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RE: This is Robert H. (Bob) Erickson starting an interview with William D. McDonald on November 5th, 

1991. We are in Suite 520, 736 6th Avenue Southwest in Bill McDonald's office. I'm going to turn the 

microphone over to Bill now and let him talk a bit. I'll ask some questions in the background, but Bill will 

do the talking. Bill where you raised, where were you born? 

WM: I was born in Consort, Alberta in 1914, raised on a farm 8 miles west of Consort, and my schooling 

in a small public school from 1 to 9, and then went to Consort High School, 10 through grade 12. 

RE: ??? finished high school? 

WM: I finished high school in 1933. That was in in the middle of the depression. I didn't ... I farmed from 

then till 1938 and in the fall went to Edmonton Normal School, 1939, '40, '41 and in into ‘42 taught 

school in different parts of the province. 

RE: Grade school? 

WM: Yeah, grade schools. Then I went to University of Alberta in the fall of 1942 and graduated with a 

B.Sc. in 1945 in geology.  

RE: Can you think about your professors, who was most influential ... what made you take geology?  

WM: Well, I looked at the calendar and thought, what would be the easiest course for me to take? And 

since I'd been away from school since 1933, nine years, I thought I'd be pretty rusty on mathematics and 

chemistry and things like that. So, it looked like geology was the one thing that I might be able to take. 

And as it turned out it was a good thing. 

RE: What professor was the most important to you in the university at that time? 

WM: Well, I think there were three professors, Dr. Allen, Dr. Rutherford and Dr. Warren. I perhaps was 

most influenced by Dr. Warren. It was through him that I decided to go on for a Masters. 

RE: Did you do that in Alberta too? 

WM: And that was done in Alberta as well. And that was from '45 to '47.  

RE: What sort of thing was your thesis about? 
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WM: My thesis was on the waterways formation at Fort McMurray. 

RE: Lots of fossils too. 

WM: Yes, there was an abundance of fossils in the section and there was almost complete core on about 

five different wells.  

RE: Did you go right from your Master’s into work with Superior? 

WM: The first of May in 1947, I joined the Real Bravo Oils, which later became Canadian Superior Oil of 

Canada. 

RE: Do you remember who hired you? 

WM: Nick Nichols hired me and we were staff of three for about six months. And after that there was an 

explosion of staff and the company grew to about a hundred and fifty people on staff. 

RE: You right away got into doing lots of samples, because I met you in '51 or so and Nick got you over to 

Great Plains to help me out on something if I recall. That was the first time I met you. Really early. 

WM: I didn't remember that, but I know Nick says, here's a mic, come with me we'll go over to the 

Conservation Board. That was over on 11th Avenue and between 4th and 5th Street. So I got started 

there. I think probably Jim Humphreys gave me a little hand at identifying different kinds of formation 

rocks and that type of thing, and from there on I was on my own. And while I was with Canadian 

Superior, I spent virtually all of my time doing core sands sample work. So I gained a broad regional 

basin background. I had very little experience at that time with well side work. 

RE: So, you were rather than mapping you were logging rocks? 

WM: Yes, I was, I probably, when I was with Canadian Superior, logged maybe four or five thousand 

wells. At least probably all the wells that were available at that time. I left Canadian Superior in the fall 

of 1954 and went to Sinclair Canada. There I was sort of a prospect finder for Sinclair Canada. And I was 

there for a year and a half when I was invited to go over to the company Francais Du Petrol with Mr. 

Dicisencour???. I was chief geologist and even though I was chief geologist, I kept my hand in at running 

samples on various wells.  

RE: Could we interrupt you now? Did you learn anything about the wells and samples that really haven't 

been reported much in the literature, to your knowledge ... any markers or trips? Can you help us out 

there? You must have a treasure of knowledge that most people don't have. 

