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000 

Biographical information her family.  They moved to the area from Ontario.  The men farmed and worked 

on the rigs too.  Her grandfather was Neil J. McKellar and he worked for Mat Matlock, building rigs and 

digging sumps and cellars.  The horses winched the steel up into the steel derricks when they were 

building them.  Her father had an old lumber wagon that he used to get back and forth to work. 

025 

The McKellar's lost the land adjacent to the Denning land during the Depression.  They eventually moved 

to a piece of land four miles north of Turner Valley.  After she got married, she moved back to the area 

southwest of the town, to the area where her family first lived. 

045 

Her family shipped milk and cream to Black Diamond and later to Calgary.   

050 

Her father worked for Valley Pipeline, Royalite and Imperial.  He walked the pipeline to Calgary for five 

or six years.  The round trip to the plant in Calgary took two days each way.  The half-way house was at 

the old service station east of the Red Deer Lake school, a building that was torn down to make way for 

the widened road.  They whole family went once and stayed overnight in the 10 by 12 foot half-way 

shack. 

070 

The McKellar's moved to Drayton Valley in 1956, along with many other people from the Turner Valley 

area.  When they retired, they moved back. 

075 

As a child she helped milk the 15 to 20 cows, morning and evening.  She has a brother and sister, both 

younger.  She was born at the Holy Cross in Calgary. 

085 

The first shack they had was 12 by 20 feet, with three small rooms.  Description of the use of each room.  

They lived there until the mid 1940s.  Her father eventually bought an old boarding house from Royalite 

and made a house out of it.  Johnny Schumacher moved the building for them and as it went up the hill, 

the front end of the truck lifted off the ground.  They attached a team of horses to the front of it to keep 

the front of it down.  The Royalite ditching machine dug in a water line for them in 1945.  Before that, 

every member of the family helped pack water from a spring up the hill, summer and winter, children and 

adults.  They used wood stoves for heat and eventually had an oil burning stove for the living room.  They 

got coal for the wood stoves. 

135 

She attended the North Turner Valley school for seven years.  She skipped grade eight and went into 

grade nine.  They walked two miles to school.  Many trucks went back and forth along that stretch of the 

road during the war and it was a miracle that no one got hurt.  "The closest one boy come to getting hurt, 

he heaved an iced up snow ball, one time, at Pete McNary, when he drove by and he hit him in the side of 

the head.  I thought Pete was going to get out and kill that boy.  And that's the closest anybody got.  He 

could have caused a really bad accident.  It was a dumb thing to do.  Boys will be boys."  All that walking 

caused the kids to wear out the bottoms of as many as four pairs of shoes each year.  Some of the truck 

drivers would give the kids rides to school, but "There was one fellow that drove one of the shift changing 

trucks, he wouldn't give us kids a ride cause my Dad wouldn't sell him butter for next to nothing."  

Mostly, the men would give the kids a ride, especially when the weather was wet or cold.  The kids 

warmed up by the big stove, warming up their wet clothes. 



  

200 

Description of school play activities.  The played fox and goose, shot basketball, used swings, skipped, 

played hopscotch.  A windup picnic every spring ended the school year.  Local men played in a band for 

the dances.  She learned to dance at school.  Adults and children all danced together.  They had three or 

four dances every school year, a Christmas program and a few other social activities. 

235 

For high school, she walked into Turner Valley, or rode a horse.  That trip was five or six miles each way.  

It took her about an hour and a half to walk, carrying all her books.  Usually she got a ride at least part 

way.  She usually wore slacks to school, and changed into a skirt she left at school. 

270 

Her father worked as a gauger in the field and as an operator in the sulphur plant.  He suffered from 

gassed eyes and minor encounters with the gas.  He was never injured on the job.  He liked working in the 

oil industry.   

300 

They men at the plant tried forming a union several times but unions never caught on.  The companies 

were good to the men and the industrial council seemed to solve all the problems. 

315 

She met her husband, Harry, at the bowling alley.  She was working at the telephone office at the time.  

The woman who ran the bowling alley put her and Harry on the same bowling team in order to get them 

together.  Sometimes Harry gave her a ride from the bowling alley to the telephone office to work the 

night shift. 

345 

Description of the telephone switchboard.  Story of electricity jumping out of a the plug-in holes in the 

switchboard, right beside her as she was working, during a lightning storm.  She was frightened by the 

incident but had to keep working.  She worked there from 1952 to 1955.  They were not allowed to listen 

in on the conversations on the telephone.  They worked shifts around the clock.  She worked nights first, 

sleeping on a cot.  Oil company men rang each other during the night and woke her up.  The night shift 

was from 10 p.m. to 8 a.m. 

