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Tape 1 Side 1 

000 

Biographical information about Freda Elizabeth Knight McArthur.  Born at Wanstad, Essex, England in 

1900.  She left England when she was eight.  Her father came in 1907 to the Calgary area and bought land 

near Millarville.  He was a civil engineer by training.  He bought land from Mr. Ford and ran a mixed 

farm. 

030 

Freda's mother said she was not consulted about the decision to come to Canada.  The remaining 

members of the family came by ship on the S.S. Lake Champlain in April 1909.  The ship struck an 

iceberg and eventually sank in the harbour in Newfoundland.  All on the ship were saved and their 

belongings.  They crossed Canada on the train.   

060 

Story of how some of the children got off the train in Montreal with brother Tony, aged 17, to buy a potty 

for the two year child.  There was some concern when the train got ready to leave and the children had not 

returned from the shopping trip. 

085 

Upon arrival at Calgary the children did not recognize their father, dressed in a dog-skin coat.  They were 

anxious to see gophers.  The called it a ranche, Massingham Ranche, after the village in Norfolk where 

they lived in England.  The ranche buildings consisted of a crude log cabin.  Her father hired the Lyall 

family to teach them how to run the farm.  Four of the children lived at the Ford's while the house was 

being built and that first summer was the best of their lives. 

125  

The children threw sheep heads into the river and then took leeches off them and pretended to be doctors 

by applying them to their own skin.  The Ford's children were dressed in overalls and she found it strange 

to eat with children she thought were bootblacks. 

145 

Once the Knight family arrived, the area needed a school and it was named the Fordville School, after the 

Fords.  Teachers at that school included Miss Sharp, Miss Frost and Miss Roxy Alexander.  She went to 

high school in Calgary at Sunalta School.  While working for her room and board in the city, she burned 

out an electric iron and her family had to pay for it.  She finished grade 11 at Central High School.  Then 

she went teaching in 1919 at schools in the Consort area.  She met her husband at her first teaching job 

and married him in 1921.  His name was Walter James McArthur. 

215 

After they were married, Walter got a half section of land through soldiers settlement.  He had gone 

overseas but only arrived after the war was over.  He was demobilized in September, 1919. 

235 

Interview continued on January 25, 1991.  Their land did not even produce one crop. 

250 

In 1936, Walter was offered a job on a drilling crew on a Friday and he had to be there by Monday.  The 

Women's Institute was called the "Wild Indians" by some people.  After a large party, they left at 

midnight on Saturday night and drove through the night in a Model A car.  The lights failed on the car so 

she walked ahead of the car and Walt followed her.   

330 



 

At work, Walt had a hard time learning the job until he found out that the man who was teaching the new 

men, Ducky Welch, was left handed.  Walt got his steam engineers papers and worked on rigs with his 

friend Jim Dobie.  Walt then worked for Federated Oils and later Home Oil. 

375 

The rented a house in Hartell, just a shack, from Mr. McKinnon and dug his potatoes in exchange for a 

sack full of them.  Art Manion brought their belongings from their previous home near Consort.  They 

had to get water from a well and gas provided light and heat.  410 

Once a house burned down and each of the working men made a donation to help rebuild the house. 

440 

Glenmede was the name of the school her children attended near Hartell.  Her subsequent children were 

born in Calgary.  They built their own house near Hartell and moved it to Black Diamond when they 

retired.  She and her eldest daughter, Effie, put the shingles on the house. 

500  

Baths were not common in the houses so they went to the rigs for baths or showers.  Two men snared a 

gopher once and threw it into the bath-house and then watched as the naked lady run from the rig. 

525 

They went fishing up the Highwood River and had many good feeds of fish.  They also fished along the 

Sheep River.   

560 

They also hiked and hunted some.  She met Mrs. Marigold Patterson one day when Freda was taking 

target practise and Mrs. Patterson ordered her to quit shooting in the vicinity of the Buffalo Head Ranch. 

595 

They all curled in the winter, a sport they learned on the prairies. 

