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000 

Biographical information about Melvina Briggs.  She was born in Ayermore, Alberta, later known as 

Bow City, in 1916.  Her parents had a homestead that was not successful so they moved to Retlaw, near 

Vauxhaul, Alberta, and set up a hotel.  They sometimes had many immigrants living in their hotel.  Her 

mother, Rose LaRosee, also did nursing while she ran that hotel. 

025 

Rose trained as a nurse in Rowland, North Dakota.  When they lived in Cluny, Alberta, a man examined 

and questioned her medical abilities and she was awarded the license for the first private hospital in 

Alberta.   

035 

Her hospital in Turner Valley almost always had a registered nurse.  Dr. Harry Lander and Dr. David 

Lander said they would never have come to the oilfield if it had not been for the LaRosee hospital.  Dr. 

Kenny and Dr. Hall were some of the other physicians before the Landers arrived.   

045 

When the LaRosee's arrived, they lived in four rooms of the Fowler's Store and they took care of the 

Fowler's young twins. 

055 

Charles Napoleon LaRosee and Rose Ellen LaRosee came from Roulette, North Dakota to farm in 

Alberta.  Rose ran a small hospital at Retlaw, in addition to running the hospital. 

075 

Rose also ran a small hospital at Cluny too, in about 1925.  She set it up in a traveller's home, like a 

duplex, that she rented.  She advertised on the hospital announcement card that she spoke both French and 

English.  She learned French from her husband. 

090 

In 1927, the LaRosee's moved to Calgary and rented Dr. Stewart's house.  Nap acted as a veterinarian for 

horses.  Sometimes the family travelled with him, living in a tent and out of a touring car as he went to 

farms and ranches around southern Alberta. 

105 

Son Nap LaRosee Jr. moved to Turner Valley and was working for the oil industry at the gas plant and on 

the pipeline for Royalite before the rest of teh family moved to the area.  Rose LaRosee's brother, Andy 

Hogobaum, was at Turner Valley too and worked as a fireman for Okalta. 

125 

When the LaRosee's moved to the area, they lived in the Fowler's store for a couple of years.  Nap had a 

large truck and did hauling with it while Rose took in washing and took care of the Fowler twins.  They 

had to haul water from a nearby oilwell, that produced distilled water, for the washing.   

135 

Melvina attended a school down by the plant and Miss Scott and a lady who became Mrs. Lorne Leeson 

were some of the teachers. 

145 

Rose took in the washing of many of the American oilmen, men who lived in the bunkhouse and others.  

This work lasted for a couple of years. 

160 

Regarding Americans, Melvina said, "I can't really say they were different.  I know quite a few of them 

skipped out in the middle of the night and left huge grocery bills and things like that.  And those who 



  

rented houses, the owners sometimes didn't get their rent money.  They'd be here for a few months and 

then gone, suddenly, but there were others who were very good, honest.  Same as all people.  There were 

the good and the bad in every bunch." 

170 

"If you said you were from Turner Valley when you went in to Calgary, people looked at you askance 

because it was supposed to be a wild and open town." 

175 

Rose ran the hospital and Nap ran a second hand store.  The hospital was on Frontenac Avenue, two 

blocks down from the main street.  Rose opened the hospital in 1930.   

195 

The hospital was quite small at first, just two shacks put together.  They bought the shacks from Mrs. 

Haar.  When it opened it had seven rooms.  Two rooms were for the patients and the remainder was for 

the family living quarters.  When the Landers arrived, they encouraged Rose to build on and she added an 

operating room and a bull pen, a room that could accommodate four beds and that usually was for men.  

There was a large cistern on the side of the house that collected rain water.  When it ran out of water, the 

water man filled it up.  The going rate for water was two pails for a nickle or 35 cents for a barrel.  At its 

largest, the hospital had a maximum of five rooms.   

235 

Most of the work in the hospital was maternity work, with two or three deliveries each month on average.  

Dr. Kinney was the physician in Turner Valley when the hospital opened in 1930.  When Dr. Harry 

Lander arrived, it became busier due to increased activity in the oilfield and Rose hired a nurse. 

270 

Account of a bad accident at a drilling rig, when men were burned. 

280 

The hospital also became know as Rose's Matrimonial Place because she would no sooner hire a nurse 

than a man would come along and marry her.  Then they had to hire a new nurse. 

290 

From 1930 to about 1940, the LaRosee hospital was the only hospital in the entire oilfield area. 

310 

The 1930s were tough years in the Turner Valley area.  Rose did not let her children go out at night unless 

they went together.  There was a lot of drinking and many people on the streets that were strangers. 

