
Brave Beginnings 
By Agnes Langemann Thibert 

 
The smell 

emanating from 
a coal and 
wood stove or 
the sight of 
golden-brown 
Zwieback cool-
ing on the 
counter takes 
me back to the 
kitchen of my 
childhood. My 
mother, Anna Baerg (also written 
Berg) would take time out from her 
work to tell me stories of her life 
back home in Gnadenheim and of 
the family she had left behind when 
she came to Canada in 1926. 
Gnadenheim was one of about fifty 
villages in the Molotschna Colony in 
Ukraine then also known as Little 

(See Brave on page 8) 

A Heritage of  Horsemanship 
By Russ Friesen 

 
òMennonite Cowboyó- the term might seem 

like an oxymoron to many. John Wayne and Roy 
Rogers shooting it out on the silver screen, con-
trasted with the image of a peaceful family 
dressed in dark clothing driving a horse and black 
buggy down a country lane may cause conflict in 
a person's mind. One needs to dig deeper to dis-
cover the true definition of "cowboy" and 
"Mennonite".  

Technically, a cowboy is an employee hired to 
tend cows on horseback. In our society, the term 
has come to refer to others as well including rodeo contestants, dude string 
wranglers, or drugstore cowboys who frequent country and western music 
concerts and honky-tonk bars. It is even used to refer to people who are 
reckless or arrogant. Along the same lines, there are many ideas about what 
a Mennonite is, from being a baptized member of a Mennonite church to 
someone who eats farmer sausage and Vereniki and knows a few Plautdi-
etsch swear words. 

How does a Mennonite with the name Friesen, born and raised in the 
Saskatchewan Valley, wind up cowboying in southern Alberta following in 
the traditions of the California vaqueros? Here is my story and the ances-
tors who influenced it.  

In 2018, my wife Melissa and I had the privilege of being part of the 
Mennonite Heritage Cruise in Ukraine hosted by Walter and Marina Unger. 

(See Heritage on page 4) 
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A Hundred Years: From Famine to Prosperity 
By Henry (Hank) Fast 

 
A hundred years ago this month, my mother, Ma-

ria Epp and her family were starving in the village of 
Tiegerweide in what was then South Russia (present-
day Ukraine). My mother was born on a Chutor 
(estate) on the right bank of the Kuruduiushan river in 
1910. Though not an impressive watercourse, this 
stream had swimming holes and enough trees and 
bushes along it to give her a rich memory of her child-
hood home. Her father, Jacob Epp, rented the farm 
from his uncle Cornelius Epp. Though the word 
"Chutor" often suggests vast estates with dozens of 
peasants working the land, the Kuruduiushan Chutors 

(See Hundred on page 15) 

Henry (Hank) Fast 
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Editorial Reflections 
by  Dave Toews 

 
In this edi-

torial I have 
three points to 
make, firstly, in 
the writing 
world, there is a 
frequent saying, 
to the effect: 
òNo conflict, no 
story.ó 

In Oct 2020 I took a Canadian 
Mennonite University Xplore class 
òLife Sentences: Writing for Your-
self and Others.ó with Larry Dan-
ielson. Among the many writing 
instructions, we received was the 
no conflict, no story aspect of writ-
ing. And I quote from Larryõs web-
site bountifuljourney.ca. 

If we are honest, there are plenty of 
sparks to ignite conflict in our lives: poor 
communication, misunderstandings, over-
reactions, insensitive remarks, repeated 
complaints, and differing goals, beliefs or 
values. Yet when we write the stories of 
our lives, we often hesitate to talk about 
such matters. òIf you canõt say something 

nice, donõt say anything at all,ó we re-
mind each other. As a result, we joke 
about òthe elephant in the room,ó but we 
write about our lives as if there were no 
conflicts. To the reader, it appears that 
for us everything always went well. We 
seem to be people who have never had 
problems and who probably would not 
understand the issues and stresses faced 
by others. 

The presence of conflict does generate 
much of the interest in a story, but it need 
not be conflict-for-conflict sake. It can and 
should provide more than mere excitement 
and narrative momentum. It also can 
show how you, as the main character, 
have sought to deal with hostility, com-
plaints, arguments, unfair demands, dis-
respect, inappropriate blaming, or even 
violent encounters. Through your efforts to 
cope with and to resolve the conflicts in 
the life story you tell, we as readers learn 
what may work or not work in our own 
daily living. 

Every year I have one or two 
prospective authors decline to 
write their stories because after 
talking to their children and or sib-
lings they decide not to write be-
cause someone in the family didnõt 
want to air their conflicts. In the 

future, I may direct these potential 
authors to Larryõs website so they 
can attempt to work through these 
differences in their families. 

Secondly, it is not often that 
you will have in the same publica-
tion a book review and an article of 
the life story by the author of that 
book. In this case, Pathway Through 
Peril; A Journey of Hope and Brave 
Beginnings both by Agnes Thibert. 
The book is inspired by a true sto-
ry. My challenge to you the reader 
is, can you determine from the sto-
ry and the review which part of the 
book is true? 

Thirdly, I want to talk about 
the idea of òlife delayedó, from my 
CTV Newsfeed App: Why 
'languishing' is a pandemic thing, and 
what you can do to get out of that rut. 
Grieving? Traumatized? Depressed? 
Unmotivated? Burnt out? Itõs difficult to 
put a single word to the general malaise 
many people have been feeling during the 
pandemic. But òlanguishingó is a pretty 
good fit. First applied to our global mood 
last month, in a widely shared New 
York Times article, the word has been 
embraced as a helpful descriptor for the 
pandemic blues. 

While many of us may also be griev-
ing or experiencing depression due to the 
pandemic, languishing is an apt word to 
describe the stagnant feeling the pandemic 
has wrought in many peoplesõ lives. 
òLanguishing is essentially described as a 
feeling of emptiness, numbness, feeling 
stuck, feeling as though we have no moti-
vation, no ability to focus, tasks take 
longer,ó psychotherapist Sarah Ahmed 
explained on CTVõs Your Morning 
Tuesday. 