 

Tape 1 Side 2 

000 

They played lots of card games, including crib and poker.  They also skated at sloughs or ponds in the 

area.  Ralph Obourne fell once and hit his head on the ice and said "It wasn't hitting my head on the ice 

that bothered me so much as the hollow sound."   

015 

They moved a church into the Hartell area and all denominations used it for services.  The Anglicans had 

a resident minister.  She wrote a poem about him which she titled, "Bishop in a Butcher Shop." 

030 

She always wanted to be a school teacher.  She took a certificate and then taught as a substitute teacher 

throughout the oilfield.  They were all one room schools and as needed more were moved in.   

055 

After Walt retired, he took care of a small store for Dobe and Elsie Snyder up the Highwood River.  They 

also had a filling station and picnic shelters.  Hunters stayed there and slept on the tables.  Walt took a 

huge range up there for heat.  Walt and Freda celebrated their 25th wedding anniversary at the picnic 

shelter even though it rained the whole time. 

090 

Story about a family trip to Banff.  The Model Dairy in Calgary shipped milk to Banff and Freda's sister 

and her husband sold and delivered milk in the town. 

105 

The first time she saw Hell's Half Acre was as a kid in the winter after a trip with the horses and a wagon 

and many of the local children from the Millarville area.  "It just roared all the time and you could see the 

light for miles."  People said that house plants would not grow due to the smell of the air in Turner Valley 

but it did not affect the children or the plants. 

130 

When she arrived, she joined the Book Club.  Ruth Welsh, Mary Lowry and Mrs. Ralph Obourne were 

also in the club, really a social club.  It later became the Red Cross group for the area.   



 

150 

They never suffered due to shortages during the war even though things were rationed.  Her parents 

moved to Black Diamond during the war and that is where her father died. 

165 

Her family hated the Social Credit party.  They had worked for the Speaker of the Farmer's government 

near Consort and supported his party.  She remembered Aberhart's radio programs but did not like the 

party.  She does not like Preston Manning either. 

205 

Fires happened often due to lack of proper regulators.  Dr. Harry Lander and Dr. David Lander both took 

care of the burn victims. 

220 

Her family often went to the swimming pool near the plant in Turner Valley.  The children loved the 

water. 

245 

Discussion of floods up at the Millarville end of the oilfield.  Paddy Kennedy helped the kids cross the 

flooded creek, Pothole Creek, during the flood.  Her father took the Calgary Herald newspaper. 

265 

The 1936 forest fire was so sever that ashes fell on the ranche at Massingham.  Her mother made 

sandwiches for the firefighters. 

280 

Discussion of the hospital facilities.   

290 

Story of the Chinese cook at the Buffalo Head Ranch.  An Englishman got up late one morning and asked 

the cook to tell him the location of the lavatory.  The cook pointed outside and said "It's all lavatory."  He 

did not think much of the country.   

310 

The Turner Valley Flare, a local newspaper, was an important communication tool for the area and the 

editor, Barney Halpin often "was in trouble a lot."  He printed material in opposition to the Social Credit. 

325 

Their family went sledding on the Home Hill with toboggans.  Some children got swept off the sleds by 

fences. 

365 

The Oil Wives made puppets of local people and put on plays.  The bootlegger, Tom Ford, was in the 

play.  She wrote the play.  They had a puppet of Dr. David Lander.  They even performed it at the Palliser 

Hotel in Calgary for the Oil Wives.  The called the play "Oily Daze."  They also put on the play at Black 

Diamond, Turner Valley and Longview.  A.M. Stewart loaned them a musicbox and Freda's youngest 

daughter played music for the play.   

440 

She remembered the Ralph Smith family and the daughters Judy and Sandi.  The Rancher's Hall from 

Millarville is now at Heritage Park.  She went to the dance there surreptitiously by going for a horse ride 

with a boy, Eddie Beam, because she was not allowed to go to dances.  They danced outside so as to obey 

the letter of the restriction. 

535 

She started a pottery club using clay from Priddis and Blackie and other local areas.   

580 

End of interview. 
 


