Chapter One

The Life Story of Gerhard S. Friesen

Early Years

Gerhard Schellenberg Friesen was born on
February 15, 1852 in the Mennonite village o
Lichtenau, one of many small towns
comprising the Molotschna Colony of South
Russia. His parents were Heinrich D. Friese
(1827-1877) and Katharina nee Schellenberg
(1824-1901). Gerhard was the second oldest®
of six children: he had an older brother, a |
younger brother, and three younger sisters.

Unlike most in Lichtenau who were farmers,
Gerhard’s father made a living dyeing and
painting cotton cloth. As farming was the
typical mode to prosperity, a landless family

like the Friesens was likely considered at lea
somewhat poor. Gerhard S. Friesen (1852-1922). Source: Mrs.
Inez Striemer, Winnipeg, MB.

Faith in God played a central role in the Friessmnify. The parents nurtured the
Christian faith and expected it to reflect in the$ of their childrer.

The Friesen family expressed this faith and expeed community akleine Gemeinde
(Small Church), a small Mennonite denomination sTiighly distinctive tie, in a village
and colony defined by its religious expression, Wdwave strongly influenced with
whom the family associated and how the Christigh faas modeled. ThKleine
Gemeindevas a highly conservative group, strict and sometrupright, idealistic, and
devout.

The Friesen family appears to also have fosteradtarest in writing. Three Friesen
children, Abraham, Gerhard and Jacob went on torbecvid corresponders to
Mennonite publications, and Jacob went on to becimmeding publisher of the
Steinbach Postewspaper.

The Friesen family moved a few times within Soutis8a, always from one Mennonite
locality to another. As already mentioned, the $eies lived in Lichtenau when Gerhard
was born in 1852. By 1861 they are known to bagvin the village of Landskrone. By



1864, the Friesen family was living in the townkafltomack, Crimea where they lived
for about eight years. In the early 1870s, the liamoved to Tiege, Sagradovka Colony,
perhaps seeking farmland that had opened up timeSagradovka, the Friesens bonded
with their relatives, including Gerhard’s patergeandmother and the extended Friesen
and Kasdorf families.

Gerhard received at least some formal educations H&ted as attending school in
Landskrone. Apparently, he had fond memories okettgerience, as in later years he
solicited for information on the lives of his childod schoolmates.

Following in the footsteps of his parents, Gerhaas involved irKleine Gemeinde
activity as a teenager. He went on to be baptizege nineteen, on May 1, 18713

First Marriage

Gerhard grew into adulthood in the Crimea. Somew/laésng the way, he acquired the
knowledge and skills needed to manage a farm. yaiag man, he moved with his
parents to the Sagradovka Colony.

At age 21, Gerhard entered into marriage with Méfiabe, a twenty year-old woman
and fellow member of thikleine GemeindeThe couple married on June 10, 1873, in
Blumenhoff, Borosenko Colony, South Russia, offethby aKleine Gemeindeninister.

It is noteworthy that Maria had been living in Beemko, about 75km from Sagradovka.
Had Gerhard and Maria engaged in a long-distanoence®

By the time Gerhard and Maria wed, Kieine Gemeindaere already formulating a
response to the Russiakase which would soon revoke privileges granted to the
Mennonites by Catharine the Great a century eailliee Mennonites were in jeopardy of
losing their freedom from military service and tela autonomy from the government.
After much consideration on the matter, Kleine Gemeindeesponse was to emigrate.
In 1874-5, most of thKleine Gemeindesome 1,000 people, immigrated to North
America’

For Gerhard and Maria, the decision to emigraternady ramifications. Their property
needed to be disposed of, farewells said, and geraants made for pioneering in a new
continent. Shortly after their second wedding aarsary, Gerhard and Maria undertook
an overseas migration that began on July 18, 18iide Maria was about two months
pregnant with their first child. They sailed on B&. Hibernian, arriving in Quebec on
August 27, 1874.The final leg of their journey ended on Septenit®with a ride on an
old Hudson Bay Company steamer down the Red Roviére mouth of the Rat River,
near what is now Niverville, Manitoba.