325 

Mrs. Duffy ran a red light house up on the hill west of the town of Turner Valley. 

335 

Someone paid for hospital care with a big bathtub since they did not have money.  Rose charged $30.00 

for a confinement, the delivery of the baby and ten days at the hospital.  She provided food as part of that 

price.  Doctor's costs were extra.  There were people who could not pay and "Rose was a kind hearted 

person." 

360 

Mrs. Rutledge had major surgery in the hospital.  "When Mrs. Rutledge was coming out of the 

anaesthetic, I was about 12 years old, Mother said 'Melvina, run in and hold the pan for Mrs. Rutledge, 

because she's going to be sick to her stomach.' So I went in and held the pan.  My older sister Dolly 

looked in and Mrs. Rutledge was throwing up in one side of the pan and I was throwing up I the other so 

she said 'Get out of here' and she looked after Mrs. Rutledge.  I wasn't much of a nurse, I'm afraid." 

375 

Melvina had both her children at the hospital and her sisters had most of their children there.  The doctor 

that came out from Okotoks said that Rose should not have her own children as patients but she helped 

deliver all her daughters children with the help of the doctor. 

410 

Description of Dr. Harry Lander's character. 
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"Dr. Harry Lander was Jewish.  But he would come in and, if you were making bacon and eggs for 

breakfast, he would swipe a piece of bacon on the way to see his patents.  I liked Dr. Harry very, very 

much." 

005 

Description of Dr. David Lander.  "I had more of a feeling of affinity to Dr. Harry.  But Dr. David was 

excellent too, I couldn't complain.  Only thing, every time I went to see him, first he'd say, 'How are you 

getting along with your husband?' I invariably said 'Just fine.' But he always had to ask me that before 

he'd discover what kind of aches or pains I had.  That was just his first question, whenever a lady got sick 

and went in cause he thought half our illnesses were caused by mental stress, shall we say.  They could 

easily be." 

025 

Dr. David Lander "He was God's gift to those young nurses.  I'll tell you, they were all in love with him at 

one time or another.  Her certainly dated a lot of girls." 

035 

Hospital story.  Rose once asked Melvina to sit with a lady who was very sick, and probably would not 

last till the morning.  She lived through the night and went on to live for many more years. 

045 

Two people died in the hospital.  One lady, Mrs. Richardson, came in with pneumonia and gave birth to 

twins.  She died as did one of the twins.  Melvina sat with the body until the hearse came.  The other 

death was of a man. 

065 

Description of work they did at the hospital, suturing wounds, putting a cast on a broken leg.  Scotty 

Davidson, a man who delivered milk, came in with a badly infected arm and the doctor lanced his swollen 

arm and drained it.  There were two drugstores, one operated by a fellow named Mr. Edwards and called 

the Edwards Drugstore and the Korczynski Drugstore by Joe Korczynski.   

085 

Story of Tom Fowler's coming to Canada.  He disgraced his family by marrying a barmaid so his family 

sent him to Canada as a remittance man.  He did not have much business sense but his wife was quite 

sharp. 

100 

The other LaRosee sisters who lived in Turner Valley were Viva LaRosee and Dolly LaRosee. 

105 

Nap LaRosee Sr. did the washing for the hospital in a little shack out behind the hospital.  Melvina and 

her sisters also helped around the hospital. 

125 

The first school she attended was a two room building that was donated by Royalite and only went 

through grade six.  Her older sisters attended the North Turner Valley School.  The principal was Mr. 

Spense when her sisters attended school and Miss Briggs was one of the teachers. 

145 

Melvina attended the school by the plant for one year.  The next year the school board built a six room 

school at the present location of the school but it was soo crowded that the school had to have classes in 

the back of the United Church and the church hall.  She did not have to go to school in shifts, but some 

kids did go in shifts while she was attending school.  The school was eventually expanded to about ten 

rooms. 

155 

Discussion of Hell's Half Acre.  "I used to hate that thing because it seemed like when you were writing 

your exams or trying to study, the windows in the school would rattle and that thing would sort of roar.  

During school hours I didn't like it but other days I'd hike over and look down.  It was just like an roaring 

inferno.  There were many stories about little babies bodies being found in there.  Girls would go down 



  

and abort their babies or something, there were all kinds of stories like that."  She never saw any hoboes 

down there. 

170 

"I roamed around there with my friends, you know how youngsters do.  We like to go, you know there 

was a pipeline to take the gas, and in the hot summer day there'd be an inch of frost on that pipeline.  We 

liked to go and scrape the ice off.  And we licked it." 

