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000 

Biographical information about Elmer and Ethel Andersen.  They came to Millarville from Red Willow, 

Alberta and before that from Standard, Alberta.  They arrived in Millarville in 1949.  He came to the 

oilfield to drive truck for Home Oil.  Hans Backs hired him to work for Home Oil and they lived in Bert 

Chalmer's house west of Millarville.  They moved into Turner Valley a few months later, in November, 

1949.  He worked for Home Oil as an operator for a few months and later for Western Decalta as a "wood 

butcher" or carpenter.   

040 

The gas plant in Turner Valley cannibalized parts from machinery at other sites in the oilfield to keep the 

plant working. 

050 

He worked driving truck for about one year and then in 1953 he started working for the town of Turner 

Valley doing maintenance and worked for it for 24 years. 

060 

When the town crews dug water and sewer lines, they often ran into gas or oil lines.  There were no maps 

for where the old oil lines were.  Once they hit fresh wood, from an oil well basement, at an old drill site 

right in the middle of Windsor Street.  Royalite company came in, dug out the old basement and cemented 

off the well.  Another time the town routed the sewer line around another well on Windsor Street.  Bill 

Powell and Bud Pearson were the only men working for Royalite that knew where the oil and gas lines 

ran.  They have long since died.  According to Elmer, many of the lines, even in the plant yard, were only 

recorded in the minds of these two men and, as a result, no one knows their location. 

120 

After he worked for the town of Turner Valley, he also worked for Western Decalta, the Golf Club and 

the High Country Lodge as a maintenance man. 

130 

The gas plant supplied water for the town.  The water mains were sunk about five feet deep under the 

streets so in the winter they sometimes froze.  Town work crews got old timbers from Royalite and 

burned them on top of the streets, on top of the water mains, in order to keep the water running.  They 

also cut down poplar trees at the town dump and also used them for the fires in the winter to keep the 

water running.  The men cut up the wood with a bucksaw, all by hand.   

180 

Royalite supplied the water and the power to move it.  At the north end of town, the water line passed on 

its way to the north end of the oilfield.  The town had a pipe came off it at a station there and the 

chlorinated water served the needs of the town people.  Elmer said he turned on the tap once and a 

minnow came out with the water.  The water was safe, due to the chlorine added at the plant. 

190 

Ethel said of the water, treated with chlorine, "It tasted awful, but it was wet." 

200 

Elmer said that the Chinaman, Charlie Woo, who ran the restaurant that is now L and L, settled the dirt 

out of the water by adding alum to water in two large barrels and letting it settle. 

210 

Ethel said there was enough chlorine in the water, even when it was muddy, to make the clothes clean. 

218 



  

When they wanted to do canning, the residents of the town went to a flowing spring, southeast from the 

old Royalite bridge, up against the cutbank, or they got it from Percy Wray's well, in his garage.  The 

Andersens got water in cream cans. 

230 

Elmer said "You can still smell the old leaky pipes."  "When we first came, you had copper radiators, the 

copper on your starter, it was only a matter of six months and that was all gone.  The gas would eat it 

right out.  When we moved here, everybody had a flare in the burning barrel in the back alley, everybody 

had a flare in the outhouse to keep it warm so you didn't have to sit on that cold linoleum.  That's when 

we come.  That was called pioneering.  There was no regulators on the gas and if you didn't watch, when 

you were lighting the stove, it would blow the lids right on the floor." 

250 

The gas was raw.  Once a little boy smelled the leak of gas from a line in the back alley, became 

overcome and died of exposure to the sour gas.  Tar paper shacks came and went overnight.  In time, 

people improved the houses.  The fire department burned one of the old shacks, built of cedar, and it went 

up "like a can of gas" when they lit it on fire for a training exercise. 

290 

Their house was brought in off a road allowance near Longview.  A truck driver for James and Reimer, a 

trucking company, moved in into the town and put it on a lot.  They have since improved the house, 

added to it and improved the footings.  They paid $1000 for the house, garage and the 50 by 144 foot lot 

in 1949.   

