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Introduction
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What a glorious, tough, exciting, hard life I have lived. If only it had not had so many downs, I could write only of the exciting times. But that is not life. Life must have valleys, as well as mountains. And I have known many more valleys than mountains to experience. I am always climbing mountains. Many times, these mountains were my creation.

Originally, I wrote the personal narrative up to 2008 and presented it at a Cousin Reunion. I called my story “Contending with Horses”, from the Scriptures. Jeremiah 12:5: “If you have run with the horsemen and they have wearied you, then how can you contend with horses?” The word “contended” is rather out of date. A better translation is, if you have raced with men on foot and they have worn you out, how can you compete with horses? My thought is that I have competed with powerful forces in my life–and perhaps lost more times than I have won.

Of great help in telling my story is the fact that I have kept a diary and journal since about 1952. I have an excellent memory, but there are many details I would have missed had I not been able to check my notes in the journals. I think most of this story will interest my immediate family. I know also that my story and my experiences as I tell them will be considered of greater value to future generations than to the present.

I wish I had a journal chronicling the emotions of leaving my home country for Canada, leaving behind loved ones, including parents, siblings, and possibly even children. This decision echoes that of my ancestor, Friedrich deWaal, who may have left the Netherlands, (or his parents did). Then his son, Cornelius Wall, left Prussia (now Poland) and moved to Russia, (now Ukraine). His son Johann left to go to Canada, and later his son, Cornelius, left Canada

and moved to Mexico. Two of Corney’s sons would not move with him to Mexico. One of them was my grandfather, Peter Wall, who refused to go and as a result, I am a Canadian rather than a Mexican.

Genealogy & History

My Ancestors–Waals or de Waal, or Wall or Wahl and Enns.

Our story probably started on an island just off the western shoreline of Holland. An island called “Texel.” Horst Penner, in his book “Die Ost und Westpreussischen Mennoniten”, suggests that the Wall name was originally spelled “de Waal” based on the records of the Mennonite congregation in Danzig, West Prussia. A prominent town on the island of Texel is de Waal. The town of de Waal is on the scenic island of Texel, which is the origin of our family name, Wall. Anabaptist trial records from Amsterdam, Holland, noted by Horst Penner, list a Jacob de Waal who died in Danzig in 1549. The signature of Jacob’s son or grandson, Pieter de Waele, appears in Danzig Mennonite records in 1586. The fourth generation of this family was represented by Elias de Wale, operating a brandy distillery in Danzig in 1660. Gradual changes in the name’s spelling can be seen through these four generations. By the 18th century, “Wall” had become the most common spelling but with many families keeping the “de”.

Ehrenfried deWaal or Wall 1727–1892. This is the furthest point I can go on the paternal side at present. Born in Czattkau, Prussia. Perhaps someone can trace our family back to our roots in the Netherlands.

His son: Johann Wall or deWaal 1768 to 1809. Born in Prussia. Moved to Neuendorf, Russia 1795.

His son: Cornelius Wall, born in 1798 Neuendorf, Chortitza.

Death date unknown.

His son: Johann Wall born 22 October 1822, Neuendorf, Chortitza, South Russia. Died: 27 August 1897, Manitoba. Married Helena Hildebrand Dec 10, 1846. Helena Hildebrand was born on Oct 23, 1823, and died Oct 7, 1881. Johann and Helena Wall came on the ship–Peruvian–in June 1878. They came to Canada with their families and settled amidst the population of Reinland, Manitoba. According to the “1880 Village Census of the Mennonite West Reserve,” he homesteaded the land nearby known as NE 23-1-4W and, according to the Old Colony rule, lived in the village on what was Lot 14. There are several references to him in the book, “Reinland, an Experience in Community,” published by the Reinland Centennial Committee in 1976.

Johann remarried Susanna deFehr. June 2, 1892.

His son: Cornelius Wall Born: 17 October 1857, South Russia. Died: 23 January 1934, Rosengart, Manitoba Colony, Chihuahua, Mexico. Married Katherina Driedger.

His son: Peter Wall Born: 12 April 1884, Reinland, Manitoba. Died: 1 October 1932, Kronstal, Hague-Osler Reserve, Saskatchewan. Married Elizabeth Giesbrecht.

His son: John Wall (changed name to Wahl) Born Jan 1, 1912, Kronstal, Hague-Osler Reserve, Saskatchewan. Died: May 15, 1989, Saskatoon, Sk. Married Helen Enns.

His son: (Author) Robert (Bob) Wahl Born Feb 19, 1934, Kronstal, Hague-Osler Reserve, Saskatchewan. Married Beverley Peake and Anne Froese.
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Section 1: Childhood 1934–1939
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Born in the Village of Kronstal.

In my book “Saskatchewan School No 99”, I wrote about how Mennonites arrived here by the hundreds in the early part of this century. They came mostly from Manitoba, although they came from the USA and Ontario and other provinces.