The first weeks in Manitoba would
have been focused on purchasing
and stocking supplies needed to
build shelter and see them through
the first months. Immigration sheds
| near the mouth of the Rat River were
¢ their temporary accommodation. The
immigrants wasted no time in
searching for possible village sites
on their unpopulated land reserve.
One of the exploration groups

9 : ke headed southeast from the
The old steamer International at Wport Garry (present  immigration sheds to establish the
known as The Forks), Aug 1, 1874, carrying the ffsp settlement around Gruenfeld.

load of 65 Mennonite familie Gerhard and Maria were likely

among this group® **

Gerhard and Maria chose the site of SW 21-6-5Eneir homestead. Today, this
property borders on the southeast corner of the whKleefeld, Manitoba. It is not clear
what exactly attracted them to this plot, but goility, drainage, and a supply of nearby
timber would have been obvious desirables. A sumap of 1872 shows section 21-6-
5E as a wooded area with small poplal
trees. The eastern half, adjacent to the (s2) Hanover
selection, was only marginally suitable
for cultivation. Gerhard applied for
ownership of the plot at the Office of
Dominion Lands in Winnipeg on
September 21, 1874, a mere eight day
after setting foot in Manitoba. Whateve
the criteria for their choice of land, the)
did not belabor the decision! The
journey to Winnipeg was a 2-day trip ir
each direction, making this business
transaction one of the more significant
activities in the precious time between
their arrival and the looming winter.
Gerhard would have undoubtedly Kleefeld
combined the visit with the opportunity qG:;:,‘;”r"s:;?o]l‘f(af;’;ﬁﬁ;g')"s
to purchase supplies from Winnipeg
merchants. P16k

;
The dwelling that Gerhard and Maria SW 21-6-5E
chose for their first winter was likely a :
Sarai (a wooden structure resembling

A'frame)3 according to hi§t0rian Henrymap showing the Friesen’s property in present day
Fast, which the Friesens insured for Kleefeld, Manitoba along with Maria’s burial site.

Maria Friesen’s x
burial site

pel| swoupaey



$100. Forefront on Maria’s mind must have been 5
the necessity of a warm, dry home for their first
child, whom they expected mid-wintéf.

Pioneers were very interdependent in the early &8
years and so relationships with neighbors played &
important role. Among the Friesens’ early
neighbors were Maria’s step-parents, the David
Ungers, who settled 5km to the northwest.
Gerhard’s older brother, Heinrich and spouse
Aganetha, who would arrive in 1877 after an initie
start in Ontario, settled 5km to the south.

The forces of nature made pioneering the first ye:
exceptionally difficult. Their first winter was
unusually harsh. In the following summer, 1875,
locusts came in enormous swarms. The sight wa: ;
descr!bed by neighboring Gruenfelders as quite Gerhard S. Friesen (right), with brother
amazing, although the phenomenon became a MaQL,p s Eriesen (founder of the
setback when nearly everything seeded was Steinbach Po3tand sister Elisabeth
devoured* Milder winters and more successful  Friesen (Mrs. Isaac R. Loewen, who

harvests followed, bringing relief from a difficult ~ lived in Winkler), summer 1920.
pioneering start. Source: Mrs. Inez Striemer.

Personal tragedy struck Gerhard and Matria in tinenser of 1876. While the family was
riding on their Red River ox cart on Main StreeWwmnnipeg, their eldest child, 18 month
old Maria, accidentally fell off and struck her kesgainst the street. The blow proved
fatal. More than a decade later, when Gerhard rgeduhe event in a letter in the
Mennonitische Rundschahe describes the tragedy as a “barely scarredvevend”
Infant mortality was rampant in the pioneering yeand Gerhard and Maria grieved the
death of a total of four infant daughters.

A few noteworthy events happened in 1877. This thasyear that Gerhard made his first
of many relocations within North America, albeiistione taking them just a few
kilometers south to the hamlet of Hochstadt (alted Gnadenort). The year 1877 also
saw Gerhard’s parents, Heinrich D. and Katharinesen with the younger children,
arrive in the area. The family had delayed leaRugsia because Heinrich’s mother was
very ill. Heinrich and Katharina and family landedCanada in December of 1875, but
only settled locally, in Hochstadt, after choosiadirst live in Ontario. Within weeks or
months of arriving in Hochstadt, Gerhard’s fathieddof consumption, leaving Katharina
to pioneer with three dependent children. Gerhaydishger brother, Jacob, was by now
a capable 15 years old and became responsibleppoging the family. Katharina
remarried four years later, in 1881, becoming tftk Wife of patriarch Peter Penner
(1816-1884) of Blumenorf



Gerhard had a falling out with thdeine Gemeindén 1877. The nature of the dispute is
not known, but it was evidently serious. The diafKleine Gemeindspiritual leader
Peter Toews notes “On October 21, 1877 Gerhardé&imieesigned from the Gemeinde.”
The diary again mentions Gerhard in an entry fr@&®0L “Thirdly, regarding avoidance
of a separated and fallen one. Gerhard Frieserem@smmunicated.” An entry shortly
thereafter reads “February™21880, Gerhard Friesen was again accepted into the
Gemeinde.*” Whatever the occasion for the dispute(s), the esecgiof events shows that
Gerhard was not one to shy away from conflict dsd that he was willing to reconcile
his differences with the Gemeinde. The underlyiogflict may also have sown seed for
what was to happen the following year.

