
Interview with Bob Brown – July 9, 1992 

DF: Today is July 9, 1992, and I am on the wonderful sunny front porch of Bob Brown's place. Robert E. 

Lee Brown at his home in Big Bear City in California.  

RB: That's right.  

DF: Looks like just a real nice day for having a talk. My name is David Finch. Bob can you start us off with 

where you were born? 

RB: I was born in Geneva, Indiana May 22, 1910.  

DF: What was your family doing there? 

RB: My dad was an oil driller. He was a top oil driller in Indiana along with his brother, my namesake, 

Robert E. Lee Brown. These were the 2 top drillers of Indiana. Right in the back of our home was an 

oilfield and they were drilling oil there in 1900. In 1900 they had struck oil there.  

DF: How did your dad get into the drilling business?  

RB: My dad was born into the oil business. My grandfather, Joseph H. Brown Sr., was the driller on the 

famous Drake Well in Titusville, Pennsylvania. He drilled this well, he had assistance, but he was one of 

the drillers that drilled the first well in the United States in 1859. This old man Drake, was Drake 

property, old man Drake had a bookkeeper at the time, and he was a pretty sharp bookkeeper. And 

when my grandfather struck oil, he took it on himself to con old man Drake out of 52% of his oil shares. 

And this man's name was John D. Rockefeller.  

DF: That goes back a long way, doesn't it? 

RB: 1859. 

DF: So, tell me more about the rest of your family. Your mother, and your brothers and sisters. 

RB: My mother and my dad were married there in Geneva, Indiana. She was cooking for the cookhouse 

for all these drillers.  

DF: What was her name? 

RB: My mother's name was Mary Elizabeth Brown.  

DF: And they met? 

RB: They met while she was cooking for these oil drillers. Were married in, oh I don't know, 1895 I think. 

1895, that's close enough. My sister was born in 1898, my older sister. I am the only one that's left of 

the 5 kids.  

DF: Your brother and sister’s names? 



RB: My brother's name, my only brother's name was Charlie Brown. And my oldest sister was Nora, and 

my next sister was Lola, and my sister that is still alive in Bend, Oregon, she's 86 now, that's Josephine. 

That was our family. And this is the family that went up to Canada in 1914, was Charlie Brown, Josephine 

Brown, and Robert Brown. The 3 of us only. The other 2 girls were married.  

DF: So, Josephine is still alive? 

RB: She is in Bend, Oregon now, 86 years old. But I'm the last of the Browns. We had... my brother and I 

both had girls, so there is no... they are not carrying the Brown family name from here on out.  

DF: What is Josephine's name now? 

RB: Josephine Huff.  

DF: Do you know her address there? 

RB: No, just in Bend, Oregon. I have no address.  

DF: Okay. So, how is it your family came to be interested in going up to Canada? 

RB: My dad, being top driller in Indiana, he and his brother Robert were called upon to make a trip to 

Canada. Seemed like there was some geologist up there that knew about them, and they sent money 

down for our family to make the trip up. And when we landed in Turner Valley, I think they hauled us 

out there in a wagon. Dirt road and a wagon. Open Indian country.  

DF: How did you get across to Calgary? 

RB: By train. From Indiana by train. And then wagon thereafter to Turner Valley. I learned later that is 

was Turner Valley. I didn't know where we were. I knew we were at Calgary, and then that was the end 

of it. But in later years I found out that it was Turner Valley.  

They had built us a lean-to shack out in the field right near the old Sheep Creek. Now they call that 

Sheep River now but it was Sheep Creek as far as we knew. They built us a little lean-to, just 2 rooms, 

and shingled sides, and it was between the 2 brushy areas of this famous old picture here. You might see 

the name on there. We had that shack between these 2 little forest areas. They were not very big. It was 

like coulees or brushy country. Anyway, that was sheltered. And that was only 100 yards from where my 

dad drilled the first Well. Dingman #1.  

DF: For identification purposes, this is a Frank Oliver photograph. It's the famous one showing Dingman 

#1 and 2. And the inscription across the bottom on the negative reads, "Looking west, showing Dingman 

Wells #1 and 2, photo Oliver" and then there is a #8 in the bottom right-hand corner. So you lived 

along...? 

RB: About 100 yards from the actual well.  

DF: Okay, and was it down into the trees? 



RB: Into the trees. In between the trees, and we got our water supply from the Sheep Creek.  

DF: But were you up on this same plain? Or were you down lower? 

RB: We were a little low there. See, as I recall it, when I was 4 years old it was sort of level. Just a little 

slope to it.  

DF: So you were starting to tell me, wait a minute, I have another question here. How many rooms were 

in that shack? 

RB: Two rooms only. And we had a partition, that was it.  

DF: So, two rooms with a partition. The partition made the two rooms? 

RB: Yes. That's it. 

DF: You all lived in there? 

RB: We all lived in there on cots.  

DF: How about your uncle? 

RB: Uncle Bob, he was living somewhere else. He didn't live with us.  

DF: Now, for water, where did you say that came from? 

RB: We run a pipe out to Sheep Creek, and we used to pump the water ourselves. 

DF: Where was that pump? 

RB: It was close to the water, and it then it forced it into an inch and a half pipe, I think, and into our 

pitcher pump. Makeshift. 

DF: The pitcher pump was inside the house? 

RB: Inside the house, yes.  

DF: For light and heat, what do you remember about that? 

RB: We had lanterns. No electricity out there. Nothing. 

DF: How about for heat? 

RB: Wood stove, we had a pot-bellied stove, and plenty of wood to cut.  

DF: Do you remember gathering wood? 



RB: I was too young. I never gathered any wood.  

DF: How about for sanitation? Where did...? 

RB: We had a little chick-sale in the back. I don't know if you recall what a chick-sale is: a one-holer.  