WM: Well, I would think the thing that I realized fairly early was the faces changes they went on in 

formations. And especially I took a lot of interest in the carbonate rock of the ore division, Silurian and 

Devonian and Mississippian. The one thing the faces seem to show, illustrate is, if you start out with the 

deeper sea type of sediments, like in carbonates, you would have shales and lime mud beds. As you 

approach the reef you had increasing lime, sand developed. As you came close to the reef you had the 

debris of the reef mixed with lime sands. And when you got into the reef, you usually had a dolomitized 

section with good porosity, probably averaging somewhere near eight to ten percent. If you got into full 
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reef you had maybe three to five percent. When you got into the back reef area you had calamian 

hydrates and salts and other evaporitic minerals. And as you reach to highland or shoreline areas, you 

found red green beds, fine silts and sands, before you reach the highland area. 

RE: Carry on with your work experience then.  

[00:12:20] WM: Well, I was with the French company for a year and a half and then went to Bailey 

Silburn. 

RE: What year was that? 

WM: That was in 1957. I was sort of research geologist for them. And while I was there I did a lot of 

work on the Peace River Arch, running virtually every well that was drilled there. And also did a lot of 

work on the cardium. In fact, there's a paper in the Cardium Symposium, I believe it was in 1957, on the 

cardium between the Athabasca and Peace Rivers in western Alberta. Bailey Silburn was taken over by 

Pacific Petroleums in March of 1960, at which time I moved over to United Producing Company, a 

Houston-based company. And I was stayed with them until 1965. I was their Chief Geologist. And there 

again I, along with all the operations work, I also was able to do a lot of sample and core studies too. In 

1965, Ashland took over United Producing. 

RE: [inaudible] 

WM: And about six months later the president of the company, in Ashland, said we were too fat, we had 

too much staff. And so, I was one to lose my job at that time.  

RE: That was in 1965? 

WM: 1965, yeah. 

RE: Was the Rainbow discovered by then? 

WM: Oh, yes.  

RE: So, there was no trouble getting another job at Rainbow time.  

WM: No, well, what happened was I had become a good friend of Ken Wallace, and he had started 

Summit Oils, so he employed me, and we were together then for the next approximately 10 years.  

RE: Now when I first bumped into you again when I came back from England and [inaudible]. Now all 

these people, you've work for a lot of people, do any of them stand out as particularly able and 

impressionable??? 

WM: Well, I think that in every company the management was good. I had no problem with the 

management. I'm friends with most of those people even today. I probably found Ken Wallace the most 

encouraging one of the group, in that he became fascinated with some of the ideas and projects that I 

was working on. And we were together until the NDP took over Saskatchewan sometime in the early 

70s. And that hurt the cash flow of Summit considerably and so I consulted half-time for Summit and 
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Shutz Corporation from Denver. After about six months, I went on staff with the Anschutz Corporation 

and stayed with them until my retirement in 1985.  

[00:18:58] RE: You retired in 1985, how old were you then? 

WM: I think I was 75 or 76? No, wait a minute 71 or 72 when I retired. Five days later I started my own 

company, WDM Resources Limited. And this is the company I'm president of it at present time.  

RE: Have you been doing a lot of your continued mapping and studies that are still confidential to you, 

but is there anything you want to say about them without divulging too much? You're very active. 

WM: Yes. I've been very active right up to date and I have done a lot of work mapping clays for various 

companies. Some of the ideas I have are probably 15 to 20 years in advance of the industry of today. 

These are in the area of reefs and their origins and the manner of their buildups patterns and their ... 

the plan nature on which they have been built and so forth. Many of these ideas I have not prepared yet 

to spread very far in the industry because I hope to capitalize on this work myself for a while yet. 

RE: [inaudible] 

WM: I've been in the industry now 45 years.  

RE: Recently have you had much chance to correlate seismic with any of your geology???  

WM: Yes, I've used seismic a lot. I don't think it's the complete answer yet, but it's certainly if, you point 

them into the area where you expect to find reef, you can use seismic to good advantage. In fact, you 

can cut the cost of seismic considerably by doing this.  

