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Tape 1 Side 1 

000 

Biographical information about Robert E. Lee Brown.  He was born in Geneva, Indiana, May 22, 1910.  

His father, Joseph and his brother Robert E. Lee Brown were "top oil drillers of Indiana."  Oil was found 

in Indiana in 1900. 

016 

His grandfather, Joseph H. Brown Sr. was the driller on the famous Drake Well in Titusville, 

Pennsylvania.  He was one of the drillers who worked on that first well in the United States in 1859.  

Drake's book-keeper was a pretty sharp man and he "conned old man Drake out of 52% of the oil shares.  

This man's name was John D. Rockefeller." 

030 

His mother was cooking for the drillers.  Her name was Mary Elizabeth Brown and she married Joseph 

Brown, one of the drillers in 1895.  His only brother was Charlie Brown, his oldest sister was Nora 

Brown, next Lola Brown and the youngest sister, still alive and in Bend, Oregon, is Josephine.  Charlie, 

Josephine and Bob were the only children who came to Canada.  Josephine is 86 years old and her 

married name is Josephine Huff.  He has no address for her. 

055 

His father and brother were top drillers in Indiana and they were called upon to come to Canada.  

Someone sent money for the Browns to make the trip out west.  They came across the continent by train 

and by wagon to Turner Valley once they got to Calgary. 

065 

The company had built a shack near Sheep Creek for the family, a leanto with two rooms, between two 

brushy areas near the site of Dingman No. 1.  The photo referred to in this part of the interview is the 

famous Oliver photograph with a number 8 in the bottom corner.  The house was in the trees, a bit lower 

than the drilling rig.   

090 

It was a two room shack with a partition dividing them.  The slept on cots.  Uncle Bob Brown lived 

elsewhere on the site. 

095 

They pumped water up from Sheep Creek up to the house.  A Pitcher pump in the house drew the water 

into the sink.  They used lanterns for light and a pot bellied stove for heat.   

105 

They had a "chick-sale" in the back, an outhouse.  A man named Chick Sale wrote a book about 

outhouses.  Illustrations of many different kinds with descriptions filled the book.   

125 

The house had a front and back door.  The house was shingled on the sides and the top.  The side that 

faced the oil rig had a large window and the opposite side had a couple of windows.  The shingles were 

stained brown with perhaps a bit of white trim around the window and doors. 

140 

Bob slept on a small cot, with webbing springs, that folded up. 

150 

Some geologist asked Joseph brown to drive a stake where he thought there might be oil so he did and 

that was where they drilled for oil.  Perhaps they had him locate it due to his work in Indiana. 

170 



  

Discussion of rig building.  Teams of horses got stuck in the mud while hauling the large timbers out to 

the site.   

185 

Joseph and Bob helped build the rig.  With leftover timbers Uncle Bob built the younger Bob and his 

sister a swing. 

195 

Children were few, but he played with the children of the Cook family as well as some of the Indian 

children.   

205 

Food came by wagon from Okotoks.  His mother gave a food order list to the man who went to town.  

They sometimes got food from Black Diamond.  After the company closed down the cookshack after the 

successful completion of the Discover Well, the Brown family got some food from the Chinese cook, 

named Wong Sam.  He cooked for the crew and Mrs. Brown cooked for the family.  The family lived on 

the site for a few months after the crew left.  All edible food leftover from the cookshack came to the 

Browns.  Bob remembers the tinned peaches vividly. 

235 

Joseph Brown sued the Fidelity Oil Company for wages for his work on a drilling rig.  They settled out of 

court.  The Calgary Herald article dated Saturday, June 14, 1914, states that the suit was filed against the 

company "last February for $1,165.65 for wages due him by the company. . ."  This may mean it was for 

work before he worked on the Discovery Well or perhaps he was working for the two companies at the 

same time. 

250 

Waste from the house just went into Sheep Creek.  All the waste from Dingman No. 1 went into the river 

too, as there was no sump for the waste. 

270 

Charlie and Joseph Brown both fished in the creek. 

280 

Coal fired the steam boilers.  The coal came from a mine operated by David Blacklock and in one of the 

photographs Davey Blacklock dressed up young Bob in his chaps and western gear including a hat.  

310 

Bob cannot remember who fired the boilers, but he is quite sure there was no one in particular, like a 

steam engineer. 

320 

Other men worked on the rig with the Browns.  Martin Hovis was a secondary driller.  Fred Vance was 

another driller.  H.A. "Hard Ass" Thompson got his nickname by standing on a line and betting anyone 

five dollars that they could not kick him off by kicking him in the bottom. 

365 

He did not attend school while he was there.  The closest school was about six miles away.  Josephine 

also missed school. 

380 

He had no toys as a child and his sister Josephine had one small doll.  The kids played in the woods, 

caught garter snakes and water snakes along the banks of the Sheep Creek.  When his brother was digging 

the ditch for the water line, Bob caught snakes and chased other little animals. 

