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And the sons become the fathers and the daughters will be wives

As the torch is passed from hand to hand and we struggle through our lives

Though the generations wander, the lineage survives

And all of us, from dust to dust

We all become forefathers by and by



—song by Dan Fogelberg, Forefathers

“Well, we may not be big, but dontcha’ ever think we ponder small.”  Andy Fergussen, Markerville’s great dane was sitting on a park bench on the banks of the Medicine, deep in conversation with Nels Borg, keeper of the Huldufolk garden in Markerville.

“Yah,” said Nels.  “T’was ever so.  Those Icelanders that thought they found paradise here back in 1888 knew this was the end of the road.  There was no more travellin’ on.  They couldn’t go back and they had nowhere else to go to so they were forced to stay.”

“They figured they needed a way to make some money so they built the creamery.  Supposed to be a big investment,” said Andy.  “Hah!  All they got back was a cream cheque every month.”

“Yah, but t’was enough to keep ‘em going.  Paid some bills.  Let ‘em build their farms,” Nels added.

“They worked hard—those people. But they were smart enough to know they had to stop every once in a while so they could have a little frivolity.  If Tindastoll was to have any heart, it had to have a gathering place. So then they built a hall.”

“Then, a few years later, they built a church.  They had no money.  Their farms weren’t finished.  But they built a hall and built a church” added Nels.

“I was married in that church,” Andy said sombrely.  “We got married and then we all walked down to the hall and had the lunch.  There was no room for tables so people ate their lunch on their laps.”

“I learned how to dance in the hall,” Nels replied.  “My folks took us all, bundled us up in the wagon and off we’d go.  When the little ones got too tired, they just buried themselves in the pile of coats and went to sleep.”

“Those were the days,” Andy replied slowly with a far-away look in his eyes.  “Yep!  Those were the days!”

_________________________________________

It is hard to fathom with that sort of history, the sons and daughters two generations removed could bring themselves to the point of throwing up their hands and saying the land was more valuable than the buildings and should just be sold off to some outsider who wanted to build a nice house in a quiet hamlet.

So, if the land wasn’t going to be sold off, something had to be done to the buildings before they fell in on themselves like the proverbial house of cards.  

It became a no brainer!

The buildings would need to be restored.

And, as Andy says “We may not be big but dontcha’ ever think we ponder small.”

__________________________________

This is the way it all got started!

In 1889, Stephan G. Stephansson immigrated to the Markerville area (Tindastoll, as it was known back then) and proceeded to build a homestead.  Although he was in what was then known as the Northwest Territories, his passion and his heart remained in Iceland.  And how he displayed that passion was through his poetry.  As a matter of fact, he became the poet laureate of Iceland.  As Andy once said, “Poetry in Iceland is like hockey in Canada—and Stephansson was the Gretzky of poetry.”

By 1974, his homestead was falling into neglected and uninhabited disrepair.  Joe Johannson of Markerville had a forward thinking vision that the house should be restored.  Bernice Andersen, Joe’s daughter, remembers him shaking his head gravely and saying words to this effect.  "The preservation of the house will be a monument to all Icelanders and Icelandic/Canadians as well as preserving a look into the lives of the pioneers."

Joe proceeded to spearhead the formation of the Stephan G. Stephansson Icelandic Society.  He travelled the countryside selling memberships for $5.00 and in February, 1974, the club was formed with Joe as the president and a major focus being the restoration of the house. Members from the Edmonton and Calgary Icelandic clubs joined together with the club in Markerville and formed the Homestead Restoration Committee.

In 1975, the Farmers Union in Iceland donated $10,000.00 toward the restoration of the house at an official presentation to dedicate the house for restoration.  The Government of Alberta needed convincing there was local support for the project and Joe—together with Rosa Benedicktson, Stephansson’s daughter—was instrumental in generating that support.  Eventually the Government of Alberta declared the house a Provincial Historic Site and restored the building beautifully to its 1927 appearance.  The house was officially opened as a museum in 1982 at an event that attracted 700 people including a plane load of visitors from Iceland.  

The house restoration, though, was not enough for Joe.  He next turned his attention to the abandoned Markerville Creamery which sat deteriorating on the banks of the Medicine River.  In 1975, the Stephansson Society purchased the creamery for back taxes with the intent of restoring the building.  Joe thought the restoration of this building would be a monument to the mostly Icelandic pioneers who formed the Tindastoll Butter and Cheese Manufacturing Association.  Despite significant local opposition, (to which Joe mournfully shook his head and said “they’re just not thinking right!") the Markerville Creamery was declared a Provincial Historic Resource by the Government of Alberta.  The Stephansson Society undertook a total restoration which commenced in 1984 with the building being jacked up in preparation for a new foundation.