Among the original charter members of Kronstal village were my great grandfather and the Wall and Banman families. Inspired by a village in Ukraine, they named the village Kronstal. Kronstal means Crown Valley. The Banman families had mostly girls. The Friesen family, many boys. Soon, the young Friesen boys who came from a nearby village, Blumenheim, snapped them up. After settling down in Kronstal, they quickly established themselves and started raising families. Elizabeth, Dad’s oldest sister, also ended up marrying one of those Friesen boys.

Dad, after the passing of his dad, Peter Wall, inherited the family farm. Note: different spelling of family name. Dad and his brothers changed Wall to Wahl.

Just a year before my birth, Peter Wall, my grandfather, passed away in 1933. That year, my parents got married, and the following year, in 1934, I was born. My dad’s older brother, Corny, married a sister of my mom’s, leading to a double wedding for the two couples.
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Image 1 Bob’s birth home 1934

The home where Bob was born is the house on the left. Just like the one shown above, the yard is identical. After the time, the cars arrived. My parents are in the picture. As one kid in the picture, I am not sure which one I am.

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, and 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 understood me. Guess my language abilities were still limited. With her, I recall, an elderly lady. That may have been my grandma, Dad’s mom, was still living with my folks. Grandma died in 1958 or 1960 and is buried in the

Kronstal cemetery.

Move to Fort Vermilion, 1937

Farming in the thirties was very tough. Crop failure followed crop failure, so perhaps because his two brothers and his wife’s two sisters were planning a move up to Fort Vermillion, Alberta, John gave up the farm he had inherited and join them. That was 1937. He joined his brothers, along with their wives and children, including his own family. It was extremely hard during the terrible dust storms when the world would often turn black in the middle of the day. Better land was available in the Peace River country and in a spirit of adventure, the three families decided to ‘give it a go,’ as they said. The die was cast, and soon all three families were on their way to Fort Vermilion in Alberta. No doubt the prospect was exciting. It would be a fresh start where the soil was very fruitful. Dad sold the Kronstal farm to his oldest sister. He was about to regret that decision deeply. I never found out how much they paid, but I recall one payment of two cows some years after we returned from Fort Vermilion.

[image: ]


Image 2 Ferry Peace River 1937


I don’t know what the others drove, but I know dad purchased a truck to take our goods. Roads were not paved and often not graveled, so that we got stuck in the mud several times. The road only went as far as the Peace River, Alberta. There we had to board a ferry that would take us and our goods up the river to Fort Vermilion, which must have seemed like the end of the earth.

I recall things from this point on, such as the bridges we floated under and the islands in the middle of the river. I also recall the men sitting on a deck, feet hanging over the edge while they talked and fished. Years ago, my wife Bev and I traveled back that way and at the museum in Fort Vermilion, the director told us they never had that kind of ferry. After a lot of discussion, they finally found a picture of the ferry I described and realized it had served for only that one year during the time we traveled up that river. During that ferry ride, I became extremely ill from eating some bad baloney. It looked like I was going to die, and so funeral arrangements were discussed with the captain, who insisted all he could do if I died was pull over and have me buried on the banks of the river. God had other plans because I made it. I still remember the buffalo, and the quaint little house we moved into in Ft. Vermilion.
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Image 3 Bob at about 3

I recall one serious event in which my brother Herb and I got lost in the woods. I was three, and he was two years old. I recall thinking I would get the cows to come for milking, but the cows would not co­operate and kept going deeper into the woods on an old trail. We tried to get ahead of them, to no avail. I guess we could not run quickly enough. After some time, I realized we were in an unfamiliar place. That was scary. Getting lost in these woods was no joke. There were wild animals like bears and wolves that might have considered us a healthy meal. We started back, crying as we went, pulling a little toy wagon we had hauled with us. We came to a fork in the trail, and I did not know which way to go. I do not recall how we got home. Our parents must have found us.

My Uncle Corney and Aunt Mary had obviously been notified and may have helped in the search. They were there as well with Roy, who was Herb’s age. I recall how comfortable the blanket felt we sat on after we got back.

Moving back to Saskatchewan.

Because of the harsh task of clearing land with no equipment and heavy–duty mosquitoes (they claimed were as big as birds), and for other reasons, the three couples were soon persuaded to head back to civilization. The venture up there was not what the families had dreamed it would be and within six months, all had returned. Peter and Susan Wahl, with their family, settled in Saskatoon, and Corny and Mary Wahl stayed in the Edmonton area. Dad and mom with Herb and me, moved back to Kronstal.

Now the problem was where we would live. We could not move back to the Wall homestead because it had been sold to dad’s older sister, Elizabeth, who married John Friesen, son of Johann Friesen, founder of Blumenheim. However, John Friesen’s original home, which was only about one mile away, was available to us, but needed work, I guess. Or it may even have had somebody living in it. In the meantime, dad and I went looking for a place to put up a tent for a temporary home. I always liked the ravine where the home of my birthplace was located, and which I thought was like the Grand Canyon. Now it seems so shallow. But there in the ravine, close to water and beautiful birch trees, we dug (I helped; I think) a shallow base for a tent and set up housekeeping. I thought that was heaven. I still go back there from time to time to look at the outline of the indenture we made in the soil in that place.

