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Introduction.

Who is Bob Wahl? 

In the winter of 1934, Bob Wahl was born on a farm in a small Mennonite village named Kronstal. The village is near the South Saskatchewan river, close to Clark’s Crossing east of Warman, Saskatchewan, Canada. Bob’s great grandfather, Cornelius Wall, was a founding member of Kronstal, Saskatchewan. He came to Canada from Ukraine in 1886 to settle in Rheinland, Manitoba. At the turn of the century, he moved to Kronstal. 

At 17 years old, Bob left the farm that his dad ran. Beverley and he were involved in ministry in Europe and later started a business in Germany. After moving back to Canada, he and his wife and family settled in Surrey, BC, where Bob started his real estate business. He continued teaching a Bible Study class for many years in various churches and helped establish several churches and youth camps. 

He has written and published 3 books and written several more, including this book about his youth on the farm. In 2016, Bob’s wife, Beverley, passed away from dementia. He has since remarried and currently lives with his new wife, Anne, in Bethany Manor, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.    
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Kronstal.  

As I have documented in my autobiography, “Contending with Horses” and in my book “Saskatchewan School No 99” Mennonites arrived here by the hundreds in the early part of this century. Mostly from Manitoba, although some came from the USA and Ontario and other provinces.  

The original charter members of Kronstal village included my great grandfather and the Wall and Banman families. They named the village Kronstal after a similar village in the Ukraine. It means Crown Valley. The Banman families with all the girls saw them soon snapped up by young Friesen boys who came from a nearby village, Blumenheim. They soon established themselves and raised families in Kronstal. Dad’s oldest sister, Elizabeth, also married one of those Friesen boys. 

Picture 1. Dad inherited the family farm from his dad, Peter Wall. Note: different spelling. Dad and his brothers changed Wall to Wahl.  

Grandfather, Peter Wall, passed away in 1933 just a year before my birth. My parents married that year, and I was born the following year in 1934. Dad’s older brother, Corny, married a sister of my mom’s and the two couples had a double wedding. 

Picture 2. The house on the left is the home where Bob was born. The yard is identical to the one shown above. The cars came later. My parents are in the picture. I am likely one kid in the picture, not sure which one. 

Not sure which was our car. It would be there as well. Our home, of course, had no electricity, no indoor plumbing, no running water, no washroom. Grandma and mom did the cooking on an old wood heated stove. 

As a baby, I recall waking up and calling for my mom while still in my crib. After being picked up, I tried to tell them how dark I thought it looked and used a low German word, “Dunkel”, but no one seemed to understand me. Guess my language abilities were still rather limited. With her, I recall, an elderly lady. That may have been my grandma, Dad’s mom, was still living with my folks. Later, after grandpa died in 1933, she remarried and moved to his place in Blumenort or Blumental, near Swift Current. Saskatchewan. She died in 1958 or 1960 and is buried in the Kronstal cemetery. 

Move to Fort Vermilion 1937.

Farming was hard in the 30ties and many from our community were moving to the Peace River country in BC. Dad and 2 of his brothers, with their wives and children, did the same. Dad sold the farm to his older sister and moved to Fort Vermilion in Alberta when I became 3 years old. (1937). My memory of the first 3 years on the farm is hazy, but I remember some things about the trip. We had a truck to haul our furniture and perhaps some equipment. It was very exciting. An adventure for this farm boy. Many times, I recall, we got stuck. Roads were unpaved, always breaking up like the Alaska highway. In Peace River, the road ended entirely, and we had to continue with a boat on the Peace River towards Fort Vermilion. 

I loved it. I recall watching as we started out in Peace River. First, a bridge (railway) appeared overhead, float silently by and disappear. Then I found the islands we encountered so fascinating. I had seen nothing like it; I wished I could live on one of those moving islands, fish, swim, and investigate those mysterious dark areas under the weeping willows. 

I also remember the peaceful setting while sitting on a deck on the side of the boat watching the men throw the fish line out repeatedly and catch little. Or I would lie there and watch the clouds go slowly by imagining images they were creating. Mountains and valleys and beautiful scenes of water flowing gently down the ravines to a raging river. 

I knew where our bedding was stored and loved to crawl among it all, feeling hidden from the world. From it I could see the dark dense forest of trees and imagine all kinds of wild animals lurking just behind them. Ready to pounce if we came too close. 

I am told I got extremely ill after eating some bad baloney on the ferry. To the point they expected me to die and discussed where I would be buried. The captain informed my folks he would stop and bury me in the woods offshore. I fooled them. I survived. This is 87 years ago. 