Joe passed away in November of 1984 but, as Bernice recollects “At least he got to see the project off the ground.”  Literally!

The creamery opened in 1986 as a museum and was officially opened in 1988 at a huge homecoming celebration of the centennial of Markerville.  The rest, as they say, is history.  And, that’s exactly what it’s all about.  The preservation of history.

_________________________________________

So, just how does a sleepy hamlet of 50 people generate the restoration of a number of buildings that were built around the turn of the century—the last century? 

Put simply, the first step in the process is the vision—and without a dream, where would we be?  

Any of us!  

Just where would we be without a dream?  

The second step is interpreting that vision through leadership. 

Way, way back in 1891 on New Years Eve, Stephan G. Stephansson himself said “If we feel our community needs something to make it more pleasant to live in within human control, we can do something about it. We know that nature did not corral all hardship to leave it near Red Deer.  So if we feel that something is amiss, let’s get our hands out of our pockets and do something about it.” 

Similarly, in 1974, Joe Johansson had the enthusiasm and persuasion to create a mission—and the Stephansson House was restored.  Following that, he carried on in generating support for the restoration of the Markerville Creamery.

After the Stephansson House and the Markerville Creamery were restored, the Markervillians looked down the street and saw the Fensala Hall—which was built in 1902—sagging on the outside and decrepit on the inside.  Again, a vision and Ken and Marie Sveinson spearheaded a project to see the oldest hall in continuous use in Alberta be restored to its original state.  Following the restoration, it has become a functioning part of the community—its heart if you will.

And now, the church, with its cedar shingles ripped asunder in a pounding prairie hailstorm and the original sandstone foundation decaying under the building that was built in 1907, needs help.  The Stephansson Society as the new owners of the church has established a restoration committee under the leadership of Bernice Andersen and Donna Nelson and the shingles have been replaced.  The next important task is to stabilize the church with a new foundation.

Yet again, another vision!

___________________________________

“Visions are cheap,” you say “and this country is loaded with leaders, but how exactly did these projects get done?”

A commonality of all these leaders is they are descendents of the original Markerville Icelandic pioneers.  What their forefathers had scrabbled together with nickels and dimes and built with brute strength and determination, they were not willing to let fall in on itself or face the wrecking ball.  It became their passion and for Joe and Ken and Marie and now Bernice and Donna, it turned into a life-saving mission.  

Another common talent these leaders had, and continue to have, is the ability to inspire others to share their dreams—to get people excited about those projects and then get the money and the volunteers to complete the task.  By diligent use of committees with specific responsibilities, the task is spread over many and becomes a promising undertaking rather than a tedious chore.

A major step in any restoration is getting a commitment from government sources and accessing grants.  The designation of these buildings as historic resources creates a major funding source through the Government of Alberta Historical Resources Foundation.  That designation also makes it easier to be successful in applying for grants and accessing much needed support from the federal, provincial and municipal governments as well as generating major corporate and private support.

Once that designation is approved, it is necessary to obtain a professional feasibility report including necessary architectural reports.  This involves a bit of a gamble as there is a period of no money coming in and no idea of how much money is going to be required—and it will cost to get this information.  However, on completion of the feasibility report, a budget can be established and fundraising can begin in earnest.  At that stage, it is important to break down some responsibilities, set up a variety of committees charged with specific tasks, and get down to the business of getting the job done.  It is also vital to hire a competent project manager who understands the construction business and works well with volunteers.  Hiring the right person will actually pay for itself in the long run. 

A key component of fundraising by the Stephansson Society is the use of creative fundraising efforts that are, in fact, enjoyable.  Every November for the past eight years, the Icelandic Society has held a cookie walk in conjunction with a local three day craft show.  During that time, an estimated one hundred thousand cookies have been baked by hundreds of volunteers.  This has raised $28,000.00.  Many years, when cookies were running out before the Sunday close, ladies—and often their husbands—would rush home on Saturday night to bake more cookies to provide a fresh batch for Sunday morning.  As Bernese Lewis spoke for many of the volunteer bakers “I may not be able to pound a hammer but I can sure bake cookies”.

For the past seven years, a golf tournament has been sponsored by the Society to support the Fensala Hall and, on its completion, the foundation for the church.  This event raises money but also generates a sense of ownership within a larger community towards the project.  People who may not be able to volunteer are willing to throw in a few dollars on mulligans or for draws for donated custom golf clubs to support the goals of the project.  Over the years, the golf tournament has raised an estimated $20,000.00 for these projects.  It was all for a good cause—and a good time was had by all.

