
The Bell Comes Home

By Norma Martin

The Congregation of Gaetz Memorial United Church in Red Deer will  long remember
June 3, 1990.  That was the day our precious old bell rang out over the city for the first
time since 1955.  The story of the return of the bell is a story of faith and cooperation, a
happy story and a story that has become a small part of Red Deer’s history.

It began in 1987 when the congregation celebrated its 100th anniversary.  Many projects
were initiated and completed during the year, including writing and publishing a history
book and installing a beautiful new pipe organ.  But the Anniversary Committee had one
other great idea that it was unable to follow through in 1987.  That idea was to bring the
old church tower bell back home.

At this point you are likely wondering how our bell wandered away from home in the first
place.  This bell, which was first installed in the Leonard Gaetz Memorial Methodist
Church in 1910, rang out over the town until 1955.  It called people to church, warned
children at curfew and lunch time, and became a much-loved part of the community.  But
its ringing was silenced on January 13, 1955 when the lovely old church burned to the
ground.  When a new church was built, the board decided not to install the old bell in the
new tower.  Although records do not tell us why this decision was made, we can guess
that the modern 50s dictated something more “state of the art” for church buildings,
because in 1956 an electronic carillon was duly installed in the tower.  Consequently, the
board decided to advertise the bell for sale.

In 1987 when we set out to find the bell, it did not take long to discover that it had been
sold for $50.00 to the Pine Hill Hutterite Colony a few miles southwest of Red Deer.
With a little more sleuthing, we found that the bell had made its way from there to the
Minburn Colony east of Edmonton.  The Hutterite community had painted it bright red
and mounted it on a tower where it was rung every day to call members in for meals,
especially workers in the distant fields.

When Peter Tschetter, the leader of the colony, was approached to sell the bell back to
Gaetz, he promised he would if we could find him a replacement bell of the same size.
Now, bells that weigh 2,300 pounds and measure 48 inches in diameter by almost that
much in height are not exactly in great supply.  The hunt was on all over Canada.  But the
bells we found were either not the right size or their owners were unwilling to part with
them.  And so 1987 came and went, and our bell project was not completed.  

In the meantime, Peter Tschetter died and his son Dave became the leader of the Minburn
Colony.  Dave wanted very much to fulfill  his father’s promise.  In 1989 on a trip to a
Hutterite colony in Manitoba, Dave Tschetter discovered a bell, just the right size, which
had been retired from duty and replaced by a modern siren.  So he bought that bell for the
colony and agreed to bring the Gaetz bell back to Red Deer.  The colony sandblasted the
red paint off the bell and delivered it to the church on October 8, 1989.  Giving up the
bell was not easy for the Minburn community – its members had loved and cared for it
well for 19 years.  It was truly a wonderful gesture on their part.



After storing the bell over the winter, the time arrived to decide what to do with it.  Our
plan seemed to be leaning toward mounting it on a cairn when someone said, “But a bell
should be rung!  Let’s see if we can mount it in the tower.”  Some pigeons had been using
the tower as a good rent-free home so a “ little”  cleaning was necessary, but an
engineering study confirmed that with a few alternations it would indeed hold the bell.
The wheels were set in motion and on May 15, 1990, with the help of many skilled
volunteers and the use of a 40-foot crane, the bell was slipped into the tower “without a
hitch.”   What a thrill  it was to see this happen!

  

Now we could hardly wait to ring the bell that morning, but it was not to be.  The
ministers said the bell must be rung for the first time when the whole congregation could
be there to hear it.  A dedication service was held on June 3 and that Sunday morning we
all moved outside to unveil  a plaque and hear out old wandering bell ring again for the
first time since 1955.  Eight members of the Minburn Colony joined the congregation for
that service, a fitting way to end the saga of the bell.

That is the story of our bell.  Because it is such a warm, human story, it caught the
attention of the media, not only here in Red Deer, but also in Edmonton and Calgary and
as far away as Toronto where it was picked up by the CBC radio program “Morningside”
and broadcast from coast to coast.  Hearing it ring from Halifax to Vancouver is a happy
ending to our bell’ s story.




