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HE LITTLE COMMUNITY BERLO, for many now just a spot on a map, has an
important story to tell. It was here, in the early 1900s, that a small group of German
immigrants to Canada set out to make a new life for themselves. And in their distinctive
strip-farm villages and interesting farm and church buildings, they also created a fascinating
part of the R.M. of Gimli’s ethnic composition, but also an important part of its heritage.
Beginning in 1903 and until at least the 1930s, the community of Berlo thrived as a distinct
enclave in a multicultural region that also included Ukrainians, Poles and of course the
dominant group, Icelanders.

The strip-farm village at Berlo is
reminiscent of the better known farm
villages developed by Mennonites south of
Winnipeg, who were also from the same
general area of Central Europe as the Berlo
Germans. The imprint of the original Berlo
village site is a quarter mile wide, with
linear farms on Sections 22, 27 and 28-203E, and is clearly visible on Google Earth.
The land ownership pattern has not
changed significantly since its origins.
Besides the imprint of the village itself,
there are several original buildings that
recall the history of this place. Some log
houses, a log barn, a stackwall shed and
log summer kitchen from the pioneer
period remain fairly intact. The Berlo
Cemetery of 1907 also remains, located at
the heart of the settlement. A monument
marks the location of the former church
within the cemetery. A plaque marks the
location of the second Bismark/later Berlo
School. The school building has been
moved to NW22-20-3E, renovated, and is
now the home of Rose Reichert and her
son Ron and his wife Debra.
This booklet provides some background to
the Berlo pioneers, illustrates some of the
community’s notable public buildings,
introduces through brief biographies many
of the first settlers, and finally presents the
buildings. We have also included family
trees of certain families.

Even in this contemporary topographic map, the strip-village quality of
Berlo is evident, with buildings lined up along the Berlo Road.
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GERMANS IN GALICIA – A
BRIEF HISTORY
The community of Berlo has its origins in
18th-century Central Europe, where
nationality was a changeable issue, and
where people could one day be in AustroHungary and the next, via a treaty and
boundary revision, find themselves in
Poland.
In 1772, Austria had seized from Poland
the area it renamed Galicia, homeland for
many Manitoba Ukrainians, and also for a
sizable ethnic German population. Austrian
Emperor Franz Josef II granted religious
freedom to the inhabitants and planned to
develop the economy of Galicia. He began
to recruit good farmers and craftsmen in
Germany. He offered as incentives land,
tools, livestock, and exemption from
taxation for farmers. He even built villages
for those who signed on. Between 1782
and 1786 over 3,000 families migrated to
Galicia from Germany. Half were Roman
Catholic, half were Lutheran, and a few
were Mennonite.

This map shows the Bruckenthal village that became home to some of the families that
eventually moved to Canada, and eventually to Berlo. The clear strip-village formation is
visible here, even extended into a larger cruciform plan.
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Meanwhile, conditions in the Palatinate
region of Germany eventually encouraged
out-migration, as wars, famines, high
taxes, and religious and political
persecution challenged communities. Many
of these Germans sought refuge in Galicia.

Forty-two Palatinate families moved to Bruckenthal, and found a village laid out in a
cruciform, with their houses already built on the intersecting roads. The families in the group
were given over 1,100 acres of land, animals, tools, equipment and seed grain. The village was
located on high fertile land, with an adjacent government-owned forest. Villagers were
permitted to cut all the wood they needed for building or fuel. Good water was available in
shallow wells.