During the war years, a theatre troupe from Markerville would perform a play in the neighbouring communities to raise money to support the ‘boys’ overseas.  This tradition was continued in 1999 and 2002 when plays were written and performed to raise funds for Fensala Hall.

1999 was the Centennial of the Markerville Creamery and was a good cause for celebration and another homecoming.  ‘Andy Fergussen’s Birthday Party’ celebrated the history of the creamery through song and story, was written and acted by local volunteers and performed as open air theatre for three evenings to a packed house.  It was also commissioned by the Alberta Museum Association to be performed at their annual convention as dinner theatre and received a standing ovation.  Once again, exposure and awareness to the Markerville scene.

The success of that play inspired the idea for a second play.  This play—A Quilt of Many Cultures—was a joint project of the Markerville Creamery, the Dickson Store Museum and the Danish/Canadian National Museum.  The play honoured the immigrants and pioneers of western Canada and again, using local volunteer talent, the show was performed a number of times during the summer of 2002. A comment from one of the attendees who, after the performance, came with tears in her eyes and said “I have never been so proud to have come from Markerville.”  A culmination of its success was receiving a joint award from Museums Alberta for community programming.

Over the years, these fundraising events have generated in excess of $74,000.00 in pure profit—and when used as a match with government grants, often doubles in value.  It is important to realize that all the volunteers who participated in these events feel a sense of connection and ownership in the project—and they had fun doing it.

There are also more common methods of fundraising and the Stephansson society makes very good use of these.  Such things as bingos and casinos can provide a good profit with some amount of volunteer effort.  Fensala Hall is supported with events ranging from gala affairs to monthly themed potluck suppers complete with entertainment.  A Christmas Eve service at the church is filled to capacity and while it may not raise a large amount of dollars, it adds to the value in the eyes of the community.

A constant theme that runs through everything the Stephansson Society does is volunteers.  From those who have the original vision to the people who bake cookies for the cookie walk to the hammer and nail guys, the whole thing falls apart if there are not enough committed volunteers to see the job through.  And, when doing a major restoration, it is vitally important to keep a record of all the folks who contributed labour to the project as this is often taken into consideration when accounting for various grants.  .
Once the project is finished, it is necessary to manage it effectively.  Management involves a strong executive committee of dedicated people who create an accurate budget and business plan. Eventually, resounding success required some of this responsibility be transferred to a professional manager.

There is always a niggling fear that these projects are not sustainable in the long run.  There is knowledge that, as Stephansson feared so many years ago, the Icelandic heritage is fading.  Perhaps we will leave the last word on this to our old friends, Andy and Nels.

______________________________________

“Nels”, Andy was saying “you ever notice we’re not gettin’ younger?”

“Yah” was Nels steady reply.  There was a quiet, pensive moment before Andy continued.

“So….  Ya’ ever think about the young people?  How they’re gonna’ take over?  Run these things when we can’t.”

“You mean, like my old truck and my…”

“No.  No.  No.” Andy interrupted.  “Things like all these here museums.  Like the creamery.  And Fensala.  Who’s gonna’ look after ‘em when we can’t?”

Nels paused for a minute.  “Ya’ know, Andy.  I thought about that when we were fixin’ the hall and I was nailin’ down the ridge cap.  I had a real good view of the whole town.  ‘What are we doing all this here for?’ I said to myself.   ‘Do you suppose the younger generation even cares?’  Then it hit me.  Do you tink for a minute all those old Icelanders gave it a second thought about the next hundred years.  No!  All they thought about was how they could make things good for themselves and better for their kids.  That was it!  So, that’s how I got it figured.  The gift those pioneers gave to us in these buildings, we’re just passing them on to the next generation just as that.  A gift!  What they do with it….  Well, I suppose that’s up to them.”

Andy sat, staring off in the distance.  After all, sitting and thinking was one of the things he did best.  “Ya’ know what I think, Nels.  When all is said and done, nothin’ good ever gets started by thinkin’ there won’t be people to carry it on.”  

Nels said “Yah, that’s right.  “We just need a little fate.”

Andy paused in puzzlement.  “Don’t you mean faith, Nels.”

“Yah,” Nels replied indignantly in his thick Swedish accent “that’s what I said.  Fate!  Ya gotta’ have a little fate!”

Written by Bill Birse

He also wrote the plays “Andy Fergussen’s Birthday Party” and

 “A Quilt of Many Cultures”

 

