
BY RANDY DOCKENDORF
randy.dockendorf@yankton.net

or Vernetta (Schme-
ichel) Waltner, work-
ing at Freeman Junior
College and Academy
meant coming home.

Waltner graduated
from Freeman Acad-

emy in 1971. She remained on cam-
pus to attend Freeman Junior
College (FJC) for one year.

The academy and junior college,
both Mennonite-affiliated, operated
on the same campus on the west-
ern edge of town. Freeman Junior
College and Academy was founded
in 1900 with classes beginning in
1903. The junior college closed
after the 1986 school term, and the
academy continues in operation
today.

“At the high point, Freeman Jun-
ior College reached around 100
(students) during the 1940s to
1960s,” Waltner said. “FJC was a
convenient and cost-effective way
for them to gain higher learning.”

However, finan-
cial woes and a de-
clining enrollment
eventually con-
tributed to FJC’s
closing, Waltner
said.

“It was a heart-
wrenching deci-
sion, and some
people are still a
bit unhappy about it,” she said.
“But by the end, enrollment had
dwindled to around 30, and one
cannot afford to run a quality pro-
gram with those numbers.”

A number of Freeman Academy
graduates continued their educa-
tion at FJC, Waltner said. However,
not all of them finished the two-
year program, she said.

“A number of us left FJC after
one year, so we never graduated
from there, even though we did
(graduate) from Freeman Acad-
emy,” she said.

After leaving FJC, Waltner at-
tended South Dakota State Univer-
sity for one summer and one
semester. She graduated from

Sioux Falls College (now the Uni-
versity of Sioux Falls) in 1975. She
majored in physical education and
minored in English.

She returned home to teach and
coach at Freeman Junior College
and Academy, and she managed
the secretarial bureau. She has
worked a total of 19 years for the
academy, most recently as the
school’s development director
since June 2006.

While Freeman Junior College
no longer exists, its presence re-
mains evident on the campus. A
number of the academy’s buildings
were used by FJC and represent the
historic past standing alongside
the newer buildings.

THE EARLY YEARS
FJC began as “South Dakota

Mennonite College,” according to a
historical article by John D. Unruh
and Sam Steiner. 

Mennonite settlers, mostly of
Russian, German-Russian and Swiss
origin, arrived in Dakota Territory

in the 1870s. Many of them settled
in the Freeman area, seeking a way
of maintaining the German lan-
guage while offering some Bible in-
struction.

The desire intensified when
Frederick C. Ortman visited various
Mennonite communities in Kansas
during the winter of 1894-95. Ort-
man noted the influence of Bethel
College in training Mennonites to
teach in the elementary schools.

He returned home, approaching
Elder Christian Kaufman in the win-
ter of 1899-1900. In response, repre-
sentatives of various area
Mennonite churches held a series
of meetings. The idea of a Mennon-
ite college grew in popularity, and
the decision was made to build the

school in Freeman. A board of di-
rectors was elected in December
1900, and a charter was obtained
that month from the State of South

Dakota.
Fundraising

began, and con-
struction of the
first building —
a frame struc-
ture costing
$7,000 — was
begun in 1902.
The building

was completed in time for classes
in fall 1903, with dedication serv-
ices held in October 1903. The cam-
pus expanded in the early years to
include two dormitories, and audi-
torium-gymnasium and an adminis-
tration building.

The dormitories were built in
1906 and 1915 at a respective cost
of $6,000 and $4,500. The audito-
rium-gymnasium was erected in
1923 at a cost of around $7,500.

After the administration build-
ing was completed in 1926 at a cost
of $60,000, two more buildings
were placed on the nine-acre cam-
pus. First, a men’s dormitory was
built out of Army barracks, with
two apartments for faculty mem-
bers.

A number of FJC students
needed lodging during the school
year, Waltner said.

“There were dorms, but in the
early years, students sometimes
boarded with folks that lived in
town — especially in the winter,”
she said.

The dormitories and other
boarding arrangements reflected
Freeman Junior College’s large
draw of students from a wide terri-
tory, Waltner said.

“Many students were from the
greater Freeman area,” she said.
“But we also had lots of students
from our sister Mennonite commu-
nities of Henderson, Nebraska, and
Mountain Lake, Minnesota, and
others that somehow found us
through other persons connected
with the Mennonite church.”  

Next came a new auditorium-
gymnasium, completed in 1950 at
an estimated cost of $125,000. The
building was named Pioneer Hall in
honor of the early settlers.

Pioneer Hall remains an impor-
tant part of the campus, hosting
the annual Schmeckfest and a num-
ber of school and community activ-
ities.

Pioneer Hall contains a basket-
ball court, which was a popular

sport for the students, Waltner
said.

“There have always been some
extracurricular activities. Basket-
ball and different forms of public
speaking have probably had the
most longevity,” she said.

“I just visited with some of the
members from the classes of 1939
and 1944, and they said basketball
was a favorite!”

HITTING THE BOOKS
FJC’s curriculum evolved over

time, according to Unruh and
Steiner.

When the school opened in
1903, its courses consisted mainly
of common school subjects and
German. New courses were added
as the school developed. The state
recognized the teacher training
course in 1911, and the academy
was fully accredited in 1922. The
following year, the school offered
the first year of college work.

By 1927, the University of South
Dakota accredited the full junior
college course.

In 1950, the school offered a junior
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Freeman’s Education Hub
Freeman Junior College

For Decades, Freeman Junior
College Served As Training Ground
For Teachers, Nurses And Others

RANDY DOCKENDORF/P&D

Pioneer Hall in Freeman was once a center of Freeman Junior College, which trained students from 1903 through 1986.
The hall is still a vital facility for Freeman Academy, which still operates in the Hutchinson County community.
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“At the high point, Freeman Junior College
reached around 100 (students) during the 1940s to

1960s. FJC was a convenient and cost-effective
way for them to gain higher learning.”

VERNETTA WALTNER