350 

Ethel Andersen was born near Medicine Hat and grew up near Spokane.  She came back to Alberta and 

both their boys were born while they were living on the farm.  She did housework for other women and 

later worked at the old swimming pool for three years. 

370 

She thought the area was "pretty rugged" when she arrived.  There were some things she did not like, but 

mostly she liked the area.  She joined the Women's Institute when she arrived.  They hired her to work in 

the swimming pool office, even though she could not swim.  At that time the pool only operated from 

early June to early September.  Children came from as far away as Okotoks, Longview and High River to 

take lessons in water safety.  Many young people learned how to swim at this outdoor pool. 
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000 

It eventually got too expensive to run the pool through the winter.  Her duties included keeping the pool 

in order.  On the weekend they drained the pool and cleaned out the bottom.   

020 

She received $1.00 per hour as did the lifeguards and instructors.  The Women's Institute ran it until 1963 

and then gave the little cash that it had to the new pool. 

035 

The water was quite murky when the river water was dirty.  There were no drownings, according to Ethel, 

but one epileptic girl drowned. 

055 

Hot exhaust from cars sometimes ignited the sulphur powder that was on the ground outside the pool.  

Then they used a water hose from the pool to put out the fire. 

070 

She went one morning and found the pool badly vandalized.  She and Elmer slept down at the pool for a 

few evenings to safeguard the facility.   

080 

When the new pool opened, they pushed in the walls of the old pool and then covered it with dirt.  It was 

left open for a few years before they pushed it in.  The hot water from the steam plant boilers was mixed 

with cold water from the river. 



  

100 

Mrs. Brown of the Women's Institute, while on a walk with some other women, saw the hot water going 

to waste into the river and thought it could be used in a swimming pool.  They got volunteer labour to dig 

the pool and started running it as part of their service to the community.  Mrs. Calderwood, who lived 

next door to the pool, operated the pool year round for many years.  She lived in a house on the north side 

of the pool.  At this point we were looking at page 183 in The Light of the Flares.  "The pool operated 

smoothly until the sulphur plant came into being and the health authorities felt it was a hazard to health 

and they were asked to install filters.  We couldn't afford to install them.  I always told them they had a 

sulphur bath and a mud bath at the same time, and they enjoyed it."  The Women's Institute eventually 

closed due to the need for filters.  The pool closed permanently at the end of the summer of 1960. 

160 

At the pool she worked with Larry Maloney, Judy Sheckner, Hazel Sheckner and others. 

180 

She found the town a very busy place.  The skating rink was outdoors.  The first one was just north of the 

Western Decalta office.  There was also Boy Scouts and Girl Guides and their family attended the United 

Church. 

200 

They had gas and water when they moved into town.  They did not have indoor plumbing until the sewer 

line was installed.   

220 

The also had a bowling alley and a ski hill, which operated until it did not get enough snow.  In the earlier 

years there was a lot of snow. 

225 

They noticed the smell of the gas when they came into town but they got used to it. 

230 

The Women's Institute was popular in Turner Valley but was eventually disbanded due to lack of interest.  

The women played whist and bridge at homes and later at the Valley Neighbours Club, as they do to this 

day.  The also attended the theatre in town.   

258 

The sewer went in during 1957. 

260 

She worked as a nurses' aid at the old hospital.  Mrs. Cora Burke was the matron, Katie Inglis was 

assistant matron and Dr. David Lander and Dr. Harry Lander were the doctors.  There was no surgery 

done at the hospital except for emergencies such as burns on the job, broken legs or arms.  Dr. Harry 

moved to Calgary when his wife's health got poor but still came out to the oilfield.  Dr. David Lander did 

more work with alcoholic and psychiatric patients.  "Harry Lander was a doll. . . . He came from the 

Russian area.  To try and get his status as a doctor was pretty tough in those days too.  He got established 

here and then he got his nephew, Dave Lander.  He had studied psychiatry at university.  He also worked 

at maternity because that was the only hospital there was.  It served the whole community until the new 

one was built." 

300 

Discussion of the original hospital that Rose LaRosee operated. 

