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000 

Biographical information about the Hartell family.  His father F.J. (John) Hartell and mother settled in 

Saskatchewan in the 1880s even though they had little experience on a farm.  They moved to what is now 

Alberta in 1899, to Cheadle, 20 miles east of Calgary.  They squatted at first, bought some land and lived 

in that area until 1918.  They did dry land farming, without irrigation.  Pasture was free. 

055 

They moved to the area now known as Hartell in 1918 and bought the Coppock Ranch, 4.5 sections of 

land, for $40,000.  But 1919 was a dry year so they bought some land near Alix for the cows.  The cattle 

brought little or no money. 

075 

The oil wells came in on the land in 1928 and 1929.  The Hartells sold a half section to the oil company 

for $50 per acre, $16,000, and they were out of debt.  The oil industry hired the men and their horses to 

dig or do road work.  They were paid $10.50 each day for a man and four horses.  They dug basements 

for wells and sumps for the waste from the wells and they graded roads.  From 1928 to 1930, they had a 

lot of work with the oil companies.  Many people came to the area in the late 1920s and again in the late 

1930s.  Many wells were drilled on the land and the Hartells got some surface compensation but they had 

no mineral rights.   

125 

Bill Rowley tried to talk John Hartell into buying some land but they did not and someone else made 

money on the Vulcan-Brown well. 

135 

Alex was born in 1906 in Calgary in a hospital in Sunnyside.   

145 

Alex never worked on the rigs, but did work with horses on pits, sumps and roads. 

155 

The roads got a lot better after the oil industry came in.  At first it took a whole day to get from High 

River to the Hartell area.  Bill Rogers warned them against going west to the land they settled due to his 

fear of the indians. 

170 

The Hartells used the services of indians including Ezra Lefthand and Johnny Lefthand.  They cut the 

fence posts, built fences, stooked and thrashed grain and helped put up green feed.  They pounded in the 

posts, mostly willow posts.  "I haven't got a dang bad word to say for the natives in them days."  He and 

Johnny Lefthand used to wrestle.  The native boys would come down and challenge the white boys to 

wrestling matches.  The alcohol seemed to turn the indians into less than good people.   

He does not know what the government can do for the indians but he hopes it does something.  "They are 

a lost race.  So many of them indians were such goddam good fellows.  They could do anything you put 

them to, drive a tractor, carpenter, do anything, and now they are nothing." The last fifty years have seen 

many changes in the indians. 

237 

The indians did not work much in the oil industry. 

240 

Americans invaded in the late 1920s with the advent of the rotary rig.  John Norman of Black Diamond 

was an American that came up to work in the oilfield.   

265 



  

Horses were the main source of power for many years.  In about 1940, John Hartell got his first tractor, a 

John Deere that pulled a three bottomed plow.  Farms had gardens, cows for milk and many other animals 

but these days few farmers can afford the time to do chores so they buy all their food in town.  They fed a 

few pigs and called them the "mortgage lifters" since they often helped get the family through the tough 

times.   

300 

In the first days they bought coal on the Sheep River and Highwood River for heat.  Addison McPherson 

had a coal mine on the Sheep River and later had an oil well called the old Record.  John and Addison 

became good friends.  Addison had a squaw for a wife. 

335 

They got gas into the house in 1935, illegally, by putting a clamp and a valve on in the dark of the night.  

The gas was raw, with only a little smell but a lot of oil in it.  If you opened up the valve it could blow the 

lids off the stove.  Description of the technique for thawing out a frozen regulator.  The gas was great but 

undependable.  The gas burner was in the old wood stove so they could use wood when the gas failed.  

They also had a heater in the front room. 

380 

High River was the place they went to in order to get their supplies.  They bought some groceries at 

Starley's in Black Diamond.  They also made one trip into Calgary in the spring, to Williams Brothers, 

who carried everything they needed for the ranch. 

400 

The roads improved with time.  Mr. King was the secretary for the municipal area that took care of the 

roads.  In 1951 the municipality became known as the Foothills Municipal District.  Alex served on the 

council for 18 years. 

440 

The war started a lot of changes in the area.  Many men left for the war, leaving a real gap in the labour 

force.  Cattle prices went up a bit during the war.  They got $100 each for 26 cows in the war years.   

470 

For years they bought gasoline from the Purity 99 refinery for $10 per 45 gallon barrel.  They heard the 

sound when the Purity 99 refinery exploded.  It was a bad accident with one death and two men badly 

burned.   

500 

They had a bad fire go through the area in 1942 or 1943.  The fire got started at a well, where they were 

flaring into a pit.  An Okalta well got some rubbish on fire and some of the debris got carried by the wind 

and started a fire that went east about 4 or 5 miles.  This was in the end of January and there had been no 

snow yet that winter so it burned some houses and the church in Hartell.  They had trouble getting 

compensation from Bill Herron for the fire, but he eventually paid. 

565 

The OH Ranch was a good neighbour to the Hartells.  The ranchers that had oil under their land were 

pretty happy with the oil industry but others did not like it.  Rental on a wellhead site was $200 per year 

per wellhead.   

585 

When they could smell the sour gas from Turner Valley they knew the weather was changing for the 

worse. 

600 

In the 1920s, one of his brothers worked on the original gas plant before it burned down. 

 

Tape 1 Side 2 

000 

Brother Bert worked on construction in the Turner Valley plant in 1920. 

005 



  

When Royalite #4 came in during 1924, he rode up to the top of the hill and saw the whole valley lit up 

by the flare.  It took a long time to put it out.   

