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000 

Biographical information about Alex McKellar.  His father was a farmer in Ontario.  The family moved to 

Jenner, Alberta and tried to do some dry land farming.  They then moved to the Turner Valley area in 

1925.  His mother, Gertrude McKellar, died in 1925 but his father Neil McKellar lived on with them for 

many years. 

035 

He got started in the oil industry by begging Sam Coultis for a job.  He first worked summers only, 

digging ditch by hand for pipelines.  He had an old Model T truck that he used on pipeline work. 

060 

Discussion of the jobs involved in installing a pipeline.  They cut old welds off used pipeline, burned off 

any liquids that were in the line and then got it set up for the welders.  The used a granny rag to tar the 

pipe and got very dirty.  Smaller pipelines were joined with threaded joints and larger lines were welded.  

095 

He worked with horses and a fresno, making the road up the hill south from the plant, cutting down the 

grade with horses and a fresno.  That job took about 5 months.  His father plowed the soil and he and 

others graded the road with the fresnos.  There were about 5 teams working on that job.  Pay was $5.00 

per day for man and team.  When he started on pipeline work he got paid $4.40 per day. 

120 

He walked about one hour from his house to the plant, in order to be there by 7:30 a.m., and they were 

done work at 5 p.m. and then he had to walk home.  135 

About 17 men worked on a pipeline digging detail. 

140 

"I think the stink around there kept the weeds killed."  He does not remember any chemicals used for 

weed suppression in the plant. 

150 

Sam Coultis "was 100 percent." 

160 

Description of Hell's Half Acre.  Two pipes sent gas into the coulee.  "It was a roar all the time."  On 

weekends, people came out to see the flare.  The outside of the pipe was covered with frost all the time.  

The ground shook all the time and even in a house nearby the windows shook. 

200 

Shortly after the war began, in 1939, he started on full time with the plant.  He was a guard at the plant.  

He did not carry a gun but had access to a telephone.  He worked mostly nights, 12 hour shifts.  He 

remembers the security pass he had to show but he does not have it anymore.  The guard shack was on the 

west side of the bridge by the river.  The walk around the plant took about half an hour and they looked 

for opened gates or holes in the fence with a flashlight. 

260 

He then worked on pumps in the field, cleaning them, painting them and keeping them in good condition.  

A truck dropped them off at the site and they cleaned the pump with a shovel and wire brush and then 

painted it.  The paint was green.  With a two man crew they could clean and paint two pumps each day.  

They did this job all the way to the south end of the field. 

300 

Description of walking the pipeline to Calgary.  "It was wonderful.  I never felt better in my life, and did 

less."  The first day he walked from the plant to the half way house near the Priddis corner, the second 



  

day in to Calgary, the third day in Calgary, the fourth day back to another half way house on a different 

route and the fifth day back into Turner Valley.  The route was quite hilly.  He usually got to the half way 

house by mid afternoon and then helped local farmers with their work if he had extra time.  The half way 

house had a stove in it and he cooked up his own meals.  In the warm months they stocked the half way 

house about once a month but in the winter they carried food with them so it would not freeze.  They 

locked the half way houses.  The shack was about 10 by 12 feet square with a table, chair and two bunks.  

He got water from neighbours.  Once he got into Calgary, he stayed at a hotel. 
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Pipeline walking description continued.  On the third day he walked pipelines in the city.  On Wednesday 

nights he called square dances at two different dance halls.  Ma Trainer was the piano player at one of the 

dance halls.  He called four dances at each of the dance halls. 

030 

On the fourth day he walked back to the other half way house and then helped the Wiley family break 

horses or colts.  They then fed him supper.   

045 

What they looked for on the pipeline walking.  They had to check boxes in the ground that protected 

valves.  He discovered some small leaks but no large ones.   

065 

He saw lots of game along the route and also had to watch out for the Indian dogs.  His backpack weighed 

about 45 or 50 pounds and included a change of clothes, warm clothes as well as food and water.  He 

wore mid height work boots that he supplied himself.  He dug his way through the drifts although the 

company supplied snowshoes.  Adam Blacklock was the other pipeline walker.  Even when it was very 

cold, he just kept walking and stayed warm.  In cold weather it took longer than in the summer. 

135 

Jim Norris replaced him walking the pipeline.  The pay for walking pipeline was $5.00 per day.  

Description of the work in the field, gauging the tanks.  After measuring the level and checking for water, 

he pumped the oil through the line to Calgary.  If there was water in the oil, the battery operator ran it 

through a heater and took off the water. 

170 

Details of an incident when he got a whiff of gas, passed out, fell off the tank and got scraped up a bit.  

He was gassed a few times.  It was a funny feeling to be gassed.  Once after being gassed, he had to lean 

up against the truck for half an hour.   

