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FOREWORD

Fortunately, much of her writing and drawing
has survived and has only recently come to light
Translation of her writings which are in the old Ger-
man script (usually in Low German) is now in pro-
cess.

Elizabeth and her husband had six children;
three sons lived to maturity. She died in 1882; her
husband died in 1857 as the result of an accident.
Both are buried in the parish cemetery at St John.

It was the late Vincent Boeke of Columbus,
Ohio (a great nephew) who discovered her works
and realized their worth. He spent the last 10 years of
his life in translating and organizing her drawings and
manuscripts. Luke Knapke of Minster and his wife
Mary helped Vincent in his work and are responsible
for most of the translations. Since the death in 1983
of Vincent Boeke, Luke Knapke is going forward with
further translations.

Elizabeth Boeke’s writings are in manuscript
form. Not all of her manuscripts have been trans-
lated. Not all of them have been found. The Minster
Historical Society has copywrited the translations of
her works and in the near future hopes to publish
these.

A thanks to the Vincent Boeke family for recog-
nizing their worth and preserving her works. Thanks
to the Minster Historical Society for protecting her
material.

The Boeke family and the Minster Historical So-
ciety have made some of her material available to us.
All the sketches illustrated in various portions of this
history are copies of her original drawings. Some
have been reduced in size to fit this book. Also in-
serted in different sections of this history are selec-
tions of her writings in italics with a reference to
Elizabeth Boeke. They tell how life and attitudes were
150 years ago through the eyes of a pioneer woman
and a parishioner.

In 1835 an interesting couple arrived in St. John
from Germany, namely Bernard and Elizabeth
Boeke. They were religious and active in church
work. They were hard workers and leaders in the
community. In this parish history we are going to talk
primarily of Elizabeth because of her exceptional tal-
ent of writing and sketching.

Elizabeth (Liwwat) Knapke was bom at Neuen-
kirchen, Oldenburg, Germany in 1807. She emi-
grated to the United States (Bremen to Baltimore) in
1834, and was married in Cincinnati to Bernard
(Natz) Boeke (1800) who was also a native of
Neuenkirchen, and who had come to the United
States at an earlier date.

Together they came to Marion Township,
Mercer County, in 1835 where they bought a farm in
the virgin wilderness just west of St. John Church.
(Today known as the Al Nieberding farm.) They im-
mediately began the work of clearing their land.

Considering her peasant status, Elizabeth Boeke
was exceptionally well educated for those times. In-
struction in drawing was part of this education, and
she drew and wrote throughout her life. Many of her
drawings show events and scenes from her experi-
ences as a typical immigrant and pioneer, and some-
times she used these to illustrate parts of her writing.

She was very conscious of the importance of his-
tory, and she felt records should be kept of the first
days in this new country. There can be no doubt
about her determination. After the exhausting labor
of a pioneer’s day, few persons would have had the
drive and energy which her drawings and writing
must have demanded.

All of her drawing and writing was done with
quill pens which she made herself. She wrote exten-
sively on a variety of topics, many of these being
about the earliest days in this area.
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CHAPTER ONE

EARLY DAYS AT ST. JOHN

After their cabins were built, the next big chore
for the first three settlers, as well as those that fol-
lowed, was clearing the land. It was a tremendous
task. The trees were immense, six to seven feet in di-
ameter. Sometimes there were sixty to seventy huge
trees to each acre of ground. The work was slow and
tedious. Cutting the trees with the saws and axes
available then was tiresome. Sometimes they would
only gird the trees, cutting the bark around the tree
and letting it die. This would postpone cutting the
tree, but at least the sunshine could get through to
help the crops or garden grow. A husband and wife
working from early morning to late at night cutting
and burning trees, grubbing the underbrush and
picking up stones could only clear two or three acres
in a year’s time. However, the soil was fertile and the
first spot cleared close to the cabin was used for a
garden. As soon as the seed was planted, fences (rail
or tree stumps) had to be built to keep out the woods
animals. Dogs were indispensable. They helped to
keep the raccoons, deer, wolves and other animals
away, even bears. If they couldn’t keep them away,
they at least alerted the settler so that with his gun he
could drive them away. Each year it became a little
easier as horses and spans of oxen were brought in,
and with chains and pulleys small trees and roots
could be pulled out. However, to get rid of the big
stumps and roots took years of drying and burning.

Elizabeth Boeke says,
“Many strangers, men, families, on

their way to establish a home come here.
IVe help each one that passes here, now
especially our own people who are coming
here all the time, continually arriving from
our old homes in Germany at Wellinghof,
Lohne, Damme, . . . mostly young people

It was on the 13th day of October, 1833, that
three German immigrants and their families arrived in
Marion Township, Mercer County, from Baltimore.
They met in Baltimore, became friends, and decided
to settle in the same community. The names of the
three settlers were John Leistenschneider, John
Stelzer and John Thomas, the latter being Protestant.
The 1882 Mercer-Van Wert history states that John
and Margaret Leistenschneider had seven children
when they arrived. The three families decided to call
their community St. John. The first names of the
three men being John made selection of a name
easy. Possibly, the name St. John had been decided
upon already when they left Baltimore. It was also on
that day that a man named John was ordained
Bishop in Cincinnati, Right Reverend John Purcell.

Prior to this, in 1791 the Indians routed General
St. Clair at Ft. Recovery. In 1794 General Anthony
Wayne’s Army defeated the Indians, which resulted
in the signing of the Treaty of Greenville in 1795. In
1803 Ohio was admitted as the 17th State of the
Union and in 1820 Mercer County was formed. In
1832 Stallostown (Minster) was settled.

The land that the three original settlers decided
on was solid virgin forest Big trees were everywhere.
The sky could not be seen. The dense underbrush
was littered with fallen trees and six, seven, eight in-
ches of leaves. There were no trails or roads through
the woods other than the paths made by animals,
such as deer. Some of the ground was swampy, as
well. It is not known how they survived the first
winter. Whether they built a temporary lean-to or
were able to complete a cabin is not known. It is pos-
sible that the women and children stayed with friends
in Stallostown that first winter.

— 1



by Elizabeth BoekeNew home. Note the tree stumps.

who are Catholic and Low German. We
are not angry with the High Germans, but
they have other speech and living cus-
toms. Here in America persons must more
and more live and think alike. ”

small plots of ground, one or two acres of very mar-
ginal land with a house, to farmers. For this lease the
farmers were bound to farm and work the landlord’s
land, working long hours under difficult conditions.
Meanwhile, on his one or two acres of poor land,
which he could only work late at night or early morn-
ing, he had to make a living. It was almost impossi-
ble. He was little better than a slave.

Things became very serious by the late 18th and
early 19th century. The oldest child might inherit his
father’s lease and could look forward to the same dif-
ficult and harsh life of his parents. There was no fu-
ture for the other children. There were very few
leases available so they had to settle for the most me-
nial tasks as day laborers and servants and maids.
Marriage was not permitted until they had shelter,
owned a cow, and had some means of support.
Often, they were 35 years of age or older before they
could start a family.

The only hope was getting out, and America of-
fered the best opportunities. However, it was not
easy. To raise passage money, families sold all their
possessions or the men would work in Holland for a
year or two to raise money. Sometimes they would
borrow from relatives and send the passage money
back after reaching America.