In the fall of 1937, we moved into the Friesen home. It was a temporary move since dad was actively at work building us a new home

on another quarter section he had inherited from his father, which was just a mile west of where the Saskatchewan School was located. Our brother, John, was born on the Friesen farm; the buildings that were there are long gone. John came about four years after Herb. I recall when we were taken to John Friesen’s and when we were taken back a day later; we had a new brother.

Early Years

[image: ]

Image 4 Later picture of our Farm,

The farm in which I was born first belonged to Peter Woelke, who owned it for a brief period. He also came from the Mennonite group that arrived from Manitoba around 1895. He was Grandfather Peter Wall’s uncle. Peter Wall may have built all the buildings, including a house and barn. My brother, Herb, was born a little over a year after me

on the same farm, and our sister, Helen, a year after that. She only lived a few months and was buried with her grandparents in the Kronstal Cemetery.

Since we moved away when I was only three years old, I do not have many memories of that time. My brother and I deeply regretted the sale of the farm, but later I spent many hours of play there with my cousins. Dad never referred to what was a huge mistake.

When I grew up, the Isaak Janzen’s, formerly the home of my Great-Grandfather, Cornelius Wall, lived at the top of the village of Kronstal. Later, the farm became a large milking farm under the ownership of Pete and Bill Fehr.

Further east and some distance off the main village street, was the home of my grandfather, Peter Wall, where my dad, John Wall and Corny Wall were born, and possibly their siblings: Elizabeth, Peter and Abe and Herb and me. Other homes directly in Strassen Dorf, known as Kronstal, were closer together, such as Isbrand Friesen and Isaac Banmans. Other families included the Herman Friesen’s and the Reimers. The people were spread out in this village. Several built along the ravine, which meandered in a south-east direction. The Mennonite school used to be on Cornelius Wall’s property just across from the Kronstal cemetery until it was moved onto Peter Wall’s property. Often, the schools were used for worship as well.

I still recall most of the neighbors in that small village of Kronstal with very positive memories. Within a mile, there were two Banman families, one on either side of us. All had large families, so I had lots of children to play with. I still recall visiting the Isaac Banman family, where there were a lot of girls all still under school age. We played a game called Family, complete with parents, doctor and patient. We each played our role. I was appointed to be the doctor, and when I had to look

at one of the little girls who was supposedly ill, I discovered for the first time that girls did not have a penis. That was the first time I saw a vagina, and I was amazed. At the meal later, I almost blurted out to everyone what I had discovered, but somehow at the last moment I sensed that might not be the best thing to do. Mom and the other ladies might have stopped our play, and I was enjoying it. Breasts were more common since all mothers breastfed their babies, so I was used to seeing that. Of course, none of my playmates had breasts.

It was a closely knit community and bringing up children was a community affair. Every parent felt responsible for looking after all the children and to discipline them if necessary. Several times, I had my ear yanked by some lady for disturbing her garden or jumping around too much in the house. Sometimes we had a bucket of freezing water dumped on us for misbehaving and often we received serious lectures. Every man was an ‘uncle’, and no first name was ever used without the prefix of uncle. Only the greatest respect was shown toward all our elders.

After residing in the old John Friesen farmhouse temporarily in Kronstal, dad built his own home on some additional land he had inherited from his father just a mile west of the Saskatchewan School. It was finished right on schedule for me to begin school in 1940. I recall him driving away practically every day to work on the project. We had a Model T Ford, which was very useful, and dad would drive with that unless he needed to take some lumber or supplies in which case he would use the horses. We lacked water on the farm and no modern conveniences, so life was difficult for men or women.

John and Helen (Enns) Wahl.

Dad and mom worked hard to earn a living for their growing family. Soon Larry was born in 1944, followed by twins Jerry and June

in 1949. The girl, June, died soon after birth, much to Mom’s great regret. A few years later, another girl was stillborn and then, finally in 1952, mom had her girl, Hazel. By that time, I had left home.

My dad was a powerful man physically, but also in determination and willpower. I have seen him walk with a crushed ankle. It happened when he was trying to hitch the tractor to a one–way disker and caught his ankle between the tractor and the disk. He drove home, hobbled to a car and drove himself to a Trajchtmoaka, (a bonesetter), as these home­spun Mennonite chiropractors were known in those days. The ankle was wrapped up well, but no cast. He did not believe in casts. It hindered healing; he thought. Another time, I witnessed him trying to remove a huge molar. Both my dad and I have strong teeth with deep roots. Dentists have worked hours trying to remove some of my teeth. One time dad spent all night working on a tooth because it was aching. Early in the morning, he finally got it removed.

