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Chapter 10. Wierenga Family Losses in 1963 
Our lives received a sudden serious jolt when tragedy struck our family on Sunday 
11 August 1963—I answered a telephone call from Rev. Nederlof around 6 pm in 
which he informed us that Andrew, Carolyn, and Gladys had died in a head-on 
collision on a gravel road north of Neerlandia. This many years later I can still 
remember almost exactly what he said. He asked if we had heard from our relatives 
that day. I did not know what he was talking about, of course, and then he told me. 
Jerry Joldersma, Gladys’ fiancé, was the sole survivor in their car. Gladys and Jerry 
were to be married the following Thursday—instead, there was a triple funeral. 
Dixie and I went over to Mom’s house where we were joined by Rev. Nederlof and 
Mr. John Ebbers who broke the sad news to Mom. It was a terrible time for the 
entire family, indeed for the entire Christian Reformed community. Phone calls had 
to be made to relatives, funeral arrangements had to be made, and wedding plans 
and arrangements had to be undone. I called Uncle Andrew Westra in Randolph, 
Wisconsin, who just happened to be up at one o’clock in the morning to answer the 
phone, and I called Rev. Greenfield in Grand Rapids, pastor to Carolyn’s parents, to 
spread the sad tidings. After I called my parents the next morning, all I could do was 
lie on the couch and cry for a while. 

     
Andrew, Carolyn, and Gladys Wierenga 

John Ebbers tracked down Marion and Annette Vos (Carolyn’s sister and brother-
in-law) at the Christian School convention somewhere in Colorado, and with the 
help of state troopers he also tracked down uncle John and aunt Jennie Olthuis who 
were on their way to the same convention. All four dropped everything and headed 
to Edmonton as fast as they could. 
All the adults from the Steenstra family in Grand Rapids came for the funeral, as did 
uncles Andrew, Ed, and Hank Westra from Randolph. Walter and Grace Tamminga 
and Clare and Estelle Eisenga were there as well. I remember very little of the 
funeral service except that Rev. Nederlof preached on the last part of Romans 8. A 
tape recording of the funeral service exists somewhere but I do not recall that we 
ever listened to it.  
Jerry Joldersma stayed in the Barrhead hospital for some time after the accident. 
Gary and Reta Haarsma went with us to visit him there, and I remember that I did 
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not want to drive. When Jerry was released from the hospital, he stayed at our house 
for a while to recover a bit more from his injuries and from the huge shock. When 
he was well enough to leave and go back to Michigan he gave me a set of GO game 
pieces that I still have. He had taught me the relatively simple rules of the game and 
I had begun to discover how terribly complicated the playing strategy can be. When 
our children became old enough to play the game I tried to teach it to them—partly 
so I would have someone to play with—but it never sparked their interest enough to 
pursue it. 
Andrew and Carolyn had just bought a house near 107th Avenue and 142nd Street 
and had made a deposit on it, but the deal had not been completely closed yet when 
they died. The deposit they had made was forfeited, something that did not seem 
right to us. John C. “Red” Cavanagh of the law firm where Andrew was working 
was very helpful in many ways, as were one or two other lawyers in the firm. 
Andrew’s law school classmates put together a sum of money in Andrew’s memory, 
to be used towards Mark’s university education in later years.  
Mark was not in the car with his parents when they died but was at Mom’s house. 
He was 2 years old, and the only thing we could do was take him to our house 
where he could, at least for the time being, join our three girls who were 4, 1½, and 
½. Relatives from Grand Rapids, Wisconsin, and Neerlandia came and went, and 
our family’s life had taken a very different turn all of a sudden. 

It took some time to get clarity on what 
should happen to the suddenly orphaned 
Mark—there was no will that might have 
provided guidance. Our family’s logic 
suggested that he should stay in Edmonton 
because that was where his parents had 
settled. Living with Mom Wierenga, in our 
view, was not a good option, and our family 
seemed best suited to take care of him. So it 
happened, therefore, at least on a temporary 
basis. Carolyn’s family in Grand Rapids 
had different ideas. They “firmly believed” 
(at least some of them) that Mark should go 
to Grand Rapids and join three older 
cousins in Marion and Annette Vos’ family 
there (Annette was Carolyn’s older sister). 
Letters were written back and forth, and in 
November Grandpa Steenstra and Marion 
Vos came to Edmonton to visit us and talk 

about it. The outcome of the discussions was that it was agreed that Mark would 
stay with us in Edmonton and that Dixie and I would apply to become his legal 
guardians. Under that banner we could leave his last name as Wierenga, which 
seemed to us the right thing to do. The official steps towards that took place in due 
course, and we have a document dated 1 May 1965 that made us Mark’s ‘lawful  
guardians’. Mark became our de facto son and Dixie and I became his parents. The 