RE: I think this young lady at Shell Oil, Caroline, works as a geophysicist, said, I have such and such 

condition. [inaudible]. That was a very good use of both geology and geophysics. 

WM: Yeah, I usually try to get seismic coverage on my prospects.  

RE: Did you work with... what was your relationship with Don Axford??? 

WM: Oh, I had office space with Don Axford for two years, I guess almost three years. And he had first 

access to my work while I was there. I later moved over and officed with Ken Wallace of Peak Petroleum, 

and this is the kind of arrangement we have here now. I do a lot of the advanced geology and we turn 

out prospects that Ken and his staff sell to the industry.  

RE: Pretty difficult to sell prospects now as I understand.  

WM: Well, it is fairly difficult, yet we have been doing quite all right in this last six months even though 

the industry seems to be growing more depressed during this period. 

RE: Well of course a lot of it comes from the majors who are downsizing but that just makes more 

entrepreneurs in some cases. 
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WM: Yes, there are perhaps more entrepreneurs but there are also a lot of bankruptcies too, so 

probably it levels out.  

RE: You've also had other interests than geology, you've had political interests over the years can you 

summarize those going back? [inaudible] I'd like to know what you're doing today. Anyway, go back to 

the start.  

WM: Well, I've always been a small "c" Conservative. And I guess perhaps the basis for my conservative 

thinking goes back to Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations and other like-minded authors of 

conservative thinking, especially small "c" conservative thinking. And my position is sort of middle of the 

road in that I believe in limited government, minimum government, that government's role is to be 

referee and not player in the private sector.  I have a special interest in education and there I believe in 

in private education and that the funds should follow the child to the school of his or her choice. I have 

... I am appalled at the deterioration of the public school system in Alberta, and I guess it is common to 

all of Canada. So I have joined a number of parties. At one point, I became Social Creditor because they 

were the closest thing in policies to the beliefs I held. I have been a member of the Western Concept 

Party because again, their principals were small "c" Conservative. And now I am supporting the Reform 

Party at this time. 

I am particularly interested in constitutional affairs and I am not impressed with the idea that the 

government should force a constitution upon the people. I think constitutions should be formulated by 

non-elected people and they should delegate only specific powers to governments. And that way we 

should have minimum government and limited government and maybe we can get the government out 

of the private sector. 

RE: I've had a problem in downsizing governments and getting governments closer to the people, but 

away from a central candidate, but by doing that in a sense you are making more government by making 

more district offices you might say, all the provinces and all the municipalities. To me, I have my own 

conflict about fewer politicians and bureaucrats on one hand and pushing down to the people on the 

other hand.  

WM: Well there again, when it comes to politicians and bureaucrats, so on, I like to see the constitution 

limit the number of these people. I think we should elect the Prime Minister as separate from the House 

of Commons. His Executive should be outside the House of Commons, so that the House of Commons is 

not controlled by the Prime Minister, through caucus or other devices. They should have the power to 

formulate budgets and legislation and it is the Prime Minister and his Cabinet that should administer 

this, fairly close to the American system. I would go further that the Executive Council should only have 

deputy ministers who are contracts people, that all the administration should be farmed out to the 

private sector. In that way, we can eliminate a tremendous amount of bureaucracy, a tremendous 

amount of pension plans and insurance plans, that type of thing, in government. Let that all be handled 

in in the private sector. In the provincial area education should be the responsibility of the 

municipalities, counties, and private schools. I think the teachers should be given more training and 

certainly more responsibility as to the curriculum. 

RE: Do you believe in national standards or provincial standards? 
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[00:34:15] WM:  I believe in national standards through cooperation between provincial governments. I 

think there should be room for advanced ideas in the different provinces from time to time, otherwise 

education would become static. And this is not what we want. That is why I'm a strong supporter of 

private schools. There we can get more competition into the whole education system and we can break 

down the tendency towards a static system.  