For me personally, this has not 
been a huge issue, while much of 
the usual life experiences are de-
layed, I have not suffered from the 
pandemic blues. In fact, I have 
been so busy I havenõt had time to 

(See Editorial on page 3) 

MHSA Executive  

Chair: Ken Matis, Coaldale 
Vice Chair: Katie Harder, Didsbury 
Secretary: Bill Franz, Red Deer   
Treasurer: Jake Retzlaff, Calgary 

 

Members at Large: 
Henry Epp, Calgary 

James Friesen, Grand Prairie 

David Jeffares, Edmonton 

Dave Neufeldt, Lethbridge 

Dave Toews, St Albert 

Brent Wiebe, Stettler 

Henry Wiebe, La Crete 

Ernie Wiens, Sherwood Park 

 

GAMEO Representative: 
Vacant 

 

MAID Representative: 
Vacant 

Dave Toews 



3     -   Volume XXIV Number 2     The MHSA Chronicle                                                Jun 2021 

 

 

Chairmanõs Corner 
by Ken Matis 

 

The Life of My Church - The 
Coaldale Mennonite Brethren 

Bible School / Institute 

 

As I recall 
the many bless-
ings of the 
Coaldale Men-
nonite Brethren 
Church over the 
last 95 years, 
one cannot omit 
the Coaldale 
Bible School. It 
began just three 
years after the church was founded 
and was operated by the church for 
32 years (1929 to 1961) and then 
by Alberta Mennonite Conference 
for 4 years more (1962-1965).  

Over its 36-year history, nine 
principals provided leadership for 
Coaldale Bible School. Abram J. 
Schierling (1929-1936) served as 

the first principal and was in fact the only teacher in the school's inaugu-
ral year. The school's other principals were Bernhard W. Sawatzky (1936-
1944, 1946-1948, 1953-1954), John A. Toews (1944-1946), David Ew-
ert (1948-1952), Abe P. Regier (1954-1958), Abram Konrad (1958-1961), 
Henry Derksen (1961-1962), Henry P. Neufeldt (1962-1963) and Jacob 
Thielmann (1963-1965). In all, 27 teachers served at the school over its 
history. 

Here are a few of the major developments in the history of the 
school. Under Abram Schierling, classes began in 1929 in the home of D. 
Klassen. In 1930, they moved to the church. Then in 1934, the first Bible 
School building was erected. During David Ewert's tenure, enrolment 
peaked at 101 students. In 1949 the building was enlarged at a cost of 
$11,000.  I had Ewert as a professor at the Mennonite Brethren Biblical 
College for Apocalyptic Literature and Johannine Writings, and I can still 
hear his voice as he so loved to teach on the end times. 

When Henry Derksen was Principal, the school's name changed from 
Coaldale Bible School to the Alberta Mennonite Brethren Bible Institute. 
In 1965, it was Jake Thielman who oversaw the school's closure.  

Approximately 1,000 students attended the Bible School/Institute 
through the years.  After peak enrollment in 1948, numbers began to 
drop off as students, especially men, went off to SAIT, the University of 
Calgary, and the University of Alberta. However, many continued to take 
up the opportunity to study the Bible right here at home. 

The Coaldale Bible School enriched both the church and the world 
beyond. During the 36 years of its history, all the principals helped in the 
preaching ministry of the church, as did many of the teachers. As well, a 
large number of the students went into Christian service of one kind or 
another at home or beyond.  Many of our church Sunday School teachers 
were excellent Bible teachers thanks to the formal Bible training they had 
received at the school.  Other former students went into active missionary 
service abroad and provincially to various diverse groups. All were faith-
ful to preaching and teaching the Word of God. 

These were golden years for the Coaldale MB Church as it both sup-
ported the spiritual enrichment that Coaldale Bible School provided and 

received the same blessing from it.  × 

Ken Matis 

read nearly as many books as I 
would have liked. With Zoom 
church, MHSA commitments, 
church committee work in addition 
to leisure activities like swimming, 
billiards and cards there is not 
enough time for my other writing 
projects.  

As always, thank you to all the 
authors and contributors to this 
issue. Your articles are always ap-
preciated. It is a pleasure to work 
with you. The MHSA welcomes 
your feedback, emails, letters to the 
editor, and articles. Contact Dave 
Toews at dmtoews@gmail.com 
with any questions or comments. 
× 

(Editorial from page 2) 

Mennonite Historical Society of  Alberta 
Invites you to òSave the Dateó to the 
2021 Fall (in person) Conference 

Date: Sat. Nov. 6, 2021,    Time: 2 PM 
Red Deer, AB. Venue tentatively booked, details to follow 

 
Alberta launch of  Bill Franz book:  

Mutti and Papa, A Love Story, 
a family history and biography of  his parents,  

Ella and Johann, who met in a MCC refugee camp  
in Backnang, Germany after WW2                                       
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ated a mill, distillery, and guest-
house there. He was also elected as 
a minister in the Kronsweide Men-
nonite church.  

On my father's side, my Frie-
sen ancestors originated in Fries-
land. In 1789, my 4x great grand-
parents, Jakob and Anna Friesen 
came with the first group of Men-
nonites to settle along the Dnieper 
River. There they helped to estab-
lish the village of Kronsweide in 
the Khortitza colony.  

On our 2018 tour of Ukraine, 
a highlight for me was to find the 
gravestone of my 2x great grand-
parents Kornelius and Elisabeth 
Friesen in the Insel Khortitza 
Cemetery. This was the village 
where, in 1858, my great grandfa-
ther Gerhard K Friesen was born. 
In 1880, Gerhard married Sarah 
Peters, daughter of Paul J and 
Katharina (Peters) Peters. Kathari-
na was a daughter of Daniel Pe-
ters, the founder of the Petersdorf 
estate, just north of the Khortitza 
colony.  

Gerhard and Sarah lived in 

(See Heritage on page 5) 

Both of us had been interested 
in family history, but our 
knowledge only went back a 
couple of generations. In prep-
aration for the cruise, we were 
sent an Ahnentafel, which al-
lowed us to see all the way 
back to Prussia. In my Ahnen-
tafel, Prussian cities and villag-
es such as Danzig, Tiegenhof, 
Baumgart, Montau, Elbing, 
and Rosenkrantz are a sam-
pling of where my ancestors 
lived before emigrating to 
South Russia (Ukraine).  