180 

Where the creek that ran through Hell's Half Acre ran into the Sheep River, she and other children went 

swimming in the warm water in a swimming hole. 

185 

Discussion of the Women's Institute and the swimming pool down by the gas plant.   

195 

Nap LaRosee Sr. never worked at the plant.  He ran his second hand store.  Rose was originally from 

Ontario and Nap from Quebec.   

225 

Biographical information about Franklin Lloyd Briggs, Melvina's husband, who came west from Ontario.  

He was an orphan and lived with his uncle.  He ran away and went to work at a dairy near Turner Valley.  

Then he worked for a rancher and then for the forestry and eventually for Calmont Oil Company as a 

driller.  His friends Carl Carvey and Jack Highland started dating Melvina's sisters and she dated Frank, 

better known as Curly, Briggs.  He then went to work at the plant and his first job there was as a boiler 

washer, then as an operator.  He was once had an accident that caused him to be burned by a flash of 

flame at one of the valves.  His chest and face were burned bad enough that he had to take some time off 

work. 

280 

When they were first married, they rented a house from Mrs. Highland for $5.00 a month rent and free, 

unscrubbed gas.  Story of how she was gassed in that house. "I got sick.  My throat was sore and my eyes 

were running.  I went over to my mother's and I said 'I think there's a gas leak at the house.'  And the 

doctor had come in, he was called to a patient, and he said 'Oh Melvina, don't be ridiculous, if there was a 

gas leak to such an extent that you'd have a sore throat and raw eyes, red eyes, you'd be dead.  And think 

of the baby, the baby couldn't have lived through that.' He said 'There isn't a gas leak at your house.'  And 

I said 'Well, I think there is.'  So we stayed at mother's for a day or two and I got a little better, so we went 

home.  My throat was better and my eyes were better.  The baby dropped something from her crib and I 

lit a match to pick it up, it was a dish that was on a little buffet thing there, and she stood up and knocked 

it down, and there were pieces there.  So I bent over and lit a match.  There was just one flooring, with 

spaces in between, nice and warm in the winter, I'm sure, and the flames just came up along in there.  So I 

beat them out with a rug and when my husband came home I said 'I'm glad tomorrow's your day off 

because you're going to fix that of I'm not going to stay here.'  So he crawled under the house.  He had a 

very scientific way of finding out where the leak was, he lit a match.  There was a little tub sitting over 

the cellar door, in the one room of the two room shack, and the baby flew out of her crib, I dashed over 

and grabbed the baby in mid air and the tub turned over and ran water all over the floor.  Of course, my 

husband had immediately turned off all the gas when it did this and it froze there.  My studio lounge was 

never the same colour again, all sooty.  I thought the house was on fire but it happened that it just blew 

the wall and ceiling apart a little bit and there was building paper, and the sun was shining through the 

building paper and that was what I thought was the fire.  It was quite an experience."  They rented that 

house from Fanny Highland. 

345 

They bought their first house from the Lee Constable family.  When he got promoted and got a company 

house, they bought his house for $900.00.  With three rooms, it was considered a mansion.  It was up 

toward the west end of Sunset Boulevard.  They then bought 92 acres just west of town, over the hill. 

370 



  

Discussion of her experience with tuberculosis and the time she spent in a hospital in Calgary in the 

Bowness area.  She was in bed for just about a year.  They lost the farm because she could not do the 

chores when she was sick.  They then moved to Poverty Flat, to two different houses.  They lived there 

for a year and then bought the house she lives in to this day.  Shortly thereafter she began teaching at the 

school and taught for 26 years. 
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000 

Compared to her mother's hospital, the sanatorium was pretty tough.  Some of her friends bought her a 

radio to take with her but the head nurse at the Baker Sanatorium in Calgary took it away.  She walked in, 

carrying her suitcase because she thought her father was too old to carry them in.  Description of the 

treatment for tuberculosis.  After four months she went home and had some help with housework from a 

maid.  She checked in with the doctors and they allowed her to teach school.   

060 

She took Normal School to learn to be a teacher before she married but there were no jobs.  Mostly, she 

taught Grade 2, although one year she taught a split grade 2 and 4.  One day, when a boy named Norman 

was supposed to be going to the bathroom, he was out letting the air out of all the tires in the bicycles. 

100 

During World War II, she lived on the farm.  Someone came and asked her to drive one of the busses to 

take the men to the field, but she refused as he did not have anyone to stay with her children when her 

husband did shift work at the plant.  Betty Krausert was one of the women who drove the bus to take the 

men to the field during the war. 