The year 1881 was pivotal in the spiritual livesGadrhard and Maria. Spiritual unrest

was evident among th€eine Gemeindesetting the stage for what was to follow.

Historian Henry Fast writes:
John Holdeman and his associate Mark Seiler coadwseries of meetings in a
number of Kleine Gemeinde villages in the fall 881 at the invitation of bishop
Peter Toews, who had some concerns about thetyadidhis own baptism.
During that winter Holdeman and Seiler preachechamy homes, rebaptizing the
penitents, including bishop Toews and most of tbehdtadt and Gnadenort
villagers, who enthusiastically joined the new moeat'®

Gerhard and Maria were among those who separaiedtireKleine Gemeindand
joined the Holdeman movement. This was a very patithe during which many friends
and families were torn apart by denominational lofauies.

That same autumn, insurance records indicateltbdttiesens’ property suffered
significant fire damage: “Sept. 14, 1881. Gerhandgen, Gnadenort, %2 of sustenance,
1/3 of feed. Total $91.66"

Pioneering eventually led to a level of prosperitye R.M. of Hanover Tax Records
show Gerhard was assessed in 1883 as having 3&atedt acres, 124 acres of pasture
land, $300 in buildings, 2 horses, 4 cows, 2 yegdj 1 calf, 5 pigs, $25 in grass mowers,
$15 in hay rakes, $30 in wagons, $15 in plows,#@arrows, and $10 in sleighs. This
assessment was about average property value amemine homesteads assessed in
Hochstadt. By the next year, Gerhard had acqui@2daBlditional acres of pasture and
$160 in feed crushefS.

In late October of 1885, Gerhard and his fathdeaium- David Unger, went on an
investigative trip for the purchase of land. The twok a train trip with a real estate
agent to inspect land in a few locations about@@8s northwest of Winnipeg by Duck
Mountain (between Dauphin and Swan River). Davpbres being very satisfied with
some of the land, although apparently neither n@aplerchase. From Gerhard’s personal
writings, it is evident that the search for quafaymland was forefront in his mind, and
this was just one of numerous such trips he likebk?*



Tragedy

Gerhard experienced many difficulties in his libeit the premature death of his wife was
perhaps the hardest. Grandson Dr. Archie Pennalisd¢he story. Maria and Gerhard

had just had a child and were building a new hotlisanake bricks, Maria was
enthusiastically mixing clay in a tub using heréofeet. She got sick that night, and when
she died later of consumption, it was assumedhélaefforts with the clay had
contributed to her illness. :

Family records indicate that Maria
died at 8 a.m. on November 24, 1886
in Hochstadt, Manitoba, at the age of
332 She is buried at the Gruenfeld
cemetery near the intersection of
what are now Highway 52 and
Provincial Road 218* The cemetery |
does not contain an individual ‘
marker for her grave, but a large |
stone roster erected in recent years
includes the entry “Friesen Gerhard
Mrs. 1853 1886".

Register erected in 1971 at the Gruenfeld cemetbgre
The poor health of Maria is Gerhard S. Friesen’s first wife, Maria Wiebe isibdr A

line in the lower left reads “Friesen Gerhard Mr853

mentioned in a letter Gerhard wrote 1886" Source: Michael Penner. 2001

on Jan 22, 1886, although he seems
to write about it optimistically:
The state of health is very well, as far as | knGwly my dear wife always suffers
from lung fever and the thought is that she isymtin recovery>

Maria did not improve and Gerhard mentions theipgssf his wife in a Nov. 27, 1886

report:
My dear wife, born Wiebe, of Rosengart, Chortitodo@y passed away in Jesus.
She lived to an age of 33 years, 10 months anchgd. Ghe leaves behind a
deeply saddened husband and four children. Sheowasd on November 26.
Her iliness lasted a year and in this time sheeseff much. Thus these few dear
friends, who themselves remember her and I, frar@ Vaith healing. A greeting to
all friends and acquaintancés.