On the lineage of my 
mother, Doris Margaret Block, 
my earliest known ancestors 
were Francoys and Ursula van 
dem Block from Flanders. Pri-
or to embracing the Anabaptist 
faith, the van dem Blocks were knights of noble birth.  In 1819, Peter 
Block, my 3x great grandfather in this lineage, came from Montau, Schwetz, 
Prussia to Kronsgarten near Ekaterinoslav, South Russia in 1819.  He oper-

(Heritage from page 1) 

Russ Friesen at Cemetery, Insel Khor-
titza, Ukraine. 2018. Headstone of my 2x 

great-grandparents, Kornelius and  
Elisabeth Friesen, parents of  

Gerhard K Friesen.  

Daniel Daniel Peters (left), my 3x and 4x great-grandfather, founder 
of Petersdorf Estate. Paul J and Katharina (Peters) Peters (right), my 
2x great-grandparents (Katharina was a daughter of Daniel Daniel 

Peters), their children founded the Paulheim Estate,  
Yazykovo Colony.   

Back L-R  Gerhard G, David, Kor-
nelius, Paul Friesen. Front L-R 

Katharina, Sarah (Peters), Gerhard 
K (my great grandparents), Daniel 
Friesen (my grandfather). Paulheim 
Estate, Yazykovo Colony ca 1905  
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South Russia, Daniel, his brothers, and 
their father Gerhard were being hunted 
by revolutionaries who wanted to kill 
estate owners. Once, Daniel and two of 
the brothers were hiding in the tall bul-
rushes of a swamp. A bandit rode so 
close to them that they could have pulled 
him from the saddle, but they stayed si-
lent and were not detected.  

In 1917, bandits attacked one of 
Gerhard's estates. The family fled to Pe-
tersdorf for safety and then moved from 
place to place to find refuge. During one 
escape attempt, Gerhard was wounded. 
By 1919, the family had found refuge in 
Eichenfeld, Yazykovo colony. However, 
on June 24, Gerhard was captured by 
bandits and cut down with sabres in a rye 
field outside the village. Daniel was also 
captured and turned over to be executed. 
Suddenly an old Ukrainian man appeared 
before the commander and offered to 
take Daniel's place saying, òFor this 
young man, I will give my life.ó Shocked, 
his captors agreed and released him. 
Daniel believed the old man to be an An-
gel, sent by God to spare him. It was 
sometime after this incident that Daniel 
put his trust in Jesus for his salvation 
from sin. 

 Again, on October 26, 1919, Daniel 
escaped death by seconds when he and 
his brother Gerhard G slipped out the 
back door of the house, they were staying 
at in Eichenfeld as the Maknovtsi burst 
in the front door. That night, they hid in 
the hedge of the orchard behind the 
house as the Eichenfeld massacre unfold-
ed. Danielõs brother Paul and Paul's wife 
Katharina were murdered that night as 
were Daniel's future father-in-law Daniel 
Warkentin and Daniel Warkentin's son 
Daniel.  On November 2, another of 
Danielõs brothers, David, was murdered 
when he and others had gone back to 
Eichenfeld to tend to the livestock. 

In the summer of 1919, Daniel had 
become acquainted with an Eichenfeld 
girl named Aganetha Warkentin. They 
were to be married in the spring of 1920, 

(See Heritage on page 6) 

Petersdorf in the early years of 
their marriage, and Gerhard began 
to establish a horse breeding busi-
ness there. In 1889, Sarah and 
some of her siblings established a 
new private family estate village a 
few kilometres to the east. This 
new village, later part of the Yazy-
kovo colony was named Paulheim 
for their father. Here the family 
wealth that the children had inher-
ited was put to good use and multi-
plied many times over. Gerhardõs 
landholdings increased to over 
2,000 acres. On the land, a variety 
of crops were grown, and cattle 
and horses were raised. According 
to my grandpa, Gerhard raised 
some of the finest riding and car-
riage horses in the Mennonite colo-
nies, and people came from all 
over to purchase them. He would 
saddle a horse every day and ride 
about his properties supervising 
the work on his estates. On special 
occasions, when the family went to 
the big Mennonite church in Niko-
laipol, the best carriage horses were 
hitched to the carriage, using the 
fanciest harness, and the Kucha 
(chauffeur) would drive them. 

My grandpa, Daniel G Friesen, 
was born on the Paulheim estate in 
1899. He grew up in wealth and 
privilege; servants did much of the 
work on the farm, and the owner 
and his sons supervised the work. 
Daniel became an expert horse-
man, learning to ride and handle 
teams. On one occasion, his uncles 
observed him racing his father's 
high-spirited saddle horses. When 
they brought this indiscretion to 
his father's attention, Gerhard told 
them that he fed his horses well, 
and Daniel could race them if he 
pleased.  

During the years of civil war in 

(Heritage from page 4) 

Daniel G Friesen, White Army, 
stationed in Ekaterinoslav.  

ca 1920  

Daniel and Aganetha Friesen 
Family (left) & sponsors - 

George Sawatzkys (right). Her-
bert, SK. Oct 1924, shortly  

after arriving in Canada  
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raising palominos because he loved 
their golden coats and white manes 
and tails. In 1968, he retired and 
bought 640 acres of grassland near 
Saskatoon. There he established a 
cattle ranch where he could ride 
around and check his cattle just as 
he had done on the Paulheim es-
tate so many years before. He con-
tinued to raise and ride palominos 
until he died in 1986.  

My dad, Helmut Friesen, was 
the youngest child in the family. 
He was born on the farm at Hep-
burn in 1940. He told me his fa-
vourite part of school was riding a 
horse to and from the school. Due 
to his father's trading business, 
many spoiled and unruly horses 

came into their possession, and my 
dad took on the challenge of 
breaking them of their bad habits. 
A freshly plowed field was an ideal 
training ground. On one occasion, 
they acquired a problem horse that 
had injured several people in the 
Hepburn community. After some 
work, Helmut rode the "problem 
horse" down Main Street in Hep-
burn, came to a sliding stop in 

(See Heritage on page 7) 

but on their wedding day as they were about to begin the ceremony in the 
Nikolaipol church, a White Army òpress-gangó came to recruit all young 
men in the village including Daniel. The wedding would be postponed for a 
year. In the White Army, Daniel was put to work shoveling coal and tend-
ing orchards. When it was discovered that Daniel was an expert at handling 
horses, he became a chauffeur for a White Army officer. In the spring of 
1921, Daniel was released from 
military service. 

