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000 

Biographical information about Geoff Andrews.  He was born in the old country store in Black Diamond, 

called the Black Diamond Store.  His family was renting the upstairs rooms.  His father was doing 

contract thrashing with a Rumley Oil Pull tractor at Tongue Creek.  On December 8, 1915, Geoff was 

born on the stairs when his mother went looking for help with the delivery. 

025  

Edwin Andrews was his father.  The Rumley Oil Pull tractor was a large, steam engine, powered by 

burning oil.  Most farming in that period was done with horses.  Ed was a steam engineer by trade and 

had served in the merchant navy. 

070 

Ed came to Canada to make a living in a new and promising land.  He rented farms from two different 

farmers in the Black Diamond area but was unable to make much of a living on either of them or other 

farms they rented.  The Wegeners later operated a dairy and sold milk to the locals. 

100 

Ed ran the thrashing operation for about two or three years.  He then worked as a steam engineer at a 

surface coal mine near the Wegeners farm.  The mine was called the Black Diamond Mine and the town 

took its name from the mine. 

125 

Ed got interested in working in the oil industry after the discovery of oil in the area in 1914. 

140 

The family moved to "the Big White House on the hill" just northwest of the town of Turner Valley about 

1.5 miles.  The property belonged to another Englishman, Mr. Starley, from whom the Andrews family 

rented the house and land.  The house seemed like a mansion with four bedrooms on the second floor and 

a large porch outside.   

165 

Ed tried to farm the land but was unsuccessful.  He worked for Royalite as a steam engineer.  They 

worked twelve hours a day, seven days each week.  He worked on Royalite #4, drilling it and trying to put 

it out after it went on fire.  They lined up a dozen boilers and the steam from them bent the flare, but did 

not put it out.  Geoff remembers watching the wooden rig burn down in a few minutes.  He watched it 

burn from the window of the house.  They eventually put it out with explosives.   

210 

Ed helped get the school district started.  It was named the Turner Valley School District 4039.  The 

school was in a house just north of Turner Valley and just went through grade 7.  The first high school 

was west of Whiskey Row at the corner where the road turns north.  He walked to school there for grades 

8 through 10.  The school was 1.5 miles from his home.   

240 

In the late 1920s, Tom and Mabel Fowler started a grocery store across the road south from the Royal 

Bank in Turner Valley.  Geoff's mother, Florence, started a store she called the Central Clothing store just 

north of the bank.  The Fowler's then started competing with Florence and ended their friendship.  A 

couple of years later the Andrews built a larger store and added women's clothing.  The days were long so 

they built a house behind the store, 1.5 stories tall, in order to be closer to the workplace.  The whole main 

street burned to the ground in 1931, with the exception of the bank.  They got their furniture out of the 

house.  They had no insurance but they rebuilt, this time with the house separated from the store.   

350 



  

Fires were common, some accidental and some not.  Many burned down their houses, collected the 

insurance and left town.   

370 

Geoff attended grades 11 and 12 at the new high school which is now the golf course clubhouse.   

395 

Ed met his wife, a Black Diamond girl, at a school dance. 

400 

His first summer job was at the gas plant on the "banjo and the anchor" or the round nosed shovel and a 

pick, doing maintenance.  All the pipelines were dug in by hand, even the first ones to Calgary.  Teams 

and wagons did all the hauling inside the plant in order to avoid any danger of internal combustion 

engines starting a fire.   

450 

In the spring of 1936 he went to work as a machinist in the Royalite plant as an apprentice.  His 

apprenticeship program lasted three years.  He worked under Martin Gulbrandsen.  Bob Turtle 

apprenticed with Art Cobb and Erol Mattingsly apprenticed with Stan Stanhope.  Pay was $.30 per hour 

for the  first 18 months, the next 15 months was $.40 per hour and the last three months was $.55 per 

hour.   

510 

Ed and Rita got married in 1939, just as he was finishing up his apprenticeship.   

515 

As a third class machinist, his first position after the apprenticeship, he was paid $.70 per hour.   

525 

Weeds were kept down on the plant grounds by the labourers using scythes and hoes.  Oil from the 

operations probably also kept the weeds in check.   

585 

The retaining wall by the river was built to keep out the floods.  Adam Blacklock built the wall along the 

river with rocks. 

610 

Gravel for construction came from a site about half a mile east along the river.  Mr. Sieferd was hired to 

haul gravel from that pit to the plant. 
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Geoff helped load gravel onto Mr. Sieferd's gravel wagon.  The bottom consisted of loose 2x4 or 2x6 

planks.  When they were ready to unload they twisted the ends of one of the planks and the gravel fell 

through the bottom.   

025 

Barbed wire was added to the top of the wire fence around the plant during World War II.  Geoff did not 

have a pass during the war since he did not work in the plant but at the machine shop, north of the plant. 

075 

Frank Clarke, of Salmon Arm, worked at the plant and the warehouse in Turner Valley.  It is his 

panoramic photograph of the plant that we looked at while doing this interview. 

085 

The children organized their own softball league.  Only the catcher and the first basemen had mits.  The 

catcher also had a mask.   

110 

Gordon Clowes helped the local kids build a rink and used his truck to go the sawmill up the Sheep River 

and get slabs of wood which they used to build the fence around the rink.  The young people built the rink 

and all the buildings themselves.  They flooded and took care of the hockey rink.  The lumber mill was up 

the Sheep River, in the forestry reserve.  They also installed lights around the rink and Royalite supplied 

the electricity.  Gordon Clowes was the goalie as he had the pads.  The kids used magazines as shin pads.  