He was secretary/treasurer of the local school board as far back as I can remember. It was mom who helped him there. He only had a grade four education, but mom had graduated from Public School with a grade eight education and was considered quite educated. She would do all the writing for him.

He also ran for a counselor in Warman. He took on a well- established veteran–a Mr. Nazerdeen–and won by just a few votes the first time. The second time, dad trounced him. He became quite involved in road maintenance and worked on many tasks for the Warman municipality. His deep involvement may have helped financially, but it had serious drawbacks when things did not get done on the farm.

Dad’s absence meant that the running of the farm fell to me as soon as I finished grade eight. I was 13 years old. (I returned to school later at 17.) He was difficult to get along with and we had many

arguments as I grew up. He demanded a lot. He was head of the family, but as I grew older, I could not accept everything without questioning, especially as I thought I was running the farm. He was wrapped up in municipal affairs, and perhaps spending too much time in the local beer parlor with his friends. I never suspected, nor did I ever see him drunk. Perhaps he could handle it well.

Dad was quite active, respected, and a leader in the community. He campaigned actively for the old CCF, now NDP, before they came to power in Saskatchewan. At one time, all the potential cabinet ministers in our home. He was always on the local school board; built several schools; served on many committees, including the highways and roads department; directed campaigns against onslaughts of grasshoppers; as well as being elected to the Warman Council. He also brought in the first farmer’s telephone. He sold the local farmers on the idea, collected funds, ordered the phones and then arranged wiring much of it by use of local fences to carry the conversations. It was quite an innovation. It was dad who gave each farmer a special ring number, like one short one and two long ones, or three short and one long, etc. Of course, since everyone could hear the person called, many got on the call to listen in. It was not very secure, and any news quickly spread. But sometimes it also got help quickly when a long ring would show an emergency, and everyone would listen and respond.

One time, together with other men and youth, we were helping my dad widen a road through a deep ravine. My Uncle Corny was driving a Farmall tractor that had the motor on one side. He was pulling a grader, and dad was pushing it as hard as he could to the edge of the road. Suddenly it caught on something and in that moment the tractor heaved up and over backward. Dad grabbed the wheel as it came over and managed with his enormous strength to turn it on to its side, saving his

brother Corny’s life although he risked his own. I still cannot drive through that ravine without recalling that event.

Farmers used to trade animals, including dogs and horses. Dad traded several horses with other farmers that needed a different type of horse for their purposes. One time in the late thirties before I started school, dad traded our dog to a relative who lived across the Saskatchewan River. I was heartbroken. My dog was gone. I did not like the new dog. I wanted my dog back. It was deep in winter, freezing, and, of course, the river was frozen. We kept the new dog in the barn for fear it would run away. One freezing frosty morning there was a scratch at the door and when we opened the door, there was our old dog. He got away, crossed the Saskatchewan River, and found his way back home. What a joy that was for me. Dad then simply let the other dog go and he hurried back to his home. It never ceased to amaze me that these dogs could so easily find their way. After all, it was many miles through cold and ice that the dogs traversed to find their homes.
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Section 2: Riding the Foal 1940–1951
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Image 5 Old Saskatchewan School



Original Saskatchewan School 1887

Dad completed our new home just in time for me to start school in the oldest existing English school in the Northwest Territories — Saskatchewan School # 99. That was the fall of 1940. According to the Northwest Territories Gazette, Vol. 4, No 6, 1887, the Saskatchewan Protestant Public School District Nr. 99 was established on July 6, 1887. It was near the Saskatchewan River, about two miles north of the present Warman ferry and near Clark’s Crossing. The school was in the Northwest Territories but got its name from the river since the province

was not yet in existence. The number 99 meant it was the 99th school District in the North-West Territories. Any earlier schools were French and/or Catholic. The school at first was in a log house owned by John Caswell, who, together with siblings, had moved to that area from Ontario. His brother, Joe Caswell, used to live on the farm where Dave and Anna Giesbrecht, Dad’s uncle, lived while I grew up. Their farm was a quarter of a mile south of the school.
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Image 6 Saskatchewan School



My Saskatchewan School #99 Built 1906

I attended the Saskatchewan School from grade one to grade eight. Mahlon and Richard Barager built the school in 1906. Mahlon was my great uncle. That was just six years before my dad was born and about eight to ten years after his grandparents moved into the area from Manitoba. Mahlon was the father of Ness Barager who married my Aunt Tena Enns. No doubt when applying for a school district charter, they also suggested the name Saskatchewan School. The name Saskatchewan was the name given to the two greatest rivers on the Canadian Prairies by the Cree Indians. The word means “swiftly running water.”

