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Tape 1 Side 1 

000 

Biographical information about Mary McRae.  She was born at Elkhorn, Manitoba, near Virden, in 1915.  

She contracted whooping cough as a baby.  The family returned to Saskatchewan.  Her father had stores 

in Abbey, Prelate and Miota and some elevators but they lost money.  They moved to Turner Valley to be 

with an aunt, Katie Spooner, of the Spooner Oils family.  They lived well at the ranch, north of Turner 

Valley up on a hill.  There was a water spring up by the old house.  The family arrived in 1929.  Her 

mother's name was Alice Gillespie McLeod and her father's name was James Smith McLeod.  They were 

both born in Ontario. 

060 

Her father opened a store in Turner Valley, the Economy Store on main street. 

070 

Her first impressions of Turner Valley were of a very beautiful country.  The level of activity was very 

high compared to Saskatchewan. 

095 

She got expelled from the North End School for flirting with the boys.  She was then taught at home until 

the teacher at the school changed. 

120 

The ranch had a large house and a tent out back for guests.  The upstairs was called "No Man's Land" and 

the only man who could stay up there was her father.  An English chap entertained the family with music 

and did chores.  The house had no inside plumbing.   

160 

The United Church was served by Reverend Lewis and later by Reverend George Peacock.  The 

Peacock's daughter and Mary did many pranks. 

180 

All drillers were Americans in the early years.  Canadians eventually learned how to drill and became 

well known.  After 1929 many Americans left and some did not repay all their debts.  She had an 

American boyfriend.  The Canadians and Americans mixed well. 

200 

Her mother fed about 20 people every Sunday for dinner and the family was well known for its 

hospitality.  The family consisted of one son and five daughters. 

220 

Her father gave up the store to son Jim in the 1940s.  Jim and another man set up a men's clothing store in 

Longview from the mid 1930s until the 1960s.   

255 

She met her husband, Allan Murray McRae, at school.  Her husband's father was killed on the Royalite 

#14 well on Easter Sunday.  Mr. Alfred Yea died instantly in the accident and her father-in-law died in 

the General Hospital in Calgary.  The pipe blew and all the men ran and the pipe fell on them.   

295 

Dr. Kenny was the first doctor she can remember and he had his office on Sunset Boulevard near 

downtown.  Dr. Hall was Royalite's doctor.  First aid men and a first aid shack at the plant dealt with 

accidents.   

310 



  

She met her husband at high school and he did not do very well in school.  His mother sent him to Mount 

Royal College in Calgary and he did a bit better and learned more social skills.  Mildred Peacock, 

daughter of the United Church minister, also attended Mount Royal College.   

330 

She knew him from 1929 until 1936 when they were married.  They lived in a house owned by Harry 

Morris on Sunset Boulevard.  They paid $15.00 per month rent and $3.00 per month for gas.   

375 

They built a house on Mortgage Hill.  The carpenter for their house went to war before he could start their 

house.  Her husband built the house himself.  Snob Hill, Royalite's housing area for managers, had 

amenities such as plumbing from the early days. 

395 

Her husband was a pipeliner.  He went from being a gauger to the manager of Winnipeg Pipe.  They went 

from Turner Valley to Nisku, Devon, Edmonton and later to Ontario.  Moving was very disruptive for the 

family, especially because her son, James Murray McRae, had cerebral palsy and she constantly had to 

find care for him.  Mary Kay, her daughter, is a nurse.  For a year they lived in a trailer at the Imperial Oil 

plant at Nisku.  Dr. Townsend treated her son. 

480 

They lived at Mortgage Heights for four years.  Their house has since been moved to a farm.  All in that 

community were broke.  They had a skating rink and she went skating with the kids and they pulled her 

son on a sled.  Thelma Grisedale took movies of the kids on the rink at Mortgage Heights.  They live in 

the Beverly Nursing Home in Calgary and their son, Bill Grisedale is a physician in Calgary.  Tommy 

Grisedale was Thelma's husband and a manager for Imperial Oil in Turner Valley.  The "Batch" at the 

plant was well supplied with food.  There were over fifty men who lived at the "Batch."   

580 

The house of prostitution was west of town on the road to the forest ranger's station.  "They used to say 

that in Turner Valley, there wasn't anybody that was married in it; everybody was shacked up.  Great big 

cars, tar paper shack." 

Tape 1 Side 2 

000 

The swimming pool was very good for her son.  She thinks the family tickets for the pool were about 

$10.00 per year.  They went swimming at the pool most days.  Mrs. Calderwood ran the pool. 

035 

Her daughter was shy and did not want to ride on the bus by herself.  The teacher, Miss Stahl, gave her 

more attention and she bloomed. 

055 

The two swinging bridges crossed the river and the residents on the south side of the river walked over it 

to town. 

065 

She is very bitter about Imperial Oil management but she will not talk about the topic on tape. 

090 

The unemployed were numerous in the 1930s.  Sandy McNabb was the president of the Hunt Club.  

Members went on camping trips, did paper chases on a path and the contestants followed the trail of the 

paper. 

100 

Her husband was a fisher and hunter on the Sheep and Highwood Rivers.  Once her husband was late 

getting home from a hunt and she wanted to report it to the RCMP but her brother prevented her from 

filing a missing persons report.  When the ranger showed up for groceries he informed her that her 

husband had shot a goat and had to go back and get the animal.  Frank Patterson, the barber, Roland 

Snider who worked for the pipeline, her husband and a fourth man that she cannot remember were the 

four who hunted together.  Freddy Nash was the forest ranger.  Community and company picnics were 

held up at the forest ranger's station. 