DF: Where did the chick-sale get that name? 

RB: Well, Chick Sale was a western comedian. And he wrote a book about outhouses, and they called it 

the chick-sale. This will be something new for you Canadians, I think. But it was quite a famous little 

book, a little paperback book with pictures of hundreds of little chick-sales all over the south. They were 

very interesting. Some of them were photographs, and some were drawings. Some of them had a 

crescent over the door to make it decorative. And old Chick wrote a little quote along with each one. 

And he said, try not to set up your chick-sale near an apple tree because when the apples drop it will 

bother you when you are sitting there. He was a comedian.  

DF: Sounds like it. What else do you remember about the house itself? 

RB: Just had a front door and a back door. And I have pictures that I gave the museum up there, right 

there in Calgary. 

DF: Glenbow. 

RB: Glenbow Museum. And it shows a shingled sided roof, no windows. We had windows in the front, 

and I think one in the side, I don't know which is east or west out there, the side that faced the oil rig. 

We had a big window there, and a couple of small windows in the back. That was it. 

DF: Do you remember what color that was? 

RB: It was stained brown. It was stained shingles, with just one straight lean-to.  

DF: Any trim color? 

RB: No trim. There might have been a little white on the front. There might have been. In some of the 

pictures that Glenbow has that I gave them, shows our family standing in front. And there might be a 

little white trim around the window and the door.   

DF: Where were did you sleep in this little place? 

RB: I slept on a little cot. A little... all I can say is, a cot. There used to be a name for those, but I don't 

know. They had springs in it, just a webbing springs, and it would fold up. It was a makeshift outfit, I'll 

tell you. We had nothing. We came from Indiana, and moved into that little shack that they had built for 

us, and you're not ready for me to tell you what my dad... the first thing my dad did out there. 

DF: Sure. 



RB: He said, Mr. Brown, there was half a dozen fellows came out to the site, and one of them was a 

geologist, I have no name for him, but he says, we'd like to have you take this spike, this long spike, and 

drive it where you think there will be oil. So my dad took a sledge hammer, and that spike, and he 

walked out, stuck it in the ground and drove it down. And that's where they drilled the first Well in 

Canada. I thought it would be interesting to know how that happened.  

DF: Why did they ask your dad? He wasn't a geologist? 

RB: Well no, but they thought he was a pretty smart cookie. And he was a hard working, tough hard-

working person. The geologist didn't know a thing. I don't know if he knew anything about it, but he 

didn't have anything to do with where my dad put that stake.  

DF: Who built the rig? Do you remember? 

RB: I have no idea. They come out there with teams of horses, with these long 6 by 8's, 2 by 8's. I 

remember the teams of horses getting stuck in the mud. It was a terrible road, and rainy season had set 

in. It was marred, in fact, the teams got stuck many times hauling these big timbers. I don't know what 

they did when they brought the walking beam on. That was the biggest timber in the whole business. It 

was one solid piece. Maybe 3 feet by 2 feet by 16 feet. That was the size of a walking beam, and set on a 

pivot on the bottom, and the rest of it. I remember those teams of horses getting stuck with that heavy 

load of timbers. That's all I can tell you about the building of the rig. 

DF: Did your father and uncle help? 

RB: Yes. My father and uncle Bob helped. In fact, after the rig was built, my uncle Bob brought some 

timbers over to our shack and built me a swing. And I have a picture, in the archives there, of me and my 

uncle sitting in the swing. We used some of the excess lumber of the building of the rig.  

DF: So once they started drilling, what do you remember about that process? What kind of hours did 

they work? 

RB: Well, I don't... being 4 years old, you don't remember too many of these things. I had no one to play 

with, but once in a while there would be some Indians that would go by. Sarcee's and Blackfoot Indians, 

and their kids would come over and we'd play a little. And I only played with Indian kids. There was no 

one else within 5 miles. I think the closest person to us was 5 miles. And I think it was a family by the 

name of Cook. And I think that you can look that name up, the Cook family. But they weren't in the oil 

business. But that was the closest we had. 

DF: Where did your family get food and other materials? 

RB: The wagon would come from Okotoks and my mother would give them a list of things that she 

needed. Bacon, a whole side of bacon, and gallons of this and gallons of that. Anyway, this wagon came 

from Okotoks, or Black Diamond, but I think Okotoks was the closest to us. And my mother would give 

him the order for the next trip out, the next 2 or 3 days. We had quite a bit of supply there in our shack. 

And let's see... I'm trying to think... After the drilling of this well was over, it seemed like they had run 

out of money or something. And we had a cook shack between our house and the rig. And they had a 

Chinese cook by the name of Wong Sam. And Wong Sam was quite a friend of ours. And when the well 



was finished and they moved the crew out, we had a few months to stay there before we left to go back 

to Geneva Indiana, Wong Sam turned all the excess foods over to us. Gallons of peaches, gallons of 

pears, and jams and jellies, anything in the cook shack that was left that was edible, we got it.  

DF: Were there glass gallon jars? 

RB: No, tin. Tin gallon. There was no glass. Everything was done up in tin. But I remember so well the 

gallons of peaches and stuff that we got. Of course, I think you had notes before on my dad having to 

sue the Fidelity Oil Company for two months of his wages that they failed to pay.  

DF: So, tell me this story again. 

RB: He had to go into Calgary, and he sued the Fidelity Oil Company for $2000 and some odd. And boy, 

they settled out of court quick. It didn't come to trial. They settled out of court. And there is a clipping in 

the archives there in Glenbow, the actual clipping I gave them of the "Joseph H. Brown suing the Fidelity 

Oil Company for wages, and a final settlement." 

DF: So, after he worked for Calgary Petroleum Products, then he worked for Fidelity? 

RB: Yes.  

DF: Where was that well? 

RB: I don't know where Fidelity... There is pictures in the archives.  

