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000 

Bill - The family came from Unity, Saskatchewan.  The oldest daughter had chronic lung trouble and they decided 

to move to a higher altitude.  They also came so that Wayne could be near a Dr. Townsend in Calgary.  

Wayne's legs needed medical attention due to a bout with polio.  He and his brother-in-law bought a store 

in Hartell.  When the Purity 99 plant closed down, after the fire and explosion, the south end of the field 

died.  His job at the plant was maintenance.  The plant purified gasoline with a topping unit.  Gas was 

trucked to market from that plant.  He went to work for Madison Natural Gas in 1948.  He was outside the 

day in 1949, just after lunch, when the Purity 99 plant blew up.  Three men from Madison went and 

helped get the refinery back into production again.  Bill Pearson, the foreman, was burned and died in the 

accident.  Two others were burned but survived.  The superintendent of the plant after the accident, went 

skiing in the mountains and disappeared near Banff.  The plant closed shortly thereafter.   

065 

Bill - He worked at the Purity 99 plant for a few months.  He had to dig an oil leak out when the ground 

was frozen and the task took all day.  "You hit the ground and a little chip flew out."  They were digging 

with pick and shovel.  Description of a tower flash and of the events of the Purity 99 fire and explosion.  

They were three or four miles away and he said "Gosh, that sounded like an explosion."  It was very loud.   

100 

Bill - The store at Hartell closed due to lack of business after the south end closed down.  The store had a 

few groceries and some clothing as well as the post office.  They were there for about four years. 

110 

Wayne - Wayne remembered the store as a big, old two storey building.  It was a local centre of community 

interest. 

120 

Bill - The store opened about 7:30 or 8 a.m. and was open till about 10 p.m., six days per week.   

135 

Wayne - Hartell was bigger than the current community.  There were two stores, a garage, many homes and a 

United Church, which was later moved to Longview.  There were about 25 houses. 
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150 

Wayne - He took his schooling in the hospital in the early years.  Later he went to school in Black 

Diamond, Turner Valley and his first years of high school in Royalties, in the late 1950s and his later ones 

in Turner Valley.  Hayden's Machine Shop was still at Royalties as was the movie theatre.  

180 

Bill - There was a dance hall and quite a few houses at Purity 99, perhaps 15 or 20. 

190 

Wayne - There was a restaurant at the Purity 99 plant and many good times happened there.  Truck traffic from 

the plant through Black Diamond was constant.  The Home Oil hill was much higher before it was cut 

down for the modern road. 

210 

Beatrice - There were many people coming and going in the early days.  Everyone seemed to be on the move.  A 

big prairie fire burned down some buildings. 

215 



  
Bill - Description of the early fire which started at a well. 

225 

Wayne - The whole area was dotted with tank farms and at each one there was a house.  Flares were 

common. 

235 

Beatrice - "It was lit up when you came home at night....Some man said 'It's nice to come back to the valley 'cause 

it seems like they have the lights on waiting for you.'  You didn't come home in the dark." 

245 

Bill - Description of the products that came out of the gas at the plant. 

255 

Wayne - By the early 1960s, many of the tank farms were shut down.  Some farmers bought the old tanks for 

granaries. 

260 

Bill - Gas was recycled back into the field for storage in the summer and then used in the winter.  He hired on at 

Madison in 1949.  Dalt Hinman hired him.  They needed more men and he worked for Tim Redford on 

the gas pipeline.  They renewed the number one line, to the north end of the field, in the spring of 1950.  

Description of the process.  The pipe needed considerable work due to corrosion.  The metal was checked 

for pitting and then welded.  Then the men wrapped it in burlap, tarred the wrapped pipe and then put it 

back into the ground.  They put aluminum anode posts in to draw electrical current away from the 

pipeline and grounded it.  These posts were installed every two hundred feet.  The gas pipeline was a 6 

inch line.  The foreman inspected the pipe for repairs.  An old ditchdigger, gas powered, dug out the 

pipeline and a chain auger on it put the dirt off to one side.  A caterpillar tractor backfilled after the repair 

work was completed. 
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375 

He then went to work in the plant as an operator for some years and later out into the field again.  He 

worked under Lawrence Krausert in the field.  He was second in command in the plant.  There was a big 

layoff one day and he was the only man who had a job on his crew.  He later worked again in the plant as 

second man in the compressor plant.  Then he worked as the swing man, working throughout the plant in 

order to relieve operators.  Description of the gas gathering truck man's duties.  In the winter, when 

demand for gas grew, the man on the gas gathering truck went out and turned on the valves to make up 

the extra gas that the city of Calgary needed.  On a cold day, they needed to turn on 15 or 20 additional 

wells to make up the extra load. 

460 

Wayne - Wayne remembered the roads as quite bad.  They went through deep snow drifts and axle deep mud.  

Bill was a very good driver, so good in fact, that he never put a company truck into the ditch.  He once hit 

a deer at night on the way to a well.  The accident put his lights out and he had to drive back in with only 

his signal lights.  