  

145 

The 1936 forest fire centre of operations was at the ranger's station up the Sheep River.  At 2 a.m. she and 

others took food up to the ranger's station.  She and her sister named Alice supported the firefighting by 

cooking food for the firefighters at the ranger's station. 

185 

Hugh Wilford worked for the plant.  Nolan's Cafe served food and also had a few rooms for rent.  It was a 

rough place to live.  Sandy McNabb's barn was actually the Dalhousie barn, north of town.  Tom and 

Katie Fowler had the general store and post office in Turner Valley.  Jim the Greek had a candy store with 

rooms above it for rent.   

220 

She was in the United Church choir when she was a teenager.  Her mother was in charge of church "Little 

Elementary" Sunday School.  The United Church was important to the family although she later became 

an agnostic.  She quit going to church in her later years.  Her father sent his family but did not attend 

church himself. 

260 

Social Credit took over from the United Farmers of Alberta.  William Aberhart came to Turner Valley for 

a meeting at the Log Cabin and she was the cashier at the meeting. 

280 

There was also a live theatre in Turner Valley at the theatre and Mr. and Mrs. Heatherington directed the 

plays.   

295 

Over 100 attended the Social Credit meeting at the Log Cabin.  She voted for Aberhart in order to get rid 

of the United Farmers of Alberta.  Imperial Oil did not want its employees to be involved in politics, they 

just wanted them to work. 

320 

The oilfield community got along quite well with the others in the area.   

330 

Imperial Oil never allowed a union.  The Industrial Council, on which her husband served as a manager, 

solved the problems. 

345 

Accidents at the plant killed both Sam and Art Martin, at least Art.  Gordon Webster lost his legs and the 

Calgary doctor did not give him much chance for recovery but he eventually learned to walk with 

artificial legs. 

365 

Dr. Harry Lander arrived in 1937 and later brought in Dr. David Lander.  They encouraged the creation of 

the first hospital, in an Okalta cookhouse.  Mrs. Nap LaRosee ran a maternity hospital before the hospital 

opened by the river.  She probably did some emergency medicine.  There is an article about Mrs. LaRosee 

at the Glenbow Archives.  The Landers had their offices in the Black Diamond hotel.  Ralphie Lander, 

David's brother, ran the drugstore. 

420 

A polio epidemic hit the community in 1937.  435 

Bill Herron Jr.'s Pontiac convertible was in the Turner Valley anniversary parade.  

450 

The Herron's moved in an iron lung for their son, who had polio.  Turner Valley Oiler star Pete Atkinson's 

wife Margaret nursed the Herrron's son.  She contracted polio and died.   

495 

The hospital by the river was Dr. Harry Lander's ambition.  Eleanor Stanley was the matron of the 

hospital for many years.  She was Mary's sister.  She died recently.   

535 



  

Floods caused accidents.  Her husband's little brother Buster died in the river during a flood one year.  

Someone ran to the plant and blew the plant whistle and everyone came to help look for the lost child.  A 

little boy and a little girl also drowned in the river. 

595 

The Turner Valley Oilers was a company team.  Each man had a token job with the company.  Mr. Piper, 

Mina Piper was his wife's name, was the coach of the team. 
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000 

The Turner Valley Oilers won the Allan Cup in later years.  They played at the Okotoks area, an indoor 

arena.  Drumheller, High River and Calgary each had a team in the league. 

020 

She curled, skated, golfed and tubed on the river.  She took up tubing on the Sheep River in 1971 in a 

tractor inner tube.  They started at Battery 14, now called Battery 34.  She calls the coking ovens the 

Indians ovens even though she knows they were coal coking ovens used by early white settlers.   

035 

The Palliser family lived at the Black Diamond well, at New Black Diamond, upstream from the hospital. 

055 

She is still looking for the Lost Lemon Mine.   

060 

The Indians in the area came to the store to buy lemon extract. 

070 

Her husband was in the reserve army during the war.  He wanted to get into the airforce but they did not 

accept him.  Imperial Oil did not want to let him go either as the Turner Valley field was too important.  

A scare came through that the Japanese were coming through to Turner Valley.  The reserve were put on 

alert and could not leave the area. 

100 

"People from all over the world came to see Hells Half Acre."   

115 

Rationing was tight in the war.  She got Carnation milk for her sick son even though it was rationed.  Dr. 

David Lander once told her: "You're baby's dying of malnutrition."  She did not believe him but she 

cooked the poultry livers that he told her to feed her son.  Everyone in Turner Valley donated the livers 

from their poultry for her son to eat. 

150 

Finally, a doctor in Edmonton diagnosed her son correctly.  He was not expected to live very long but he 

is still alive.  Dr. Palmer in Wichita, Kansas saw her son.  A private plane took her and her son to Kansas.  

The owner of the plane called her son Jimmy "His little Alberta Cowboy."  The man was the head of 

Globe Oil and he suggested that she lobby for rehabilitation centres.   

235 

The main newspaper was the Turner Valley Flare.  Barney Halpin was a terrific man but he had a problem 

with alcohol.  Many in the oilfield had an alcohol problem due to the great amount of money in the area.  

She finally went to the Black Diamond beer parlour after she moved back in the 1970s.  She likes the 

murals on the wall in the bar.   

300 

End of interview. 

 

 