“Many travelers from Europe who are
looking for farms stay with St. John resi-
dents for one or two days. They are weak
from their journey, have colds, sore
throats, scabs on their bodies, and are
exhausted and filthy. They are also wor-
ried and irritated with everything. They
bring to our residents diseases, fleas, lice.
The children are pouting and dizzy, listless,
lethargic. But all of us here were also pas-
sersby a little while back, so we must be
sympathetic. ”

Families kept coming continuously and as early
as 1835 St. John had some 25 families. The settlers
moving into the community (Marion and Granville
Twp.) came from the “Low Countries” of northern
Germany and spoke “Plattdiiutsk.” They came
mostly from a rather small area in southern Olden-
burg and adjoining areas of Hanover.

Our forefathers worked in Europe under the
feudal system. This system had been practiced for
centuries. Landlords owned the land and they leased

— 2



follow the log roads and trails north through Piqua to
Minster, which had been founded several years ear-
lier.

While some of the first settlers bought land sight
unseen in Cincinnati, most of them migrated to the
location where they wanted to settle down. They
would then pick out the piece of land they wanted
from the township maps that were available at that
time. Land offices erected by Congress and au-
thorized to sell government lands were at this period

The immigrants usually landed at Baltimore. The
trip was made by sailboats and lasted six to thirteen
weeks, depending on the winds. The trip west from
Baltimore was made with wagons pulled by oxen to
the Ohio River and then by boat to Cincinnati.
Sometimes they would work in Baltimore or Cincin-
nati for a year or two to save money to buy land or
repay their passage money. Coming from northern
Germany, they tried to find similar land. The land in
Mercer County suited their needs. From Cincinnati,
they would take the canal as far as Dayton and then
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“Putting up the rafters. First house — loghouse."
Bernard and Elizabeth (Knapke) Boeke arrived in St. John in 1835.

Elizabeth's drawing shows the building of their first house.
Location is the Al Nieberding farm today.

Note their home six years later.
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located at Wapakoneta and Lima. In order to obtain
land, the newcomer would go to one of these offices
and for the price of $1.25 an acre, payable to the
United States Government, would buy the piece of
ground that he wanted. Sometimes going to the land
office, he would find out that the piece of ground that
he wanted was already owned by some other person.
Also, it sometimes happened that two people would
desire the same piece of ground and whoever could
get to the land office first would be able to buy it
Many a happy land owner coming back with the
deed in his hand would proudly say to his wife,
“Kiekes hier, Olska! Duet is use Died! Nu haewet wie
Land!” (Look here wife, here is our deed. Now we
have our land.)

The wives worry themselves half to
death with complaints. Many are without
hope. Always and all the time they are in
the dismal forest. Their husbands are usu-
ally outside in the woods, sawing and
chopping down trees and gathering and
burning the underbrush. ”

The early settlers, after clearing the land, would
plant com and sow wheat and oats in between the
stumps. The acreage became bigger each year as
land was cleared. In the early days, com was a main
staple for the people. Some variations of corn, such
as corn mush, corn pancakes, com fritters, hominy
and corn bread were served every day. Meat the first
few years was mostly deer, turkey, and even bear;
also geese and ducks in season. Sometimes when
hunting was poor, the settlers might go weeks and
even months with no meat. Gardens would furnish
squash, cabbage, turnips, beets, beans, carrots and
onions. Hickory nuts and walnuts were gathered as
food. After a while hogs were raised, and pork re-
placed or supplemented the venison diet.

In addition to hunting and trapping animals for
food, the pelts were needed for clothing and for sell-
ing or barter. Deer skins made good outer garments.
Bear skins were used as blankets and covering for
door openings. (The bears were mostly gone by
1842.) In 1838 raccoon skins brought $1.00 and
deer skins $2.50.

Elizabeth says,
“Houses lie far apart from each other

here in the forest. Right up to our doorsill
and to those of our neighbors reaches the
huge, somber and vaulted forest. There
are no openings to break up the overhang,
nothing but endless miles upon miles of
the shadowy wolf-haunted woodland. The
great trees tower heavenwards until their
individual crowns are lost among the
many branches at the top, and the lower
branches disappear under the wild growth
that chokes the open places between the
trunks. ”

Our forefathers had to walk wherever they went.
Wheelbarrows were used all the time. The paths to
St John town and church were made of logs and
branches. There was an Indian path north and south
through St. John. Getting com and grain ground into
meal was a problem. For a few years people would
walk and carry their grain to Piqua where water
power from dams would grind the grain. A few had
pack horses to use. The cost was not in money but in
a percent of the meal ground. For instance, 1/6 to 1/
9 of the grain went to the miller. Some of the families

Elizabeth says,
" We had to walk everywhere and use

the Indian path north and south. The path
to St. John village (to the east) we made
with logs and branches. We used wheel-
barrows — back and forth — for fetching
and carrying.

We should and must help one
another for the entire community’s needs
are our concern. The support of a neigh-
bor would console us were we in a similar
case. On to our faith we must hold fast, for
we farmers here in St. John depend above
anything and everything on God’s bless-
ings. We know sympathy for the little man,
helping when the shoe pinches. We must
be patient for as Natz says, “By 1860 this
will be a paradise. ”

Nevertheless, self-concern is more
common each succeeding summer and is
now almost epidemic. The people, men
and women, are locked in the solitude of
their own hearts and minds. The men
want to chop down the forest in a short
time, and it is not possible. The men fall
short in their undertakings and, in their
dissatisfaction, they are silent and sulky,
sullen and pouty. Such behavior smothers
the women’s spirits, and they feel them-
selves alone, apart from the community,
without friends and female companions.
That is not simple. Some of the people
here are alone in actual isolation, or are
alone among other people or in crowds,
because they think that no one is con-
cerned, or that they cannot cope anymore.
The women are not often praised, so they
feel themselves abandoned in the world,
facing their inner troubles. Also, the loneli-
ness brings on drinking and suicide here.
More and more are indifferent in their out-
look and thinking. The community is in
great difficulty.

— 4



made their own mill by burning out a big stump and
in this hollow stump corn and grain was crushed with
a stone and sifted. This was not too practical. A John
Steinemann operated a grist mill south of St. John
with water power from a small stream. When the

stream wasn’t running the mill wasn’t operating. (This
stream was close to the Mile Creek.) A Gert
Westgerdes built a horse driven mill, grinding out
meal between two stones. Both ground grain for
others on a percentage basis.

Elizabeth says,
“Isolated here in St. John, we had to

grind our own grain using the same primi-

tive mortar and pestle which they used in
ancient times, a thousand years ago. ”

Many of the wagons that pulled the belongings
of the immigrants across the mountains and into

Ohio were drawn by oxen. The ox is slow and awk-
ward, but it is stronger than a horse and can pull a
heavier load. Spans of oxen were used in St. John
for hauling big logs and stones, groundbreaking and
building construction. They were used for the heavy
work in building the first church completed in 1837.
However, oxen were not used long and were soon
replaced by horses.