220 

Description of the equipment and supplies on the truck that he used when he gauged the tanks.  The pump 

motors were started with a foot mechanism.  Some pumps motors were large and had to be started with a 

rope, tied to a truck, that started when you drove the truck away.  They filled out tickets to show how 

much oil they took out.  The wired the valves to that the operators could not open them when the gauging 

man was not there.  He gauged about seven tanks each day.  He gauged to the north end of the field as 

well as the south end.  All the pipelines took the oil to the plant in Turner Valley where it was batched 

and sent on to Calgary.  There were about six men gauging, on three different shifts.  He gauged for five 

or six years.   

320 

He also walked pipeline in the field from Turner Valley to the north and south end.  One miserable boss 

was Mr. Tupper, the field boss.  

350 

Description of his work in the sulphur plant.  "It was the cleanest place I ever worked."  They made 

sulphur blocks with the molten sulphur which became hard as a rock when it cooled.  They later took the 

sulphur away hot, in trucks.  His duties as an operator at the sulphur plant.  He read charts every hour, 

kept his eye on the valves and did other tasks.  
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He was one of the first men to work at the sulphur plant.  They carried higher pressure steam than did the 

men in the steam plant.  Mr. Coutry was his boss in the sulphur plant.  People took souvenirs of sulphur in 

little jars in the first days.  About 50 to 100 people came out to see the new operation at the sulphur plant. 

030 

It took them some time to get the right mixture of air and sulphur in the plant.  Once Percy Mattingsly 

came by and fooled with the valves, threw it out of kilter and then left.  It took them a while to get it all 

back in shape. 

045 

Description of a task where they had to go outside the tank and hit it with a sledge hammer to knock the 

sulphur off the inside of the tank.  He had to do this once a shift.  He is now allergic to sulphur drugs, 

perhaps was even when he worked there. 

080 

He did not like the idea of a union.  They got regular raises and were represented by the Industrial 

Council.  He thought the union supporters "were a bunch of crooks."   

095 

He took minimal training in first aid. 

100 

Description of his duties in the 1950s.  He learned the duties on the job, without special training.   

110 

He helped build and paint the sulphur plant.  They once had a fire just outside the door of the sulphur 

plant.  Percy Mattingsly was responsible for the fire as he left inexperienced men at the sulphur plant.  

They killed the fire by turning off a valve.   

160 

Winter operations involved keeping the valves working, usually with hot water.   

170 

The waste of gas did not bother him at the time, "I didn't think anything of it." 

175 

During the war the fear of invasion was real so they built the fence around the plant. 

185 

He and his father hauled gravel for the oil company.  The wagon was 12 feet long and about 5 feet wide.  

They got the gravel out of the river and took it to the place they needed it.  Then they took off the chains 

that held the planks together and the gravel fell off.  They did this work in the early 1930s.  It took about 

six to 10 minutes to shovel on a load of gravel.  They got paid about $4.00 per day.   

245 

He also cut ice out of the river, hauled it to the ice house just north of the town of Turner Valley for 

Royalite.  It was about 16 by 16 feet square.  They cut ice about one foot thick, four feet long and about 

one and a half feet wide.  They pulled it onto the wagon with ice tongs, hauled it to the ice house and 

stacked it.  It took about a week to fill the ice house.  The ice was used in the lab and perhaps also by the 

people up on Snob Hill.  The restaurants and the pool hall in Turner Valley also wanted ice so he hauled it 

for them too. 

330 

He and Harry Denning Sr. cut the ice faster than the others could haul it so they stabbed fish with poles 

with pokers on the end. 

350 

They cut ice along the main current of the Sheep River by Poverty Flats.  The horses had special shoes on 

their feet, with corks on the shoes.  He shoed the horses himself on the farm. 

415 



  

Description of a swimming hole where the creek that ran past Hell's Half Acre and into the Sheep River.  

No one ever got near the creek where it ran under the flare. 
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Edna McKellar suggested I talk to Ralph E. Steen, her brother, who worked in the Turner Valley oilfield 

from 1930 to 1954.  Her parents were Carl Steen and Florence Steen.  They farmed in the Nanton area.  

Carl Steen got a job working on the Royalite ditcher, cutting in the ditches for the pipelines.   

030 

On a cloudy night they could see the light of the Turner Valley flares from Nanton.  

035 

Description of the house they moved to when they came to Turner Valley.  There were six children, two 

parents and a cousin in a small house, about 24 by 26 feet.  They had raw gas into the house "it smelled 

rotten."  The gas in the stove scared the children.  They had an open flare in the back yard for disposing of 

garbage.  Their outhouse was not heated.  A man came by and emptied out the cans under the outhouses.  