DF: So, it was in that area? 

RB: Yes. 

DF: Good. Let's get back to living conditions. Where did the waste go that you created in the house? 

RB: We are talking about environmental things. There wasn't much of that going on in those days. And 

our chick-sale contained our waste, and the sewer was Sheep Creek. Everything went into Sheep Creek. 

You will notice in the picture of Dingman #1, all of their waste goes right into Sheep Creek. They had no 

sump hole. They just dumped it over the side and all the drillings, bailings and all that, went right into 

Sheep Creek. And it was a damn shame now that I see what... Sheep Creek used to have beautiful trout, 

beautiful trout.  

DF: Do you remember fishing? 

RB: I never fished. My brother always fished. And my dad when he had time. Beautiful big trout. 

Rainbows.  

DF: So there was no other place for it to go, was there? 

RB: No. Right there. I figured that you were going to ask me that. No sump hole. This ought to be 

interesting to the Canadian people, and building a park around this thing. 



DF: Where did they get the fuel to fire the steam boiler? 

RB: It was coal. Coal, I think. And it came from a coal mine. I remember the coal mine quite well. It was 

owned by Davey Blacklock. Have you ever heard of the name? Davey Blacklock was a cowboy, and he 

liked to play around with me. And he dressed me up in his woolly chaps. I have the picture right here of 

the woolly chaps. And he put his hat on.  

But he was a cowboy, and I have pictures in the archives here showing the branding of cattle. There was 

a lot of cattle in that open country. And way out in the boondocks was a coal mine. I got a picture that I 

gave the archives of this. And it was owned by Davey Blacklock. I always called him Davey. In your book 

that was written, that thick book of the flame. 

DF: In the Light of the Flares. 

RB: That's it. They called it, they called him Dave. I always called him Davey, as a kid. That's a detail that I 

remember.  

DF: So, he supplied coal? 

RB: He supplied coal for the boilers. And the boilers created the steam, for the power, for the bull 

wheels. That's the large wheel, and the calf wheel is the small wheel.  

DF: And who fired the boilers? 

RB: I cannot remember a name for... that is asking a little too much.  

DF: But there was no particular engineer? 

RB: No, no boiler firer. Whoever had a little chance to go out and shovel coal, that was your steam 

power.  

DF: Who were some of the other men that worked on the rig with your father? 

RB: There was 3 of them that I can remember. Hovis. 

DF: Martin Hovis.  

RB: Yes. But he was a secondary driller. My dad was a driller. They gave Hovis all the credit, and I don't 

like that. Anyway, Hovis was one, and Robert E. Lee Brown (Bob Brown), and Fred Vance. Now there is a 

man I had to identify for the Glenbow. I have a picture in here and I've identified him as... And I have 

Fred Vance standing with our group picture against that lean-to, and he is one of them. But those are 

the 4 that I can recall. And that's a pretty good recollection.  

DF: How about H. A. Thompson? 

RB: Oh yes. He was one of them too. Excuse the expression, you want me to call... I will tell you what his 

'H’.... His initials was H. A. Thompson, and they called him "Hard Ass" Thompson.  



DF: Why is that? 

RB: Because he stood on a line, and he had a rear end that was tough. And he'd say, I'll bet you $5 that 

you can't kick me off of that line. And somebody would kick him and he wouldn't move. So, that was 

where he got his name. And he is in these pictures.  

DF: Okay, I'd like to go to the pictures later. Just that the pictures are right on top of the microphone and 

they just pick up a lot of noise. Let's do some other things first and then come back to that. So, Black 

Diamond was a pretty small town at that point, wasn't it? 

RB: Oh very. It was a cow-town. Strictly cattle. And Okotoks was a pretty fair town. Some of the 

buildings are still there that... of course, I don't remember them, but I was up there two years ago and 

saw the dates on them. Brick buildings.  

DF: Now, you were there with your brothers and sisters.  

RB: One brother and one sister. 

DF: One brother and one sister. What did you do for school? 

RB: No school. I was too young. And there was a school up the Buddy Road about 8 miles, but there was 

no way of getting to it. It might have been a kindergarten or first grade, and anyway, I lost a year of 

start. It put me back one year when I came back to Geneva. I was one year late graduating out of high 

school because of that. I lost that year.  

DF: How about your sister? 

RB: She didn't go to school either. She was 3 years older than I. She missed all those 3.  

DF: What did your sister have for toys? 

RB: She had one doll. She had one little china doll, and I had nothing. I had no toys whatsoever. 

Absolutely no toys in my whole lifetime. This is an oddity for the Guinness book of records. I have never 

owned a toy that my folks had bought. Any toy I had when I was growing up in Long Beach after we 

came back, we came to Long Beach in 1916, I made it. I whittled it out of wood, or I made it myself. Out 

of a skate that... I had whittled something and traded for one skate, then I would make me a scooter out 

of one skate. But I never owned a toy. I am one kid that never owned a toy in his life bought by my 

folks.  

DF: What did you do for fun then? 

RB: Played around in the woods. Hunted garter snakes. There was lots of snakes in that country. A lot of 

garter snakes, and a lot of water snakes right there on Sheep Creek. I remember it so well. When my 

brother was digging the ditch to put the pipe in for our water system, I used to go along with him in the 

brush there, and there was all kind of little animals. I had nothing to play with. No one. I was isolated, I'll 

tell you. I remember it so well. I don't know if you have heard of that. But 1914 was rough on the 

Indians.  



DF: What did you people do for medical attention? Did any of you get sick?  

RB: I don't remember of anybody getting sick. We just, my mother had the old fashion remedies. 

Whatever we needed. Soap poultice if you got something in your finger or something, to draw it out. 