— 5 —



Real decisions had to be made on how to divide
their time. Much had to be done and everything took
so much time. Time was needed for house building
and house additions or other farm buildings; all was
built with logs. Time was needed for clearing more
land and cutting trees. Everything had to be done by
hand. Time was needed for planting com and grain,
building fences, and protecting crops and gardens
from animals and birds. With mostly hand power and
primitive tools, everything took much time.

God, to accept the limits of our little
strength.

From Germany many people have
brought over unreality: a belief in the un-
derworld, in magic, witchcraft, sorcery,
witch’s Sabbath, and evil spirits here in
every comer. Now at first they deny this
imagining, this foolishness, and to a
stranger they pretend that they do not un-
derstand what you are asking. But I am
one of our own people and 1 know and
am acquainted with this foolishness. I do
not believe in all that one little bit. It is not
true, absolutely worthless; but underneath
lingers a fear that always is similar to the
“mock-justice ” which was with us for 500
years; there was a mock court right in
Bieste for a hundred years.

At home alone every day many
women drive themselves crazy with this
unseen, unrecognized power of the imagi-
nation which is all only in the mind. We
must more and more get the people to-
gether so that we will not find so much
mental disturbance, and with laughing, vis-
iting and good cheer, their minds will
again get clear. God help us here. The
pastor told me and Natz that they have
these same troubles in Minster and all of
the other communities. ”

Elizabeth says,
“The farmers did not have the right

grasp of the how, where and what for tak-
ing over this forest, for dealing with the
forest or plants. All of the routine was new
and went contrary to our previous ideas
and skills; sympathy was not needed, that
had no value for us. Countless discussions
in the forest or cornfields . . . the land
seemed crazy. It was a crying shame how
much time and help, how many hours
were wasted. In Europe we understood
the weather, the land, its use; here we
dared not speculate. We learned by de-
grees how or where and what to plant first
and such things. There was always a stall-
ing, a delay.

Now finally we must especially push
aside our Saxon cautiousness, sensitive-
ness and mysticism, and must let ourselves
go with laughter and singing and fun. Af-
terwards we will better be able to clean, to
build, and to try to fit in a new concept,
namely, that the real need here in St
John or in our houses is the building of a
new mental attitude. There is more in life
than gear for keeping warm, and clean,
and for eating, drinking, bathing, sleeping,
working and praying. There are also visi-
ting, looking in on others with troubles.
Every one can contribute something.

But we think about fatigue when we
are most tired. The worst causes of fatigue
are not among the things which lie before
the feet, but, rather, the exasperation and
bitterness that so little work was accom-
plished, the limitations of our work. The
brutal result is the insidious corruption of
all of one’s feelings and attitudes during all
the waking hours. And when we drag one
another under. That is wrong here in St
John. Married couples cannot make over
the world here in one day, there are limits:
fatique and time. And a man and woman
must support one another in hot water
and boiling oil. In time let us learn, O

In the early days of St. John the main crops
were com, wheat and oats — in that order. Barley
and rye were grown mainly for use in breweries and
distilleries. It was a continual fight to keep the deer,
raccoons and squirrels out of the com fields. Crows
were not afraid of scarecrows and had to be chased
by noise, clubs, and guns day and night. Wild pi-
geons were so numerous that often the sky was dar-
kened by their passing, but the real problem started
when they descended on the grain fields.

The religious needs of the St. John settlers in the
first few years were satisfied by getting together on
Sunday mornings at somebody’s house and praying
together. Somebody would give a talk on God and a
discussion would follow. These Sunday mornings
also were opportunities to discuss common problems
and to exchange news. It broke the monotony of
work. About once a month a Father Horstman lo-
cated in Glandorf, Ohio would visit Stallostown
(Minster) to say mass. The families in St. John would
travel by foot to Minster to attend services and re-
ceive the sacraments. The pathway to Minster was
good and safe.

6 —



Newborn infants were carried to Minster to be
baptized. The first two infants of St. John according
to the Stallostown records were boys, both baptized
by Father Horstman. The name of the first child was
John, son of John Stelzer and wife Frances Siegrist,

and was baptized on July 20, 1834. The second
baby was named Christian, son of John Leis-
tenschneider and wife Margaret Riem. He was bap-
tized on April 12, 1835.
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1836
FIRST MASS IN ST. JOHN

In November, 1835, Father Henry Damian
Junker became the resident Pastor at Stallostown
and on June 24, 1836 came to St. John to celebrate
the first mass ever in the parish at the home of John
Leistenschneider (or Gast). The mass was celebrated
outdoors. Three more masses were said during that
year. If there was no mass on Sunday the people
would assemble for readings, prayer, and discussions.

The building of both church and school were
started about the same time. Every member of the
parish who knew how to handle an axe or broadaxe
helped in the construction. Spans of oxen were used
to move the heavy logs into place and to remove any
big stones. The church was 30 by 45 feet in size. The
small school was completed first in 1836 and the
church in early 1837.

The settlers who were present when the actual
building of the church started were:Elizabeth says,

“We have no pastor, but God is with
us nevertheless. Once or at most twice a
month there is mass on Sunday at St.
John; we assemble at Gast's house, out-
side the building. Other Sundays we go
there about 11:30 in the morning and as-
semble to pray. Usually someone gives a
talk about God. Then we listen to one
another with complaints, troubles, news
and informative things like where, what
and when about our work. We usually
have to walk; the forest is too thick for a
horse to be able to get through. We do
have a pathway to Minster that is good
and safe. ”

Previously in 1835, some 25 families had or-
ganized the congregation of Saan Jaan (St. John).
They elected John Leistenschneider, John Meyer (or
Moeller) and Dietrich Hinders as trustees for the
parish. On March 6, 1835, the trustees bought 40
acres of land from a Bernard and Catherine Liening
of Shelby County for the purpose of building a
church, a school, and a cemetery. The agreed price
was $120 to be paid: $60 in cash, $25 in three
months, and the rest in six months. This land is the
same land on which our present church now stands.

John Stelzer
Christian Stelzer
Peter J. Meier
John Reichert
Joseph Stucke
Joseph Bernard
Diedrich Kemper
Bernard Schmit
J. H. Tangeman

John Leistenschneider
John Thomas
John Anton Moeller
J. Dietrich Hinders
John Stucke

ifc Henry Kramer
Gerhard Knoebber
John Rhein
Gerhard Westgerdis
Matthius Gast

During the erection of the church the following
pioneer settlers arrived and helped with the comple-
tion of the church:

John Woblers
Bernard Boeke

4r J. H. Pohlmann
Anton Schweinefuss
Clemens Vehorn
H. Dwenger
Bernard Goecke
Fred Heckman
J. Hoeffen
F. John Desch

Fred Elking
Joseph Sieveke
Wenceslaus Meinerding
John Bruns
Nicholas Fullenkamp
J. Gaman
J.D. Heckman
Henry Woerman
J. Klune

8
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"Our church building is not yet finished. We pray outside in the forest.
The platform has a little altar for the chalice and communion. I made the altar cloth." 1836

“Holy Mass at St. John in the yard back of Gast's house. The priest is here from Stallostown.” 1836

month, on a Sunday determined by the
Reverend Pastor.