400 

When she got married, she moved to the Denning farm, into a house she and Harry Jr. moved in from 

Turner Valley.  The bought the house from Bill Workman.  Details of renovations.  One wall, between the 

studs, was full of flies, dormant, and they had to get them outside before they woke up.  They found 

cardboard boxes behind the wallpaper. 

460 

When digging the water line Harry, found a Bank of Upper Canada half penny, dated 1854.  She figures 

that someone lost it when they stopped to use the springs that flowed on the farm.   

490 

Harry did some summer work in the oilfield, tearing down and building rigs for Cliff Shaw.  Mostly, he 

worked on the farm raising cattle and hay.  They tried growing grain but mostly just what they fed the 

cows and horses.  She sold cream and eggs in town.  At one time she had 125 laying hens.  They also 

raised 100 broiler chickens each year, 50 for herself and the rest for relatives or to sell. 

530 

She and Harry had seven children.  One day she came out of the house to find that her oldest daughter had 

climbed up on top of the gate and was standing, perhaps up 20 feet high.  She eventually climbed down 

by herself.  She fell off the kitchen cupboards many times.  They burned raw sulphur gas, unscrubbed, for 

years.  They paid nothing for the gas.  The gas sometimes froze in the line.  The morning of a wedding it 

froze and the men had to go out and steam the lines in order to get them flowing.  She says that houses 

that burned raw gas could not grow plants, they all died.   
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She remembered the smell of the gas in the house all the time.  Once her sister, husband and baby visited 

and the baby cried the whole time, perhaps due to the sour gas.   

015 

They have three wells on the property, all producing oil.  They get lease payments from the operation of 

the wells, but they do not own the mineral rights so they do not get royalties.  Few of the settlers got 

mineral rights.  The land was not available for settlement until about 1903. 

035 

Story of threats of setting prairie grass on fire that ranchers and settlers made against each other. 

045 

Harry Denning Sr. rented horses to oil companies.  He was on various health and municipal boards.  

Harry Denning Jr. was on the school board.  Harry Sr. arrived in 1888 and his wife came in 1905. 

080 

Electricity arrived at the farm in 1952. 

085 

Harry Sr. and Jr. both helped dig out the swimming pool by the plant.  Mrs. Calderwood looked after it.  

It was closed on Mondays for cleaning.  She only went there a few times.  Once some boys scared her by 

holding her under the water and she has been frightened of water ever since.  Horses and fresnos dug the 

pit.  The Women's Institute kept it operating, paying wages and training staff.  115 

She lost a dime on the way to the theatre, in the cracks of the wooden sidewalk, and could not go to the 

picture show as she had no other money. 

130 

Their family never had time for summer holidays.  Sometimes they went to Drayton Valley to visit her 

parents.  In summer they usually made "a flying trip to B.C. for a load of fruit."  Then they canned it all 

when the got home.  Apples kept in their root cellar throughout the winter. 

145 

Discussion of the cabin up in the Sheep River valley that the Dennings built.  The cabin is near the Burn's 

mine, west of it across the creek.  They built the cabin in 1947 when they were up there running cattle.  

The Dennings rented land from the Burns company and forestry land for range.  They eventually let the 

lease go in 1972 due to increased restrictions. 

180 

Harry Sr. cut logs on the Pearson Place and Section 19 and hauled them to the farm where they cut them 

up in the sawmill.  They let the logs season for a year and then cut them.  Most of the buildings were built 

with that lumber.  The tractor ran the lumber mill and a planer.   

210 

The Denning family used a chuckwagon when they went up into the forest reserve.  The trip usually took 

two days each way. 

220 

Life is much easier than in earlier days.  The amount of work that women have to do is decreased.  She 

does not like disposable diapers.  Discussion of the early version of paper diapers, an insert that could be 

thrown away.  Details of scrubbing clothing by hand, and the earliest mechanical washing machines. 

280 

They had their own garden, meat, vegetables, cream, milk and eggs so they bought very little at the stores. 

300 

Details of wartime conditions.  She remembered when they replaced peanut butter with soy heart, a 

horrible substitute.  Discussion of the amount of sugar that people used in canning before the war, an 

amount that seemed excessively sweet after the war. 

335 

Some of the wounded war men told horror stories about experiences in the war.  As a result, she had 

nightmares.  A teacher, whose husband was an airman, was very disturbed for a few days after each air 

raid until she was notified that her husband was alive. 

360 



  

Her father was on guard duty during the war.  The fence at the plant went up during the war.   

370 

As a child, a German fellow worked for them on the farm.  He wore a pair of coveralls with a red circle 

on the back that signified that he was an enemy alien.  His first name was Carl.  Her father did not carry a 

gun but some of the other men had rifles. 

