Part V — Wiens Ancestry

Chapter 8 Gerhard Jacob and Sarah (Regehr) Wiens

by Michael Penner

Gerhard Jacob Wiens, our great-grandfather, was born on November 16, 1859 to Jacob and
Mrs. Wiens and grew up in the area of the Schoenfeld Colony of South Russia. He was one of
five children. He had two brothers, Heinrich and Jacob, and two sisters, Sara and Katharina.
Gerhard’s father was a church elder who emigrated from the Danziger Werder of Prussia.
Gerhard was raised in what was likely an affluent family. Before Gerhard married our great-
grandmother, he was the widower of a tragically short first marriage.* Within a few years of the
marriage, his wife and two sons had all died. What a heartbreak that must have been!

Sarah Regehr, our great-
grandmother, was born on September
1, 1862 to David Regehr and
Katharina Warkentin of Steinbach,
Molotschna, South Russia. Piecing
together various family sources,
Sarah appears to have had been one
of seven children who survived to
adulthood. She likely had five sisters
(Maria, Elisabeth, Helena, Anna, and
Lise) and one brother (Johann).

Sarah and her siblings grew up in
Steinbach, which wasn’t actually a
village at all, but an estate that
included immense land holdings and
lavish mansions. Here, Sarah’s
parents were emplc_)yed as shepherds, Sarah nee Regehr and Gerhard Jacob Wiens, circa 1903.
a common occupation on large (Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergmann.)

Mennonite estates of that time period.

We do not know how our great-grandparents met, but Gerhard’s first wife may have been one
of Sarah’s cousins, offering a possible explanation. Before Gerhard was 26 years of age, he
had remarried to our great-grandmother. Within a span of less than thirteen years, Gerhard
and Sarah had ten children! One can imagine the household must have been a very busy
place with many little feet scampering about.

Gerhard and Sarah lived in affluence on their private estate, Hochfeld, located west of the
Russian town of Varvarovka within the Schoenfeld Colony.? Family stories tell of servants who
helped around the house and garden, of a Jewish tailor visiting the estate to sew corsets for
the girls, and of a private school on the estate where the children were educated. Other stories
relate of how Gerhard would be waited upon. His eggs were not to be fried until he was seated
at the table so they would be fresh for the eating and his boots had to be well shined. Gerhard
is said to have enjoyed keeping the Hochfeld estate beautifully manicured.
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The Wiens family looking on at their deceased husband and father, Gerhard, February, 1904. Gerhard passed
away Feb 23, 1904 and was buried four days later in a private cemetery on their Hochfeld estate. Back: Katharina,
David, Heinrich. Front: Johann, Jakob, Abram, Margaret, Sarah, Sarah nee Regehr, Anna, Gerhard. (Courtesy Uncle
George Bergmann.)

The affluence of the family was no doubt funded from the estate’s considerable land holdings.
The estate was documented at a handsome 383 dessiatines (1,030 acres) and employed
about thirty farmhands who lived on or near the property in addition to servants helping around
the house and garden.® *

Gerhard and Sarah were prominent within the community. When government officials came to
the area, they stayed at the Wiens estate. Gerhard always wanted Sarah present when the
officials arrived—meanwhile, the children would be cared for by the nanny. Gerhard and Sarah
were known in the community for their kindness toward beggars and gypsies.

In his early forties, Gerhard’s health began to fail, perhaps due to liver failure. Doctors were
consulted, but they could find no treatment.

In 1904, Gerhard and Sarah decided to move from Hochfeld to Steinbach, Molotschna where
Sarah grew up and where their children would be influenced by good Christian people. The
Hochfeld estate was arranged to be sold, but before the transaction completed, Gerhard died.
While the family knew Gerhard was in poor health, his sudden passing took the family by
surprise.
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Our great-grandfather Gerhard Wiens passed away at 4 a.m. on February 23, 1904 at the age
of 44. He was survived by his wife Sarah and ten children: David, Katharina, Heinrich,
Gerhard, Jacob, Anna, Sarah, John, Abram, and Margaret. He was predeceased by his first
wife and their two young sons. Gerhard accepted the Lord in his later years. Although
shortcomings in Gerhard's life brought pain to the family, he is nonetheless remembered as a
good provider, a hard worker, and as compassionate to the poor.