Stallostown, 26th December 1836
(Signed) Johannes Leistenschneider,

Deputy of community of St John; Johann
Anton Moeller, Deputy of community of
St. John; Bernd. Henrich Busse; B. Hein-
rich Adelmeyer, Wardens of the communi-
ty of St Augustine in Stallostown

In faith,
Bartels

This agreement was originally for the three
month period of January, February and March of
1837 but continued until the arrival of the Precious
Blood priests in 1845. The agreement, in essence,
said that in consideration of $25 payable at the end
of the third month the Reverend Pastor at St. Augus-
tine Church in Stallostown would say Mass at least
once a month on a Sunday determined by the Rev-
erend Pastor.

The new log church was completed in early
spring of 1837. On April 9, 1837, Father Bartels
blessed the church as St. John the Baptist (Saan

In 1836, Bishop Purcell of Cincinnati appointed
Reverend Francis Bartels of Stallostown (Minster),
who was now the resident pastor, to also take charge
of the growing parish of St John and to become its
pastor as well. Following is a copy of the original
agreement between St. John Parish and Father Bar-
tels:

AGREEMENT WITH ST. JOHN,
BE! LEISTENSCHN EIDER

We, the personally undersigned dep-
uties of the Catholic community of St.
John at Leistenschneider, Johann Leis-
tenschneider, and Johann Anton Moeller,
obligate ourselves hereby for ourselves
and for our Catholic community to the
Catholic parish of St Augustine in Stallos-
town for the services of their Reverend
Pastor for three months in January, Feb-
ruary, and March in the year 1837 —
Twenty-five/$25 payable at the close of
the month of March, 1837, under the de-
termined condition that their Reverend
Pastor in the above said three months cel-
ebrates Holy Mass, with us, namely once a

— 9 —



Jaan de Dopfer). On this day he also celebrated the
first mass in the Church, a Solemn High Mass. This
was the first Catholic Church in Marion Township
and also the first in Mercer County (based on today’s
boundaries).

On the same Sunday, April 9, 1837, Father Bar-
tels blessed the cemetery, which was located directly
north of the church. When somebody died it was
necessary to bring in a witness to certify that the per-
son was actually dead. At death, the neighbors took
charge completely. They prepared and dressed the
body, notified relatives, if any, notified neighbors, ar-
ranged for pallbearers, and dug the grave. Burial usu-
ally took place the morning after the day of death.
The night before burial the neighbors took part in an
all night wake with prayers, rosaries, a jug of whis-
key, and eating. On the morning of the funeral the
coffin or body wrapped in a sack was carried on the

shoulders or on wheelbarrow or mud sled to the
church. After the services the pallbearers carried the
coffin on their shoulders and the people followed at  a
slow pace to the cemetery. After the services, those
attending got together and ate their noon lunch,
which they all brought themselves. The neighbors ar-
ranged for someone to stay with the deceased’s fam-
ily a few days to help with the work and to comfort
the survivors.

Elizabeth says,
“The people here, in St. John and

Stallostown (Minster), promptly had to set
aside a piece of ground for a cemetery in
the first days, and had to set up a plan as
to the how, where, when and what upon a
person’s death. Here, with no priest cer-
tain for singing the Requiem Mass, the lay
men and lay women took charge and set
up a system that we al! understand and

rm
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Fifst church at St. John. Started 1836 and completed in the spring of 1837. By Elizabeth Boeke
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use, and every living person has his place
and responsibility.

All burials follow on the next day after
the death at 11  o’clock at the church
building, or at Gast's house. Most times,
both neighbors of the deceased come, and
from the community, one from each fam-
ily.

When the forest is too thick, the
weather too wet or snowy, or the wagon
road cannot be used, we use a mud sled
or wheelbarrow to get to the church and
cemetery.

Before we built the church, we parish
members conducted our own ritual at
Gast’s house and yard. Most of the time
there was no priest. We assembled in a
circle around the coffin for a planned read-
ing and psalm recited together.

As the coffin is let down into the
grave, and earth is thrown in over the cof-
fin, we in St. John are fortunate that the
Bishop granted us parishioners permission

to sing, in Latin, the sequence from the
Mass for the Dead. While the coffin is
being covered with ground, we all sing to-
gether, “Dies irae, dies ilia. ”

There are no records recording the first burial,

but it is said that an elderly man by the name of
Lampe was the first person who died in the parish

and was buried in St John’s Cemetery.

In April of 1837 the first wardens of Saan Jaan
Parish were installed, namely: John Leistenschneider,
John Meyer, Friedrich Hinders and Anthony Moeller.

A big year in the history of the parish was 1 837.
Not only was the church completed but it was the
year that a well thought of parishioner named John
Reichert was engaged as the first teacher. A small log
school had been built close to the church and be-
came the first school in St. John parish as well as
Marion Township. John Reichert was also named
sexton and sacristan of the parish. On the Sundays

when there was no priest present he would conduct
the common prayers and religious songs.

Sketched by Elizabeth ttoeke.
“Inside by High Altar — I made the cross.
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Sketched by Elizabeth Boeke.
“The choir loft is not yet completed. Steps inside finished 1838.

Natz helped. The door from west."

groundbreaking ceremonies for the Miami & Erie
Canal took place. A stretch from Cincinnati to Day-
ton was completed first with the first canal boat
reaching Dayton on July 25, 1829. Many of our
forefathers who came across from Baltimore down
the Ohio River to Cincinnati came up the Canal as
far as Dayton before going overland to Stallostown
(Minster) and across to St. John.

The real challenge to building the canal was the
stretch from Lockington to New Bremen since this
was at the highest level that the canal would reach. It
was called the summit Three reservoirs were built
near the summit where water either flows north to
Lake Erie or south to the Ohio River. The reservoirs
were Indian Lake, Lake Loramie, and Grand Lake
St Marys (Celina reservoir); Lake Loramie was used

Another first that took place in 1837 was First
Holy Communion for seven children of the parish.
On May 21, making their First Communion were:
Theodore Huelskamp, Friederich Schroeder, Theo-
dore Schmid, Henry Thamann, Anna Leis-
tenschneider, Catherine Herzog, and Catherine
Hagedorn.

It was also in 1837 that a Joseph Dwenger was
bom on April 7 on a farm about a half mile east of
St. John. He became the first native born St John
boy to become a priest and later he became Bishop
of Ft Wayne. We will tell more about the story of
Joseph Dwenger later.

Of importance to St John was the construction
of the Miami & Erie Canal. On July 21, 1825, the
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“St. John School" 1836

the hand-dug caned (and reservoirs) provided em-
ployment for the settlers (including Saan Joaan
people). For digging, grubbing, clearing land, and
digging and damming the reservoirs, they were paid
from 30 to 50 cents a day plus board and whiskey
for a 26 day month. They were paid in cash instead
of trade goods as in the barter system. Some of this
money was used to buy land. At $1.25 an acre, ten
acres could be bought for one month's work. Some
of the men would also work a day or two a week for
the township and county making roads, also provid-
ing cash money (or a trade for taxes). All during this
time the housewife and children would tend the gar-
den and raise as many vegetables as possible.

Secondly, it was important to the settlers be-
cause the canal provided quick access to the markets
at Cincinnati, Toledo and in between. It stimulated
and made farming more profitable. Meat and grains

to provide an adequate flow of water for the twenty-
six mile stretch of flat ground between New Bremen
and Lockington near Piqua. These reservoirs helped
drain the surrounding farmland as well as  provide
water so the canals could become operative. They
were not finished until 1842. The first canal boat
reached Minster in 1843 and the first boat made the
whole trip from Cincinnati to Toledo in July of 1 845.