Soap poultice, or a poultice on your chest. But I don't recall any sickness, none of us had. We were a 

pretty healthy bunch. But she contracted, after we got back to Indiana, she contracted, they call it TB, 

Tuberculosis. In 1916, we moved to Long Beach for her health. So that's the only sickness I can recall.  

DF: Tell me other things about the Indians, in relationship between your family and them. Things you 

traded with them and so on.  

RB: We didn't have much... we didn't mess with them too much. But they'd come to our house begging 

for food. And my mother thought, well now, she was very clever in making things. So, she used to make 

beads. She used to make rose beads. And living where all these wolf willows were surrounding us, you 

break the little pod on a wolf willow berry, and inside is a little seed. It looks like a little football with 

stripes on it. And I have one here. And she would say to the Indians, go out and get me a sack full of wild 

rose petals. And they used to pick wild rose petals all through the willows and put them in the sack. My 

mother used to take these rose petals and make an emulsion and put some kind of a glue with them, 

and made an emulsion, like a dough. And then she'd take a little pinch of this rose petals and roll them 

in a little ball. This is a rose petal ball. And she used to put a hole through each one of these, after they 

dried in the sun, with a hot needle. Put a hot needle in the fire. A hat pin. And they burned a hole 

through the needle. She also burned a hole through the wolf willow berries, and she'd string these on a 

stiff cord. A wolf willow berry bead, and made beautiful beads, and they smelt for years of wild roses. 

Now that's what my mother used to do. And the Indians used to get the petals for her to work with.  

DF: And so, she would trade the petals for food? 

RB: Yes.  

DF: What did your brother use for a fishing pole? Do you remember? And hook and so on. 

RB: He just used to cut a willow stick, and a piece of string, and a bend of hook. That was it. We had no 

way of getting in and get a fish hook. So, he did it like the Indians, and he caught beautiful trout.  

DF: Was trout a regular part of your food? 

RB: We had lots of trout. Just oodles of trout. You didn't need a license. We was out there in the boonies 

really.    

DF: Tell me more about the countryside. What kind of animals were in the area? 

RB: The countryside was really a barren... The only brush was along the creek. But looking out towards 

the slaughterhouse, there was just slightly rolling hills. Not much height to them. But it was open cow 

country. It was cattle country all through there. The only building out in that area that I can recollect, 

was that slaughterhouse. Very vivid in my mind. And those Indians scrounging for something to eat.  

DF: Now, you didn't have any refrigeration, so how did you store your meat? 



RB: I think we had a little box down next to the Sheep Creek. That was a little cooler than in the house. It 

was a real short distance. So we'd go down to the creek to get something, whatever it was. I don't know 

if we ever had any milk, fresh milk or not, I don't recall. But we had no refrigeration, no. No way.  

DF: But you didn't butcher a whole cow yourself? 

RB: No, we got it from the... I think the oil company furnished the meat I think. Strictly pioneering. No, 

we never had a meat shop to go to. But I remember Wong Sam used to give us a half a slab of bacon 

from time to time, out of the cookhouse. I want you to look up Wong Sam's name. You might run into it. 

He was a nice Chinaman.  

DF: Tell me more about the hunting that your brother and father did. 

RB: Well, my brother used to have a little single shot 22. He used to go out and shoot jackrabbits. Big old 

jack rabbits with their... I think they were snowshoe rabbits. With big ears, and lots of feet. And prairie 

chickens, oh yes, grouse and prairie chickens. My dad used to have a 12-gauge shotgun, and he'd go out 

and get a dozen prairie chickens. And ptarmigan in the winter, they were white. And lots of foxes, and 

lots of coyotes.  

I had a little pet coyote one time. But my dad killed the mother, dug her out of a den. And there was one 

little coyote in there, and he brought it home. And he raised that little coyote until it got big enough to 

get into Wong Sam's chickens. He had a chicken coop. And it started killing chickens, so my dad had to 

kill my pet coyote. There's a picture of my dad in the archives, holding up this little coyote. Cute little 

thing. And after it grew up, he skinned it, tanned the hide, sent it back to Geneva to my oldest sister 

Nora, and she made a cape out of it. She had a cape out of that animal.  

DF: How did you feel about him having to do that to your pet coyote? 

RB: Well, my feelings, I don't remember how I felt. That was a long time ago. That's only 77 years ago.  

DF: That's quite some memory you have. Where was the chicken house? 

RB: It was right next to Wong Sam's cookhouse. Adjacent to the cookhouse. I put a little dot on the 

picture here where Wong Sam's cookhouse used to be. And the chicken coop was on one side of it.  

DF: So, the cookhouse was between your house and the rig? 

RB: Yes. 

DF: Did Wong Sam have a family? 

RB: No, he was a single.  

DF: Did you have any horses there when you were living there? 



RB: No. There was horses, the cowboys had their horses there in Okotoks. And when I used to go over 

there with my brother, that's where they dressed me, and you'll see in the archives here, you'll see a 

picture of Davey Blacklock on horseback with woolly chaps that he put on me. White woolly chaps.  

DF: Was your family not into horses? You didn't own any anywhere? 

RB: No. We had no time for horses. My dad was working all the time, and I was just a youngster, and my 

sister and I just played with each other, and that was it.  

DF: So, your brother was missing school at this time, too wasn't he? 

RB: Yes. He never did graduate, even when he got back to Geneva. I'm the only one that graduated in 

the whole family.  

DF: What do you remember about the day the Dingman #1 well came in? 

RB: I can't remember that incident at all. All I remember is there was a lot of strange people on the 

grounds there. We were talking about strange people, that reminds me, they'd come out in their air-

cooled Franklins. They would come out to the well, and it was a tremendous thing for Canada. And 

England, they must of sent word to England, because it wasn't about a week... well, it must have been 

longer then that, I can't remember timewise but they brought the Duke of Connaught out there. That 

was Queen Victoria's oldest son. And I think she was dead at the time, but the Queen's people sent him 

out to see what this Joe Brown had done for their country.  