Gerhard’s funeral was held four days later, on February 27, 1904. A family story tells of half
the people from the neighbouring Russian community going to pay their respects at the
funeral, a tribute to his influence on the community. He was buried in a private cemetery on
the Hochfeld estate® where Gerhard’s two sons already lay. Gerhard had lost so much weight
during his illness that the undertakers padded out his suit to make it fit.

As a result of Gerhard’s death, the
pending sale of the Hochfeld estate
mentioned earlier fell through, but
Sarah and her children proceeded with
the move to Steinbach anyway. This
created an awkward situation with
Sarah owning two properties a
relatively large distance apart. As a
grieving widow with ten children and
considerable property to manage, one
can only imagine how difficult the start
in Steinbach must have been. Her
parents and other relatives in the area
would almost certainly have helped out
considerably during this time.

The Steinbach estate was a welcome Advertizement in the Russian Mennonite newspaper

and familiar place for Sarah and her Friedenstimme (Nov 10, 1907, p.16) for the sale of the Hochfeld
children. The younger children estate by Sarah (Regehr) Wiens and children. The title gives the
attended the local private school alon land area of the estate (383 dessiatines, or 1034 acres). The ad

. ; P . 9 indicates the location of the estate as being 10 werst (10.7 km)
side their Regehr cousins and the from Station Gulaipole, a train station a few kilometers from the
children of the estate owners and town of Gulaipole.

Sarah would have integrated into one
of the local churches.

As part of the move to Steinbach, Sarah purchased and relocated onto her parents’ farmstead.
She upgraded the property, building into a hill a fine, spacious house that had virtually enough
rooms in later years for all her children’s families. Her farmstead consisted of 61 dessiatines
(165 acres) in a triangle formed by the Yushanlee and Apanlee Rivers. By one of the river
banks was a large orchard. Other features of the property included a large hay barn with a
granary at one end.®

The late 1920’s were a time of great social upheaval in Russia and Sarah and her family were
not immune. Sarah’s grandson, Heinz Wiens, recalls the following:
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Now in Russia it is a fact that one can be sentenced not only on grounds of actual
crimes committed, but also on grounds of potential damage [one might cause].
Farmers such as grandmother, that is major landowners, were treated as “experts”.
They were declared to be dangerous, for out of their midst exploiters could eventually
develop. These dangerous individuals were then dispossessed, that is their entire
estate and property was taken from them, and they were directed to leave the
particular region. Grandmother, Uncle Hans and Aunt Sara were dispossessed of their
property in this way in 1927. They had to leave house and home just standing there,
and go. The whole estate and property just went over to the state, that is became
socialist property. The house was turned over to the orphanage and everything began
to fall apart.’

After losing her home and
nearly all of her
belongings, Sarah
relocated to the Memrik
Colony with her children
Sara and Johann (Hans).

Letters from the Wienses
in Russia tell of the
hardships Sarah faced in
her elderly years. During
periods of unrest, Sarah,
even as an elderly
woman, periodically hid in
the reeds by a stream at
night to avoid being

assaulted by lawless What is believed to be the house Great-grandmother Wiens built in Steinbach,
young men. Food was Molotschna is shown on the left. It is in a state of disrepair but still stands today.
also. at times. in short This photo was taken on a heritage tour in 2000 by Mrs. Louise (Dick) Peters.

supply. For example,
Sarah writes in a 1930 letter, “Everything this family
had has been taken away except some clothes,
cooking utensils, but as long as man is alive we must
have food, but until now the Lord has helped us.”

In the twilight of her life, Sarah was cared for by her
son and daughter-in-law and family, the David and
Jessy Wienses of Bahndorf, Memrik Colony, South
Russia. In her last days, she was of ill health and
looked forward to meeting the Lord. Our great-
grandmother, Sarah (Regehr) Wiens passed away on
April 22, 1933, at age 70 in Bahndorf. Further details
on her death and the funeral are mentioned in the
David and Jessy Wiens letter later in this chapter.

Sarah, our great-grandmother, is remembered as a
woman of faith. She had a vibrant prayer life and
would often pray for her children, grandchildren, and

Great-grandmother Wiens at about age 70 in 67
circa 1932. (Courtesy Mrs. Martha Neufeld nee
Dick.)



Chapter 8 Gerhard Jacob and Sarah (Regehr) Wiens

grandchildren yet to be. Aunt Annie Froese, who was one of those grandchildren yet to be,
says she felt a hedge of protection because of her grandmother’s prayers. Great-grandmother
is also fondly remembered for her feistiness which seems to show through in her younger
portraits.

