
Title:  	 My German Christmas Memories

Author:  	 Lee Macklin


Timeframe:	 1940s - 1950s

Location:  	 Paola, Kansas


Main Characters: Grandma Ernestine Bertha Widiger/Rentz/Frey, aunts, uncles, 
siblings, and cousins


The Story 
I was born (in a Nursing Home) March 20, 1947 in Paola, Kansas - a town of about 
4,000 just south of Olathe, KS. I grew up with three older sisters and was fortunate to 
also have many aunts, uncles, and cousins nearby. 


My Grandmother, Ernestine Bertha 
Widiger (“Bertha”), was born May 27, 
1878 in Colony Alexandria, Zhitomir, 
Volhynia, Russia. She married my 
grandfather, Heinrich “Henry” Rentz 
October 20, 1899 in Volhynia and they 
had two children, my Aunt Eda (b:1900) 
and Uncle Reinhold (b:1903). It was 
around this time when the Russians 
started treating the German immigrants 
very badly, so those that could got out 
while they could. My grandparents with 
their two little children immigrated to the 
United States in 1905 and settled in a 
little town in far northern Minnesota called 
Kerrick. 


My great-grandparents preceded them 
and bought up enough land so other 
relatives who immigrated after them 
would have a piece of land to start their 
life in America. Two more children were 
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born in 1905 and 1908. Note, my grandmother was six months pregnant on the 
steamship when they immigrated. 


In 1909, my Grandfather Henry Rentz and five other family members died in a sawmill 
accident. My grandmother was several months pregnant with my mother, Freda who 
was born in 1910. About two years later my Grandmother married Johannes “John” 
Frey, also a German immigrant. They had three additional children, my uncle Arthur and 
Aunts Erna and Adeline (she died after only six weeks due to Whooping Cough). 
Eventually, the family of nine migrated to Missouri, then settled in Kansas.


Her second husband, John Frey died in 1933 and she never remarried. However, she 
did move in with her youngest son Arthur who only lived a block from my house. My 
Uncle Arthur and Aunt Erna were musicians - especially Arthur who had mastered at 
least 6 different instruments including guitar, fiddle, banjo, and accordion. Several of 
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my other aunts and uncles could play piano and Erna was accomplished on guitar, 
banjo, and ukulele. And a few could actually sing - some in German!!


All of my sisters and I went to the local Lutheran School for 8 years then onto a public 
high school. Each year on Christmas Eve the children put on a Christmas Play at the 
church. This was a much anticipated event and we practiced for weeks in advance. 
Most kids really looked forward to the play, but some were a little shy. But the real 
reason we kids were so excited was after the applauses and standing ovations, we 
were allowed to run down the aisle to the church’s large entrance area. There, all the 
ushers were waiting to hand out brown paper bags containing an orange, popcorn, 
nuts, some candy and a special pencil with a ring on one end so we could hang it on 
our tree at home. 


Then, all of my aunts, uncles, cousins, and siblings would go to “Grandma Bertha’s” 
house, gather around the old saloon style upright piano and sing Christmas carols. 
First, Grandma and some of my aunts and uncles sang the songs in German. Then, my 

siblings and I and our cousins sang them in English. In between songs there was plenty 
of hot chocolate and Christmas cookies to go around. Of course, the other folks were 
siping on something a little stronger in their coffee mugs but we children were having 
so much fun we didn’t notice!  The little boy on the right in these pictures decked out in 
his Christmas sweater is Lee. 


The sad thing is Grandma Bertha died in 1958 and we never sang songs around the 
the piano on Christmas eve again. But, I will always have fond memories of these early 
days where everyone came together to celebrate!!
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