I am indebted to the students at the Saskatchewan School Nr 99

and their teacher, Mrs. Kathleen Andres, for a history project they put together in 1955 about the school. I note Larry was the only one of all our brothers who attended the school then. There are, of course, references to people I knew, and to my dad, who was still Secretary/Treasurer of the school. There are also references to my mother, who helped put this little historic project together. For example, they refer to an article, “The Saskatoon Story” published in 1952–in the Saskatoon Star Phoenix. It says the article was “lent to us by Mrs. Wahl (my mother), and we learned the area around Clark’s Crossing was the base of a group of settlers known as the Temperance Colonization Society.” Here they established their first base. Later, John Lake was convinced Clark’s Crossing was too far north to be the center of the tract, and Saskatoon was chosen for a town site. The river served as a highway during the early pioneer years. A steamboat called the “Marquis” plied the river during those years to Lake Winnipeg and then to Winnipeg itself. Even John A. MacDonald used the steamer to travel up and down the river. Louis Riel, a more notorious traveler, was transferred to Saskatoon on the same steamer after he was captured and would have traveled right by the school.

It was not long (about 1895) before major changes came to the Saskatchewan School as more Mennonites moved into the area. Although they had their own schools, the Mennonites were forced to send their children to the English school. A battle raged, but by the time I came along, the battle had been won, or lost, depending on your point of view, and the Saskatchewan School was made up totally of Mennonite children. The school was already in existence when my dad came of school age, about 1918. His very conservative Old Colony Mennonite parents and especially grandparents would never willingly send their children and grandchildren to an English school. In fact, they built their

own school on grandfather’s land in Kronstal, which they later moved to his father’s farm. This is the school dad attended for the first number of years. His dad must have sent him to the English school when he was 10 or 11 years old. He finished in the Saskatchewan school after attending for four years.

At the time I went to school, there were three windows on each side and a small lean-to at the entrance. Seats were in twos and the different grades, one to eight, in groups, starting with grade one in front. The school had a small two-bedroom teacherage, quite primitive, with outside toilets for the students and teachers. There was also a barn for those who came to school with horses. That was in winter, and the horses would be put up in the barns. In summer, students walked, sometimes over three miles. Often in winter, storms would be so severe that no one came. There was also room in the yard for a baseball diamond, which was used a lot. The entire complex was ringed with beautiful old trees, which set it off from the surrounding prairie farms. In the winter, snow would pile up sometimes to six feet high and we would build a complex series of tunnels in the snow in which we could hide. I recall one year we built a high hill, about the height of the school, with a long-iced slope for our sleighs. That was an incredible lot of fun. Of course, we had contests to see whose sleigh would go the furthest. That honor went to Solomon Lepp, son of Peter Paul Lepp, our teacher.

Solomon was my best friend during the three years his father taught at Saskatchewan School, but his dad, Mr. Lepp, was a hard teacher with a vicious temper. When he was in a foul mood, we all trembled. He would beat some students, including his son, Solomon. The only reason I was spared was because he feared my dad, who was a trustee and someone you didn’t fool around with. However, one time when visitors and our parents were criticizing Mr. Lepp, who walked in, but Mr. Lepp

himself. No doubt he overheard the criticism because school became hell for me for the next number of days. He was furious and made all kinds of cynical remarks with threats and promises of the dire consequences of many things that he was going to do to me. It was only after one hideous day that I went home crying and told dad what I was going through. Dad grabbed the team of horses and went to see Mr. Lepp. They had a long, very serious discussion. When dad returned, he told me he did not think Mr. Lepp would pick on me again. He was right. Never again did he attempt such a verbal assault. Mr. Lepp taught us hundreds of Christian and folk songs. I still have the song book that he made us all keep. Every Friday, we would learn a new song. It was also from Solomon that I learned to sing in tenor.

At one time, I recall there were 64 registered students with one teacher teaching all eight grades. What a challenge that must have been. In 1983, we enjoyed a wonderful reunion of those who attended Saskatchewan School # 99. That was fun getting to meet people we had not seen since our public-school days. The oldest student was our uncle, Nelsen (Ness) Barager, who was born at the turn of the century and attended the school that was built by his father, Mahlon.

While attending school, I used to chase a girl I liked, Nettie Driedger. She did not seem to appreciate this at all. One time when I cornered her, I did not know what to do next and so I bent down and kissed her on the forehead. She was furious. Now at the reunion, I told the story. She was embarrassed but enjoyed the story. I then asked her why she had been so furious. “After all,” I said, “I only kissed you on the forehead.” With a bit of a teasing smile, she answered, “Perhaps if you’d kissed me somewhere else, I would not have been so angry.” Live and learn, I thought.

I was asked to speak at the Sunday Morning Worship service as

was Rev. John D. Reddekopp. Mom and dad seldom attended church during those years. Later, mom became quite active with a women’s Bible Study group and after they moved to Saskatoon, they attended Mayfair Mennonite Church. But during our farming days, we did not go regularly. Wedding and funeral sermons were common, but it was my reading and traveling evangelists that emphasized the importance of conversion and a closer relationship with God. Dad had a background in the Old Colony Church, but later joined the Mennonite Conference church. My Aunt Mary seems to feel that he and his brother, Corny, accepted Christ as Savior. He did not talk or think like the evangelicals I got to know. Down at heart, he identified with the Old Colony people among whom we lived. And no wonder all his relatives, uncles and aunts, brothers, his sister, friends, neighbors were Old Colony. He would laugh at their customs, for example, to wear a colorful scarf around their necks but not wear a tie. Dad could wear ties.

