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When Harry Met Rilla
By Charise Reynolds

This year's recipients of the Middletown Days Pioneer Award are Harry and Rilla Krall.  And, if you don't know who they are, then you must be new in town because they've been around a long time!
Rilla was born in Pope Valley to a cowboy dad and a citified mom.  She moved to Albany when her parents divorced when she was 2 years old. She eventually graduated from Albany High and went on to graduate from Armstrong Business College in Berkeley.
She visited Middletown frequently as her grandparents lived at Diamond D Ranch.  And, she spent her summers out doors and riding horses with her dad and her brother, Rudy Yudnich, in Pope Valley.  
Harry was born in Hill Station, Pennsylvania.  The youngest of  5 kids.  He was very much into football and baseball.  He graduated from Concord University in Athens, West Virginia, which he attended on a football scholarship.
He was drafted after college and stationed in California.  During his two year stint he played flag football for the Army and frequented an Italian Restaurant called La Val's.   After he was discharged a friend came to visit him in Pennsylvania and asked if he was serious about wanting to come back to California.  He was and, as luck would have it, he went to work for La Val's,   It was there, in 1961, that Harry met Rilla.  It was love at first sight for her.  It took Harry a little longer.  They were married in 1965.  
Rilla worked for Shell Development Company in Albany until the birth of their first child.  Five years later they moved to Moraga and she became a licensed child care provider. 

They finally moved up to Middletown in 1975.    Harry wanted the bar which was for sale.  They bought Noble's on June 10, 1975, 13 days before Harry's 40th birthday.  They had 4 kids at the time 9, 8, 5 and 3.  They had no experience running a business and no experience bartending.  But, say they had spent a lot of time in  bars.  Rilla did the books and Harry ran the bar.  Three of their children would eventually work at Noble's.
I asked them what it was like to run a bar.  They told me stories of drunken cowboys riding their horses into the bar.  They also told me that they broke up a lot of fights.  One time a guy jumped behind the bar and bit the bartender's ear half off.  Another time, someone was hit over the head with a hatchet that was stolen from a bar in Lower Lake.  And, right before they took over, someone was actually shot in the bar.  
When Harry wasn't working, he was coaching.  When the kids were little he coached Little League.  And, then, later the high school JV Boys Baseball team and he helped out with varsity.   He also coached the Girls Varsity Softball team, and after he retired from coaching he helped to start the JV team.  The Kralls laughed as they remembered his time coaching.  When everything was said and done and after he spent some of his own money on equipment it worked out to be something like 34 cents an hour.

Along with the books, Rilla had a day shift at the bar and also one that started at 11pm on Fridays.  "I do not recommend it."  I asked Rilla if she ever had to take care of a problem on her own.  She said it was 4:45 p.m.  Two guys were shooting pool and then they started going at each other with the cues.  She said, "You are scaring the shit out of me!  My husband starts in 15 minutes.  Can you hold on until then?"  "They looked at me and laughed, and then sat back down and ordered a beer."

I asked them a question that I've wondered about for years.  I asked them why they didn't serve blended drinks.  A tradition that has held through the next two owners of Nobles, I might add.  Harry explained that they had one somewhere, but when it was busy it wasn't worth it to him to be tied up making mixed drinks.  He didn't like people waiting.  So, the blender was always "broken."

I also found out that the dollar bills on the ceiling wasn't something that they planned.  Their son Kevin was bartending and one of the patrons had seen something similar at another bar and asked if it would be alright if he posted a bill.  And, the rest is history.  
When asked about their fondest memory of the bar, Harry exclaimed, "Selling it!"  Said Rilla, "I really enjoyed having the bar.  I have a lot of good memories."  We liked and miss most of the people.  Ninety-seven percent of them were fantastic.   But, some nights that other 3% would show up at the same time and then it was awful.

They were 73 and 68 when Harry retired and they sold the bar a few years ago.  Harry goes to the Middletown Senior Center 5 days a week except on golf days.  He also brings in everyone's trash bins on his block and walks everywhere around town in shorts no matter what the weather.  I personally have seen him in shorts, parka, and knit cap in the snow walking down the street like it's the most normal thing ever.  
Along with doing the books for the bar, Rilla also worked for Twin Pine Casino as an internal auditor.  She says took the job to see if she was hirable.  Harry claims it was "to get away from me and to see if anyone was dumb enough to hire her."  She ended up staying 13 years,  "Longer than she thought she would."
Rilla finally retired two years after they sold the bar.  When I asked her how she spends her time she said she likes to do "as little as possible."  She gardens some and now that she doesn't work for the casino she likes to gamble.

Rilla is also a charter member of the Middletown Lioness Club and is still an active member.  In the beginning they didn't have a regular meeting place and had to meet in restaurants for a few years until the Lions Building was built.  Her step dad, D.R. Wright and her brother Rudy (one of the Lions, and a long time resident and co-developer of the hide race)  worked on the building.  

When I asked her how she got involved with the Lionesses she said, "Jerry Weatherwax conned me right into it."  She seems to enjoy it, though.  The Lionesses give out scholarships to high school graduates, fulfill requests from teachers for donations to help in the classrooms and on field trips, and also donate to the senior center

They also hostess the annual Halloween Party for all the children of Middletown.  It's a great event though the ladies would greatly appreciate some "younger" volunteers to help with the event and/or to join.
So, now you know the Kralls.  Be sure to wish Harry a happy birthday if you run into him during this year's Middletown Days celebration.  He turns 80 on the 23rd.
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