490 

Bill - The trucks carried chains and shovels in case they got stuck.  Some trucks had emergency food supplies.  

None of his trucks ever had emergency food.  He once had to walk over half a mile to check a battery in 

cold weather.  The roads were not built up and they drifted in quite often.  One time the snow came into 

the road almost as fast as he could shovel a track for his truck.  He worked as an operator in each part of 

the plant until he retired in 1976. 

580 

Bill - One night, while trying to restart a pump, they had an electrical fire in the switch box.  The repair 

crew rewired the box the next day. 
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Bill - Another day, an accidental fire was started by an electrical storm.  He put it out with a fire 

extinguisher.  Art Martin died as the result of an accident with hydrogen sulphide.  Bill was called in at 4 

a.m. to take over for Art.  Three other men also got gassed that same morning but they did not die.  He got 

gassed once.  The activator was supposed to be bled off so he loosened the bolts on the top of the tank.  

He felt the gas hit him so he lay down flat on top of the roof until his head cleared.  The valve that was 

supposed to bleed off the gas was plugged.  He was slightly gassed a few times. 

065 

Bill - Gassed eyes created blue circles around the lights in the house.  "That's just like grit in the eyes."  It 

took two or three days to go away and quit bothering your eyes.  He just washed his eyes our with water 

or put in drops that the doctors gave him.  The gas at the north end was much more dangerous.  At a 

Home well at the south end, Roy Brown and Mr. Krausert and Bill were at a valve when it blew apart but 

none of them were killed or injured.   

120 

Bill - There were many close calls.  The sulphur plant had frequent fires.  The track of the caterpillar 

tractor that worked in the pit caused enough friction to create fires.  Tin walls were used to create forms 

for the molten sulphur to cool in.  His son Ray almost got hit with the molten sulphur from the spout.   

150 

Bill - Training was poor sometimes.  He had one day of training on the gas gathering truck and one day 

on the production truck.  In the plant he got more training, usually as the second man working under an 

operator in a part of the plant. 

180 

Bill - Floods in the spring brought blocks of ice that plugged up the water intakes for the plant.  One time 

they used dynamite to break up the ice.  Sometimes they had to move logs away from the gates.  Leafs 

also plugged up the intake and dirty water was a problem too.  During floods the water got very close to 

the berm at the bottom of the plant.  The berm was taken out a few times but the plant was never flooded.  

Water got almost up to the bottom of the plant bridge.   

235 

Bill - Dr. Dave Lander and Dr. Harry Lander were the physicians for the area and they doctored the 

community. 

245 

Wayne - They travelled anywhere.  They had a reputation for getting to the accidents very quickly.  Dr. 

Dave went down into the basement of a house and pulled out the two gassed people.  Description of an 

accident at the Mercury 99 gas plant.  While taking it apart a man fell and slit his throat and Dr. Dave kept 

him alive for a while. 

285 

Wayne - Bert Bader, a man who worked on Dingman #1, told many good stories.  Frances Wurstenberger 

delivered water, door to door.  He offered the rental of a cabin to the Baders.  They moved in and he 

installed gas into the cabin and Wurstenberger raised the rent on the cabin.  The Baders moved out and 

took out the gas line too.  Wurstenberger moved in only to find out that the gas was taken out and he was 

quite upset.   

360 

Bill - The Industrial Council took the place of the union.  Wages were kept up to the other plants in the country.  

He did not like that the men got a percentage increase and he did not like that as it cost the poor man more 

to live than the rich man.  Three men represented the workers and two represented the management.  

There was talk of a union but it never came in.  The wages seemed reasonable.   

440 

Bill - He was quite responsible by the end of his time at the plant.  He was the number one operator in his 

final days. 

455 

Beatrice - Beatrice did not like the smell of the gas so she shut the house windows to keep the gas smell out and 

Bill opened them when he got home.   



  

465 

Bill - Turner Valley had a good wind from the southwest and blew most of the smell to Black Diamond and 

further east. 

475 

Wayne - Silver tarnished quickly in the Turner Valley area.  Story of a silver cigarrette case that tarnished.  Silver 

coin tarnished quickly. 

500 

Bill - The plant gave the town a name that it will never shake.  The plant financially supported the area.  Farmers 

often worked for the gas and oil companies until they got their farms going.   

560 

Bill - After Hartell, they moved into Black Diamond, in two places, then a rental place in Turner Valley 

and finally their home in the north end of the town.  The first shack in Black Diamond had three rooms.  

The well in the second house was cribbed with an oil barrel in the basement of the house.  That well never 

ran dry.  The water was tested and came back with a good report. 
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Wayne - Wayne remembered the family using the well as a place to keep food cool.  They lived in one house for 

only a few days and then moved out since it was full of bedbugs.  They rented a house from Charlie 

Stewart for a while. 

030 

Bill - Royalite withheld some money each month for a savings plan and then they cashed it in to build their house.   

