
Newly Married Pioneers 

by Diane Conroy 

 

This area of Idaho was settled by many Civil War Veterans and newly married 

pioneers. John and Mary Lorang of White Spring Ranch in Genesee are just a 

sample. There were several early settlers who lived here and died and carried 

their stories to the grave.  Fortunately, John and Mary were very serious 

historians and we have all the stories.  From the time John was courting Mary 

in Wisconsin until now, we have records of almost every day of their lives. 

Sometimes both morning and afternoon, from his point of view and hers. The 

children chimed in too, with journaled thoughts, so as not to be forgotten. 

Here are just a few quotes from the overwhelming amount of letters and 

journals found on site. 

Mary Gesellchen Lorang:  “Dearest Children and all! Today I will write a few 
lines to you that maybe you don't know, and after I am dead and gone, you 
can't ask me anymore or anyone else......My mother's name was Gertrude 
Mertes...She came across the Ocean when she was 16 years old......”  

“Dear children....I wrote this I was afraid you would forget.......”  

John Lorang: (John and Mary’s first language was German)  

 “At 8 o'clock am we started for Rome, and arrived there at 1:30 am. ...........”  

“On this day, this book was presented to me by Isaac Stephenson, for whom I 

use to work 39 years ago in a lumbering camp on twin-kreek, Wis. ......”  

"This chair was made by myself in Feb. 1914....it is constructed of four 

different kinds of wood......"  

"Then I made one arm-chair out of one apple-tree for my self and it just fits 

me. Ther ar both better then I expect theam to be......." 

 “Dear Son Henry, Yesterday we have received the good news that the war is 

over with......”  

Martha Lorang (child of John and Mary): “Mother said that in Genesee Proper, 

'There were tents all over the place and all was blooming.....it was thought 

Genesee was going to be a big city. ...'  

 “One of the springs was piped to the house and barn in 1911. Dad had never 

had any engineering experience, but it worked......”  

“Dad was always at some Farm Bureau meeting or another to promote this or 

that and once was asked to run for Representative of Idaho. He put out cards 



but would not solicit, so of course he wasn't elected. Governor Alexander 

thought a lot of Dad and for what he did and stood for......Gov. Alexander 

appointed him to represent Idaho in a World meeting of Farmers....He had to 

stand up and give a talk, and he said, at first, his knees shook, but that he got 

the courage and did very well...”  

 “The buggy had a top on it and a one-cushion seat that carried three by 

squeezing in together....”  

“We had many large gatherings at our house....one year, the Fourth-of-July 

was held at our farm. We had foot races, sack races, and a Merry-Go-Round 

with horses.” 

Charles Lorang (child of John and Mary): “Barney Timmel worked as a hired 

hand on my Father farm in Genesee when I was a very small boy, but I 

remember him. I especially remember him when gave me the lines of a four 

horse team.....”  

 

These stories are wonderful and heartbreaking both. I would like to share 

some of them with you, since John and Mary Lorang’s journals were repeated 

in real lives all over this part of Idaho.  

This story will begin to tell of the White Spring Ranch, established in 1885 in 

Genesee, Idaho by these two young and creative lovers.  

John Lorang was born in 1858; Mary Gesellchen in 1860. Both were born in 

Wisconsin just before the Civil War in the United States.  Both of their parents 

had emigrated from Germany; John's family in 1854, Mary's in 1846. John's 

father had been born in France. 

In 1879, John Lorang, age 21, went out to the woods to make his fortune in 

order to travel West to Idaho. His parents Bernard and Angela Lorang had 

nine children. Too many to pass on enough land for all and John's older 

brother Theodore was sharing many tales of fertile Palouse farmland in Idaho. 

John began "working in the woods" logging trees and squaring logs, in 

Wisconsin and Minnesota. In 4 full years, by 1883; he had amassed what was 

a small fortune for the time, $500.  John had been writing letters to his 

sweetheart Mary Gesellchen for the entire 4 years in the woods.  And here is 

one letter John wrote to Mary, after she said “Yes”.  

“Today September 17, 1880  

Oh dear Mary,  



I was over joyed yesterday to get your letter which I had been waiting for a 

long time. I had hoped with much pain and almost give up hope and I 

dreamed every night last week that I would get a letter. Finally your letter 

came my dream come true. You can believe me that you couldn’t have made 

me more happy.  

For three weeks I have been away from the old place where I worked. Now I am 

about 20 miles away from my old place. Here I make square beams out of logs 

and get paid $20.00 a month. I am not so far in the woods like I was last 

winter. I am only one mile from the church so I can go to church every 

Sunday.  

Now I will close my letter. Many greetings to you from your always happy 

lover.  

John Lorang, Collegeville, Stearns, Co. Minn.” 

 

On Feb. 19, 1884, he married her and just two weeks later, still the middle of 

winter; John and Mary boarded an emigrant train from Wisconsin to Riparia, 

WA. This was the closest stop to their destination. They weren't traveling 

alone. They joined a small group of 11 friends from Wisconsin also interested 

in the Palouse farmland.  It was a stark boxcar that carried these immigrants 

West. They were to carry their own food and cook meals on a small stove at 

the end of the car. After ten days on the train, the group of 11 landed at 

Riparia, WA and boarded a steamboat for an all day trip East, a few miles, to 

Lewiston, Idaho.  One of the women remembers picking flowers on the banks 

of the Snake River in Lewiston on March 15, 1884. From Lewiston each family 

used a wagon to travel up the steep Silcott Rd., the first pioneer road on 

Lewiston Hill towards their new home.    (To be continued…) 
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Mary Gesellchen, c. 1880 

 

 

 



Silcott Road up Lewiston Hill, photo taken in 1912 

By John Lorang 

 