020 

Hell's Half Acre was very noisy.  There was an inch or more of frost on the pipe from the gas plant to the 

Hell's Half Acre flare pit.  They took visitors up to show it off.  They could fill up the gas tank in their car 

for $1.00 at almost any well, from the separator. 

045 

War brought about the change from horses to tractors, partly due to loss of men to the war so they did not 

have as many men to work with the animals. 

050 

Weather has been cyclical, some dry years and then some wet ones.  The springs have all dried up in the 

last few years.  The water table has dropped, perhaps partly due to more people living in the area.   

075 

He remembers the Social Credit party from 1935 when many supported the new political party.  He and 

another man bet against Social Credit and lost their money.  He always voted for the Conservatives.  He 

liked Gordon Taylor, a Social Credit man who was in charge of the roads.  Discussion of the recall of 

Aberhart.  Morrison stepped aside to let Aberhart run in this area for the Social Credit. 

130 

Lillian's brother worked for George Pocaterra, "a miserable old devil" who was hard to get along with.  

"He used to be the royal Italian."  He always whipped his ponies with a quirt, riding fast. 

150  

Alex read Patterson's book and liked them but he never met him.  People in the area like Patterson, "he 

dealt everybody fairly."  Billy King worked for the Hartells and had earlier worked for the Pattersons. 

170 

Safety was not a real problem in the oilfield.  Some houses were lost to carelessness.  He never had much 

contact with hydrogen sulphide but there were some men lost to it.  "It was dangerous alright, but you had 

to respect it." 

200 

Alex is proud of Turner Valley men who, with limited education, went on to form companies and do well 

for themselves.  The men from the area were often wild, but they were good men. 

210 

Turner Valley contributed financially to the country.  It also taught the industry how to control high 

pressure and sour gas. 

220 

The area would be pretty poor if it were not for oil.  The industry helped the Hartell family.   

235 

His mother often visited other women in the area with a horse and buggy.  When it was cold, she had hot 

bricks to keep her warm.  She raised ducks and sold them at the market in Calgary along with cream and 

butter.  Her name was Carey Hartell.  She raised eight children.  She bragged that she took care of all the 

grocery bills until 1912 with the money she made from the things she sold.  She also used 100 pounds of 

flour in ten days for baking for the family.  She never drank.  She was religious, but not pushy.  They 

attended the Anglican church in Turner Valley, still do once a month. 

270 

They had card parties, stampedes, picnics and similar events for entertainment.  The first stampede he 

remembered was in Black Diamond in 1918.  They skated some in the winter but never had skis.  Hunting 

was poor in the area until the 1930s when the game arrived.  The elk came into the area in the 1940s.  He 

saw the first deer on his land in 1936.  He saw his first Elk on the Sheep River in 1942.  Brother Pat 

Hartell was a good hunter.  They still get a few head of game each year.   

330 

Alex took up golfing about 8 years ago.  Lillian is an avid golfer. 

345 



  

Lillian talks about hauling water into and out of the house.  She worked on the ranch for two years before 

she married Alex.  Her maiden name was Lillian Telfer. 

360 

She thinks the oil industry helped a lot of people.  Her family had a boarding house in High River, $1.00 

per day, for a bedroom and food.  A bath was 25 cents extra.  They had 16 rooms.  The oilmen, mostly for 

drilling contractor named Bowler, rode on a truck from High River into Turner Valley to work.  Alex said 

of Bowler "He sure woke us up.  He brought us a different style of life.  We found out we didn't have to 

sleep in the same bed every night.  They were a wild bunch of Yanks."  Lillian: "They drank a lot.  They 

played a lot.  You never knew which one was with whose wife."  The Yanks were good ball players.  Her 

mother got mad at the men a lot.  They often got drunk.  They payed their bills and kept their family alive.  

Her father was the mailman and a part time cleaner at the  High River Club in High River, and he was 

also the bartender there.  Men went there to play cards and drink beer.  The club and most hotels did not 

allow women into the bars. 

440 

Alex tells the story of how Turner Valley got started.  Claude Riley, son of Senator Riley, had a store in 

Black Diamond.  Fowler worked for him but his wife had a relationship with Mr. Riley so Fowler moved 

out and he set up a store in what is now Turner Valley.  That all happened in about 1921.  And the two 

towns still do not get along. 

460 

Lillian liked the area as a kid.  Black Diamond was all oil shacks in the early days.  Both towns were full 

of shacks for many years.  480 

Curling was a popular entertainment in the area.  They sold calendars to raise money to build a new 

curling rink.   

500 

Discussion of women's duties.  Bathwater was recycled into wash water for clothing the next day.  Mostly 

she cooked, cooked and then cooked some more.   

530 

Story of how they chivareed Robin Garstin.  After they were in bed, they broke into the house and woke 

Robin up and made him make them some tea while they stuffed the chimney with a wet gunny sack and 

that caused the smoke to back up in the stove.  Other friends included Archie Miller, Bill McIntosh and 

Ralph and Helen Kinnears. 

580 

Saturday night, after drinking at the bar in Longview, they drank all night and then had a big Sunday 

meal.  In the early days the people made their own entertainment in the Longview bar.   

600 

Lillian has been golfing for 20 years and she is still no good.   

620 

Alex finds that the area really opened up due to the oil industry. 

 

End of interview. 

 

After the interview, Alex and I walked through the fields around the old place and he pointed out the old 

spring, showed me inside the old house, we looked at the creek and the small dam and also examined the 

garden.  Then he stopped and said "Thank you so very much for coming and talking to me.  I've been 

waiting a long time to tell somebody my story."  A few weeks later he died. 

 