Getting lost.

My parents found lodging in an old house in which I learned a man had been killed. Its location is near the once small pioneer town of Fort Vermilion. It was heavily wooded, bush country. Some trails, mostly used by the natives, ran through the woods. Where to? None of us knew. I recall clearly, while playing near the house with my two-year-old brother, Herbie. I saw several cows coming towards us along a path partially hidden by a hedge of trees. I thought we should help to bring those cows into our yard. Why, I’m not sure. Maybe I thought they belonged to us and needed milking. I could hear them coming down a trail leading past our house. So with my younger brother, we went out to turn the cows into our yard, but they ignored us. Just kept on walking down this trail. Herb, a two-year-old, could not run fast, but I kept trying to get ahead of the lead cow to turn her back without success. Herb followed the best he could, pulling a little wagon we had. We tried for what must have been several hours, not realizing we were heading into a deep, unknown bush. 

Finally, I realized I was looking at a cluster of gentle rolling hills with scarce vegetation that I had not seen before. That’s when I recognized we were lost. I had paid no attention to where we were going. We could take the trail back, but it had forks on the trail. Several trails had branched off, and I did not think of following a trail the cows would have made. Herb crying, and I probably as well. Then, when we came to a fork in the path, I had to decide which one to take. That was so hard, but I guess I made the right decision. 

When our folks found we were missing, panic ensued. Getting lost in the Fort Vermilion woods is no piece of cake for adults, let alone two little boys. They quickly notified dad’s brother Corny and Corny’s wife, Mary, and somehow, they found us. How I do not know. My next recall is that of sitting on a blanket with my folks and my aunt and uncle and a cousin, Herb’s age, nearby, feeling very relieved. The blanket had never felt so good, and the drinks and goodies we were given were delicious. How good to be home and safe with someone to care for us. 

Mosquitos.

The Mosquitos were huge and miserable to live with, especially toward evening or late afternoon. Like giant bees, seeking us out for their meals. No going to bed but first closing the mosquito net around us and killing all that had gotten in. Initially, Dad told me how he could not understand why the indigenous men that walked into the woods every day carried a pail with them. It was not water they carried, but some straw. Then he soon learned these were smoke pails. When they returned in the evening from wherever they went, the smoke would be gently curling out of those pails, offering some relief from the hordes of mosquitos. 

Buffalo.

I recall Buffalo coming into our yard. We had a well with a 3 teepee-like pole over the well. One huge buffalo bull, likely realizing how close the water, walked under those poles trying to scratch his side and destroyed the whole setup. We tried to scare them away, but they paid little attention to 2 little kids. 

Picture 3 from an early era of Fort Vermilion.

Return to the Village of Kronstal. 

We were in Fort Vermilion for only a few months before my dad and his brothers decided that their undertaking to clear the land and preparing it for crops, without adequate or hardly any implements, was simply too daunting. They decided as a group to return to their former homes near Osler/Warman, Saskatchewan. But dad had sold his inheritance, the farm. That meant starting fresh. For some time, we lived in the ravine visible in the picture above.  

Picture 4. On the left is a picture of me at 4 years of age, shortly after we returned from Fort Vermilion. There is a ravine running through the farm in which, as I grew up where I spent many happy hours. I played among the trees, and in the pool created by a dam. Herbie, my younger brother by one year, was always a constant companion. He had some major issues with rheumatic fever and could not help in the following years, as he would have liked. Later in life, he outdid me with hard work. Until I became responsible for my little brother, I often played alone. I recall dad with a shovel levelling the place in the ravine where we could put up a tent. The knoll created is still there and visible. That was fun and I loved to play in the ravine pool. It was quite shallow. Years later, I hauled water from there many times and swam in the pool. We stayed in the ravine in a tent for several months until an old unused farmhouse became available to us. 

Picture 5. This is a picture of the farm we moved to after our return from Fort Vermilion, Alberta. I recall this place well. We lived there until I was ready for school about 6. I arrived when I was still only 3. 

I enjoyed getting the cows for milking. It was quite a challenge for a young boy. Then I recall the play fight I had with a small goat. I would grab his horns and could manipulate him well. 

Getting to know our neighbors’ kids was something else I enjoyed. My greatest surprise I will never forget. The family was invited to neighbors for a Sunday afternoon “fastba”, a Mennonite tradition. This family had only girls my age and a little older. So we all played together. I was glad to be included. I must have been 4 or
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