The canal was no more than finished when in
1848 the first railroad from Lake Erie to the Ohio
River was opened. For a number of years the rail-
roads served as connecting routes to the canal. How-
ever as more and more railroads were constructed,
the canal usage became less and less. By 1909 the
canal system was virtually abandoned.

The canal served two very important functions
for a 50 year period. First, building and completing
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could be shipped seasonably and quickly. For in-
stance, the price of wheat jumped from 10 cents a
bushel to $1  a bushel. Barrel factories flourished as
well as pork packing houses. The canal also provided
transportation north and south for incoming settlers
and provided easier transportation for business and
pleasure trips to Cincinnati.

St. John. January 7, 1840, Mercer Co., Ohio.
Esteemed Sir:

Since the celebration of yesterday’s
feast, the Epiphany of the Lord, made
such a deep impression on our hearts, we
would like to give you a brief report of the
event; and if it agrees with the policy of
your worthy paper, so might you wish to
record it in the WAHRHEITS-FREUND.

The Holy Church places before us
every year for our consideration on the
Feast of the Epiphany of the Lord the
ardor, spirit, and perservance of the three
Wise Men who, as soon as they saw the
star according to the prediction of the
prophets, set out on their journey, came to
Jerusalem, and asked about the new-bom
King of the Jews, saying: “We have seen
his star in the East and have come to
adore him.” We also have seen his star,
namely the Christian religion. But when
we left our German fatherland and came
to this land, it seemed, just as for the Wise
Men, that the guiding star had set for us.
How dismal the future that lay before us!
Let it not be described; that could only be
perceived by those brought up in the Holy
Faith and able to attend daily services.

But the gracious God had mercy on
us, and drove away the gloomy clouds;
the star which appeared to have set was
again seen — yes, even in great brilliance
as in Germany itself. For the impassable
forest was lighted and the Lord’s temple
built in which now solemn services would
be held. So we had the good fortune yes-
terday to be able to attend a musical High
Mass at which our worthy Pastor Herzog
delivered a moving sermon, and in which
he admonished his parish children that
they should follow the guiding star of the
Christian religion, and that God had
made, though most unworthy, tools to
spread the reign of his Son, Jesus, in this
wilderness.

How the Catholic must rejoice when
he realizes how rapidly his religion has
spread, and how here, where only a short
while before the red forest-dweller danced
in a circle before his idols, and where one
heard nothing but the sound of the turtle
doves or the howling of the thieving
wolves — he now adores God in such a
solemn fashion and worships in spirit and
in truth.

The music was provided by the
Music-choir from Minster under the direc-
tion of Mr. Gerhard Panning. For this
kindness and goodwill we give our
heartfelt thanks.

The Congregation of St. John

St John was laid out in lots in 1838 by John
and Christian Stelzer. The plat was recorded at the
Court House on September 24, 1838.

The wood from bass and elm trees make good
wooden shoes, and with both trees plentiful it only
followed that a Fred Schroeder near the town started
making wooden shoes for resale. Prior to this
wooden shoes had to be brought in from Stallos-
town. In 1838 a Matthiaus Gast started the first boot
and leather shoe store in town. In the same year he
enlarged his store to include a country general store
containing dry goods and all kinds of groceries. In
1836 Mr. H. Tangeman started the first blacksmith
shop in town for the making and repair of hoes,
pitchforks, spades, chains, etc. In 1849 John Goecke
became the village carpenter.

Elizabeth says,
“Most troubles come to us from mis-

haps in the forest We don’t know the
weather or our unfamiliar surroundings,
and we don’t know exactly how to man-
age the forest. The sad problem is our ad-
verse life style here, the daily new things
alongside our worries and burdens with
the forest. It is irritating, hateful, this dis-
position of us in this community towards
both bodily illness and sullen attitudes.
And in every family in the district, from
Minster (Stallo) to here, our ordeal is fre-
quently overladen with heartache.”

The pioneer settlers of St. John, having immi-
grated from Catholic countries, were accustomed to
and enjoyed solemn processions with the Blessed
Sacrament This had not been possible since leaving
Germany. On Palm Sunday in 1839 the blessing of
palms and the first procession took place in St. John
conducted by Reverend Henry Herzog. Father Her-
zog was the successor to Father Bartels at Stallostown
and St John.

1840
The following letter appeared in the German

newspaper “Der Wahrheits-Freund” on January 16,
1840:
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heightened anticipation, both young and
old, in a frivolous and happy mood, each
with his own expectations awaited the
wedding day. A wedding here is the
unanimous gathering when no work is
done, such as: reaping, logrolling,
loghouse building, pathmaking in the
forest, or chopping down and burning
brush.

The above letter shows how strong and sincere
were the religious beliefs of our forefathers. How
trusting and confident they were in following their
religion. While it is not known who composed and
wrote the above letter it seems that it may have been
written by Elizabeth Boeke. The letter is written in
her strong and positive style.

On July 19, 1840, three years after the comple-
tion of the first log church the parish bought a bell for
$75. This was a tidy sum and the equivalent of 60
acres of land at that time. The belfry or tower was
built in front of the church on four beams with a roof
to protect the bell from the weather. Three times a
day it tolled the “Angelus Domini,” inviting the
people to kneel and pray, and on Sundays its tolling
reminded the parish it was time to go to mass.

The parish of St. John from its very beginning
honored the newly consecrated Bishop John Purcell
of Cincinnati by selecting St. John the Baptist as the
patron saint of the parish. During the latter part of
1840, Bishop Purcell informed the St. John people of
his intention to visit the parish in December. It is well
that Bishop Purcell was a young and strong man be-
cause visiting the rural parishes was difficult and done
by farm wagon, horseback, and even by foot. Shortly
before his arrival a new altar had been erected in the
sanctuary of the church, and Bishop Purcell cele-
brated the first sacrifice of the mass on it. At the same
time he confirmed 41 young boys and girls of the
parish.

Elizabeth says,
“When a girl marries she brings her

inheritance, here in America, a cow and a
calf, a brood mare or mare, a bed with
blankets and straw mattress, a chest with
her clothes and a hat. Each couple’s in-
structions were the bitter necessity of self-
help, and the knowledge that the St. John
community can barely survive even if
everyone helps everyone else as in:
logrolling, house-raising, house-fumishing,
com shucking, quilting, roofing with the
neighbors. Each family must do all that it
can by itself.