Our Family Farm

Our own farm comprised a small one–bedroom house (a barn without ever having the roof finished), a double garage with a summer kitchen and a smaller building used for chickens. The barn without a roof was a problem when it rained. It would often be wetter inside than outside, making it difficult to work in the barn. It also made me the butt of jokes at school. Why dad never got around to finishing it, I don’t know. The barn was not insulated either, but that was not a problem in winter when the walls would freeze over and, with all the cattle, it was quite comfortable.

There was also a huge old steam engine wheel sunk in concrete we used as a water tank for the cattle. The tank was on the outskirts of a corral in which cattle were kept overnight after milking.

It was here that dad and I operated on a young pig with a large hernia. The bulge was so big that the pig could not be sold or butchered, so we did a repair job. I held the pig down while dad cut the bulge and as he did so, all the guts fell out into the dirt of the corral. We had a pail of water so dad washed the fallen intestines as best he could, then sewed up the inside net, then the outside skin and we sent the pig on its merry way. It worked beautifully, and the pig suffered no long-term effects.

Activities Growing up.

I would often ride a horse to shepherd the cattle on open plains. We had no saddles, so I always rode bareback. Occasionally, when chasing a cow or a calf, the calf would suddenly turn and so did the horse, but I would keep going straight ahead. Those were nasty landings. Other times, I would ride the cows. Some were really spirited and gave me quite a ride before I got bucked off. I would also ride big pigs. That was the wildest ride of all. They could go like fury, and it was a lost cause when they headed for the trees.

Setting traps for rabbits and weasels in winter was always part of farm life and I caught several. I always felt bad for rabbits that were caught in our snares. Rabbits could be eaten, but it was not practiced in our household, so we would skin them and sell the skins. The carcasses then went to the dogs. In the winter, it was always fun to find the tunnels the pigs had dug into the straw stacks created each fall by the threshing machines. These tunnels would run deep and were kept surprisingly clean by the pigs. Also, they were remarkably warm, especially when occupied by several pigs. Herb and I enjoyed investigating these pig– made homes.

A lot of visiting was done, especially on the long winter evenings. I recall many visits to our neighbors. Certain neighbors, of course, were

of greater interest than others. The John Driedger family was one of those. They had a son my age, and a big family of girls. Herb, John and I always thought it strange that we did not end up marrying one of the Driedger girls. John Driedger died in a drowning accident when he was still a young man. It was tragic for the Driedger family. Many times, as we grew older, the folks would take little Johnny, our brother, and Herb and I were left home alone. That was scary and if it got late and looked like it might storm, we could go to our neighbors. Usually that was to David and Anna Giesbrecht, dad’s uncle and aunt–who lived about a mile away, Dad’s mom, my grandmother, was a sister of David Giesbrecht.

My brother Herb recalled a time when our cousins, Roy and George, came to visit and our parents left us alone with strict instructions not to play around. Of course, being boys, we were having a great time with some long sticks we had made, pretending no doubt that they were spears. The doorway between our kitchen and living room contained the gas lamp to light both rooms. The mantle had very fragile wicks that often-needed replacement but were quite costly. During our play, someone knocked the lamp off of its hook. Of course, it shattered the wicks. That was a big no - no. We knew we were in serious trouble and debated how we were going to avoid a serious spanking. All I could think of was to pray. I led our group into the bedroom, and we prayed for our parents’ forgiveness. When our parents returned, Mom and her sister, Mary, were the first to come into the house while the men, Uncle Corny and dad looked after the horses. This gave us a chance to explain to our mothers who we knew would be much more sympathetic than our fathers. Our prayers were answered. We escaped with a serious lecture about the danger of these lamps. We all said a prayer of thanks.

Another family we loved to visit was to my Uncle John and Aunt

Elizabeth Friesen. They had boys my age and Herb’s age, and we would play ‘hide and go seek’ in the dark in the barn and among the haystacks. It was impossible to find someone in the dark, and we had a lot of fun with the game. We would also slide down the haystacks in their yard. In winter, we would spend hours sliding down the side of the ravine with our sleds. It was also there that I pushed my cousin Roy Wahl into a current bush when he was carefully bending over it to pick at some berries, trying to avoid the thorns. That created a fight in which Roy sat on me and threw dirt on my face. Our parents, hearing my screams, rescued me. That farm later was owned and operated by John and Anne Friesen. It remained in the family just short of 100 years.

Visiting was a custom held seriously by the Mennonite community, and all were expected to visit and host visitors. Of course, there was no phone, so people just took a chance that the folks they were going to visit would be at home. I still remember so well the famous call in Low German as visitors would arrive, “Would you like some visitors?” Very often Herb and I were disappointed when we would be prepared to go with our folks to visit some family with children our age and just before we could leave, some neighbors would arrive, often without kids.