They drilled the first well in Canada, and that was quite a thing. And there was a newsreel of 1914, I 

didn't know they we had a newsreel of 1914, they took pictures of this and sent them back to England. 

And I have a picture of my dad standing with the Duke of Connaught. He is a bearded person, everybody 

had a beard at the time. And the Duke and his driver drove up to as close to the well as they could, and 

my dad rigged up a 2-inch pipe right out of the well and brought it over to the gas tank, took the gas lid 

off and put this gasoline right from the well directly into his car. And they drove away. This is called 

casing-head gas. And it was dirty looking like this sample here, but they went back to Okotoks and 

Calgary with this casing-head gas in the car without any purification. It was a little lighter in color then 

that. I don't know what that... if it changed or what, but that's an interesting thing.  

DF: Let me hand this to you. It's a small bottle with a metal cap on it. You tell me what it says on there, 

and tell me where it came from. 

RB: Okay. Calgary, Alberta Canada, oil and gas sample, March 1914. No date. Turner Valley. That's on the 

label. I have no idea, what kind of bottle they used. But that cap tells a story.  

DF: So, your father took this back to Indiana with him? 

RB: Yes. Yes, that's the sample he brought back. Impossible isn't it? 

DF: Impossible. Okay, let's start looking through these photographs here and see where the interview 

goes next. So, lets... 



RB: Oh, here is our wolf willow bead. Oh, in that too I'm in there. 

DF: So, what we are doing now is we are working through a book of photographs. And the first one is 

the one we already mentioned, the famous Perry Oliver photograph. Let's see what else. Did you ever go 

hiking up on this big hill? 

RB: No. This is all vague to me, but I knew they had slight hills in our distance. And there was brush and 

timber around here, small stuff, but... 

DF: How about the creek. Did you go and play in it? 

RB: Oh yes, I used to play down at Sheep Creek all the time.  

DF: And what were all these other lean-to shacks around the rig? 

RB: Well, this is the walking beam right here. This is called the belt-house, and your power is in this 

center here. Your big gas engine is in here. And this one right here, opposite the belt-house, excuse the 

expression, they used to call it a 'hot ass'. That's where they used to sit and rest, and they had steam 

pipes behind it and it would keep them warm. That's where it got its name. That's no kidding.  

DF: Good. 

RB: And I don't know where the boilers are, I think that's the boiler right there.  

DF: Off to the right. 

RB: Yes. And they had it piped in, the steam in here. But the big fly wheel, for your power, is here. And 

then a long belt to your calf wheels and your bull wheels. And your tools were in here. Your chain tongs 

were in the side of the little lean-to part off of the... Also the pipe that... all of the drilling's refuse came 

out of the pipe and went right directly into Sheep Creek.  

DF: Where did Wong Sam live? 

RB: Wong Sam, he lived in where he cooked. In the cookhouse.  

DF: And where did all the other men that worked on the site live?  

RB: They lived in other buildings. They traveled a little. But... 

DF: So scattered around. 

RB: They were scattered. They were singles, but my dad had a family here so they had to build a shack 

for us.  

DF: So yours was they only family on the site. 

RB: That's right. And they all lived elsewhere.  



DF: Tell me about this photograph. This is the Palace Hotel. 

RB: That's the old Palace Hotel. Luckily the archives had... they'd looked this up for me. I was trying to 

find this very corner where my dad was invited to come in town, and pose for some pictures. Fidelity Oil 

Company was having a big, they were selling stock. This is all Fidelity. And Dingman, too.  

DF: Okay, so let me just get some background here. Looking at two photographs. One is of the Palace 

Hotel in 1902, and there is a wooden post here on the corner. 

RB: It's a telephone post. And here... 

DF: Let's just get the address here. 104 9th Street. And that would be SW Calgary. And then the next 

picture we have here is 1914, it's the same building.  

RB: Same corner. And the same post, only it's made out of metal. It's a light post. It's a telephone pole 

on the same... this is what I sent to the archives to find out if they could locate this building. And here 

it's the same building. The Palace Hotel.  

DF: Tell me what is all over this Palace Hotel Building. 

RB: My dad was asked, who can we get to help make some posters for us. So, my brother was sort of an 

artist like I, but I was too young. So he helped make these drawings. My brother made these drawings 

for the Fidelity Oil Company. My dad was invited to come here with all the people that were buying 

stock. It was an oil boom. And this is a famous picture, but I wanted to find what corner that was and 

they found this picture.  

DF: Okay, and now in this picture with all these drawings and offers to sell drilling and so on. There are 

two photographs and the one on the left there is a man sitting in the passenger's seat. Who is that? 

RB: That's my father. Joe Brown, is sitting in the passenger's seat. I can't identify these old cars, but they 

had a Franklin, air-cooled Franklin, out there at the site where my dad filled the tank with casing-head 

gas. But these cars, I cannot help you with. But I know that they got clincher tires on, that's one thing I 

know about them.  

DF: Now, this coincides with something you were talking about earlier, and that was Fidelity Oil 

Company. It says here that Fidelity Oil and Gas Company, to drill one mile from Dingman. So this was 

after Dingman.  

RB: After Dingman. Dingman was #1. First.  

DF: So, this must have been some kind of promotional event for Fidelity.  

RB: That's right. It was.  

DF: So, they asked your father to come in and help this. And this Fidelity Company is the one that your 

father later had... 



RB: Had to sue for his wages. 

DF: I see. Well, that's quite a story.  

RB: This is a picture of my father, the Duke of Connaught, and three unidentified Englishman that came 

over with the Duke. There is no identification on that picture.  

DF: Does the archives have this as well? 

RB: Yes. I gave it to them. I gave them all the originals.  