RE: Milton Friedman says many of the universities would be much cheaper if they were all totally private 

sector and didn't get involved in all of the federal grants, he's talking mainly about the United States. 

And the price of education to the young people which is very high today, would be much less if it were 

all private sector. 

WM: Well that's my own feeling. I am not a supporter of provincial universities. I think they should be 

private universities and I think it's up to the individual to ... if he's wealthy or whatever ... to make grants 

and contributions, charitable contributions to assist these private universities. I am ... I do not support, 

by contribution, the public universities in Alberta. I just don't believe in it.  

RE: Well how about other life beyond politics? Do you enjoy the Arts? Music, theater, ballet or these 

things? 

WM: Yes, I have enjoyed the arts and the sports. But at my age now I go to these things less and less. 

RE: What were your sports? 

WM: I used to play baseball and hockey and fastball. I've curled an occasional game, but that's about all. 

I never got really enthusiastic about it.  

RE: Well does anything come back to your mind? I'm sure when you get home tonight you're going to 

think all sorts of things you wanted to say or should have said, anything else on geology, exploration, oil 

finding?  

WM: Well my own view of the potential of Western Canada is far beyond anything that the industry 

considers today. The industry considers that we are using up our reserves rapidly and I don't think this is 

true, I think that as we find out more and more about the geology of our sedimentary basin we will find 

that we might double our reserves yet. 

RE: That's always good to hear. That makes you a good geologist in my eyes. 

WM: Yes, I am an optimist. I've always been that.  

RE: What do you think about the future of the young guys coming out of school now? They must be 

having a hard time compared to our generation. 

WM: Yes, they do have a hard time especially at this time. But we can't foretell the future. We don't 

know yet what will develop as high tech develops. And so, there may be a new demand for geologists in 

the future, but with a greatly different training.  
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RE: ??? How are you feeling about all this? I guess I know your interests today in geology [inaudible]. For 

myself, I take a lot of pleasure in going to some of the geological meetings and hearing more and more 

detail about carbonite classification, but I like new concepts, and they talk about an asteroid smashing 

into the Yucatan [inaudible] and causing the extinction of the dinosaurs, for example. [inaudible]. 

WM: Well, there's one thing, (phone ringing) oops,  

RE: Is that your phone? 

WM: I think maybe it is. No, it isn't. It's okay. One thing, I used to be a secular humanist, I guess you 

would call that, because my religion for about the first 50 years, about the secular humanist, in other 

words, no belief in God and law was situational and things occurred in the universe by happenstance 

and so on. But as I studied the rocks and samples and cores and mapped and so on, I became to believe 

that there was amazing planning design, pattern principle, in the sedimentary section of western 

Canada. And I was led to believe that there must have been a creator. And so, I am now a believer in 

God and that the universe is planned. I guess that's good enough there.  

RE: Well I guess, that's fine, it's interesting because I remember talking recently with my sister-in-law 

and she said her university chemistry professor was all over, he said, now what about that periodic 

table? Whatever your religious beliefs are or are not, the order of the periodic table, we talk about the 

order of the universe, the concepts of time and geology, and biology, the little thing that lives in your 

bed, it's a tiny thing, these little mites ... incredible things in nature ... well maybe there's a grand 

scheme to our universe. 

WM: Well I certainly think there is a grand scheme to our universe.  

RE: [inaudible] 

WM: The reason I bring this up Robert, Dainst received an honorary membership in the CSPG and he 

stated flat out that he was not a believer in God or in the planned order of things in nature. So I just 

wanted to say that he's one person that is no longer of that opinion or belief.  

RE: That's fair enough. But there is a far difference just stating an out and out belief that you've read 

Genesis and therefore you believe on one hand and using all of the knowledge that's available to science 

today to come to that belief in another way, through the galaxies and through the stratigraphic column, 

and through the periodic table and through the biology ...  

WM: Well, that's exactly what happened to me. It came through my study of the rocks and putting 

everything together it made me reach the conclusion.  

Interview appears to have ended here 

 

 