When there was no pastor, then three
witnesses testified to the promises between
the bridal couple. Later on, when the
cleric visited the neighborhood again, he
consecrated the two with God’s blessings.
A wedding is a great deal of work, but
does not cost much. In the first years at  St
John, all in the community came to the
wedding. Later, as more residents came
in, only . the neighborhood came. With

All the people are immediately serious
and quiet as the mother of the bride
comes from her house to the fourth chair
and sits with the other three parents. Then
the bridesmaid, sometimes the bride’s own
sister or relative, comes out. In a few mi-
nutes the bride comes out of the house
and walks right to her father. Everyone is
deathly still. Now the father says, “I" (and
he says his name and that of his wife, the
mother) “today offer from my house and
my family our daughter with the name of

to her bridegroom
whose name is for the
two to marry. They will today, and from
this day forth for all time, be known as
man and wife until the time a priest is here
to bless the two in the sacrament of mar-
riage, according to the rules of this land,
state and village, and the regulations of the
Roman Catholic Church. Now I ask you
three citizens to witness these two, without
husband or wife, take one another in free
will to live an honorable and virtuous life
together. ” Now come their questions, the
new pronouncement, etc. Then they sing,
if someone knows the Ave Maria, and we
pray a rosary. ”

The first record of a baptism in St. John Church
is found in 1841, when on October 26 Reverend
Louis Navarron baptized a child by the name of John
Cron. In 1842 Father Navarron also baptized a
Catherine Kramer and a Frances Nieport. In 1845-46
Father John Van den Broeck baptized 17 children in
the parish.

In the year 1842 a new pulpit was built and on
September 16 the first sermon was delivered from it
by Reverend Martin Henni from Cincinnati who later
became Archbishop of Milwaukee. For the record,
the subject of his sermon was “The Sacrament of
Penance. ”

Elizabeth Boeke kept accurate attendance rec-
ords at Saan Jaan parish after she and her husband
arrive in 1835. St. Augustine Parish of Minster had
contracted for their resident pastor to say mass in St.
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John at least once every month. On the other Sun- they would meet in one of the homes. Elizabeth
days the parishioners would gather for Sunday read- mentions the Gast home. Father Henry Drees men-
ings and prayer. Until their church was completed, tions the Leistenschneider home.

Year

Average
Sunday

Attendance

Sunday
Readings
(No Mass)

Sunday
Mass

1836 45 34 4 June 26
September 18
December 4

December 25
1837 63 33 5 January 22

March 12
May 21

September 3
November 5

1838 80 31 12
1839 92 29 21
1840 102 32 19
1841 112 31 21
1842 127 28 18
1843 147 32 20
1844 163 26 26
1845 168 17 26 10 months

The Society of the Precious Blood took over the parish on November 2, 1845, and Mrs. Boeke kept
no further attendance records.
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CHAPTER THREE

1845
ARRIVAL OF THE SOCIETY
OF THE PRECIOUS BLOOD

Father Herzog of Minster, because of overwork,
had a health breakdown and could not take care of
Minster and St. John both. During 1841 and 1845 a
Father Louis Navarron helped in Minster and visited
St. John when possible. Father Navarron was a
French priest primarily looking after the French
settlers of Darke and Shelby counties. He found it an
impossible task to serve the need of so many people
and petitioned Bishop Purcell various times to send
German-speaking priests to take care of Minster and
St. John, as well as St. Rose, St Henry and the other
German communities in Mercer County.

When Bishop Purcell petitioned Rome for Ger-
man priests, it so happened that a Reverend Francis
de Sales Brunner, an apostolic missionary and mem-
ber of the Congregation of the Most Precious Blood,
was waiting to be sent to do missionary work in the
new world. Father Brunner with seven German-
speaking priests and seven conferees arrived in Cin-
cinnati in January 1844 and were assigned to work in
northern Ohio, which was still in the diocese of Cin-
cinnnati. In 1845 Archbishop Purcell asked Father
Brunner and the Fathers of the Precious Blood to
take charge of the scattered Catholics living in Mins-
ter and neighboring settlements.

It was in August of 1845 that the Very Reverend
Francis de Sales Brunner, now Provincial of the Con-
gregation of the Precious Blood and Reverend John
Wittmer, C.PP.S., came to this area with the inten-
tion of selecting some suitable land to build a mission
house and convent.

At St. John’s they came upon a peaceful and
well-disposed congregation with a church, a school, a
teacher, but no pastor. The surrounding territories

were healthful and attractive. A decision was made to
build in St. John parish and close to the church.

Years later Sister M. Regina Reichert, who was a
little girl at the time and whose father was the school-
master at St John’s gives an interesting account of
the welcome accorded the two priests on this August
14, 1845, visit.

“All the people were overjoyed when
they heard that the missionaries of the
Precious Blood were coming, and they
hastened into the little church to await with
eager expectation the arrival of these great
lords. Suddenly there was a murmur. We
children sat straddling the benches to get a
good look at the missionaries. Then Father
Brunner and Father John entered, the
former wearing clumsy wooden shoes.
They knelt on the altar steps; Father de
Sales intoned the litany of Loreto and
prayed the acts of Faith, Hope, and Char-
ity just as they are still prayed each eve-
ning in the community. Afterwards he
stamped on the floor with his wooden
shoes as a sign that we might go home.
He then entered into consultation with the
trustees of the parish.”

The land selected by Father Brunner was a 60
acre tract about half mile north of the church. How-
ever, the land belonged to a bigoted non-Catholic
who refused to sell to a religious order and a priest A
St. John parishioner, Christian Stelzer, bought the
land in his name and had it transferred to the Society
of the Precious Blood. The previous owner, when
hearing of the assignment, tried to stop the transac-
tion but in vain. He was present, however, at the lay-
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hauling of material and performed all kinds of man-
ual labor. Before winter set in much progress had
been made.

Work was suspended during the dead of winter.
Meanwhile, Father John and the three brothers lived
in the schoolhouse at St. John. In the spring, work
was resumed and the Convent and Chapel were
completed by fall.

Father Brunner dedicated the Chapel under the
protection of Mary, Help of Christians and gave the
Convent the name of Maria Stein, Our Lady of the
Rock, in remembrance of the famous convent at
Maria Stein, Switzerland. Ever since the erection of
the first convent buildings, the village of St John
gradually became known as Maria Stein.

On September 24, 1846, eight Sisters entered
Maria Stein to begin that very night perpetual adora-
tion of the Blessed Sacrament. Soon after this, a girls’
school was opened at St. John. Sister Albertina
Schleinzer was appointed directoress and im-
mediately won the children over by her motherly
kindness and solicitude. Close ties existed between
St John Parish and Maria Stein Convent; for in-
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Father Francis de Sales Brunner

ing of the cornerstone of the new buildings on
November 16, 1845, where he wept bitterly because
his beautiful estate had fallen into the hands of such
“infamous” people.

In November the Very Reverend Brunner sent
the young and energetic Father John Van den
Broeck, C.PP.S. with three lay brothers to St. John
with instructions to erect temporary buildings for the
Sisters of the Most Precious Blood, and at the same
time take charge of the parish. Father John Van den
Broeck was a Hollander, having come from Holland.
He was young, healthy, strong, and full of energy.

On November 16, 1845, Reverend Van den
Broeck went with the people of St. John in solemn
procession from the parish church to the site of the
proposed new convent. There Father John blessed
the grounds on which the new buildings were to be
erected. The good people of the parish, happy at the
prospect of a convent in their midst, willingly and
generously assisted in the construction. They pro-
vided food, and at the same time, they helped in the

Father John Van den Broek. C.PP.S.
1845-46
1847-48
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stance, for over 30 years the Sisters at the Convent
were buried in the Parish Cemetery. In 1878 the
Convent’s own cemetery was started.