DF: Now, this photograph...  

RB: This is a picture that I had in my snapshots. And here is my father, and here is the big bull wheel 

behind him. Here is old man Dingman that owned the property. And here is a picture of Hard-Ass 

Thompson, with his flounchy??? looking hat. The rest of the fellows had caps on, but he had this hat. 

And they had just pulled out the tools out of the hole. 

DF: And what are they doing in this picture? 

RB: This is a drill bit. They had just pulled the drill bit out and they posed for pictures. These two big 

wrenches are called chain tongs. Do you know about them? I don't know...anyway, I don't want to be 

repetitious.  

DF: No, that's fine.  

RB: They got a bailer in the barrel. And I think they are going to take a sample, a core sample, to see 

what the formation is.  

DF: What they found. 

RB: Now, here is the same corner, but here is my father, and I can't identify any of these. And here is my 

dad with his trusty double 12-gauge shotgun. And he is standing in front of a shack, but it's not our 

shack. It's built pretty good. Next to him is our friend, Fred Vance. And this is a picture that Glenbow had 

wanted me to identify him if I could. And I did for them.  

This is a picture of my dad filling a 52-gallon drum with casing-head gas. It looked kind of light in color 

there, but this is directly out of the well. And this is three unidentified people, and Hard-Ass Thompson, 

with a flounchy hat.  

Now here is a group picture. Starting from the right to the left, Joe Brown standing there with his legs 

crossed, and then here is Hovis behind him with a derby hat on, and here is old man Dingman holding a 

sample bottle of the oil, and here is Hard-Ass Thompson sort of leaning on a barrel. And they've got the 

bailer right in the middle of them. This is the bailer. And all kinds of looky-loos in the background. That 

ought to... oh and look at the bailer at work. It's not working at this time...  



These are photographs I took of... Shelly and I took photographs of the Sheep Creek when we were up 

there two years ago. And there is a picture of Shelly and I along Sheep Creek. This is where I used to 

play. You asked me if I played along the creek. And it has a little high-rise on the other side. But it shows 

the shale, or the shift formation on a slope. That's what they were going through when they drilled.  

Here is the only actual picture that I could take... they wouldn't allow me in the actual drilling site, but 

this is where the hole should be in this... it shows a large tank on the left. And old broken-down 

machinery of the refinery that was there years ago, it's still there, and they are going to remove it, they 

tell me, for your fine park. But they, the boys didn't know who I was, and they wouldn't allow us to walk 

in here and take a picture of where my dad drilled the well. So I had to walk around the fence, 6-foot 

fence, chain link, and shoot through to get this picture.  

DF: That's too bad. 

RB: But if they'd known who I was. Anyway, this is a picture I had never seen before, two years ago, 

when we went up there, they dug that out of the files at Glenbow, and it's the most beautiful picture I 

had ever seen of my dad. Clear, as if it was made yesterday. And there is the famous well. And this is 

what we call a jack. You turn that jack as you want to turn it... the old cable tool method. And these two, 

do you want to...? 

DF: Yes. 

RB: Now, when we came in to Turner Valley two years ago, our good driver says, Bob, I want to take you 

to the site of where your dad did this. 

DF: This wasn't two years ago. This is last summer.  

RB: Oh okay, last summer. I'm sorry.  

DF: Okay, just so we got the... 

RB: Okay, correct me on these things.  

Tape 2 

DF: So, tell me the story when you got to the... 

RB: When we got to Turner Valley, my driver, what a wonderful fellow he was, he took so much interest 

in us, when we were on the tour to Banff and Lake Louise, he says Bob, I'm going to take you out there 

in my own car. I'm going to take you to Turner Valley. So, we drove through Black Diamond, Okotoks, to 

Turner Valley. He says, let's stop over here at this little building that's got a little rig on the top. It's an 

information booth. So, we went over to that and Jolly went in first, that's my wife, she walked in. And I 

was looking in one direction, and she says, Bob, look at that corner. There stood a 6-foot cut-out of my 

dad and Hovis reading the headline of the Calgary Herald of striking oil. And I just couldn't contain 

myself. And I went over there and she shot the picture of me. And here I've got tears in my eyes, I 

couldn't hold them back, and I still can't.  



DF: Pretty special day, eh? Any other pictures in here? 

RB: Yes, now, these are very old pictures. I don't think these are in Calgary, or out there. But, anyway, 

that's a picture of my dad in later years. But here is the picture of our shack, and it does have white trim, 

and shingled. And there is Dingman boiler, and there's your well, and there's my sister Josephine. And 

there is a distant picture. But our house was right over here.  

These are various pictures that you've seen the blown-ups of. But here is my brother Charlie with Davey 

Blacklock's chaps on. And, of course, the tape can't see this, but the pictures speak for themselves. But 

here is the Duke of Connaught getting off the ship on some other trip. But I used that... and there is a 

good picture that was blown up and a cut-out in the corner of the Turner Valley information booth. 

That's the actual picture. I asked the archives if they'd send me one. And they are reading the head-lines 

of the discovery of the well, the Dingman #1. Oil in Canada.  

DF: This is in the era before hard hats, wasn't it? 

RB: Right. That's quite a history.   

DF: Now, tell me more about this picture.  

RB: Well, this is a picture of my dad, the second from the left, but I can't identify any of these people 

there, it's just about faded. And I don't know if it's the Dingman or Fidelity.  

DF: But this shows a rabbit there.  

RB: My dad shot a lot of rabbits. My brother used to... that's a snowshoe rabbit.  

DF: So that was part of your food supply.  

RB: Oh yeah. That's my dad there. 

DF: So, what is this picture about? 

RB: I think that's a Dingman #1. The walking beam is over here, and this is the belt-house. And there is 

the steam from the boiler.  

DF: Any identification here? 

RB: No.  