Move to the United States

In 1888, about two years after his wife’s deathiiaed sold everything by auction and
on June 30 moved his young family south to the dangarea of northern North
Dakota®’?® Gerhard had four surviving children: George (atje Heinrich (age 9),
Maria (age 7) and David (age 5). The motivationtfa move appears to have been to
seek better quality farmland, but another draw hkaty the presence of fellow
Holdemans in the area.



Gerhard’s address in North S| L O | 15
Dakota changed numerous = =
times. Upon their initial move —<%u,, 2= LA Bl
to North Dakota, Gerhard [ &
writes that their address was piioi
Ruth Lake. By mid- i
September, he reported it hac
changed to Hannah. A year- B —
and-a-half later, in spring of = "% " 2
1891, his address had becom i’mﬂ' sl ;
Daniels, while by March 1894

he notified theMennonitische
Rundschauweadership it

changed to Park River. By thei g
summer of 1896, his address

Ao
=\J
Rosenfeld Je &

had again become Daniels, a"‘?'ih_" Stadwiather
and in late 1901, it was N dion o Bension
Hannah?® Apparently, s dort ol
Gerhard enjoyed both e’ &l
; A M 3 ; esth A
e nn For Lake oNewbrd —  Dfedfordoon o o fe

relocating and the associated

adventures and challenges. Map of northeast North Dakota, 1895, with approximate years of the

Friesens’ moves noted. Hannah is about 3km south of the Manitoba bor-
der. Distance between Hannah and Park River is 60km.

Through some of the years in
North Dakota, Gerhard was in proximity to his yoengrother Jacob S. Friesen and
family, who homesteaded eight miles west of Langiorm few years starting in 1889.
Nevertheless, Gerhard was keenly aware of his agparfrom friends and family in
Manitoba and Russia. On numerous occasions he tadbeMennonitische Rundschau
readership inquiring about friends and relativease Trequency of his visits to relatives in
southern Manitoba is not known, but Gerhard mestidor instance, that he travelled to
Manitoba for a visit to friends and family in thersng of 1894 and the summer of 1898.
Gerhard encouraged others to join him in a Feld 289 letter to th&®undschau
Not many of the brotherhood live here yet, so ihyswish that such would be
established here, especially since much good cypusstill available. So how
one hears and also learns through the Rundschaicthantry is always sought
after, but the northern areas remain overlooketh@lgh they show so many
advantages against other regions. Baptized famitiake good progress here.

During Gerhard’s stay in North Dakota, farming agmseto have been his major source of
income. There is suggestion that he also operaséebm engine during these yedrs.

Second Marriage

As a young widower with children, Gerhard naturéfd thoughts of remarriage on his
mind. In a display of remarkable open-mindednessh@rd sought companionship
beyond the confines of the Mennonite community. ¥/im North Dakota, he met
Henrietta Koehler, a petit woman in her late twesiteleven years his junior. She was
from a German Lutheran family and had immigratetheoUnited States from Europe



with her parents and brother some years earlier. As
Gerhard well knew, to wed a non-Holdeman was not
to be taken lightly. The Holdeman leadership would
ex-communicate him and order that he be shunned by
the Holdeman community. Gerhard did not consider
marriage to a non-Holdeman a moral issue, and so he
and Henrietta were married in Langdon, North

Dakota on July 23, 1890.

Henrietta gained four stepchildren through the
marriage, and Gerhard and she went on to have ten
children together, eight of whom survived to
adulthood.

Education was a priority for the family: it is knaw
that daughter Maria attained Grade 8 in North

Dakota. It is noteworthy that the children’s edimat .
was in English, which was quite unusual for |
Mennonites of that era.

Farming was not without its perils, something . . .
. . . rhard S. Friesen and his second wife,
Gerhard experienced firsthand in the autumn of 19ﬁjmietta nee Koehler, circa 1890. This
While reaching over on an idling threshing machings the only known photo where Gerhard
to adjust some equipment, Gerhard’s left leg edter@ beardless. One family story recounts
the machine. At the same time, without notice, thetha:; Og‘e?a%f?g:ggssgfgsejtflﬁebeafd
engineer engaged the mach|_ne, badly cutting h_|s I Id%manyChurch excommunicated
Ten weeks later, Gerhard writes that he was still 1., aAnother family story gives the
recovering from the incident, though well enough t@eason for his excommunication as
sit up and write about it. The incident was marrying a non-Mennonite woman.
memorable enough that the event and the day it This photo, likely their wedding

occurred, October 11, were recorded in his family POrrait, suggests the two events may
Bible have occurred about the same time.

Source: Mrs. Caroline Loewen.