Mark has joined our family 
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outcome was a serious disappointment to Mark’s Grandma Steenstra who already 
had lost her youngest daughter Carolyn, first to Edmonton, and then to death. 
According to some, she died of a broken heart not many years later.  
In addition to Mark keeping his Wierenga last name, we decided that we should 
make sure that he would make a trip to Grand Rapids at least once a year, to remain 
acquainted as much as possible with his mother’s side of the family. And so it was 
done until Mark became an adult. Different family members accompanied him on 
the trips until he was 16, after which he went alone. 
With four young children, three of them in diapers for a while, our family life was 
busy and hectic for some years and there did not seem to be much time to dwell on 
the grief that had surrounded us. For Dixie especially, quite bit of that first year or 
two is a blurry part of her memory. It helped that I was able to come home for lunch 
every day for at least a year to make home life for her a bit more bearable.  
All of us learned to love Mark, though, and he became a full member of our family 
in every respect. I was not at all sure how easily that relationship would develop, 
because his arrival in our family was not part of any plan we might have had. But, 
gradually, it all began to work. One memorable thing about Mark’s first year at our 
house was that he would come into the house from playing outside every once in a 
while, look around, and then go back out again. It seems that he needed to be 
reassured that his new parents were not going to disappear on him all of a sudden, 
as did his biological parents. 
Two other events from 1963 need mention. Wilco lost his right thumb as a result of 
a tractor pulley-and-belt accident in March and spent four or five weeks in hospitals 
in Westlock and Edmonton. My Dad in later years gently reminded me that we 
never visited him during that time. I don’t know why we did not do that and, 
fortunately, Wilco does not harbour any ill feelings about it. 
A more complicated event was George’s visit with me in late 1963. He drove up 
and told me that he felt responsible for the deaths of Andrew, Carolyn, and Gladys 
earlier in the year. I tried to reassure him as well as I could that that was impossible 
but I don’t know whether he really accepted what I said. Nevertheless, it was an 
early indication of the serious emotional and mental problems that would beset him 
in later years. 
Our first trip to Grand Rapids with Mark took place in July 1964. I had built an 
good-sized enclosed top carrier for our station wagon that could hold all our 
camping gear, and we headed out with Karen, Mark, and Ann. Joan was still very 
young and we left her with Grandma Wierenga who looked after her the first two 
weeks. After that, Mom Vanden Born looked after her at the farm, with Dixie’s 
sister Jean along to help. Our trip became quite long because we travelled to 
Michigan via Kenora and Thunder Bay, and back via Boulder, Colorado, where I 
attended the annual conference of the American Institute of Biological Sciences.  
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Dixie does not have particularly 
good memories of our stay there, 
because she was stuck in a 
conference apartment with three 
little kids while I went off to 
meetings. It did not help any that 
Ann had been sick when we left 
Wisconsin. We took her to a doctor 
there but she probably had not 
fully recovered yet by the time we 
reached Boulder. 

As far as driving and camping were 
concerned, the trip as a whole went 

quite well. We had a few glitches with the car, such as a broken radiator hose the 
first day, and a regularly overheating engine when we climbed to Trail Ridge at an 
altitude of nearly 12,000 feet in Rocky Mountain National Park. Also, somewhere 
along the freeway east of Denver we were ripped off by people at a service station 
where we bought gas. One of them convinced us that he could tell by the wear 
marks on our front tires that the shock absorbers on the car needed to be replaced. 
So it was done, and we were the poorer for it in terms of money. The lesson for the 
future was valuable, though. Apart from our stays in Grand Rapids, Randolph, and 
Boulder, we camped everywhere. In most places that worked quite well, though in 
northern Utah we met up with quite a bit of rain that also made looking at the 
scenery less attractive than it might have been. We did see the big Mormon temple 
in Salt Lake City in the sun, but only from the outside. 

__________  

Dixie with Karen, Mark, Ann 1964 


