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000 

Biographical information about Jean Denning Harris.  Her father was Harry Denning.  He found coal west 

of Turner Valley about one mile.  She went to school southwest of Turner Valley and finished high school 

at the Turner Valley high school.  Her mother's parents, the Hitchell's, came to the area in 1903.  Mary 

Hitchell was her mother's full name.  She is still alive and living in the nursing home in Claresholm and is 

95 years old.  Jean met Howard when he came to work for her father in 1933. 

055 

Biographical information about Howard Harris. He was born in Seattle, on August 21, 1911.  The family 

came to the area by wagon in 1924 and he went to school in High River.  His father was a carpenter with 

Percy Taylor.  He built houses in the Longview area from 1924 to 1930.  Howard has contracted as a 

carpenter for most of his life.  He went to grade five in High River. 

095 

Howard built structures all over southern Alberta. 

100 

He came to the Denning farm in 1933 as a farm labourer.  That fall he went to the Royalite #2 plant in the 

south end.  He also worked at the plant in Turner Valley as well as at the Mercury plant in the south end.  

He worked with Fred Christiansen doing carpentry at the Royalite plant in the town of Turner Valley and 

came to work at the Turner Valley gas plant in about 1940. 

140 

During the war he was sworn in as a policeman and carried a shotgun around the plant on rounds.  About 

four men carried the shotguns at the plant.  He acted in this capacity for 2 or 3 years.  The walk included 

the inside of the plant as well as the buildings.  They had to give a password to get into the plant.  One 

man was stationed at the bridge in a small shack.  Once Howard went in and sat down on the alarm and 

the security men came down. 

180 

He was also in charge of the maintenance of the fire extinguishers.  The plant pumped oil to Calgary full 

speed during the war.  Gas was rationed but farmers got all the gas they needed. 

200 

An accident at the south end plant occurred when a man shut off the wrong valve.  When it blew up, it 

blew the soles off his shoes.  Howard once tried to help clean a vessel and started to cough.  His partner 

told him to get out and when he got out he passed out, fell and cut his head above his eye.  He was treated 

by Joe Milner, the Royalite first aid man and then went into Calgary for additional medical treatment. 
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250 

Doctors included Doctor Key, Doctor David Lander and Doctor Harry Lander, cousins.  Doctor Ardiel 

worked out of Okotoks.  Mrs. LaRosee established the first hospital.  Emily Denning, Harry Denning's 

second wife, acted as a midwife in the early days. 

300 

In 1936, a large forest fire tried to come over from British Columbia.  Howard worked fighting the fire for 

almost two months.  They were paid $1.50 per day.  They were once stranded for 10 days and just kept all 

the land around the camp wet.  Freddie Nash was the forest ranger.  He told everyone never to run into the 

bush.  One man ran into the bush and Freddy rode into the bush and rescued him.  No one was lost in that 

fire. 

360 



 
Howard also did some pipefitting around the plant when there was no carpentry to do.  The last five years 

he worked on the pump truck, going to each well and pumping the oil to Turner Valley.  They worked 

with Buda oil pumps. 

395 

An accident, a fire at Valley Pipeline, demolished the warehouse. 
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The fire was in the mid 1940s.  It took the carpenters three months to rebuild the structure.  It was about 

100 feet long. 

020 

Mr. Norris died of hydrogen sulphide poisoning accident on his last scheduled shift before his retirement. 

045 

All Howard's training was on the job.  He worked an 8 hour day, 8 am. to 4 pm.  At first the single men 

lived in a bunkhouse and ate at the cookhouse.  Virgil Brown worked as a gauger and his wife, Lois 

Brown worked at the cookhouse at the Royalite plant. 

075 

A grievance committee at Royalite consisted of management and labour.  Howard never had any 

complaints. 

090 

Before the pipelines connected the gas to the plant, 22 million cubic feet per day was flared.  Once there 

was a market for the gas, Royalite shut down the flares at Hell's Half Acre.   

110 

The noise from the flare made it hard for Jean to concentrate in the school as a student.  

120 

When the flares were burning, the houses in town vibrated.  The creek got so hot from the flares at Hell's 

Half Acre that the boys could not stay in the water of the creek for more than a few minutes at a time. 

150 

Construction details about oilfield housing.  Howard built large structures for Wilson Arches in later 

years. 
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170 

The houses in the valley were small.  In the 1940s they were about 16 by 20 feet, at the largest.  Roofs 

were made of a 2x12 on edge down the middle with planks bent over and nailed to the top of the walls.  

The roofs were covered with rolled roofing.  The walls were covered with shiplap, tarpaper and lath to 

keep the paper on.  These houses usually had two rooms.  One was the bedroom and the other was for 

everything else. 

210 

One woman asked where her closet was when her husband moved her into one of the shacks.  He 

pounded a nail into the wall and said that was her closet. 

240 

The Harris' house was 18 by 20 with a hip roof.  It was at Royalties. 

260 

Jean remembered that Royalties eventually had 4 schools, lumber yards, a theatre, a community hall, 

stores, service stations.  Up to 900 people lived there.  The town was probably three quarters of a mile 

long. 

290 

Howard built his house over the water pipeline to the Mercury plant and although most of the people in 

Royalties had to buy water by the bucket, the Harris family had running water. 