DF: And this one? 

RB: That's another one. This is the belt-house. There is your walking beam. And there's your belt-house. 

And that's where the power is, from here. The power comes from the boiler to in here, the big engine. 

There is a fly wheel, you can see the fly wheel. And that's... you got a belt on it that takes you into the 

bull wheels. That's about it on the pictures. 



DF: Did your family... did your mother cook for you? Or did you eat with the men at the... 

RB: No. My mother cooked for me and my dad.  

DF: So your mother did all the cooking for the family? 

RB: Yes. 

DF: And the Chinaman cooked for the... 

RB: Cooked for the crew. And other crews from other rigs used to come over there and eat. They'd walk 

over. Are you still going? 

DF: Yes. 

RB: You have a lot of blank area on that reel.  

DF: That's fine. So, let's get back to those rabbits for a minute. Your brother and dad shot rabbits with 

the 22. 

RB: Yes. Once in a while my dad would take the shotgun and he'd clip a rabbit with a shotgun. Anyway... 

My brother was pretty crack-shot with a 22. Single shot. And he'd shot them in the head. But my dad 

would be hunting for prairie chickens, or grouse, or ptarmigan with a shotgun see. And he'd pick up a 

rabbit here and there. Rabbits and prairie chickens is about all we had. 

DF: And then you also had chicken and beef and so on. 

RB: Yes. Lot's of beef, because it's beef country.  

DF: So, I'd like to know how you got into leather work, into your career. This is very interesting. 

RB: Leather work? Well, quite a long story. But, I've been an artist all my life. Since I was 5. I've got 

drawings I made when I was 5. That's up in Canada there. Anyway, I took all the art that I could in 

grammar school, junior high, high school, and junior college. And I won scholarships in two art schools. I 

was the first student of Art Center School, one of the biggest art schools in the United States. I was the 

number one student, the nucleus that started that, it was just a shoestring thing. In 1931, I was awarded 

a scholarship for life in Art Center School. And they call it now, Art Center School of Design, now located 

in Pasadena, right above the Rose Bowl. They've outgrew three different buildings, and now they've got 

ten acres they cover. This is the biggest school. And they design all of automotive design. They started 

that automotive designing for General Motors, Fleetwood, all that. Anyway, I am the oldest student 

there, still going strong. Now, they know it... they never had any of the history of that school until I gave 

it to them.  

Anyway, I went to school for two years of my life scholarship, and during the depression in '32, I had to 

quit school and go to work. It was the depression, right in the middle of it. And I walked the streets with 

my portfolio, and I finally got a job with a pair of commercial artists called Speelman and Conner. And 

they paid me $10 a week, six days a week. And that's what I... for two years, I worked for $10 a week. 



And I created the 6-pack for Coco-Cola. I'm the guy that created the 6-pack and the 12-pack for Coco-

Cola. And I got $2.85 for that, and two 5-cent cokes. Cokes were 5 cents down in the colored section of 

L.A. on Central Avenue. They had a bottling works down there, and they invited me. They were so 

thrilled with the little carton that looked like a suitcase with a 12-pack of bottles. This was before cans. 

Anyway, I was invited to go to the bottling works. And they showed me how they washed the bottles, 

and shot the fizz into it, the coke fizz, then the water or whatever it was, the fizz water, and then corked 

it in. And they gave me two 5-cent cokes at the end of the line. $2.85 plus two 5-cent cokes. So, that was 

one story. One of the things.  

And I created so many things. I did all the cosmetics of the stars for Max Factor, the movie industry. I 

created all the logo, and all the lettering, and all their advertising was based on me. This was all done by 

this student artist, $10 per week. Anyway, for two years I worked for them, then I decided I'd quit, 

because my neck was giving me migraine headaches, I got my neck broke playing basketball in junior 

college in '31,1930. And so, I was having migraine headaches and I couldn't put my head over a board all 

these hours, six days a week. So, I quit and went home and decided that I'd just walk the streets to try to 

get rid of my migraine headache. And I walked from Monrovia to Arcadia. Arcadia is a town where the 

famous Santa Anita race track is.  

So I walked into Arcadia.. main street. And I saw a little Mexican pecking away at a piece of leather in a 

window. And I went over there and I watched him, and it looked very interesting to me. I was dying with 

a headache, I still have them, I still adjust my neck. Anyway, he showed interest in me by standing there 

and he asked me to come in. And I helped him make a drawing of an eagle. He was going to make a 

silver-mounted bit for a horse outfit. He was a saddle maker, and he made silver-mounted saddles. And 

so I went in there and helped him with his drawing. And he was all excited, and he said, Bob, I want you 

to sit down and make you a belt. So, he cut me a strip of leather for a belt, and he gave me the principles 

of the use of the leather carvings tools, and I made me a belt. After the belt was finished he said, Bob, 

you've got to have a buckle. So he went over and got me a sheet of silver. And he showed me the 

principles of working with silver, and I made a drawing of a deer jumping over a log in the moonlight in 

the trees. And I chased it into the silver. He showed me how to solder the bar on the back and the hook. 

In two days I had me a belt and a buckle. He says, Bob, how would you like to work for me? I says I sure 

would. He says, I'll give you 50 cents an hour. So, I took the job. I was getting 35 cents and hours for 

Speelmen and Conner.  

So, I started to work for him the next day. And the first job he gave me was to carve a silver-mounted 

saddle. I started from the top and worked down. And it shocked me, but I did a beautiful job on his silver 

saddle, and today it's still used in the Tournament of Roses parade. It's one of those silver-mounted 

saddles. Frankie Paul and I made over 50 of those. So this is something. Anyway, this is the way I got into 

doing leather carving and silver work. I worked for Frankie Paul for three years. Then he moved to 

Whittier, and I didn't want to move or travel that distance.  