  

Their team was called the Turner Valley Oilers, a name later adopted by the semi-professional hockey 

team that represented the oilfield area.  Pete Atkinson, Doug Cairns and others played on this team. 

230 

Geoff hunted gophers, rabbits and other small animals.  He also trapped prairie chickens, with gopher 

traps, at the hay stacks.  The kids got a cent per tail for the gophers they shot.  The kids also frequented 

the local dump, called the nuisance grounds.  Geoff built a shack and shot magpies through holes in the 

walls.   

310 

He loved fishing too and often wished he could go to the Highwood River, as did some others who had 

access to transportation.   

345 

Geoff worked mostly on a medium sized lathe, with a twelve foot long bed.  The big lathe had a 50 foot 

long bed for handling really big jobs. 

380 

Geoff left the Royalite machine shop in 1949.   

410 

During World War II, the machine shop ran two shifts and they built many things there that were not 

available due to the war's demand on the industrial capacity of the country.  At the blacksmith's shop they 

reworked old cable tool steel into new tools.  The old bits were as big as 24 inches and they were melted 

down in a forge and the metal was then reused.   

520 

A pit, full of beams, was the cushion upon which the blacksmith's pounded the tools with the steam 

hammers.  The pit was at least partially filled with oil. 

550 

In 1943, Geoff joined the airforce as a mechanic.  When he was called up to go to the Pacific, he and his 

wife took a trip to the west coast for a holiday.  While on the holiday, the war ended when the Allies 

dropped the two atomic bombs. 

600 

Many families were split up and friendships were terminated due to the events of the war.  Gordon Alger, 

brother of Harry Alger and Ross Alger, died in the battle that resulted in the sinking of the Bismark.   
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During the war, some people talked about "when the Japs come over the hills" but there was little real fear 

that the area would be invaded.  The searchlight on the hill was part of the protection against the enemy.  

Sabotage was the greatest fear.   

050 

The waste of the gas was accepted as a part of life.  The noise and the smell became common.  When they 

were first married, they lived half a mile from Hells Half Acre.  The china in the cupboard rattled all the 

time.  They put paper between the plates to keep them from rattling.  The roar of the flare was always 

audible.  He once told visitors not to pass a warning sign lest they catch on fire but the visitor pointed out 

that the sign was not on fire and then walked over for a closer look at the flames. 

100 

His wife, while training as a nurse in Calgary, travelled on the bus.  When she first smelled the gas on the 

way home she once said "It sure smells like home." 

125 

Accidents with gas were not all that frequent since people took care.  At Major #3, Kevin Cassidy, his 

wife's brother, was killed by the explosion.  Another man was also killed in that incident. 

150 

Gassed eyes caused red and inflamed eyes.  A bath of boracic acid was used to treat gassed eyes.   

170  



  

Hart hats came into general use after the war.  Bill Milner was the first aid man and he trained other men 

in safety related matters.  200 

They wore goggles when they worked on the grindstone but no protection when they worked on the lathe.   

220 

Description of the process for getting a metal filing out of the eye.  They used a small tool with a loop of 

fishing line sticking out the end.   

245 

Bill Herron's son contracted polio.  Pete Atkinson's wife helped nurse him and she got polio and died.  

They brought in an iron lung to treat her and Geoff and another man, Bill Oaks, took turns serving as 

mechanics at the site in case the iron lung stopped. 

310 

Harry Lander "was a delightful gentleman" and had a great personality.  The doctors worked long hours 

in order to help people. 

340 

Ed Andrews was layed off by Royalite during the 1930s.  He and another man started a company, 

Andrews and Cobb, and they fixed boilers and rolled tubing.  They operated the company until they were 

rehired by Royalite, about three years later.  They never went on relief. 

400 

The Industrial Council began after the war.  It was a way to avoid unions in the plant.  There was often 

talk about a union.   
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Unions cannot organize very easily at a rig but more stable jobs, such as at a refinery, are better places for 

a union to form.   

030 

Art Cobb was a strong supporter of the Social Credit as was Stan Stanhope.   

080 

Discussion of hunting west of Turner Valley along Sheep River. 

090 

Ash fell on the town of Turner Valley from the 1936 forest fire that threatened to come over from British 

Columbia. 

110 

Barney Halpin once wrote an article that said that a forest fire was "fought by 36 white men, two indians 

and Percy Wray."   

125 

Geoff does not remember much crime in the Turner Valley area.  Bootlegging, poker joints and a few 

crimes like that were not prosecuted very often.  Tom Ford was a bootlegger.  Pete Crow ran a poker joint 

in Turner Valley.   

185 

Geoff built the first house they lived in at Turner Valley.  The house still stands, north from the town 

office and west of Hells Half Acre.  The house is in a photograph on page 279 of the local history book, 

In the Light of the Flares.  The house was 24 by 24 feet.  It included three rooms, a gas fired, converted 

wood stove, a convection heater in the living room area and no insulation in the walls.  The walls were 

covered with a material called Insulboard.  A friend wired electricity for lights and fell through the ceiling 

when he stepped on the Insulboard instead of the joists.  The studs were on two foot centres.  He later dug 

a cellar under the kitchen and used it as a storage area and accessed it through a trap door.   

300 

Story about chickens he had as a child.  He built a shed for them against the side of the garage in 

downtown Turner Valley.  He tried to keep them warm with a little fire at a leaky joint in the gas line.  



  

When he tried to enlarge the leak in the gas line by hitting the joint with a brick, it ruptured and burned 

down the garage and the chicken shed. 

350 

Discussion of the importance of the Turner Valley oilfield to Canada. 

445 

End of interview. 

 

 


