even a trip to Steinbach could be long and
cumbersome. Often while mother did handwork in the evening, dad read books out loud
and the rest of us sat around and listened too. Often we gathered around the piano and
sang many of the old gospel songs that are so meaningful to us today. Since we could
not go to church in winter for months at a time we always had a fine worship service at
home. | can’t remember even one Sunday forenoon where we did not hear an inspiring

The Sand Pit Farm, 1940, with the huge house on the right. (Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergmann.)
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message, read by dad, and sing and pray together.

| treasure the precious memories that still linger in my heart of these days. It was during
these years that all of us learned to enjoy and appreciate the beauties of nature.?®

The Husky House (1949 - 1961)

In 1949, Grandpa and Grandma sold the Sand Pit Farm to two of their sons, Uncle George
and Uncle Henry, in favor of retiring to a smaller property in a more convenient area. The
couple purchased what they called the Husky House, located in Steinbach at the northwest
corner of the intersection of Provincial Road 52 and Highway 12. The house, so named
because of the Husky gas station later built at that corner, was purchased for $14,200. During
the time the Bergmanns lived at the Husky House, Grandpa and Grandma had a more
relaxing time. They had lots of time to spend sprucing up the grounds. Grandpa manicured the
trees and hedges without end, and even shaped some into ‘creatures’ and put them in the
garden to add his personal touch.

Abram examining the well-tended yard at the Husky House. (Courtesy Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.)

The land accompanying the Husky House, which at the time was on the outskirts of town,
turned into a valuable purchase. Grandpa recognized the real estate potential, subdivided
much of the 108 acres of land, and through the years sold lots on which now stand numerous
businesses and the Steinbach Bible College campus. The proceeds became a comfortable
retirement fund.

Lumber Avenue House (1961 — 1971)

Although Grandpa and Grandma very much enjoyed the Husky House, the increased traffic
and busyness in the area over time, combined with their desire to be within walking distance of
church, motivated their purchase of the house at 199 Lumber Avenue in Steinbach. They
purchased the house for $12,500 on July 3, 1961 when Grandpa and Grandma were 75 and
73 years old, respectively.
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Even in his mid-70's,
Grandpa was still very
active and continued to
enjoy hunting and fishing
expeditions with family
and friends. While fishing
with his sons on one
particular occasion, in
May of 1962, Grandpa’s
health took a turn for the
worse. Grandpa
suddenly felt very ill, and
was rushed back to
Steinbach. He seemed to
recover during the truck
ride and by the time he
had arrived home, was

well enough to walk and  Grandpa and Grandma, May 27, 1962, celebrating their 50" wedding anniversary
take a bath. He wasn't in the hospital with staggered visits by family into the cozy room decorated by
even sure if it was flowers, cards, and a cake. (Courtesy Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.)

necessary for him to visit

the hospital, but on the advice of his children, went in for a check-up. The doctors diagnosed
him as having suffered a serious heart attack and so he was immediately admitted to
Bethesda Hospital.

Meanwhile, invitations for Grandpa and Grandma’s 50" wedding anniversary, which was only
two weeks away, had already been mailed. It was a great disappointment when the grand
festivities were replaced with staggered visits by his children into his cozy hospital room.
Grandpa’s condition improved and the Lord granted him another eight years of reasonably
good health. Five years after
Grandpa’s heart attack, the
Bergmanns had a joyous, and
thankfully otherwise
uneventful, formal celebration
of their 55™ anniversary. In
their elderly years, Grandpa
and Grandma were blessed to
be cared for by their
daughters Mary and Helen.

About three and a half years

later, on January 10, 1971,

Abram Peter Bergmann

passed away suddenly at the

Lumber Avenue house at the

age of 86 years, and was
Abram Peter Bergmann (1884-1971) and Katharina nee Wiens (1887- buried at the Memorial

1980) are buried in the Memorial Cemetery in Steinbach, but we know their Cemetery in Steinbach
spirits have gone to be with the Lord. (Courtesy Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.) )

Grandpa is fondly
remembered and dearly missed by his family and friends. He has left us with a model of trust
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in and service for the Lord through good and hard times that has impacted all those who knew
him and even those who were yet to be born as his great- and great-great-grandchildren.

! Abram Peter Bergmann is actually the editor’s great-grandfather, but “Grandpa” is used for
conciseness.

% Helen Reimer Bergmann, Bergmann Family Register (unpublished, 1999), p. 5. Ruth Penner of
Landmark, Manitoba, is in possession of a copy.

% Abram jotted down miscellaneous notes on his life experiences over the years. The notes are
scattered among a ledger, various financial scribblers, and loose papers. Most are in the possession of
Aunt Helen Bergmann of Steinbach, Manitoba. In later years, Abram also kept a log of his daily activities
in small daytimers. Each date usually had a brief entry, sometimes just the word “naf3,” describing the
wet weather. The two daytimers the author has seen were from the early 1940’s and are in the
possession of Ruth Penner nee Giesbrecht of Landmark, Manitoba.

* A group photo of Great-grandpa and fellow classmates and teachers at the Halbstadt Kommerzschule
for the year 1910-1911 can be found in the book by Dr. Walter Quiring and Helen Bartel, Als Ihre Zeit
Erfillt War, (self-published, printed in Saskatoon, Sask.: 1973), p. 72. Abram is standing in the back
row, fifth from the right. Aunt Helen Bergmann has in her possession her father’s diploma certificates,
which interestingly, were written in Russian.