 

Tape 1 Side 2 

000 

He played with the Indian children.  He sometimes went to a slaughterhouse about half a mile away to 

watch the events.  The Blackfoot Indian women waited at the slaughterhouse for the entrails.  He 

remembers the Indians being very hungry and when they knocked at the door his mother gave them food 

or grease.  Some of the Indians were sick and some even had tuberculosis. 

025 



  

The Brown family relied on Mrs. Brown for medical attention.  They used soap poultice for some medical 

problems.  She got tuberculosis in 1916 and the family moved from Indiana to Long Beach, California for 

her health. 

035 

Mrs. Brown made rose beads by rolling up rose petals.  She also collected wolf willow beads.  The 

Indians picked wild rose petals for her and she made them into rose petal balls.  She put a hole through 

them with a hot needle, a hat pin, and then put them on a stiff chord with the wolf willow beads.  They 

smelled of the wild roses for years.  The indians received food in exchange for their work gathering the 

rose petals. 

065 

Brother Charlie used a willow stick as a fishing pole, a piece of string and a bent hook to catch trout.  

They had lots of trout at their table.   

070 

The countryside was quite barren with some brush along the river.  The hills were slightly rolling, cattle 

country. 

085 

The had a cold box down by the Sheep Creek where they kept a few things cold in lieu of a refrigerator.  

The oil company furnished the meat.  Wong Sam, the Chinese cook occassionally gave them a side of 

bacon from the company supplies. 

100 

Brother Charlie shot jack rabbits with his single shot .22 calibre rifle.  He also shot grouse and prairie 

chicken as well as ptarmigan, foxes and coyotes.  Story about the pet coyote.  It grew up and eventually 

got into Wong Sam's chickens so his father had to kill it.  His father skinned the coyote, tanned the hide 

and sent it back to Indiana to Bob's sister Nora who used is as a cape.  The chicken house was next to the 

cookhouse, near the original well, between the rig and their house. 

140 

Local cowboys had horses but the Browns had no horses at the rig.  Davey Blacklock had horses as did 

others.   

150 

Bob remembers little about the day the Discovery Well came in but he does remember that a lot of 

strange people came out in their cars, including in an air cooled Franklin cars.  They came to see the well.  

Shortly after the discovery, the Duke of Connaught, came to see what the first well was all about.  A news 

reel in 1914 included footage of the Dingman Discovery well.  In a photo, Joseph Brown put gas directly 

from the well into the Duke of Connaught's car. 

190 

Bob reads from the label on the small bottle of Dingman Discovery well oil. 

210 

Discussion of photos.  Bob played in Sheep Creek all the time. 

260 

Discussion while looking at photographs of Palace Hotel in 1902 and in 1914.  The second one shows the 

hotel covered with posters and paintings of oil rigs.  The second photo also shows Joseph Brown in the 

front passenger seat of one of the cars.  Brother Charlie was an artist and he made some of the posters. 

335 

Photo of Joseph and Fred Vance with Joe holding a shotgun. 

345 

The photo that shows Joe filling a barrels with naphtha also includes H.A. Thompson at the right.  More 

discussion of the photos follows till the end of this side of the tape. 
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Story of how he got a tour of Turner Valley in the summer of 1991.  When they stopped at the 

information booth in Turner Valley, they walked in and saw a large photo of Joseph Brown and Martin 

Hovis.  With a tear in his eye, Bob went and looked at the photo while his wife Jolly took a picture of him 

looking at the photo of his father. 

040 

Discussion of other photographs. 

055 

Mary Brown cooked for the family and Wong Sam cooked for the crew of the drilling rig. 

060 

They ate the rabbits they shot in the Turner Valley area. 

068 

Bob noticed the shaking of the ground as a small earthquake shook the table and our chairs during the 

interview. 

085 

Discussion of Bob's career as a artist in leather.  He worked for $10.00 per week in the 1930s, designing 

artwork for various companies. 

140 

Story of how he got working in leather, due to watching a Mexican work with leather.  His first project 

was a belt with a leather belt and silver buckle.  He worked for the Mexican, Frankie Paul, doing leather 

carving and silver work.  Then he worked in a store window of a bootmaker's shop on Hollywood 

Boulevard.  He made equipment for many of the stars for the movies. 

195 

Discussion of Joseph Brown.  He was rugged, like the other oil workers.  Bob and Joe hunted together for 

deer and other animals for forty consecutive years.  Joe drank very little but knew how to cuss, how to use 

"rough language." 

220 

They did not have a garden at the rig in Turner Valley even though they had a large garden at various 

homes in the United States. 

230 

Mary washed clothes by hand and then hung them up on a galvanized cable that Dingman provided for 

them.  She cleaned it off with a rag each time before hanging up the wash. 

240 

Winters were tough and cars often got stuck near the well.  Story of Mr. Reed, a man who needed a 

change of pants due to stomach ailment. 

255 

Mary Brown did not believe in Christmas trees or much celebration.  In a stocking, hung on a pole in 

front of the house, Bob found an orange and a walnut as Christmas presents in the stocking. 

275 

The family talked very little about their life in Canada. 

300 

Discussion of other aspects of Bob's career. 

315 

"I hope that your society will do something great for my Dad." 

End of interview. 

 

 