He was a foreigner, but she cannot remember his name.  They bought water from Mr. Williams.  Mr. 

Gould was one of her teachers, the principal of the high school.  Mr. Minue was another teacher she 

remembers.   

090 

Things slowed down in 1930 although the schools were booming.  Grade 12 students from Black 

Diamond had to find their own way over to attend school. 

100 

Description of the activities at the United Church, the CGIT, Ladies Aid and other activities.   

105 

Edna and others played piano and sang.  In summer, they went camping up the Sheep River near the Old 

Black Diamond Well for a week with other girls.  Mrs. Vislisel was their camp director.  Edna met Alex 

while at the camp since they bought butter and milk from the McKellar family.  When she met Alex she 

thought he was a "smartass." 

125 

Details of the courtship of Alex and Edna McKellar.  He brought an extra horse and they went for 

horseback rides and picnics. 

135 

Alex remembers playing polo on the field north of Turner Valley.  He provided horses and they rode 

bareback.  Teams consisted of men on each side and after they filled in the gopher holes with dirt the 

played a game.  The losers had to buy dinner for the winners at the end of the season at the Silver Gray 

Cafe.  They played polo on Sunday afternoons. 

160 

Alex was working for a dairy when they got married and he was laid off a month after they got married.  

He peddled milk and butter in Turner Valley.   

185 

Alex and his father bought a quarter section of land from the Canadian Pacific Railway north of Turner 

Valley.  It was an undeveloped piece of land with scrub for trees, nothing large enough to build with.  

Description of the shack and the tough conditions.  They had a spring up the hill from the house.  Johnny 

Schumacher moved a rooming house for them from Longview up to their land in 1945 and they 

remodelled it.  In 1947 they borrowed the Royalite ditching machine and dug in a water line.  "We laid a 

water line from the spring to the house.  We had cold water in the house.  That was really something.  

Then we didn't have to walk up that hill to carry that water down in the pails.  Sometimes, in the winter 

time, it would be icy and you'd get coming down that hill, you'd slip and fall and there would go your two 

pails of water.  I remember I sat and cried more times than once when that would happen."   

240 



  

They had a wood stove and later an oil stove and a propane heater.  Back's garage in Millarville sold oil 

for the stoves.  They raised three children.  They eventually milked 14 cows, cooled the milk and had it 

ready for the milk truck at 8 a.m. that took it to Calgary.  They were up at 5 a.m. in order to get the 

milking done.  They had to put up hay on their land and with the neighbours, on shares.  They did all the 

haying with a horse powered mower and an overshot stacker.  They had a large hay stack at the barn and 

an attic full of hay too.   

310 

They cleared about 80 acres on their land but the remainder was a very steep hill. 

320 

Story of a runaway horse when she was driving a team.  She did a lot of farm work in addition to her 

work at the house.  When he bought her a used gas washing machine for $80.00 she almost fainted.  They 

did not have the money to pay for it so they paid on time.  She was a very busy woman. 

390 

She worried about the prisoners of war that escaped from the camp at Seebe during the war. 

410 

They had a German living with them during the war. 
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They took care of a neighbours farm during the winter the war broke out.  The German fellow came to 

work on a government program that paid him $5.00 per month and the family he stayed with $5.00 per 

month.  He stayed with them for a year.  Edna sometimes felt nervous being alone with him and the 

children when Alex worked night shift as a guard at the plant.   

050 

Story of getting the car started by pulling it with a team of horses.  Once they got spooked and ran away 

with the car in tow.   

075 

Story of when the boys set the hay in the barn on fire accidentally.  Edna rescued some equipment and the 

pigs from the barn.  Some people saw the smoke and came to help but they could do nothing.  The boys 

disappeared after the incident so the adults began looking for them all over the area.  They eventually 

found them in their own beds after spending the day hiding. 

120 

Edna remembers picking tiger lilies and bringing them to church for decorations.  She also remembers 

being able to see 23 flares from the top of one hill.  They bought a pail of gas from a well, rinsed any 

clothes that needed dry cleaning in the gas and then hang then out to dry.  "I often wonder how I never 

blew myself up doing that." 

160 

Doctor Ardiel from Okotoks attended to the oilfield people in the early years.  Mrs. Williams acted as a 

midwife in the days before the maternity hospital in Turner Valley.  Dr. David Lander and Dr. Harry 

Lander were a godsend.  During the polio epidemic they were very busy. 

190 

Story of Fred Lewis chasing a cow out of his garden in the middle of the night without any clothing on.   

210 

Dr. Harry Lander came to the farm to make house calls when they were sick, even in the coldest times.  

"Sometimes he waited a long time before we got the money to pay him." 

235 

They had three barn dances in their barn at the farm. 

240 

End of interview. 

 

 