Map of the Steinbach estate. Sarah Wiens' house, upper right, was either the “Regehr House” or the
“Wiens House”. Source: Mennonite Estates in Imperial Russia, p. 373.

68
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Sarah (Regehr) Wiens, circa 1896. (Courtesy Aunt Gerhard Jacob Wiens, circa 1896. (Courtesy Aunt
Elizabeth Goertzen.) Elizabeth Goertzen.)

The Gerhard and Sarah Wiens family, circa 1901. Back: Jacob, Katharina,
Heinrich, Johann. Second row: Gerhard, Sarah nee Regehr, Gerhard Jacob

Wiens, Anna. Front: Sarah, Abram, Margaret. Missing: David. (Courtesy Aunt Helen
Bergman nee Enns.)"
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The Hochfeld estate in more prosperous days, circa 1902. Gerhard and Sarah Wiens are in the front right. The
Wiens children are lined up in front of the barn. Our grandmother, Katharina, is the tall child third from the right.
(Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergman nee Enns.)

A young Sarah nee Regehr and Gerhard Wiens.
Source: Mennonite Estates in Imperial Russia,
p. 410.
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Map of the Schoenfeld Colony. The group of Hochfeld estates is shown in upper left.Source: Mennonite Estates in
Imperial Russia, p. 333.
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Teacher Heinrich Harder and students at the private school in Steinbach, Molotschna, 1906. Left to
right, back row: ?, ?, Hans Regehr, Heinrich Schmidt, ?, ?, ?, ?, ?. Middle row: Elisabeth Janzen
(?), Lena Reimer, ?, Heinrich Harder, Sarah Wiens, Anna Wiens, Tina Reimer. Front row: Abram
Wiens, ?, Jasha Janzen, ?, Peter Regehr (?), Isaak Schmidt, ?. Source: Maria Funk nee Neufeld of
Winnipeg, a great-grandchild of David and Katherina Regehr.
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Letter of Sarah (Regehr) Wiens, 1924

[ed.: The letter below was written by our great-grandmother Sarah (Regehr) Wiens to her children in
Canada. The mentioned Henry Wienses, Abe Wienses, and Bergmanns refer to Sarah’s children’s
families and Sara and Hans refer to Sarah’s unmarried children. Margaret (Marga) is her daughter and
wife of Peter Schmidt. The “Bergens from Mariawohl” mentioned in the letter refers to Sarah’s niece
Justina (Wiens) Bergen and her husband George. Justina’s Bergen’s mother, Mrs. Jacob Wiens, may
be the same person as the mentioned Mrs. Jakob Wiens. The Kroekers and Neufelds mentioned may
also be Sarah'’s in-laws. The letter is courtesy of Mrs. Martha (Dick) Neufeld of Winnipeg. Translation

courtesy of Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.]
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Chapter 8 Gerhard Jacob and Sarah (Regehr) Wiens

Letter of Sarah (Regehr) Wiens, 1925

[ed.: The letter below was written by our great-grandmother Sarah (Regehr) Wiens to her children in
Canada. The letter is not that legible, making correct spellings of proper nouns a challenge.

Indecipherable words are denoted by “___". The letter is courtesy of Mrs. Martha (Dick) Neufeld of
Winnipeg. Translation courtesy of Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.]
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Chapter 8 Gerhard Jacob and Sarah (Regehr) Wiens

Letter of Sarah (Regehr) Wiens, 1926

[ed.: The letter below was written by Sarah (Regehr) Wiens of Steinbach, Molotschna, mother to
Katharina (Wiens) Bergmann. It was written almost a year and a half after the Bergmanns immigrated to
Canada. Notice how the content and tone contrast with her other letter that follows. Translation courtesy
of Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.]
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Letter of Sarah (Regehr) Wiens, October 1930

[ed.: The letter below was written by our great-grandmother Sarah (Regehr) Wiens to her children in
Canada. It is directed to the Jacob and Anna (Wiens) Dick household. The letter makes reference to the
family of Sarah’s sister, Anna nee Regehr, who married Jakob Fast. Jakob and Anna’s mentioned
daughters are Anna, wife of Johann Unruh, and Helene, wife of Heinrich Ediger. Also mentioned are
Sarah (Regehr) Wiens’s children David and wife Justina, Johann (Hans), and Sara. The Warkentins
referred to are very likely relatives from Sarah’s maternal side, possibly her uncles and aunts. The letter
is courtesy of Mrs. Martha (Dick) Neufeld of Winnipeg. Translation courtesy of Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.]
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Great-grandmother with her two children who never married. Sara Wiens, Sarah (Regehr)
Wiens, Johann Wiens. This photo was received from Russia on Feb. 24, 1931. The reverse
reads “Fir Mieka zum Geburtstag.” (Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergman nee Enns.)
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Chapter 8 Gerhard Jacob and Sarah (Regehr) Wiens