BERLO – ITS ORIGINS
As was observed by a Berlo pioneer: “At the turn of the century it seemed as though everyone
we met in Austria was talking about Canada or the United States. Both these countries were
pointed out to us as lands of opportunity.” The Canadian Department of the Interior had
launched a massive publicity campaign to publicize “The Last Best West,” with pamphlets in
numerous languages, including German, and immigration agents, to persuade farmers
especially to come to the Canadian West. The main attraction was the promise of 160 acres of
free land for each applicant.
The German Catholic settlers who eventually came to Berlo were from the villages of
Bruckenthal, Michalowka/ Josefowka and Uhnow in Galicia, then part of the AustroHungarian Empire. They left Austria primarily because of shortage of farm land for a growing
population, and compulsory military service, as well as a real and legitimate fear of war.
The first emigrants departed Hamburg on the steamship “Assyria” on April 3, 1903. The trip
across the Atlantic to Halifax took 13 days and the train trip to the Selkirk immigration shed
took another four days. The settlers walked to Gimli and then to Berlo, where they initially
stayed at established German homesteads in the area.
The first group who came to Berlo included Michael Gottfried, Mathias Gottfried, Johan
(John) Franz, Jacob Haas, Kristian Haas, Martin Eiers, Adam Reichert, Karol (Karl) Schnerch,
and Adam Karst.

3

The Department of the Interior agreed to
subdivide Sections 22, 27, and 28 into strip
farms a quarter mile wide by one mile
long, fronting on Berlo Road. Houses,
barns and outbuildings were built along
Berlo Road, creating a linear village.
Seventeen families settled in the village.
Most homestead entries were made in May
of 1903, many on the same date. John
Heidinger of Gimli, constable and
magistrate, acted as agent for the settlers,
many of whom could not speak or write in
English.

This site plan identifies the first homesteaders of Berlo, from a map surveyed February to April of 1877.
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STS. PETER AND PAUL ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH AND CEMETERY
In 1907, Martin Eiers donated two acres of land at the north-west corner of the W1/2 of W1/2
of 22-20-3E for a church and cemetery. And in 1908 a small chapel was built of tamarack logs
fastened by wooden dowels. The workmanship was excellent, under the direction of head
carpenter Michael Gottfried.
Sts. Peter and Paul operated as a mission church of the St. Benedict’s parish church in Camp
Morton, until its destruction by fire in 1962. Church ladies had been cleaning the church yard
when a grass fire got out of control. Prior to that the church had been renovated with drop
siding.

Archival view of Sts. Peter and Paul Roman Catholic
Church, now gone. This building had a fascinating
Art Deco-ish main facade, with faceted and stepped
wall elements culminating in a stout tower.

Sts. Peter and Paul Cemetery, where several Berlo pioneers are buried.
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Johan (John) Reichert donated land at the
SE corner of the E1/2 of the E1/2 of 27-203E for the first school. Bismark School
District No. 1482 was created by by-law of
the Rural Municipality of Gimli on
February 15, 1909. It included sections 19
to 36 of Township 20-3E.

BISMARK/BERLO SCHOOL

The first Bismark School was built by
carpenter Michael Gottfried. Floorboards
consisted of hand-cut logs. The first
recorded teacher was Mr. Gebler. A
teacherage was built in 1930. Later the
Sisters of Service who taught at Bismark
and King Edward II stayed here. Beginning
in 1937, Sister Alice Walsh of the Sisters
of Service from Camp Morton was the first
of seven of the Sisters to teach at Berlo.
The Sisters provided a lending library, and
nursing services.
Bismark/Berlo School, a typical one-room school from the early decades of the 1900s.
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The first school accidentally burned in
1949, and all records were destroyed. The
second school was built in 1952 on Section
22, until it closed in 1967 because of the
consolidation of schools in Evergreen
School Division. Christian and Rose
Reichert purchased the school building,
and converted it into a house. Mrs.
Reichert still displays the School District
sign in her yard.

STORES AND POST OFFICES
In 1912, Michael Samborski built the first
store at the south-east corner of 25-23-3E,
and became Berlo’s first postmaster. The
second store was built at the north-west
corner of 23-20-3E. Johann Franz served
as postmaster from 1928 to 1956. His son
Adam Franz succeeded him, serving from
1956 to 1965.

Johann Franz was postmaster of Berlo from 1928 to 1956.
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