So, I walked the streets in Hollywood. I took my samples and walked the streets, and I thought, well now 

I will just look for a place and set up a little shoestring business on my own. And I got acquainted with a 

boot maker on Hollywood Boulevard. And I rented the front half of his store on Hollywood Boulevard, 

just 2 blocks from Vine, the main artery. I started working on leather work and making belts and small 

things. And people used to see me working in the window, and they'd come in. I brought all kinds of 

business to the boot maker. They all wanted to see me work. And that's the way I got started. And I 

made equipment for all the cowboys in Hollywood from then on. Before you were born. The first outfit I 

made was a silver outfit for Hopalong Cassidy. I'm the guy that created Hoppy's outfit. And John Wayne, 



just name them, Randolph Scott. I made all of their holsters. Now you see who Bob Brown is? Other 

than just going to Canada and living there with the Indians.  

DF: That's right. Can I take you back to Canada for a few more questions? 

RB: Sure. 

DF: Tell me more about the character of your father. What kind of a...? 

RB: He was a rugged individual, an honest man. And he was a hard worker. He was rugged as hell. In 

fact, oil workers were all rugged. But he was rugged. I can't... he was such a great man as far as I'm 

concerned. We were buddies all... when he was not drilling wells out of state, he and I hunted for 40 

years consecutively. I used to go hunting with him. Deer hunting. And we loved to hunt. I built his rifle. 

I'm a gunsmith too. I built a rifle, a 30 odd 6 for him. He loved that gun. I hand carved it, the wood stock, 

and the leather butt plate, all hand carved.  

DF: Was there much drinking going on in the oil field? 

RB: Well, my dad didn't drink much.  

DF: No? 

RB: No. He never caroused. I never saw him liquored up ever. Never. But he'd take a sociable drink, 

that's about it. I never touched it. My brother never touched it. We didn't drink. Period.  

DF: How about language? They were pretty rough.  

RB: Rough language, yes. Rough language is right. We won't go into that.  

DF: Any stories about that? 

RB: Oh no. I can't, it gets a little raunchy there too much.  

DF: Okay. Did your mother have a garden at the house? 

RB: No. 

DF: Why not? 

RB: She had no... I don't remember her planting anything. We had one of them in Monrovia before she 

died, and my father had finally retired. We had a beautiful garden in Monrovia. We had half an acre with 

everything in it. But we didn't have one in Canada. No.  

DF: How about clothes washing. How did she do that? 

RB: She washed them in the old washtub. The round washtub. The old-fashioned way. The washboard. 

Nothing electric, no nothing.  



DF: Where did she dry them? 

RB: On a line outside. String a big cable we got from the Dingman, and string a line, and she'd go and 

clean it every time and then hang her clothes up. Galvanized.  

DF: Steel cable? 

RB: It was galvanized, so it wouldn't rust her clothes. See the phone calls we get now? See when we are 

not in the house, we can't get the phone calls.  

DF: How about winter. What was winter like? 

RB: Oh, it was rough. Rough as hell. Cold. We used to get cars stuck out in front of our house. I've got a 

picture that you'll see in the archives, of a guy that had a stomach ailment and he dirtied his pants. And 

he stopped in front of us, and my brother gave him a pair of clean pants. There is a picture of his 

stopping there. His name is Reed. Mr. Reed lost it in his pants. 

DF: Tell me about what you remember about the Christmases you spent there. 

RB: Oh my gosh. The Christmas... My mother never had a Christmas tree for us. She might have been 

odd in a way, but she didn't believe in anything like that. And for the one Christmas that I remember up 

there, I had a long stocking and they said that I could put that stocking out on the telephone pole in 

front of our house. It was a pole, I don't know if it was a telephone pole. We'd had no telephone. But it 

was a pole. Anyway, I hung my black stocking up there and I got out the next morning, and I had an 

orange and one walnut. That was it. No toys.   

DF: Did your mother keep a diary? 

RB: No. Never wrote anything. Never. 

DF: Now, the war broke out shortly after... 

RB: May, I don't know what it was... November.  

DF: Yes. Were you guys... were you still in Canada? 

RB: We were... there was talk of war. WW1. But I don't remember much about it. See, I am too young 

you know. You are getting an awful lot of stuff for a youngster.  

DF: What was your family’s impression of Canada? What your brother and sister and folks remember. 

What did they talk about it? 

RB: I don't remember anything like that. I was just a little kid. And I never heard of any discussion of 

what's it like. My dad was so damn tired, he'd just go to bed and get up in the morning and go to work. 

My mother would cook and that was it. But there was no talk of where we were in Canada or anything.  



DF: Well, I'd like to take this opportunity on behalf of the Turner Valley Oilfield Society and especially 

myself, Bob, to thank you so very much for making yourself available to talk to us. And this is a very 

good start. If you have other things that pop into your mind, please jot them down and send them to 

us.  

RB: Well, it's pretty hard to think back. I have to have somebody throw questions to me and I try to 

answer them. We do the same thing at these Western Festivals. They have a question and answer. We 

have a panel of stars, and they sit out in the audience, a couple hundred people, and they throw 

questions at each one of us up there. I'm not a star. But I'm invited because I was in Hollywood when I 

was making all of this equipment to make all the cowboys look good. And these people that are 

throwing questions at the panel, were little kids going to the Saturday night matinee and watching 

Hopalong Cassidy, Roy Rogers, Buck Jones, and all of those people. Now, they got a change to talk to the 

man that made all the equipment for them. So that's the questions and answers that I come up with.  

DF: So on behalf of the Society, and myself particularly, I want to thank you very much for this 

opportunity. And at this point we will end the formal part of the interview. Thank you.  

RB: I hope that your Society will do something great for my dad. That's what I'm going to finish with. 

DF: Okay. Thank you very much.  

End of Interview 

 