115 

They bought the farm from Stan and Irene Paul.  The house was in the middle of the land, in a spot that 

was hard to get to.  Mr. Wurstenberger refused to sell them access to the land.  Story of parking the car on 

an icy hill.  When they looked back, the car had slid into a field.  Her husband was named Curly due to 

his curly hair and the fact that on one farm, the owner was named Frank, so they called him Curly to 

dinstinquish him from the other one.  She milked up to six cows and sold milk and cream to customers 

from town.  They also had horses, chickens, pigs and a big garden.  The farm was a popular spot for the 

children to play at but she did not let the children play near the river. 

175 

Fear of invasion during World War II.  "We young wives used to worry.  We thought, perhaps that we 

might be bombed because it was a vital industry."  Her husband never carried a gun at the plant.   

185 

On day, one of her daughters came dancing in with a bunch of sugar coupons that she had found that 

someone had lost.  She was happy because she thought this would allow her to have a birthday cake with 

lots of icing. 

190 

After she came back from the sanatorium, her husband hired Harold Smith to live with them and do some 

of the chores on the farm. 

200 

During the war years they did without a few things, but they were glad that they had as much as they did. 

215 

Her husband's impression of the Industrial Council was good.  "He said that no one needed to be on a 

union as long as they were treated as well as they were treated by this company.  I felt the same way.  I 

felt they were really great." 

220 

Her husband made wages of $110.00 per month in 1934.  The paid $50 one month and $25 the next on 

the house and they were also buying a washing machine, a sewing machine and a fridge.  Tommy 

Hayhurst was making $80.00 per month at that time. 

235 



  

Tensions between the people who lived up on the hill and the others were minor.  "On the whole, I think it 

was not bad.  There was the odd woman that got a little uppity when she moved up there.  I know one 

woman, a lady whose husband was a very good worker, and she wouldn't move up onto the hill because 

she'd been snobbed so many times.  Her name was Opal Redford and she said 'No way will I live up 

there."  So they gave them property in a different spot." 

240 

She and her husband were offered a few houses up on the hill when they were sold off but her husband 

would not buy one, even though she wanted one. 

255 

Her recollections of Social Credit include living with the Hauge family on the North Hill in Calgary when 

she was going to Normal School.  That family supported the Social Credit strongly but she also 

remembers that many other people did not.  "They laughed about his funny money."  She does not 

remember the recall of Premier Aberhart. 

290 

Her impressions of health in the oilfield.  She thinks many people lived long lives in spite of the gas 

fumes.  She worried a lot about safety at the plant, but only one man died there so she thinks it was pretty 

safe.  Mention of the death of Art Martin in an accident at the plant. 

340 

The oil industry kept the area going for many years.  Now many people commute to the city and there are 

ranchers that contribute to the community. 

360 

She does not like the fact that they chose the name Hell's Half Acre for the plant site.   

380 

Melvina reads Rose LaRosee's obituary.  She operated the first licensed hospital in Alberta, first in Cluny 

and later in Turner Valley.  She was a member of the Catholic parish in Black Diamond. 
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000 

Flares seem to be a vivid memory for Melvina.  "I used to read by the light of the flares at night.  Mother 

would get so cross with me.  She'd say 'You're going to ruin your eyes' but I wanted to read a book.  Of 

course, three girls sleeping in one bedroom, you couldn't have the light on if the others didn't want to.  

But I could lie there and read by the flickering flares, from over here, at the McLeod field.  I can 

remember when one of the wells caught fire and Mr. Cloakey was quite involved with that at the time.  

He probably was an owner of one of the wells.  Big balls of fire went up in the air and people from 

everywhere came to see that.  But in the early years, when Hell's Half Acre was in stride, in the summer 

time there'd be long strings of cars sitting there, people going over to see the flames." 

015 

She liked Turner Valley, since she came from the prairies and was not bothered by the waste of the gas. 

020 

Visitors always mentioned the gas smell.  "Oh yes, sometimes it bothered.  There's a fly in every 

ointment, what the heck." 

025 

The two towns have always been at each other and have not gotten along.  Discussion of the politics 

regarding the location of the hospital in Black Diamond. 

060 

Story about a premature baby at Rose LaRosee's hospital that died when it went home.  After a fire at the 

McGregor's home, Rose took care of some of the boys who were badly burned.  May Martin was also a 

patient at Rose LaRosee's hospital. 

100 

End of interview. 

 