On October 11, 1846, Bishop Purcell visited St
John’s for the second time and Maria Stein Convent
for the first time. He confirmed 27 young people on
this occasion.

Within a few years Maria Stein developed into
the most important house of the Society of the Pre-
cious Blood in America, although it was not until
1857 that Father Brunner designated Maria Stein as
the Motherhouse of the Sisters. Thus, it remained for
the next 65 years.

In 1845 Father John Van den Broeck, C.PP.S.,
became the first Precious Blood priest assigned to St.
John Parish, and since that date thru today, the Pre-
cious Blood Fathers have served in St. John. Father
John lived on Convent premises. Shortly after the
Convent was finished, a house for priests and
brothers was erected. It was built close to the road
but was replaced with a bigger brick building in
1858, which is still standing and is called the Guest
House or Gate House. This house was the residence
of the Precious Blood priests who served the various
parishes in the area. For St. John it was their priest
house until 1906 when the first and present house
was built

Fr. John Van den Broeck was St. John’s pastor
thru 1848, except for short times when Father John
Wittmer, C.PP.S., and Matthias Kreusch, C.PP.S.,
served. Fr. John (the Little Hollander, as he was
called) was small of stature. He had a fiery tempera-
ment and lots of energy. During 1846, 1847, and
1848 he served as pastor for both Minster and St.
John. He was an expert horseman, and on Sundays
the people walking to church, both at St. John and
Minster, would keep an eye out for the Little Hollan-
der as he would come dashing by on his horse be-
tween the two towns. It seems that the people’s sym-
pathies were with the poor horse, rather than with
Father John who was riding on an empty stomach
between masses.

As mentioned earlier, the people of St John
loved a procession. This European love for solemn
processions was enhanced with the arrival of the Pre-
cious Blood Fathers. Thus, it soon became a practice
that on the Feast of Corpus Christi the parishioners
of St John’s would march in the solemn procession
with the Blessed Sacrament from their church to St.
Augustine’s in Minster, praying and singing all the
way. The people of St Augustine’s returned the visit
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Father Matthias Kreusch, C.PP.S.

1846-47

on the Octave of the Feast. The order of the proces-
sion was alternated in some years.

The first log church completed in 1837 had be-
come too small, and at a meeting held in January of
1847, it was agreed that a new brick church should
be built. At this meeting Henry Kramer and Dietrich
Hinders were elected church wardens for two years.
Matthias Gast and Nick Fullenkamp remained in of-
fice. At this same meeting 13 resolutions were written
out on how the new church was to be supported.
They were:

1. Each father of a family is to pay annu-
ally for the support of the divine service —
$2.00.

2. Each widow is to pay — $1.00.

3. Each single person possessing real es-
tate — $1.00.

4. Each son over 16, working for his
parents — 50 cents.

5. Father and mother-in-law, able to
work and remaining with son or daughter,
pay annually each — 50 cents.

6. Poor people in parish are free. They
must report to the church wardens to be
free and will have a free seat in church.
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7. Each family who desires to acquire
membership in Saint John’s parish is to
pay an entrance fee of $4.00.

8. For each person dying in a family,
being no member, a grave has to be
bought in the cemetery at $2.00; child
$1.00.
9. Membership to pass over to direct

heirs.
10. Wardens shall remain in office two
years.
11. From each district in which the term
of office had expired, three candidates
shall be proposed, and then it shall be de-
cided by lot who are to be the wardens.
12. Every three months a collection is to
be taken up for the church.
13. Each young lady over 16 years old is
to pay 25 cents annually.

not start until 1849. In 1848 the necessary bricks
were made on the church grounds by Mr. Raymond
Buehler, a member of St. John’s parish. In the same
year other material such as stone, lumber, etc., were
secured and hauled to the church location. While
preparations for the erection of the new church were
being made. Reverend John Wittmer, C.PP.S., was
pastor. Father Wittmer was regarded as the building
expert in the society because he was present in the
construction of both St Augustine Church and the
planning of St John Church.

In 1849 when the actual building of the church
commenced, Clemens Vehorn had replaced Nicholas
Fullenkamp as warden. Johann Anton Goehr of St.
Augustine’s parish. Minster, Ohio, was the architect
and builder of the church. He designed and built
over twenty fine churches throughout the area. The
brick walls of the church were laid, and the roof work
was completed before the winter of 1849. During the
spring and summer of 1850, the work intensified and
the church was completed by October. It was 40 feet
wide, 60 feet long and stood east and west about
where the present church is standing with the main
door to the west The steeple rested on the roof and
was built of wood some 55 feet above the roof line.
Reverend Andrew Kunkier had been appointed pas-
tor in May of 1849 and was in charge of the church
construction.

The total cash outlay for the church was around
$4,015, not including the labor and some of the ma-
terial donated by parishioners. A breakdown of
church construction costs follows:

On January 1, 1848, a society for young men
was organized, selecting St. John the Baptist as Pa-
tron. Each member was to pay an annual fee of 50
cents. Monies spent were to be for the benefit of St.
John’s Church.

While plans and preparations were made as
early as 1847, the actual building of the church did

Raymond Buehler, bricks $ 444.00
Samuel Reed, plastering and

brick laying 731.00
Mr. Heinz, rubble stone 291.00
Wendeln Knoeber, carpenter

work 866.36
Anton Goehr, doors and

windows 150.00
W. Hermany, steeple cross,

ball and troughs 68. 78
Rasmundus & Burgund,

frescoing 303.20
Material furnished by parish

for cash 992.54
John Goecke, Communion

railing 23.00
John Goecke, Altar 37.00
John Goecke, gallery 24.00
Jos. KoKenge, stairs 28.00
Mr. Rolleneg, floorlaying 40.00
Tabernacle 17.00

Father John Wittmer, C.PP.S.
1846-46
1848-49 $4,015.88
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A local artist's concept what our second church probably looked like. Completed in 1850. it was 40
by 50 ft. made of brick with a 55 ft. wood steeple. In 1857 an addition was added on the east end
making it a T shaped building.

appeared in the Catholic Telegraph Register on Oc-
tober 19, 1850, and describes the event:

On Saturday evening, October 18,
1850, just as the sun was setting in a
cloudless heaven, the Bishop and Very
Reverend Joseph Femeding, accompanied
by two of the priests of the Community,
“Pretiosissimi Sanguinis” and preceded by
a mounted escort who had gone to meet
them at Minster approached the beautiful
new church of St John the Baptist. The
youth and many of the older members of
the congregation, came in procession with
their Pastor and School Teachers, singing

In 1848 subscriptions had been taken and
pledges made of $2,465 towards the church. Also,
when the church property was originally bought, the
40 acres were not needed and land had been sold off
in lots to build homes. Additional lots were sold at
this time, and the money from sales resulted in
$1,105 being applied to the new church. The bal-
ance, some $445, was paid from the annual parish
pew rent, etc.

1850
Dedication took place on October 13, 1850,

with Most Reverend John Baptist Purcell, Archbishop
of Cincinnati presiding. The following news account
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CHOLERA
The cholera of 1849 played havoc with St. John

Parish and even today the cemetery bears silent tes-
timony of its ravishes. There is a large space toward
the front of the cemetery which has no crosses or
stones to mark the graves. Under this sod lie the vic-
tims of the cholera plague.