Daniel and Agnetha were mar-
ried on April 25, 1921. Their first 
child was born in Franzfeld, Yazy-
kovo Colony in 1922 and their 
second in Adelsheim in 1923. It 
was the time of the famine, but 
God again intervened on their be-
half when a small bag of potatoes 
that they prayed over lasted the 
whole winter until MCC arrived 
with their soup kitchens.  

In August of 1924, Daniel, 
Agnetha, and their children left 
Adelsheim bound for Canada and 
a better life. Their ship, SS Melita, 
docked in Québec, and on Septem-
ber 30, 1924, they arrived 
in Herbert, Saskatchewan. 

Daniel's first experi-
ence with western Canadi-
an ranching and cowboys 
took place in this area of 
southern Saskatchewan. 
Their early years, spent at 
Rush Lake and Beaver 
Flat, were difficult due to 
poor land and the drought 
of the "Dirty 30's. At Bea-
ver Flat, Daniel rented 
land from rancher Cor-
nelius Jahnke. In 1933, he 
moved his young family 
to Hepburn, SK, where 
the land was better and 
rain more plentiful. Here 
he built a new farm, raised 
crops, and operated a 
dairy. He also began to buy the latest farm machinery and traded it to his 
neighbours for their grain, cattle, and horses, eventually buying a Massey 
Harris/Ferguson dealership. In addition to using workhorses, Daniel began 

(Heritage from page 5) 

Daniel G Friesen on his farm at  
Hepburn, SK, with one of his  

palomino horses ca 1957  

Daniel G Friesen on his ranch near  
Saskatoon, SK ca 1973  

Helmut Friesen on his parent's 
farm at Hepburn, SK. 1959  
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tion, I worked at Redberry Bible Camp for eight summers, mostly in the 
horse program teaching riding skills and leading trail rides. In 1988, I pur-
chased a small herd of buffalo, hoping to make that my career. The buffalo 
escaped their enclosure on several occasions, and I discovered that they 
could outrun a horse with ease. I ended up selling the buffalo to a First-
Nations band who wanted to start their own herd. 

In the spring of 1992, a cousin of mine invited me to help him for a 
week on a government pasture he managed in northern Alberta. Here is 
where I was introduced to the traditions and practices of the California 
vaquero: slick-fork saddles, spade bits, 80-foot rawhide riatas, and smooth, 
quiet hands. This differed somewhat from what I was accustomed to in 
Saskatchewan, where the influence came more from Texas. Because the 
first cattle drives onto the eastern slopes in Alberta were accompanied by 
vaqueros from Idaho and the Great Basin, the California influence was felt 
more here than further east on the prairies.  

It was also in 1992 that my parents sold the farm in Saskatchewan and 
moved to a ranch at Pincher Creek, Alberta. My dad had always dreamed of 
owning a ranch in the foothills, and ranching or cowboying was all I had 
ever wanted to do. Besides our own land, my dad purchased shares in the 
Waldron Grazing Co-op along Highway 22 northwest of Pincher Creek. 

My dad and I were invited to assist in the gathers (roundup) and cow work 
several days a week in the spring to fall season.  

The manager of Waldron attended the local M.B. church that we at-
tended. He was also on the board of Camp Evergreen located near Sundre, 
Alberta. In 1994, he asked if I might consider the position of head wrangler 
for the camp. That fall I took on the responsibility of 35 or so horses and 
of operating the program. During my time there, we built a new barn and 

(See Heritage on page 8) 

front of the "Red and White" store, 
dropped the reins, and left the 
horse standing calmly there while 
the townspeople came out to gawk 
at its transformation. 

In the 1960s my dad purchased 
some land along the North Sas-
katchewan River west of Hepburn, 
and there began my parents' ranch-
ing career. They raised cattle, hors-
es, hogs, and hay. In the 1970s, my 
dad started raising registered 
American Quarter Horses.  

I was born in 1968, and as a 
small kid, I remember cattle drives 
to summer pasture and riding in 
front of my dad in winter to go and 
chop a hole in the river ice to water 
the cattle. The first time I rode by 
myself was when I was six; my dad 
finally had a quiet horse that I 
could ride and control. Later we 
got a spoiled pony that would take 
off with its rider hanging on for 
dear life.  

As a kid, I began to gain confi-
dence on a horse while attending 
Redberry Bible Camp northwest of 
Saskatoon. By my high school 
days, I was helping to check on 
cows during calving. After gradua-

(Heritage from page 6) 

Helmut Friesen on his parent's 
farm at Hepburn, SK. 1967. Get-

ting ready for the Centennial  
Parade in Hepburn  

Russ Friesen at Camp Evergreen near Sundre, AB,  
leading a trail ride 1997  
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Russia.  
She would bring out two large 

tin boxes, dented and somewhat 
misshapen, with lids that didnõt 
close properly. She would open the 
boxes and take out bundles of let-
ters, folded carefully and tied with 
yarn. The letters were written on 
rough paper, crowded with tiny 
print; on some even the margins 
were covered so you had to turn 
the pages sideways to be able to 
read everything. They were written 
in the old Gothic German of 
which I could only decipher the 
odd word.  
òThis one is from your Grand-

mother Baerg,ó she would say.  
òShe always asks, ôWhy did you 
have to move to such a cold coun-
try as Canada, so far away from us? 
Here the fruit trees are starting to 
bloom, and the garden paths have 
been swept clean. Your father is 
beginning to work the land ready 
to plant the west fields with wheat. 
Seed grain is hard to find and very 
expensive, but conditions seem to 
be getting a little better and we are 
hoping and praying for a good har-
vest.õ ó 

My mother never shed tears 
when she read the letters, all her 
tears had been shed years ago 
when the letters stopped coming. 