Return to Canada

Gerhard and Henrietta and family uprooted to retar@anada in 1903. They moved
from North Dakota to Sunnyslope, Alberta, and adc@ to Gerhard’s family Bible,
arrived at their destination on October 18, 190&rdthey established a farm on the
quarter section of NE34-30-25.Being essentially free of charge for those willing
prove property, the land was attracting a substentimber of Mennonites, including
Gerhard’s brother Heinrich and numerous Holdemanili@s who were in the process of
founding a community ther&:

By this time, Gerhard’s older children were alreadtheir twenties, and Gerhard used
the opportunity of homesteadable land to help éstatarms for his four oldest children.
After some careful planning and drafting of papetkysection 34-30-25 became owned
entirely within the Friesen family. Gerhard ownéd tNE quarter section, as already



mentioned. His children George, David,
and Maria homesteaded the remaining
three quarter sections: SE, NW, and SW
respectively. Son Henry homesteaded
about 1% miles northwest, on the quarter
section of SW 10-31-28 3037

Gerhard and Henrietta and family farmed
near Sunnyslope for over ten years, the
longest stay at any place in Gerhard’s
married life. In late September of 1908,
Gerhard took the preemption on the
quarter section of NW 35-30-25.

From Sunnyslope, Gerhard moved to

Edmonton, Alberta in about 19%4This

move was unusual in that the family took

up residence within a city. Their address

was 8502 10{6 Street. In Equnton, the Gerhard S. Friesen and his second wife, Henrietta
younger children attended a city school. pee Koehler at their home in Edmonton, Alberta, c.
Henrietta's widowed mother, Mary nee 1916. Source: grandson Dr. Archie Penner,
Wolf, lived with the Friesens at this time Brandon, Manitoba

where she was cared for. The elderly

widow mother passed away in Edmonton in January6 B the age of 80.

While in Edmonton, Gerhard began fellowshippingwitie Church of God, Anderson,
Indiana (of no connection to the Holdemans).

About the time that the Friesen’s lived in Edmontivey owned a farm and homestead
in nearby Cooking Lake at NE 20-51-22, where Geafmaised and traded horses. It is
possible that the family owned the Edmonton houskthe Cooking Lake farm
concurrently, with the city dwelling a suitable antmodation to care for a fragile mother
and the farm a means of livelihood.

In 1918, the Friesens moved to Arawana, near EtkHdanitoba. By the time of the
move, Gerhard was about 63. Perhaps with ageybpepsity to move diminished, for
he and Henrietta remained in Arawana for the re&eshard’s days.

Even into his elderly years, maintaining strong ifgmelations was a priority for
Gerhard. For example, the June 25, 18féinbach Postewspaper reports:
Mr. G. S. Friesen the brother of the Ed. arrive8tatAnne on Thursday the,2
and visited friends and relatives in this vicinityg also stayed with the Editor’s
family for a few days and visited some places id around Steinbach. He
intends to go home to Arawana, Man., on Monday.



Gerhard became very ill the night of Dec 17, 1928 family urgently came to attend
him. The Peter M. Penners travelled by train inféve days leading to Christmas and
were present when he passed away at 4 o’cloclkeimitrning on Christmas Eve, 1922 at
the age of 70 years, 10 months, and 8 days.

Gerhard was the father of eighteen children,

twelve of whom survived to adulthood. He moved

at least a dozen times in his lifetime.

Some memories of Gerhard by one of his

grandchildren are wonderfully recorded:
George (as he was known, rather than by
his formal name of Gerhard) Friesen is
remembered as a Congenial neighbor with Gerhard S. Friesen is buried near
a good Christian character, who sent his Elkhorn, Man. Source: Dr. Archie
younger children to an Anglican Sunday Penner
School in the area, and also kept in touch
with another Christian group known as The Churckofl, Anderson Group, or
in Low German, “the Oventlichta” (literal transkati would be “Evening
Lights”).

An unusual narrative surrounding Gerhard S. Frissieimeral has been kept alive
because of the bumpy road that led to the Elkhemeatery in December of 1922.
Since the road was impassable to cars, Mr. Friesmfifin was carried to the
cemetery on a horse-drawn sleigh. As the cortegeoaphed the grave yard, the
coffin fell off the sleigh. Elkhorn people who rélate incident maintain that
even in death, George Friesen was his “usual galff.*°

In her elderly years, Henrietta was cared for byi&and his wife Ellen. Henrietta passed
away in 1948 at age 85 and is buried in Meadow | Skskatchewaf.
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