Letter of Sarah (Regehr) Wiens, November 1930

[ed.: The letter below was written by our great-grandmother, Sarah Wiens, at age 68. It was directed to
the Abram Bergmann family. At the time of this letter, Sarah was a widow of 24 years and living with the
family of her eldest son, David, and his wife Jessy (Justina). About this time, David and Jessy moved to
Bahndorf from the Crimea. Sarah also makes mention of Hans (Johann) and Sara, her unmarried
children, and Henry, a married son. Translation courtesy of Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.]
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Great-grandmother Wiens with two of her children, circa 1915. Johann Wiens, Sarah (Regehr) Wiens, Sarah Wiens.
(Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergmann.)
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Letter of David and Jessy Wiens, 1933

[ed.: The letter below was written by the David and Jessy Wiens, brother and sister-in-law to our
grandmother, Katharina (Wiens) Bergmann. At the time, David and Jessy were living in Bahndorf,
Memrik Colony, South Russia. (Bahndorf was also known as Orlov.) The letter was directed to the
Abram Bergmann family. Translation courtesy of Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.]
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be his three daughters, Justina, Erna, and Lika,
and his wife. (Courtesy Mrs. Martha Neufeld nee Dick.)
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Letter of Sarah Wiens, 1925

[ed.: The below letter was written by Sarah Wiens (sister of our grandmother, Katharina (Wiens)
Bergmann) and is addressed to their sister, Anna (Wiens) Dick of Manitoba. The Russian orphanage
referred to is located in the former residences of the wealthy Steinbach estate owners. The letter is
courtesy of Mrs. Martha (Dick) Neufeld of Winnipeg. Translation courtesy of Aunt Elizabeth Goertzen.]
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Letter of Sarah Wiens, 1937

[ed.: The below letter was written by Sarah Wiens, sister to Katharina (Wiens) Bergmann, and
addressed to brother Jacob Wiens of EIm Creek, Manitoba. Translation courtesy of Aunt Elizabeth
Goertzen and Aunt Annie Froese.]

Sarah Wiens, circa 1931. Address and postmark of the letter.
(Courtesy Aunt Helen Bergman nee
Enns.)
7
* @ "
' (!t ™ &"& I( & ' 1 &
" * ( S "$ (0 ! 0
(! & | " I $ ) 4l ' e
A G B e
& 84 " & ™ & ! "0 && !
$ ( ( $ & " (
% ( (& !

87



Chapter 8 Gerhard Jacob and Sarah (Regehr) Wiens

Wiens siblings and their families in Glenlea, Manitoba, 1927. Grandpa and Grandma Bergmann rented a
vehicle from their neighbours at the First Farm and all ten family members squished in for the ride. Last row:
Marga Dick, Rudy Dick, Hannah Dick, Nick Dick. The rest of those who are standing: Sarah Bergmann, Uncle
Peter Schmidt, Peter Bergmann, (father) Abram P. Bergmann, Uncle Jacob Dick, Uncle Abe Wiens, Uncle
Jacob Wiens. Row of women sitting: Mary Bergmann with Elizabeth Bergmann in front, Aunt Margaret Schmidt
holding ?, (mother) Katharina Bergmann holding son Abe, Aunt Anna Dick holding daughter Agnes, Aunt Lydia
Wiens holding her son Abe, Aunt Susie Wiens with her daughter Hilda in front and son to the left. Second from
front row: ?, Helen Bergmann, Hedy Dick, Henry Bergmann, George Bergmann. Front row: some of the front
four children belong to Peter and Margaret Schmidt. (Courtesy Aunt Annie Froese.)
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Wiens siblings and cousins, Ste. Anne, 1939. Back: cousins Abe and Hany Dick, cousins Dave and Marga
Schmidt, cousins Anna and Nick Dick, cousin Rudy Dick. Middle: Aunt Janja and Uncle George Wiens and
their daughter Ninah, Aunt Susie and Uncle Jacob Wiens, Aunt Margaret and Uncle Peter Schmidt, cousin
Olly Dick and her husband Rudy who is in the back row, Aunt Lydia and Uncle Abe Wiens. Front: Father and
Mother Abram P. and Katharina Bergmann, Aunt Anna and Uncle Jacob Dick. (Photo and caption courtesy Aunt
Elizabeth Bergmann.)