 
*****  

 
Queen Victoriaõs reign was 

coming to an end, and her grand-
daughter, Princess Alix of Hesse, 
married to Tsar Nicholas of Rus-
sia, had already given birth to two 
of her own daughters when my 
mother was born in 1897. A Rus-
sian princess and the daughter of a 
peasant farmer from a Mennonite 

(Brave from page 1) 

(See Brave on page 9) 

corral facility, expanded the trail system on the property, and introduced 
training clinics for our wrangling staff and those from surrounding camps 
in order to better teach the campers horsemanship skills.  

I married Melissa Willms at Camp Evergreen in 1995, and by 1997 we 
decided to move back to the ranch at Pincher Creek. Around the time of 
our wedding, we purchased several Tibetan yak bulls to crossbreed with 
European cattle. In 1998 we began to market the meat from these hybrids, 
and we still do this today. Working yaks on horseback is a little like working 
buffalo. They do everything quickly, so a calm, steady attitude is required, 

or they get very worked up and rattled. Give them time, and they will find 
the gate opening. Pressure them, and everything flies to the four winds!  

In addition to the daily ranch work of riding and tending our cattle, I 
worked part-time cowboying on the Palmer Ranch east of Twin Butte, Al-
berta for several years. I also helped some of my neighbours with cattle 
drives and brandings, and in return, they also helped me. For several years, 
I raised registered quarter horses for our own use and for sale.  

I thank God for the opportunities He has given me to live out my 
childhood dream of being a cowboy and rancher and for the ranching herit-
age that I inherited from my ancestors. When we trust God with our lives 
and futures, He directs us in the way that He knows is best for us. 

 
Russ Friesen owns and operates Springridge Ranch, southeast of Pincher Creek, 

Alberta. He and his wife Melissa raise commercial Angus cattle and Tibetan yak hy-
brids. You can find them on the Internet at 
www.springridgeranchyakcrossbeef.blogspot.com. When Russ is not working, he enjoys 
nature, hunting, leatherwork, Mennonite and western Canadian and American history, 
barbequing, and his muscle cars (1969 Mercury Cougar and 1973 Ford Thunderbird). 

× 

(Heritage from page 7) 

Russ Friesen fall gather of yearling cattle near Pincher Creek, AB 2014  
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low-German 
as, òbrought 
together.ó 
Indeed, it was 
that. My 
Grandfather 
Cornelius 
Baergõs first 
marriage re-
sulted in sev-
eral children 
including Ma-
ria (Baerg) 
Born, who in 
1948 was able 
to come to 
Canada and 
reestablish 
contact with 
her half-sister, my mother.   
Corneliusõ second marriage, to Agnetha Driedeger resulted in five chil-

dren, Anna (my mother), Isaac, Cornelius, Lena, and Tina. When Cornelius 
died, Agnetha married Mr. David Schroeder who had several children of his 
own including Sara who was the same age as Anna. Mother spoke of huge 
meals to prepare and children to look after when her half and stepsiblings 
brought 
their fami-
lies to visit. 
How big a 
pot does it 
take to 
make 
borsht for 
15 people? 
Rollkuchen, 
a deep-fried 
delicacy 
often 
served with 
cold, crisp 
watermelon 
grown in 
the family 
garden, 
meant end-
less standing at the stove wondering when those boys would finally have 
enough.  

Their home, Gnadenheim, was one of the smaller villages, a picturesque 
rural ôDorfõ of about thirty-five homes. Burned-brick houses, surrounded by 
pillared gates and latticed fences, faced acacia and oak tree lined streets and 

(See Brave on page 10) 

village could hardly have had less 
in common, but both would be 
affected in ways neither could have 
imagined by militant forces far be-
yond their control. Evil forces, 
which were already building, would 
not discriminate, and would, with 
impunity, destroy royal and peasant 
families alike.  

The queen in her palace had no 
more knowledge of the turmoil 
that awaited her family than did my 
motherõs family in their idyllic 
peaceful Mennonite village. While 
the royal children grew up in state-
ly splendor, the Mennonite chil-
dren roamed tree-lined streets or 
walked fertile fields of grain and 
rich grassy plains. Raised on grand 
estates with tracts of land and 
splendid mansions or on small vil-
lage farmsteads, they took their 
turn at tending cattle and helping 
their parents harvest the grain and 
bring in the fall bounty of fruit and 
vegetables. While the royal family 
believed in a God who had preor-
dained their royalty long before 
they were born, devoted Mennon-
ite families believed in a God who 
would guide and protect them 
through whatever circumstance 
was to befall them. 

My mother was the first of five 
children born to Cornelius and Ag-
netha (Driedeger) Baerg.  Next 
door on the other side of a fragrant 
row of lilacs, lived Johann Lange-
mann, one of five sons of Peter 
and Katherina (Dueck) Lange-
mann. Although Anna never really 
got to know him in those early 
years, Johann was the one she was 
destined to marry. 

Mother had four siblings, six 
half-siblings, and five stepsiblings. 
She referred to her family as òtobe 
yebrochtó, literally translated from 

(Brave from page 8) 

Authorõs grandparents- Katherina and Peter Langemann 
(far right), Great -grandmother Dueck (middle front row) 

Gnadenheim, Molotschna ca 1900  

Authorõs father Johann, (middle back row) with parents and 
half-brothers, Gnadenheim, Molotschna ca 1903. Rear L-R - 

Jacob, Abram, Johann, Heinrich and Peter Langemann 
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sidered as a possible suitor. How-
ever, as she got to know him bet-
ter, she realized he was a òcatchó - 
friendly, funny, handsome and 
smart. What more could she want? 
They were married in the spring of 
1923 entrusting their future into 
the hands of a loving God.  

However, hopes for a bright 
future were soon dashed as the 
Bolshevik government instituted 
heavy taxes and continued to har-
ass religious leaders, teachers, and 
anyone who was seen as opposing 
the current regime. No one was 
safe from the dreaded knock on 
the door in the middle of the night 
and the intrusion of armed men.  

In the spring of 1924, Anna 
and Johann's first child was born. 
He lived only for a few days, and 
his death added to the suffering 
they had already endured. In 
spring of 1925, my first sister was 
born. Katherina or Katya as she 
was called, was a strong, healthy 
baby, and her coming softened the 
blow of the loss of the much-
awaited first son.  