Sundays, we always expected visitors. One time, several of us cousins got into deep trouble. Visiting us were our Uncle Corney and Aunt Mary Wahl, who brought their sons, Roy and George. Aunt Tena Barager also came with her daughter, Emma. The older folk took the car to visit some relatives, leaving us alone on the farm with strict instructions not to get into trouble. All went well, and we had a lot of fun, but then it got later, and darkness was coming on, so we hitched up the horses to a wagon to look for our parents. The horses were quite wild and not well broken in, but somehow, we got them harnessed and then

hitched to the wagon. Of course, I was in charge. Everyone got on the wagon, and we started off with a wild turn, which was too sharp, and we almost tipped over, but we were on the way.

The horses recognized a noticeably young man was riding herd and were not about to let him have his way with them. We flew down the trail toward John Friesen’s, where we hoped to find our parents. Halfway there, we saw them returning with the car. I turned the horses around in a big turn, but now they were frightened of the car and started a race for home. Our folks were terrified. By trying to keep up it just frightened the horses even more. But they could not just stay back and watch a runaway team of horses with all their kids in real danger of tipping over and killing themselves. I, of course, was trying to keep the horses under control. I was about 9 or 10 years of age. Since we were on the wide-open prairie, I had sense enough to guide the horses away from the trail, giving dad a chance to get ahead in the car. When they were far enough ahead, Uncle Corny and dad got out and came running toward us. The horses would not stop but slowed down, giving our parents a chance each to grab onto the halter, slow them down and jump aboard and take control. I knew as the leader I was in deep doo-doo. However, Aunt Tena kept insisting if one got a licking, everyone would get a licking. Since that was not likely, and since the parents were just incredibly relieved that we remained unhurt, we skipped a spanking. It was something none of us ever forgot. It turned out well, but with potentially serious consequences.

Discipline

Some boys who got into serious trouble got a visit from the church elders and that was considered a serious matter. That happened to one of our peers when he and a friend beat up another older neighbor

for some silly reason. These teenagers determined he deserved a licking and went to his home to administer it. He was a big man, but the two boys were also big and tough, so they thought they could manage the senior. However, they were afraid of junior (son of the neighbor) who was big himself. So, on a pretext of wanting to buy wood, they invited the older man out and beat him up. Of course, the Elders of the district were notified, and these boys were then in serious trouble with the entire community. In the end, they were forced to apologize and no doubt some compensation was offered.

About the same time, I found a large part of our fence that kept our cattle had been torn down. It turned out to be the same young man who had been involved with the episode above. When faced with the accusation by the Elders, he admitted guilt. He then had to apologize to my father and help repair the damage done. Apart from the threat of being shunned by the entire community, the biggest threat was that of being sent to Reform School. I can’t remember anyone being sent there, but the stories about physical punishment in a reform school, like a belt with metal spikes, made people think twice about misbehaving.

Farm Life & Events

Nosebleeds

One problem I had that bothered me from time to time was nosebleeds. Occasionally, I would have a real doozer. There was one early spring when I was about 10 or 12, when roads were practically impassable either by sleigh or vehicle. Patches of deep snow and lots of mud made it impossible to get through with a sleigh or a car. When my nosebleed started, I simply did not go to school but stayed home with my head held over a pail and watched the steady dripping of my nose. It

would go on for hours, stop for a bit, and then start up again. Often in the middle of the night, I would awake and find blood all over my pillow and blanket. There was little anyone could do. Mom would get me the bucket and a blanket and go back to bed. Often, I would dose off waiting for the nosebleed to stop. This spring the nosebleed went on longer than usual. I became so weak I could not stay up without feeling very dizzy and nauseous. Mom and dad would try to hold me up, but I just wanted to lie down. I had no strength left for any effort. Sometimes I was delirious. One time I was thrashing around in a delirious nightmare and yet one part of me was conscious and I heard my dad say to mom, “perhaps you should go into the other room; this is hard to take.” The next day I mentioned this to mom, and she was so surprised that I had been conscious enough to hear that. Dad reached out to Dr. Wilke in Warman, Saskatchewan, who provided powerful drops to stop my bleeding. The drops were very uncomfortable, but they stopped the bleeding.

Chores

Our duties on the farm never ended. In winter, we had to get up early to milk and feed and water the cows by the light of a small lantern. We cleaned out the barn and added straw so the animals could bed down. Milking was quite a chore but often done by Mom, although many times Herb and I had to do it. The worst job was cleaning out the gutters of manure, loading it onto our stoneboat and then taking it out to spread into the garden. Then the milk had to be separated, and the cream was used to make butter.

Sometimes we also made soap. One time I remember, Boss, our head cow, ate all the soap. She was blowing bubbles out of her rear-end for a week, but otherwise it did not seem to bother her. For many years

after that, whenever my brother and I heard the song “I’m forever blowing bubbles”, we would kill ourselves laughing, always reminded of our boss cow.