1 H. Ed Wiens, A Look at the Past, p. 4, which also notes that Gerhard’s sister Sara married a Neufeld
and sister Katharina married a Kroeker. In Gerhard’s adult years, he did not have close ties with his
family. Because both Gerhard and his brother owned estates, the author believes their wealth was likely
gained through inheritance.

% The first edition of this book placed the Hochfeld estate in the Yazykovo Colony. This was largely
based on the obituary of Gerhard and Sarah Wiens’ son Jacob (Mennonitische Rundschau, 1 Aug 1979
p. 29) which indicates Jacob was born in Hochfeld, Yazykovo. Based on a wealth of information that has
come to light since the first edition, that is now known to be an error. The new information placing the
estate in the Schoenfeld colony is noted below for posterity:

The autobiography of Gerhard and Sarah’s daughter Anna notes that the Hochfeld estate was
located near Gulajpole, placing it in or near the Schoenfeld Colony of South Russia (volume
4368, Dick-Schmidt family collection, “Dick, Anna Wiens, Exodus from Russia: Life Story
Sketch, Mennonite Heritage Centre, Winnipeg).
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Chapter 8 Gerhard Jacob and Sarah (Regehr) Wiens

A Look at the Past, page 4, notes that Gerhard and Sarah Wiens’ sons David and Heinrich,
together with their wives, rented an estate called Holaipol, the name probably derived from
Goloye Polye. This estate is known from family stories to have been in the same vicinity as the
Hochfeld estate.

Erinnerungen Aus Meine Leben, page 1 notes that after David and Heinrich each married, the
two couples returned in 1913 to Hochfeld to a small Wirtschaft. This would mean that Holaipol
and Hochfeld were very close in proximity, if not one and the same. The same page of
Erinnerungen also notes that the large Russian village in the neighborhood of Hocfeld of
Warwarowka. About 8 km to the north of Goloye Polye lies a town named Varvarovka.

The advertizement in Friedenstimme to sell the Hochfeld estate gives the location relative to
Gulaipole Station, a location in the Schoenfeld Colony.

A family story notes that the estate was located near a fish-bearing stream, which may further
assist in locating the estate. The story tells of how the children would be sent to the nearby
stream to retrieve fresh fish for Gerhard’s meals. On one such occasion daughter Katharina
tripped and, much to her dismay, became covered with floundering fish!

% Helmut T. Huebert, Mennonite Estates in Imperial Russia, p. 224. The size given for the state was for

the year 1912. Just how big was a 383 dessiantine estate in those days? Huebert notes on pages viii-ix:
Exact numbers of outside workers depended on the size of the estate, crops grown and the
degree of mechanization. Estates of over 500 dessiatines employed 10-20 full time, with 40-100
extra seasonal workers, though this could be up to 200. ... [for the year 1894] there were 203
estates over 100 dessiatines in Taurida, with 27 being from 1,000-2000 and 21 over 2,000.

In other words, their estate was of modest size as far as Mennonite estates go.

* The number of farmhands is based on family recollections.

® The date of the funeral is recorded in a little white booklet of daughter Katharina.

® H. Ed Wiens, A Look at the Past, pp. 19, 23 and interview with Aunt Helen Bergmann. The amount of
land is taken from the 1908 Forstei Taxation List, page 10 (volume 4046:2 at the Mennonite Heritage
Centre, Winnipeg).

" H. Ed Wiens, A Look at the Past, p. 23.

® The last digit in the year is indecipherable. The reference to David and Anna Schmidt's daughter Annie
being born on Feb. 10 confirms the letter’s year to be 1925.

% Exact spelling is indecipherable.
1% The Mennonite colony of Memrik is about 150 km northeast of the Molotschna.

1 By 1935, Sarah had become the head cook of an Ebental restaurant (H. Ed Wiens, A Look at the
Past, p. 63).

2 The text gives 1¥% verst. A verst is a land measure equal to 1.07 km.

3 sarah (Regehr) Wiens’ sister, Lise, married Mr. Johan Mathies.
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