During the period of 1923-30 
approximately 25,000 Mennonites 
left their homeland to find security 
and religious freedom in other 
countries, mainly Canada.  After 
Katya was born, my parents con-
sidered emigrating to Canada as 
well. The step must have been an 
enormous one even to contem-
plate.  

My paternal grandmother, 
Katherina Langemann, widowed 
since the age of 38, would be emi-
grating with them. At 62 years of 
age, an age considered elderly at 
the time, she would be parting 
from the families of  two of her 
other sons and their spouses, Peter 
and Sara Langemann, and Heinrich 
and Mariechen Langemann, to face 

(See Brave on page 11) 

orchard gardens. Children played in neat front yards while neighbours chat-
ted on the garden bench. Every village had a school, a few stores and other 
businesses, and possibly a church and town office.  

 The rich black soil surrounding the villages produced the plenty of 
grain and other food products that earned Ukraine the label "Breadbasket 
of Europe". In this ideal setting, life was good; what more could one ask? 
Rumblings of World War One were heard, but at first, there was no real 
portent of the storm of violence that was about to break over their country. 
The Mennonite villagers continued their unassuming lives. 

However, as those winds of war reached the fertile fields of Ukraine, 
the Russian government, at war with Germany, became suspicious of Ger-
man-speaking Mennonite villagers. They threatened to confiscate their land 
and possessions even though they had been loyal and dependable citizens 
of Russia since the late 1700õs when Catherine the Great invited them to 
Russia to practice their agricultural skills and pass their knowledge on to the 
Russian peasants.     

The Russian Revolution, beginning in March of 1917, put a temporary 
end to the policy of land requisition but brought with it many other hard-
ships. The Bolsheviks, beginning to see the more affluent and hardworking 
Mennonite landowners as òKulaksó or capitalist farmers who exploited the 
poorer peasants, began the era of forced requisition of grain. Although the 
policy was eagerly adopted by whichever regime was in power at the time, 
roving bands of indigent peasants saw the grain as their property, and little 
of it actually reached the government granaries.  

During these tumultuous times, Mennonites endured assaults and incur-
sions of many kinds. Gangs of lawless marauders thought nothing of steal-
ing a familyõs only milk cow or carrying off their last bags of grain and 
flour. Invading armies ransacked homes and barns and threatened women 
and children. The Bolshevik government threatened villagers with arrest 
and imprisonment for unknown crimes.  

The worst was yet to come. Shortage of food was not unknown to 
many Russian peasant citizens, but the famine that broke out in 1921 and 
continued until the fall of 1922 was far beyond food shortage. Thieves had 
left little grain or flour behind. Drought had led to a meager harvest, and 
gardens and fruit trees yielded only enough for a short period of time. Seed 
potatoes and grain had to be hoarded for the spring planting. Never before 
had food been rationed at mealtimes and every little crust of bread or tiny 
potato carefully doled out. Little children pleaded for just a tiny bit more, 
but many a motherõs heart broke because there was nothing left to give. 
The severe famine claimed millions of lives and left behind a despairing and 
broken people. My mother said for many years she was unable to speak of 
those hungry days without breaking down in tears. 

Despite this time of famine, disease, and general unrest, young love still 
flourished. One evening, as a group of young people walked home from 
church after choir practice, my mother felt the shy touch of a hand on her 
own. She was surprised to see the friendly face of Johann Langemann as he 
measured his tread to hers, and hand in hand they walked to her home. Jo-
hann was almost 9 years older than she was and not someone she had con-

(Brave from page 9) 
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tears shed on the day of parting must have been heartbreaking. And on eve-
ryoneõs mind was the question asked so many times in their later letters, 
òWill we ever see you again?ó  

The only security to which my parents and grandmother could cling 
was their faith that God would see them through whatever lay ahead. They 
were leaving behind not only beloved family members but also their 
church, their home, the lovely tree-lined streets, and friends they had 
known from childhood. They left with the sound of the last song sung for 
them, òGott Mit Euch bis wir uns Wiedersehen.ó (God be With You till We 
Meet Again). Tears flowed freely as òAuf Wiedersehenó was repeated again 
and again. These two words summarized their sadness, the sorrow of part-
ing, and their profound hope of seeing each other again.   

 
Heading for Canada 

 
On October 28, 1926, my parents and many other families departed 

from the train station in Lichtenau, Ukraine. After days of travel punctuat-
ed by nail-biting times of waiting, heart-pounding examinations, and check-
points, they passed under the Red Gate, the symbol of freedom marking 
the border between Russia and Latvia. Though their CPR identification 
card says they were to set sail on the 18th of November on the SS Melita 
from Southampton, a colonization file for the family states they actually 
sailed on that date on the SS Montroyal from Liverpool. They arrived in St 
John, New Brunswick on November 28th.  

The trip could not have been pleasant.  My mother was in her first tri-
mester of pregnancy and desperately ill most of the time. The job of baby-
sitting 1 ½ year old Katie fell to Hans, a 13-year-old Russian orphan whom 
my family had informally adopted while still in Ukraine. To Hans the jour-
ney was an adventure, so he and Katie roamed the ship turning up now and 
then to eat a hearty meal and to nap as the ship rocked incessantly. For the 
adults, seasickness must have made the journey seem endless.  

After a month-long journey, the family of five arrived at the home of 

(See Brave on page 12) 

the uncertainty of a foreign coun-
try. 

However, the fears of some 
had had been calmed somewhat by 
a lull in brutalities and a moratori-
um on grain requisition. My mater-
nal grandparents, David and Ag-
netha Schroeder, felt that condi-
tions might be improving. As a re-
sult, my mother would be leaving 

them behind in Ukraine along with 
her siblings, nieces, nephews, and 
other relatives. One can only imag-
ine the tearful pleas of Mother's 
parents and siblings, òPlease, 
please, donõt go.ó It is only now, as 
an elderly grandmother that I can 
understand the grief of parting 
from a daughter and granddaughter 
knowing that this was likely their 
last farewell. I now understand the 
price my parents were willing to 
pay to give their children the assur-
ance of a better life!  