300 



 
Another H.L. Harris and Howard had their mail mixed up. 

320 

The Hudson's Bay store in Royalties only lasted a few years. 

330 

Howard worked on his own farm at the same time he worked at the plant.  "It was really a lifesaver for the 

farmers."  The farms also sold produce and eggs and meat to the people in the town.  Some farmers also 

got work with horses for the oil companies.  Sam Johnson hauled pipe from Okotoks with horses.  Other 

truckers included Kimball and Carter. 
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000 

Howard built 70 shacks for the pumps.  The doors were on hooked hinges so that the doors could be lifted 

off while the engines were running.  The wooden frame was covered with tin.  The were 8 feet long and 

14 or 16 feet long.  The walls were 7 feet tall. 

020 

He also built a steel frame structure at the south end so that it could be taken apart and moved. 

040 

He once had to look for a leak in a pipeline, on Christmas Day, out on a pipeline crossing over the river. 
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065 

Howard's farming operations described. 

Coyotes almost ate the turkeys faster than they could grow up. 

085 

Jean's Royalties recollections included a stove burner that was just a piece of pipe with slits cut in the 

side.  They had a regulator for the gas.  A washboard, tub and a clothesline was the laundry.  A pit with a 

flare in it was the garbage disposal system.  A truck delivered water door to door.  Earlier, at the town of 

Turner Valley, the water was delivered by a horse drawn wagon.   

130 

They lived at Royalties for about three years from 1937 to 1940.  They then moved to the Denning farm. 

150 

The community hall in Royalties housed the theatre and dances.  The hall was later moved to Black 

Diamond.  South end residents went to High River for medical services. 

170 

Details of the cost of medical facilities in the Turner Valley town area when two Denning daughters 

needed medical attention. 

185 

The first mail carrier took people back and forth before the first busses.  Mail carriers included Amos 

Cameron, Barry Biscoby and Art Bradley. 

205 

Barney Halpin was the editor of the local newspaper, the Flare.  Gordon Minue and Jim McInnis knew a 

lot of the people in the area and both served as mayor. 

230 

Discussion of entertainment.  Bootleggers existed throughout the valley.  The first hotel was at Black 

Diamond.  The next hotel was the Twin Cities Hotel in Longview.  Bootleggers were known by the 

police.  One was a cripple and made his living bootlegging and running a gambling operation.  Girls, 

prostitutes, came out to the bunkhouses on payday.  

275 

Softball teams competed throughout the area.  In the early days they only had a catchers mit.   

300 



 
Various men played musical instruments including violins, banjos and guitars.  They had dances in homes 

and at the schools and at the Log Cabin.  The country dances were more friendly than the town dances. 

325 

The "dry squad" of the RCMP checked the trunk at one dance although the bottles in the Harris car were 

under the front seat of the car.  The dances were regularly visited by the liquor squad. 

355 

Gambling stories.  Poker was often played in the area too.  One poker joint owner was Pete Crowe.  He 

also bootlegged. 
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000 

Story about a man who stole gas from a pipeline. 

007 

Eddie Smith and Howard used to hunt and fish in the Kananaskis. 

They also fished on the Highwood.  When fishing in the Kananaskis Lakes, they used weights to get the 

hooks down deep and they caught large lake trout.  The also shot elk and deer.   

065 

They hunted with Ross .303 rifles.  Story of Harry Henderson's rifle.   

075 

The patrol men at the plant carried shotguns, but just one man at a time had a gun.   

090 

A searchlight up on top of the hill south of the plant was trained on the plant at night. 

100 

Frank and Pat Nichols were some of the other men who carried guns at the plant. 

105 

Jean remembered some of the details of rationing of food.  They could not get permission to use their car 

to travel to Banff so they drove to Calgary and took the train to Banff. 

130 

During the war the people gave blood for blood transfusions.  The Red Cross also collected socks and 

other knitted goods for the soldiers.   

150 

Concrete was in short supply during the war.  A garage Howard built into the side of a hill had to get a 

temporary roof until after the war when he could get cement. 

165 

For fun, the kids used Howard's car, unhook the speedometer and drive all over before returning home. 

180 

RCMP and local police patrolled the area.  Jim Donelly was the local policeman. 

195 

The RCMP police station in Turner Valley was the house east of the legion building. 

205 

Story of a drunk indian, driving a car, who ran into Howard's car. 

230 

The gas plant smelled badly.  When they returned from being away they said, upon smelling the gas plant, 

"That smells like home."  Gas might have harmed their health but some of the men, including Jack 

Gallagher, lived to a very old age. 

255 

Story of two men killed at Royalite #14 accident. 

275 

The smell of the plant did not bother very much.



 
280 

How the swimming pool was dug, using horses and fresnos and slips.  It was dug with volunteer labour.  

Others often just went swimming in the Sheep River. 

340 

Polio epidemic passed through the area in 1938.  Several people died and some were crippled. 

360 

Dances at Millarville were some of the most memorable events in life in the valley. 

375 

Howard retired from carpentry in 1983 or 1984. 

390 

Both like living in this area and have never found another place they like better. 

415 

End of interview.



 
 