415 

Discussion of medical care.  Mrs. LaRosee took care of many sick people.  Mrs. Williams was a midwife 

and she delivered Florence's brother.  Her mother doctored her for minor things but Dr. David Lander and 

Dr. Harry Lander did house calls to take care of her when she had pneumonia.  There was a Dutch woman 

who was a nurse during the war.  "I'm telling you, I swear to goodness, she sawed off the point of the 

needle and just rammed you.  She was so used to going along to those poor soldier boys.  I can just see 

her.  Even the men used to be just about in tears when they knew she was coming to give you a needle.  

I'm telling you, it hurt.  Anybody else could give it to you and it would be okay.  But it felt like she went 

right through your hip bone.  In those days they sharpened their own needles and I swear she flattened 

them." 

475 

Recollections of the hospital.  It was pleasant.  There were three people in her room.  It was her first time 

in the hospital.  It was a nice, quite place, down by the Sheep River. 

505 

Discussion of the newspapers.  Barney Halpin and Mr. Horseman both had newspapers in town.  There 

have been newspapers for many years and much of the news was covered by the Okotoks Review. 

530 

Politics was not discussed much, except by her grandfather who was a staunch Liberal.  Her parents 

supported Social Credit. 

550 

They did not attend church regularly.  As a kid, she and the others went to Sunday School weekly and 

Bible School in the summer.  They said grace at the table, but they did not attend church regularly. 

580 

Roads were dusty and bumpy when dry.  They hauled pit run, rough rocks, from the river to gravel the 

roads.  In the spring it was a muddy, watery mess.  Highway 22 was an impassable mudhole every spring 

until 1955 when they rebuilt it and made it a wide gravel road.  When they paved it in 1966, they 

narrowed it again.  It was an entire day's travel to get into Calgary for many years.  At one point they had 

two cars, one on each side of the worst set of mudholes north of town. 
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Her aunt walked right out of her rubber boots in the deep mud.  The kids had to clean up before they went 

into the dance.  Discussion of Teen Town activities.  Kids from all oilfield communities came to the Teen 

Town in Turner Valley on Saturday nights.  Len White and Cliff Moore, two locals, had their own 

orchestras and they as well as the school band played music for the dances.  Kids policed the dances, kept 

alcohol out of the activities. 

035 

Town kids frequented the Denning farm, riding horses and bikes and playing together.  She often fed 

many more than her own children.  She remembers opening the front porch door and counting the pairs of 

shoes in order to find out how many kids to cook breakfast in the morning.   

060 

The women had a social club and they played crib and whist.  They went from house to house each week.  

She and Harry also bowled.  The women's social met once a month and the card games were twice a 

month.  Very few of the original homesteaders families remain in the community.  Alex Murdock bought 

the original Denning place over the hill to the south. 

110 



  

Her impressions of the benefits of the oil industry to the local community include improved roads 

improved and utilities.  "In Turner Valley, everybody here just sort of threw up a shack, or pulled one in, 

wherever they could find a squattin' spot.  Turner Valley, especially, is spread all over the place.  Turner 

Valley, Whiskey Row, Poverty Flats and Dogtown, Snob Hill, Bailey Hill, its really scattered out."  Now 

towns are planned.  She thinks the industry did a great job.  They never had any trouble with the oil 

companies. 

150 

Her most vivid memories are of the flares.  She misses them.  In the winter, the flares reflected off the 

clouds and allowed them to walk anywhere at night and see well.  From the upstairs room at her 

grandparents in Nanton she looked out and saw the many flares in the northwest.  "The one thing I don't 

miss is the stink from all the leaky wells that there used to be until the Conservation Board made them fix 

them up better.  You knew what the well was producing just by driving by it.  There was a distinct 

difference between gas and crude oil and you could tell by the smell of it."   

170 

Her father and grandfather cut ice from a slough north of town and hauled it into Turner Valley for the oil 

company.  Perhaps it was for the labs or for the iceboxes of the managers up on Snob Hill. 

190 

Hell's Half Acre was not there when she was a kid.  Her mother remembers the roar of the flare and that 

they could read newspapers at night by its light. 

200 

Her recollections of all the wooden derricks.  The big hill north of town was the site for motorcycle races. 

215 

Well sites were not cleared up well in the early days so the kids had to be careful when walking or riding 

a horse to school.  They left a lot of junk at the well sites.  "When they were done the just picked up and 

moved and left their garbage behind them, I guess."  Many years later the companies had to come back 

and clean up the sites.  Since there was not law that made them clean up the sites, they left them in a 

mess. 

260 

"My mother swore I would never get to school and get through grade one because I forever stopped and 

sniffed every flower and looked at every bird on my way.  She said I was just terrible." 

275 

End of interview. 