The Bolshevik government 
became more aggressive and men-
acing, and though my parents did-
nõt realize it then, time was running 
out for them. On October 28 of 
1926, they slipped through the rap-
idly closing door to freedom. The 

(Brave from page 10) 

Passport of Anna, Katie and 
Hans (John) Langemann  

Sept 1926  

Colonization record of Langemann familyõs journey Lichtenau, Mol-
otschna Colony, Oct 28, 1926 and ending in Arnaud, Manitoba  

Nov 28, 1926  
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insulated, drafty, and roughly built. 
The cold winter winds sifted in 
snow and dust while the kitchen 
range provided the only warmth 
and comfort.  In those early years 
it was home to Mother and Dad, 
Grandma Langemann, foster 
brother John, sister Kay, and baby 
brother, Peter. 

In later years, my mother told 
me how in the dark of night my 
parents stole a few moments of 
privacy in their own room away 
from demanding children and a 
bossy mother-in-law. 

  òWe donõt have much,ó my 
dad whispered, òBut we donõt have 
to worry someone will knock on 
the door at night and take me 
away. Things will get better.ó  

It was only much later that I 
began to understand the sacrifice 
they made to begin life in a foreign 
country. Through the multi-
coloured tapestry of work, learn-
ing, and worshipping, ran the dark, 
ever-present thread of worry and 
grief for the loved ones left be-
hind. 

The first few years must have 
been disheartening with crushing 
work and little to show for it. 
Money was scarce, and the food 
supply depended on families' live-
stock and the potatoes and vegeta-
bles grown in their irrigation-fed 
gardens. My dad was fortunate in 
owning irrigation land, but the 
work was hard and unrelenting. 
Flood irrigation meant slogging 
through muddy fields wearing 
heavy rubber boots as he shoveled 
the hard clay soil to direct the wa-
ter. The work took a toll on my 
dadõs health, but he was young and 
strong and inventive. 
Motherõs work in the little 

house was also unrelenting. Lucki-
ly, Grandmother Langemann was 

(See Brave on page 13) 

relatives in Arnaud, Manitoba in the dead of winter.  It must have been dif-
ficult for all. Only the kindness and generosity of relatives made it bearable. 
After spending some time in Arnaud, Dad, Mother, little Katya, Grand-
mother Katherina Langemann, and foster-son Hans (John) travelled the last 
leg of their journey to Coaldale, Alberta. Dadõs brother, Abram Lange-
mann, his wife Katherina, and two sons Peter and Nicholas had already 
found a home there. His brother Jacob, his wife Justina, and their children 
Christina, Peter, Jake, and Martha had settled in Saskatchewan, a not insur-
mountable distance away.  

 
Life in a new Land 

  
My parents rarely spoke of their first few months in Canada. Those ear-

ly days must have been demoralizing and humbling, depending on relatives, 
wondering if they had made the right choice to leave their homeland, trying 
to make some sense of the foreign surroundings.  

They found a small house to rent in the town of Coaldale, a place to call 
their own until a property could be purchased. In June 1927 they celebrated 
the arrival of the first Canadian citizen of the family, my brother Peter, a 
strong, healthy baby boy.  

After almost exactly one year in Canada, they found the perfect proper-
ty for their growing family. On November 17, 1927, for the sum of 
$4,770.00 my Dad purchased an eighty-acre parcel of land from the Canadi-
an Pacific Railway by way of a mortgage from the Canadian Bank of Com-
merce. Two miles from the town of Coaldale, it was to be my dadõs home 
for the rest of 
his life.  

One cannot 
imagine a worse 
time to buy a 
farm, and yet 
little by little, 
payments were 
made. Letters 
from grateful 
relatives spoke 
of monetary 
donations 
enough to keep 
a starving family 
alive. Looking 
back, one won-
ders how it 
could have been 
possible. 

With the help of relatives and neighbours my dad built the house that 
was home to the family for the next 40 years. As with many early settler 
homes, it had one large room, two bedrooms, and an attic, and it was not 

(Brave from page 11) 

Authorõs parents, Johann and Anna Langemann, sib-
lings Peter and Katie 1928 Coaldale, Alberta 
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pression, the "Dirty Thirties" that were just beginning. 
The early years of the depression were lean but bearable for southern 

Alberta farmers. Though money was scarce, there was always food on the 
table. My dad was a social person and quickly learned to communicate with 
his neighbours and the businesspeople of the area. Learning English was a 
necessity, and with the help of friends and the business community in Coal-
dale and Lethbridge he learned to make himself understood. My sister Katie 
started school in 1931 when she was six years old and quickly overcame the 

(See Brave on page 14) 

there to help. Mother said Grand-
ma could be quite bossy and ruled 
the roost, but she also admitted 
that without her the household 
would not have run as smoothly as 

it did.  
Mother and Grandmother la-

bored, as every wife and mother 
did, to can the meat and vegetables 
that provided some variety to a 
limited winter diet. Grandmother 
stood for hours at the kitchen 
stove making gooseberry, rhubarb, 
and plum jam, which often took 
the place of dessert. The brass pan 
she used must have been an im-
portant utensil as they had brought 
it all the way to Canada.   

On February 21st, 1930, my 
sister Annie was born. Mother said 
that as she was recovering from the 
birth, she could see the two older 
children playing on a dust-covered 
snowdrift big enough to be seen 
from her bed. It was oddly symbol-
ic of the years of the Great De-

(Brave from page 12) 

Langemann family farm, Coaldale, 
1944. L-R back row- Katie, Anna 

and Johann, Annie,  
Front ð Agnes, Peter missing  

Langemann family including Johann, Jacob and Abram and their families. 
Langemann farm Coaldale ca 1944. Author Agnes Langemann front with 

doll buggy. Grandmother Langemann missing ð was she taking  
the picture? 

School bus to Coaldale School ca 1938. Katie Langemann, (with braids), 
Helen Toews (white hat)  
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scratchy wool stockings my grand-
mother knit. When Katie started 
school, my mother and other 
women took turns driving the 
horse and wagon to help pay the 
School Tax. 