The cholera seems to have come up from Cin-
cinnati along the canal, hitting the canal towns first. It
struck Minster and quickly spread west to St John.
However, it did not affect St. John as seriously as it
did Minster where over 250 died, as many as 20 in
one day, or New Bremen where over 150 died.
When the epidemic started in Minster, the people in
St. John tried to stay in the forest and away from
each other. On the wagon road many people with
wagons, carts, goods, gear and children were all try-
ing to get away.

In July it struck St. John. It brought death and
horror to every household. There was no escape.
When one became ill, death could be there in 24
hours. Some did not contract the sickness and others
recovered. Twenty-two people died in St. John in a
short time. Four people in one family died in one

hymns to welcome the Bishop; to whom
also three young children presented, with
much grace and modesty, the key of the
church. After a prayer, a few words of in-
struction as to the manner in which the
communion was to be sanctified, and the
Episcopal benediction, all retired.

On the following morning the choir
and a band of music from Minster, fol-
lowed by one or two thousand persons, in
procession, conducted the Bishop and
clergy from the cloister where they had
lodged, to the Church, a distance about
one half mile. The Bishop briefly ad-
dressed the multitude from the door of the
church which was then blessed by the
Vicar General. The same Reverend Gen-
tleman sung the High Mass, assisted by
Reverend Messrs. Van den Broeck and
Meyer as deacon and subdeacon. Rever-
end Andrew Kunkier being Master of
Ceremonies. The Bishop preached in En-
glish and the celebrant in German, both
morning and afternoon.

The church is one of the handsomest
Sanctuaries in the Diocese. It is 60 by 40
feet, of brick, with lofty frescoed ceiling
and graceful steeple all finished. The inter-
ior of the Church is decorated with edify-
ing figures of the twelve apostles, the Holy
Patron St. John the Baptist, St. Rochus
and other saints. The whole was done by
the congregation without asking a cent
from any but its own members, and it is
almost entirely free from debt. Would that
such an example were every where im-
itated.

After the dedication of the church a new bell
was purchased, weighing 935 pounds at a cost of
$260. The bell was blessed and located in the belfry
of the new church and on November 11, 1850, tol-
led for the first time for the people of St. John Parish.

The log church was dismantled and a dwelling
was built from the lumber. It was a nice home owned
by a Mr. and Mrs. Topp, a Catholic family, and was
located about 500 feet east of the church on lot 22
on the southeast comer of Jackson and North Street
in the west addition of St. John. The house was tom
down in about 1940.

Mercer County had been formed in 1820 by an
act of the Ohio Legislature. It extended and included
the land to St. Marys, Minster and New Bremen
which were all a part of Mercer County and Marion
Township. At this time (1849) Auglaize County was
formed from Mercer County and the surrounding
counties. The canal, St Marys, Minster and New Bre-
men all became part of Auglaize County.

Father Andrew Kunkier, C.PP.S.
1849-51
1855-56
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week. At the cemetery there was much confusion
and turmoil. The corpses came by wagon, by wheel-
barrow and by stretcher. The sight was dreadful with
fright and panic everywhere. The bodies went into
graves with no order; sometimes one on top of
another, with no names or prayers.

It came quickly and left quickly. By September
the people started going to church again and in
November the children were back in school.

Elizabeth says,
‘‘The cholera was around here a long

time before 1849. In towns where people
lived close to one another, they became
infected before we farmers were struck
down. People talked most about the
plague, the cholera. The newspapers of
the cities printed rumors and these
traveled around here also. In stealth and
gradually, the plague was spread from
spring until it broke loose in July. Here in
St. John we lingered in the dim hope
against the cholera. In Minster the plague
was loose like a raging, treacherous beast!!
Then started the frightful question, who, or
which families will be dead next? The
people could not hide their ill temper while
they were shunning one another. All, in
fear, fled from every person.

At St. John cemetery the routine was
confused. The pastor, Kunkier, was one of
the best we had had here, but it was too
much with day and night confessing the
sick and preparing them for death. The
graves were mere holes in the ground with
a lot of water in them. The corpses came
by wheelbarrow, wagon and stretcher.
The sight was awful, with horror in every
breath. The corpses went into the grave
mixed atop one another, no names, no
prayers, nothing!

Neighbors found other neighbors at
home, all long dead, young, old, children,
women, hired hands and relatives! One
woman in St. John shouted, “Oh Death!
Death! Death! ” . . .  an inhuman voice that
struck me with horror and a chilling of my
very blood! Now, later, it is scarcely believ-
able, the dreadful occurrences we experi-
enced every day, people in the raging of
the fever and affliction, or in the torment
of their own agitation . . . Who could stand
that? Many times people laid their own
violent hands on themselves, threw them-
selves outside the door. Often it was insan-
ity. Some died from mere fright, without
infection; some frightened others with their
despair, folly or madness.

By September it was again better. We
went again to church and in November
the children went to school. If one thinks
back, how the people gave up and aban-
doned themselves: that was one strange
effect for a period of about two or three
weeks. They became bold and venture-
some. They became not shy with one
another, not restrained. They behaved as
though their lives didn’t matter anymore.
Many remedies for a cure were tried, but
there is so much to figure out about the
plague. However, it pleased God, with the
cold weather, to restore us to health. By
February in 1850 then, it was past. ”

Reverend Andrew Kunkier was St. John’s pastor
during the cholera. He worked from early morning
until late at night on sick calls, hearing confessions
and preparing the sick for death.

JOSEPH DWENGER
Earlier it was mentioned that in 1837 a Joseph

Dwenger was bom on a farm about one mile east of
St. John and now owned by Henry Thobe. He
quaintly spoke of his birth place as “between four big
oak stumps in a dense forest in Mercer County.” His
parents had emigrated the previous spring from Han-
over, Germany. When three years old his father died
and his mother moved to Cincinnati. In the summer
of 1847 she moved back to St. John Parish.

In 1849 during the cholera Father Kunkier was
called to the home of Mrs. Dwenger. The mother was
dying and 12 year old Joseph was on a cot by her
side. Father administered the last sacraments. She
was much troubled. “1 am willing to die, but what will
become of my boy when I am dead and gone.”
Father Kunkier promised to see after Joseph’s wel-
fare. “Father” murmured the poor woman between
sobs, “Take him away, I give him into your hands.
Should he live, take care of him. Joseph is yours.”

Joseph survived and at an early age consecrated
himself to God in the Community of the Most Pre-
cious Blood. He was ordained by Archbishop Purcell
on September 4, 1859, saying his first mass in St.
John’s Church. Father Joseph was a big-hearted,
generous, somewhat brusque man. He was a big,
broad-shouldered man with massive features. He had
an aggressive look and eyes that peered forth from
beneath bushy eyebrows. He had a voice that rang
like thunder. He had a spirit as gentle and generous
as a child’s, and children loved him. He was an im-
patient man, striving to get things done and thus was
short tempered at times.
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Father Aloys Schelbert. C.PP.S.
1851-53

Father Stephan Falk. C.PP.S.
1856-58
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Father Peter Wilhelm!, C.PP.S.
1853-54
1860-61

Father Erhard Glueck. C.PP.S.
1858-60
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