® Heinrich Goerz, The Molotschna Settlement (Winnipeg, MB: CMBC Publications and Manitoba
Mennonite Historical Society, 1993) p. 147. Interestingly, the names of those chosen to serve were
drawn by lot from among those eligible.

®TB., “Forestry Service”, Mennonite Encyclopedia, vol. 2 (Hillsboro, Kansas: Mennonite Brethren
Publishing House, 1959) p. 353.

" The estimate of 200 was used by both aunts Helen and Elizabeth. This approximation is in line with
the number of 143 men that William Schroeder and Helmut T. Huebert's book Mennonite Historical Atlas
second edition (Winnipeg, MB and Hillsboro, Kansas: Springfield Publishers, 1996), p. 137, gives for the
camp in 1913.

® The exact baptism dates for Abram and Katharina Bergmann are July 22, 1907 in Tiegenhagen,
Molotschna and June 5, 1907 in Steinbach, Molotschna, respectively. These details are recorded in
genealogical transcriptions of Steinbach M.B. Church records in the Katie Peters Collection, housed at
the Centre for M.B. Studies, Winnipeg, Manitoba.

° Elizabeth Bergmann Goertzen, Roots: Ancestors and Descendants of Abram P. and Katharina
Bergmann (unpublished, 1998), unnumbered page. It is noted that several copies of the book were
created, each within an adhesive photo album, by the Bergmann aunts. Pagination and exact content
varies between copies. The copy used by the author is in the possession of Ruth Penner nee
Giesbrecht of Landmark, Manitoba.

19 Cf. Leona Wiebe Gislason’s book Riickenau: The History of a Village in the Molotschna Mennonite
Settlement of South Russia (Winnipeg, MB: Windflower Communications, 1999) p. 100, where it is
suggested he was mayor. Abram’s duties described in the above book were more likely related to a
position of leadership he held in the Selbstschutz.

1 E. Goertzen, p. 30. In a translation of a letter Abram wrote a letter to Peter and Katharina Rempel,
Abram indicated he was conscripted until Jan 1918.

2 E. Goertzen, unnumbered page.
¥ H. Goerz, p. 222.
“H. Goerz, p. 222.
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'* John P. Dyck, ed., Troubles and Triumphs 1914-1924: Excerpts from the diary of Peter J. Dyck
Ladekopp, Molotschna Colony, Ukraine, (Springstein, MB: privately published) p. 67.

'® E. Goertzen, p. 9.

" Abram writes, in a letter to his step-sister Katharina, that “Rote Stab” consisting of 10 men and 2
women, set up a headquarters in his living room for three months (see Roots, p. 30). An independent
source, John Martens [author of As | Remember It (Clearbrook, BC, 1985)], in communication with
Leona Gislason, states that a “dorf soviet” was located in the Abram Bergmann household before and
after the German occupation. | have concluded that these two events were one and the same. | am
indebted to Mrs. Gislason for sharing her research files on the Bergmanns in a personal letter dated
Nov. 3, 2001. More information on “dorf soviets” can be found in Troubles and Triumphs, p. 40, and in
Mennonite Historical Atlas, p. 138.

¥ H. Goertz, p. 236.
Y H. Goertz, p. 236.

% E. Goertzen, p. 9.

L Aaron A. Toews, translated by John B. Toews, Mennonite Martyrs: People Who Suffered for Their
Faith 1920-1949 (Winnipeg, MB, and Hillsboro, KS: Kindred Press, 1990) p. 26.

22 A more precise itinerary can be pieced together from Abram Peter Bergmann’s Canadian Mennonite
Board of Colonization (CMBOC) record (#2170) is housed at the Mennonite Heritage Centre Archives,
Winnipeg, Manitoba and the family passport stamps. The CMBOC records give the itinerary as follows:

departed Moscow July 12, 1925, arriving in Rezekne, Latvia July 13.
departed Rezekne July 13, arriving in the Latvian port city of Libau (now called Liepaja) July 17.
departed Libau aboard the steamboat Baltara July 17, arriving in Southampton, England on July 21.

departed Southampton aboard the steamboat Empress of Scotland July 25, arriving in Quebec City on
August 1, 1925.

The CMBOC records presume stops in Rezekne and Libau, as the only blanks are for the dates of
arrival and departure.

The Bergmann passports give additional, sometimes confounding information. The first Latvian stamp is
dated July 13. The author doesn’t know the Russian language, but the next stamp seems to indicate
arriving in “Rigé, Liepajas” July 14. The next stamp mentions “Rig4, Liepajas”, then “Liepaja” then “Rig&”
followed by the date July 16. This is followed by a Government of Canada Inspection stamp at the “Port
of Rigd” on July 17 and a Canadian immigration stamp on August 1, 1925. Travelling from Rezekne to
Libau to Riga is a very circuitous route as one would need to basically backtrack through Rezekne to
travel from Libau to Riga. Nonetheless, this is what the stamps seem to indicate. Further, Aunt Helen
remembers hearing about the port city of Riga when the family travels were discussed in later years.
The travel from Southampton to London is based soley on Aunt Helen’'s memory.

3 A Brief History of the Steinbach M. B. Church, housed at the Centre for M.B. Studies, Winnipeg,
Manitoba, microfilm R86 frame 368ff.

24 Grandpa is stated as secretary in the earliest archived Steinbach M.B. Church minutes, that of May 1,
1927. See Centre for M.B. Studies, Winnipeg, Manitoba microfilm R86 frame 805.

2 Henry Bergman, “Remember swimming in the old Ste. Anne Sandpit?” Carillon News, third section,
May 24, 1972.

% E. Goertzen, p. 39.
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