In 1945, my dad passed away 
from complications of deep-vein 
thrombosis, no doubt exacerbated 
by many years of heavy labour in 
muddy irrigation fields.  I was sev-
en at the time. Mother moved into 
a small house in Coaldale where 
she lived until her death in January 
1983.  

1934 was when the last letter 
arrived. It, along with many others, 
still lies in the tin box waiting to be 
translated. 

 
Agnes Langemann Thibert was 

born in Coaldale, Alberta in 1938. She 
attended the Alberta Mennonite High 
School there and went on the get her B. 
Ed. at the University of Lethbridge. 
After her husband Gerry Thibert passed 
away in 2011, Agnes turned her atten-
tion to the fulfillment of a life dream. It 
was a never before expressed wish to pass 
on to her children and grandchildren the 
history of her parentsõ experiences before 
they came to Canada. In 2019 her book 
ôPathway Through Peril.õ became the 
vehicle for the fulfillment of that dream. 
Agnes still lives in her farm home enjoy-
ing the company of friends and family 
and the challenge of writing a sequel to 
her first book, "Pathway to Peril".  Her 
second book, "The Farewell Years '' is a 
glimpse into the fictional Lentz family's 
early years in Canada, amid the stress of 
the Great Depression and the pleas for 
help from suffering relatives left be-

hind. × 
 

challenge of 
learning a new 
language. She 
made sure her 
younger 
brother and 
sister were 
exposed to the 
English lan-
guage and 
taught them 
everything she 
learned at 
school. She was her grandmotherõs offspring and stood for no nonsense 
when her young pupils at times rebelled. Dad was interested in everything 
she learned and picked up many English expressions from her. As with 
many immigrants, past and present, the women of the family learned the 
language much more slowly. They did not have the advantage of dealing 
with businesspeople and English-speaking neighbours. 

My dad was involved in community and church activities as well. Our 
family had the advantage of living only two miles from the town of Coal-
dale and the Mennonite Brethren Church. The church served not only as a 
source of spiritual inspiration and guidance but also as a social centre.  This 
meant so 
much to 
the early 
immi-
grants. 

In 
1938 I was 
born, the 
first of 
motherõs 
children to 
be born in 
a hospital. 
Mother 
felt forty-
one was an 
old age for 
delivering a 
baby and 
was appre-
ciative of the professional care.  

Though the depression was technically over, money was still scarce. 
Mother spoke of Dad going to the Salvation Army Thrift store to buy a suit 
to wear to church every Sunday. Bleached flour sacks were laboriously 
transformed into childrenõs clothes. Kay speaks of having to wear the hated 

(Brave from page 13) 

Authorõs father, Johann Langemann with team and beet 
seeder early 1940õs Coaldale  

Funeral of authorõs father, Johann, Coaldale 1945. L-R moth-
er, Anna, Grandmother Katherina, Annie, Katie, Peter and 

John. Front- author, Agnes, All Langemann  
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cestor Heinrich Heinrich Epp (b.1784) found himself living in a region re-
cently re-named West Prussia. On the whole, the Polish regime had been 
relatively tolerant, but the militaristic Prussian rulers were unsympathetic to 
the Mennonite stance regarding military service.  

Heinrich Epp and his spouse Anna with their family of about eight chil-
dren emigrated to South Russia to the Khortitsa settlement in 1796. Not 
long after they re-settled in Altonau in the Molochnaia settlement about 
150 km further to the southeast. 

Whereas the forbears of my grandfather Jacob Epp very likely reached 
south Russia by way of Riga, then south up the Dvina river and down the 
Dnieper, the forbears of my grandmother or Oma, Maria Neufeld probably 
walked the 1600 kilometres overland from Tiegenhagen on the Greater 
Delta of the Vistula river. They would have followed, at least in part, the 
ancient trade route known as the Amber Road to their new home in South 
Russia. This was in 1805, by which time the might of the Russian Empire 
had made this route safe for travellers.  

The Neufelds initially settled in Fürstenau along the Tokmak river. 
Then in 1822, their two sons are recorded as settling in Liebenau, not very 
far up the same stream. One of these brothers, Heinrich Heinrich Neufeld, 
had a son Dietrich. There seems to be no record of Dietrich having gone to 
school or owned land. His son Jacob, my Omaõs father, became a business-
man in Berdiansk, where my Oma Epp was born.  
Thus, whereas my motherõs dad grew up in the very stable village of 

Lindenau, son of a comfortable landowner who was also Ältester (elder) of 
the prestigious Lichtenau church, my motherõs mom grew up in a seaport, 
surrounded not by fields of waving grain but by cranes and foghorns and 
wagons hauling freight. My motherõs mom must have been quite the wom-

(See Hundred on page 16) 

were fairly modest. 
Nevertheless, in her first ten 

years, Maria was accustomed to at 
least two-house servants, stable 
boys and farmhands to do outdoor 
work. During much of her Ku-
ruduiushan childhood, her father 
was absent, conscripted to non-
combatant military service. Her 
mother with the servants and help 
from friends and relatives managed 
the farm.  

Maria and her siblings attended 
the village school, for the most 
part, taught in Russian. As well 
they were taught to read and write 
German and memorize Scripture 
and poetry. Her parents believed in 
education. Both her older sisters 
boarded in the town of Halbstadt 
and attended Mädchenschule (girls 
high school) in Neu-Halbstadt in 
preparation for a career in teaching 
or nursing. 

How did my mother and her 
family come to be living a fairly 
privileged life on lands that less 
than a hundred years ago were the 
domain of Nogai nomadic sheep 
and horse herders? When Imperial 
Russia defeated the Ottoman Em-
pire in a series of conflicts culmi-
nating in 1792, the new territory 
was called New Russia. The gov-
ernment of Empress Catherine the 
Great developed the strategy of 
driving out the indigenous Nogai 
people and inviting settlers from 
Western Europe to settle the land. 
The government offered induce-
ments like reimbursement of emi-
gration costs, building materials to 
construct homes, assistance with 
seed and equipment and, of course, 
land. 

At about the same time far 
north in what had been the King-
dom of Poland, my motherõs an-

(Hundred from page 1) 

The Kuruschan farmyard where Maria (Manya) Epp grew up is circled on 

the map drawn from memory by Bernhard EppΦ 