040 

Wayne - When they moved into the house they rented from Charlie Stewart the floorboards were rotten and Bill 

repaired it.  That house had heat and water. 

055 

Beatrice - This was their first house that had indoor plumbing and they moved into it in 1959.   

060 

Wayne - The houses on Royalite hill were considered high class housing due to the indoor plumbing. 

070 

Beatrice - Bill was offered a house on the hill but she figures he refused it because he did not want the twins 

getting on the nerves of the other managers.   

075 

Wayne - The twins were hellions. 

Bill - He did not like the house because it was a two storey house and he did not like the idea of two 

storey house because their house in Saskatchewan burned down and he did not want any members of his 

family to get trapped in a burning house.  They bought their current house for $4700.00.   

090 

Bill - The people who lived on the hill were very nice.  The Britamco Club held dances and suppers.  The club 

was named after the company, British American.   

110 

Wayne - The men in the field were big and strong but they were also talented musicians. 

120 

Bill - The Americans were mostly gone by the time Bill got involved in the plant.   

125 

Wayne - Picnics were held at Battery 34, then called Battery 14.  A hitching rail stood until recently and once 

greased, the rail was the site of pillow fights.  Other games included tug-of-war and baseball.   

140 

Bill - Men's teams competed in tug of war contests. 

150 



  

Bill - The companies sponsored the picnics.  The men had to work their holidays or get someone to work 

for them.  The picnics lasted all day and into the night.  A dance floor was built and a stage.  Cliff Moore, 

a plant employee, had a little band.  Charlie Brown also played music.  Accordions were common.  Judy 

Edwards, Maurice Edwards wife, played the piano.  Oliver Jones played the violin. 

180 

Beatrice - Sometimes after the band was done, Maurice Edwards sat down at the piano and started playing and 

they danced all night.  The kids were taken home to the baby sitter and the adults went back for the dance.   

190 

Wayne - The picnics were a big event because most of the families could not afford to go on family holidays.  

Kids paddled around in inner tubes on the Sheep Creek.  He took the kids up to New Black Diamond, 

three miles west of Turner Valley, and the children floated down from there to the Black Diamond bridge. 

230 

Bill - There were four rinks of ice for curling.  Bowling, hockey, skating and swimming were common.  The 

heated pool near the plant got its water from the discharge of the steam plant.  The fee to swim there was 

very minor. 

265 

Bill - Mrs. Elmer Anderson, who lives next door to the McGonigles, used to take care of the swimming 

pool with Mrs. Lord, now deceased.  The old one was open until about 1960. 

290 

Bill - He fished some on the Highwood River and the Sheep Creek as well as at the Chain Lakes and the 

Little Bow.  He did not hunt very much. 

310 

Wayne - A hunting license cost $5.00.  There was more game then than there is now.  They used to stay in Adam 

Blacklock's cabin after he died.  Some Germans were tenting nearby and Wayne and his friends pretended 

to be a bear and tried to scare them.  The Germans did not moved, thinking that if the bear had not 

bothered them, they should just stay put.   

370 

Wayne - Another time he was out riding when a snow storm came along.  The horse brought him home, 

passed out due to the cold.   

Beatrice - She heard her son calling faintly for help and they went out and brought him in. 

400 

Wayne - His horse was his legs in his early days.  The horse did tricks.  The kids used to play dead, along with the 

horse, beside the road.  When cars stopped, the kids would get up and ride off on the horse.  Some of the 

people laughed while others cussed at them.  The horse was called Midnight.   

465 

Wayne - Dave Blacklock was a naturalist and had lived for some years with indians.  He taught the kids 

in the town how to make a bow and arrow.  Animals, including fighting cocks, lived in the house with 

him.  The cockfights were probably in Calgary.  Dave was a sculptor too and taught the children many 

things.  Women in the community gave jars of jam to him. 

535 

Wayne - Adam Blacklock lived west of Turner Valley and worked as a pipeline walker. 

550 

Wayne - Alcohol was common and many drank heavily.   

Bill - Bill worked with two alcoholics but they were good workers. 

585 

Beatrice - She was very busy taking care of her two sick children and the twins.  She did not have much time on a 

daily basis to mix with other people. 
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Beatrice - Bill worked many extra jobs to make enough money to make ends meet.  He worked at the 

hospital as a maintenance man. 

010 

Wayne - They had a silver dollar and Wayne and his older sister Gayle hid the 1901 silver dollar so that they 

would not spend it in the hard times.   

025 

Bill - He could get by on just a few hours of sleep. 

030 

Beatrice - Mrs. Murray delivered newspapers on a bicycle and wore heavy fur coat summer and winter and a big 

feather in her hat. 

045 

Bill - He voted for Social Credit and that it was alright.   

055 

Bill - The family did not go to church much and Bill was often working shiftwork.  When Wayne was in the 

hospital, Sunday was the day the family could get out to visit him. 

075 

End of interview. 