305 

Her impressions of Dr. David Lander.  He was very faithful and came whenever they were needed.   

320 

Story of a badly burned man who Dr. Harry Lander treated and he healed very well.  "Dr. Harry believed 

in sanitation, fast work and boy, he did him up in ointments and it worked.  I guess he was fortunate." 

340 

Elmer showed me his hand where he was badly burned in a diesel fire and Dr. David Lander did a 

wonderful job of helping it heal. 

350 



  

Ethel was a ward aid at the hospital where she assisted the nurses, sanitized the beds, bathed the patients.  

They worked eight hours shifts, two weeks at each shift around the clock.  "The working conditions 

weren't bad, the wages weren't good, but they were as good as they were anywhere else.  It came to about 

$150.00 a month."  She worked there from 1963 to 1975.  After Mrs. Burke came Mrs. Stanley was the 

matron until the hospital closed. 

385 

They went for summer holidays with inlaws.  They usually went into the interior of British Columbia.  

They usually timed their holidays so they could bring back fruit.  They also did day trips up to the Burn's 

mine by car.  If they had a truck, they sometimes drove beyond the Burn's mine and came out at Elbow 

Falls. 
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000 

They went back to Denning's cabin near the Burn's mine.  The coal at the mine was good but it was hard 

to bring out.  There is a large plateau up beyond the mine, where the Denning's had their cabin. 

010 

They also fished on the Highwood River, at the Grayling Hole and at Marchments Falls, on the Diebels 

land.  They caught trout and grayling.  Usually the fish were small, but he caught some five pounders.  

They both fished, with rod and reel and worms, maggots, piece of fly, cheese and bacon.  Their sons are 

named Don and Thomas.   

055 

In the winter, Elmer had a lot of snow to clear.  In the evening he also took care of the skating rink by 

hand and flooded it with a garden hose.  He got time off in lieu of extra pay.   

075 

The Women's Institute catered a lot of social events and the Anglican ladies were the only competition in 

that business. 

085 

They did not golf due to Elmer's poor feet and the fact that she was very busy working and keeping the 

house.   

100 

They do not think the gas plant harmed the quality of life in the town.  When they arrived, the population 

was shifting.   

110 

High school boys helped with weed supression in the plant by cutting down the weeds with hoes.  They 

took the weeds outside the plant and burned them.   

130 

The plant employed many people in the area, including some of the women, part-time. 

145 

The negative aspects of the plant were accepted as part of the job.  Accidents can happen even in a new 

plant.   

160 

Discussion of the cold, snowy days of years gone by.  One winter he plowed snow 40 days in a row 

during continuous minus 40 below weather.  When there was heavy snow, they got at least one pass on 

every street with the snow plow so the kids could get to school. 

200 

Elmer's most vivid impression is how the town has fixed itself up. 

215 

Ethel's most vivid impression is how the school, hospital and recreation facilities have all been upgraded. 

233 

Discussion of how the town of Turner Valley lost the hospital to Black Diamond.  Amalgamation of the 

two towns does not make sense to the Andersens.  Ethel said: "It's always been the thing, way back when 



  

I was in CGIT, our main sport at camp was fighting with the Black Diamond girls.  But still, you live 

together." 

255 

Discussion of the problems that the hospital had due to the fact that it was built on poor soil, or 

"quicksand" according to Elmer.  A Canada thistle plant had grown right through a hole in the space 

between the wall and the floor.  Sometimes there was a two inch gap.  "You could see daylight all the way 

under that wall."  The backhoe operator almost lost his backhoe in the soft soil. 

350 

Story of how the bridge in Black Diamond was almost taken away by the river. 

365 

They have enjoyed their lives in the Turner Valley area.  Elmer said: "Let's put it this way, I don't think 

we should ever say we're sorry we came here.  We've made a living, we've worked with the people and 

played cards with the people.  Mind you, you get mad at a lot of them, but so what, you do that 

everywhere.  Right now, she enjoys it and so do I.  Got good neighbours all the way around." 

400 

End of interview. 

 

 