After early morning chores, we had to go to school. Then, after school, all of it had to be done again. This time there was a terrible rush since I was determined to listen to Superman. He always came on the radio at 5:15 p.m. Dad tolerated this because I worked like fury to get most of the chores by that time. In addition, we had to help mom catch and kill chickens for dinner or help her on wash day by turning the handle of our man powered washing machine hour after hour. There was just no end to work, and we never got caught up on things to do.

During the nights, there was a great stillness. And yet often we could hear people talking a mile away or more, or we would listen to the mournful howl of coyotes and the answering call from another coyote somewhere else. Sometimes we would spend hours looking at the heavens when there was a fantastic display of northern lights. These were truly spectacular and rather scary when we questioned whether the display heralded the end of the world or the coming of Christ.

Rafts

In 1948, we enjoyed a most amazing spring when all the snow melted within a few days from unusually warm weather. There was water everywhere. From the top of our barn, Herb and I would sit and observe the miles of solid lake. Travel was almost impossible. Of course, it was fun for us with our homemade raft we could travel almost anywhere, and we did by pushing our raft with long poles through underbrush and across the open prairie that was under water. When Herb and I built a raft, we thought it should be as light as possible, but when we finished it and put it in the water, it immediately sank as we stepped on it. We asked

dad about that, and he told us to make it much heavier. That made little sense to us, but we built a heavier one. That one held us up if we stood right in the middle, so we added some heavier logs, making it quite cumbersome, but it worked. A ship of our own. Just no sails.

Accidents

As our younger brother, John, became a toddler, he was a big nuisance to Herb and me because we were now expected to look after him. We didn’t always do a good job of it. Wherever we went, he wanted to go and sometimes we just wanted to be rid of him. He could scream like a banshee tiger and those screams were bound to bring mom, so we were forced to tolerate his presence. John claims we tried to kill him and recites three instances.

A close call was when Herb and I built a raft, and we were trying it out on a slough close to home. We cut long poles from trees; then pushed our way through the slough and brushes and undergrowth. John insisted he be given a chance to push with the poles. He must have been about four years old. He was a show-off and always wanted to keep up with his bigger brothers, so when we gave him the pole, he grabbed it and pushed with all his might. But the pole slipped in the mud on the bottom, and he went in headfirst. He came up spitting and yelled, ‘dot who ack Mama seien.’ (This I’ll tell mom.) We would have normally split our sides laughing, but felt this one really could get us in trouble with Mom. We were half tempted to leave him in the pool, but we helped him back onto the raft.

Prior to this, when John was about a year old, he fell through a missing slat (board) in our stoneboat, and we ran right over him. We had a man working for us who, after taking manure out of the barn and to the manure pile, allowed us to ride back with him. John sitting in front, just

ahead of a missing board. Suddenly there was a bit of a bump and John disappeared, only to reappear behind the sled screaming like crazy. This time, he had good reason to scream. He was rushed to the Treichmaka (chiropractor), who often seemed to act as doctors and could handle all kinds of crises. He had several broken ribs and a big scar that he shows off now to prove his point: that we were out to get him. He was fortunate that he wasn’t killed, but it certainly was not done on purpose.

The third time occurred, he claims, when we brought in hay from the field. We used a tractor to haul a big hayrack. John always wanted to be on top of tramping the hay down that Herb and I were throwing up into the hayrack. When we were finished, he was bragging about his lofty position on top of the hay, so Herb suggested we give him a bit of a rough ride up there. I was driving the Case tractor with Herb sitting beside me. I picked a rock pile, hoping I could make one of the hayrack wheels go over a stone and rock his boat a bit. The stone I picked was too large and the whole hay load tipped. When we went back to check where John was, he was not to be found. For a few moments, we waited and then realized he was buried deep in the hay and could suffocate. We started a frantic search in the hay when suddenly he popped up spitting hay and dust and mad as a hatter. We claimed it was all an accident. He didn’t think so.

Fire

Another exciting event I recall was while dad was building the new house. We were all having a rest after lunch when dad’s cousins, John and Bill Giesbrecht, came running up to the farm exclaiming that their house was on fire. Dad drove us quickly to the Giesbrecht farm in his old Model A or Model T. Dad used salt to quench the fire.

I recall one other time later when the Giesbrecht farm was threatened by fire. The fire, started by the students of Saskatchewan

School, spread towards the farm despite our best efforts. That was scary and before we finished, we were all frightened, dead on our feet, faces burning with the heat, almost collapsing with the heat and lack of water.

The Giesbrecht farm was also the only place that had a telephone. They lived almost a mile away from us and whenever there was a powerful storm, we would go to Giesbrecht’s. This was common practice among the Mennonites, who seemed to dread being alone during a storm. Since we had a car, we often had to go to a nearby power line to disconnect the power or perhaps to reset a breaker.

Springtime was fun, especially during some years when there was a dramatic break-up of the ice on
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