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000 

How Bill got hired to work in Turner Valley.  He and a friend went out to visit the oilfield to look for 

work.  They visited the Dalhousie Oil company operations and asked for a job.  Bill told the foreman he 

knew how to work with logs.  The foreman hired him as a tool dresser. 

045 

Description of the Dalhousie Oil company camp.  Joe Pugh, Sam Livingston and Sandy McNabb were all 

involved in the field when he arrived.  Imperial Oil owned both Royalite Oil Company and Dalhousie Oil 

Company.  There were 17 men working for Dalhousie when he hired on.  The men he worked with were 

very good men, not rowdy. 

070 

Description of building shacks as a cooperative effort.   

085 

The cook at Dalhousie sometimes put on a dinner for all the people in the community. 

090 

These above events took place in the spring of 1926. 

095 

The Hell's Half Acre site was a great tourist attraction.  In later years they split the gas into four pipes at 

the flare pit and that cut down the noise at that site.   

125 

Description of cable tool drilling problems including line cutting and the process for cementing.   

150 

Clarence Snyder and Sid Bagley drilled for Spooner Oils and Vulcan Oils. 

160 

Bill dressed tools for one cable tool driller who learned his craft in Petrolia and later worked in the 

American oil fields. 

190 

During 1927, there was no drilling work but the company kept him and Joe Jackson on as carpenters, 

Royalite paid them $150 per month and board for working a six day week. 

195 

The first two rotary drilling rigs arrived in 1925.  Royalite brought them in to drill Royalite No. 5 and 

Royalite No. 6.  The early rotary rigs did not work well in Turner Valley and had to be adapted to local 

conditions.  The drill collars helped keep the drill stem stable as they were drilling.  Many Turner Valley 

drillers took their skills to other fields all around the world. 

270 

Bill helped build the first rig he worked on.  He learned wooden rig building, as a 23 year old man, from a 

California rig builder.  J.H. MacLeod was the boss when Bill worked for Dalhousie Oil company.  Bill 

quickly progressed to the job as a driller on a diamond rig. 

325 

Description of the process of building a wooden rig.  First, they dug a basement for the rig and found a 

source of water.  They cribbed the basement of the rig with wood.   

375 

Lumber for the rigs came from British Columbia.  The legs of the rig were built up with 2 by 12 inch 

planks, shaped like a "V" with three planks on each side of the "V" and held together with 5 inch spikes. 
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000 

Continuation of the description of building wooden rigs.  Each man had to pound in the nails on one 

corner of the rig with his right hand and on the other corner with his left hand.  The man he worked with 

could pound the spike in with one tap and one hit.  Bill was able to drive them home with one tap and two 

hits.  Stringers held the structure together every eight feet.  They put the braces on after the entire rig was 

built.  The first rigs were 84 feet high but the first rig he built was 112 feet high.   

085 

It took them about one week to build the wooden rig.  

095 

Description of the tool dressers job.  Just Bill as the tool dresser and the driller worked on the rig floor.  

The job was very hot and smelly, working with the intense heat from a gas fired furnace.  When the end 

of the bit turned white hot, he pulled it out with a chain hoist and "sledged it out" with a sledge hammer.  

They had a ring they used to measure the end of the bit and they had to dress the end of it until it was just 

the size of the inside of that ring.   

140 

They eventually got a steam-powered sledge hammer but before that they had to dress the tools with brute 

force and a sledge hammer.  The men stepped into buckets of water with their boots on when their feet 

got too hot.   

175 

Description of ways of dealing with drilling problems.  On the topic of the hole: "There was always the 

joke that they got everything in there but the boilers."   

225 

Description of diamond drilling technology.   

260 

All the drilling equipment came from the United States.  Hughes Tools made a good bit and the Reed 

Tools company also sold their product in the Turner Valley field.  Teams of horses hauled the equipment 

from Okotoks out to the oilfield. 

300 

The road was a one way trail, very muddy, with occasional cutouts for passing.  The first Caterpillar 

tractors came into the oilfield about 1928.  The road south from Black Diamond to Hartell was graded in 

1927 with horse and fresno.  Sam Johnson was one of the teamsters.   

330 

The summers of 1927 and 1928 were very wet and the black soil made for very muddy roads when they 

were wet.   

350 

By the end of 1928 the oilfield was booming again.   

365 

When the rains were bad, he remembers seeing one Royalite Caterpillar tractor pulling the other Royalite 

Caterpillar tractor out of a mudhole. 

390 

Fred Cameron collected money from each man in the oilfield and they used the collection to gravel the 

roads. 

400 

Fowlers Store was the only store in the late 1920s.  Mr. Andrews built a dry goods store later. 

 

Tape 2 Side 1 

000 

Bill learned tool dressing on the job.  "When it's hard work, it don't take long to learn it."  The driller 

helped him too.   

010 



  

Angus Sutherland hired Bill to work for Dalhousie.  Sutherland had worked in the Norman Wells oilfield.  

020 

Alberta Southern was an early company and it became the Dalhousie Oil company.   

045 

Story of an explosion at a well in 1929.  They had explosives stacked near the steam heat to keep it warm.  

One man discovered that the explosives were on fire and they all ran out to get away from the rig.  No one 

was wars even hurt though the rigs was blown to pieces.  This was at Royalite No. 23. 

090 

Discussion of Sandy McNabb and his character.  Sandy worked for Joe Pugh and Bill Livingston as a 

handy man at Dalhousie Oil company.   

130 

Shifts were 12 hours long with a change at midnight and noon.  Working long hours with just one other 

man sometimes meant that they got on each other's nerves.  Later the working conditions got better and 

each man had a room for himself in the boarding house.  They paid $1.50 per day room and board and the 

drillers got paid $14.00 per day.  The cathead man and derrick men got $6.75 per day and the floor men 

got $5.75 per day.  The rigs also had steam operators.  There was also a garage stall for each employee 

who had a car.   

175 

The oilmen did their banking with the Royal Bank and the banker, Mr. King, came out from Okotoks on 

payday from the bank with two clerks to do the banking.  He was never held up even though he drove 

back and forth with a large amount of cash each payday.  Other times people sent their cheques into 

Okotoks with Bill or someone else that was going into town and one person cashed them all.  They were 

paid every other week.  Royalite kept the men on the payroll even when they were not busy, waiting for 

cement to set or waiting on some other process.   

240 

Discussion of Bill Herron Sr.   

260 

The smell of the natural gas did not seem to bother anyone.  One woman's sisters would not let her hang 

her clothes with their's when she visited Calgary due to the stink of sulphur.  Bill did not let any of his 

men go down into the cellar of a well without a rope attached to him in case he was overcome with 

hydrogen sulphide.  Once exposed to sour gas, it was easier to get overcome with it later.  He only 

remembers being partly gassed once but he rolled away from it.  "One fellow on my crew, we pulled him 

out, and he said he could hear us talking but he couldn't answer us.  But he sure knew what we were 

talking about.  That's the way it hit him." 

300 

Story of a fatal accident when a man who measured a tank and got thrown off the top of the tank after he 

hit a fixture on top of the tank with a crowbar.  He was found dead still holding the crowbar, near the 

tank, but no one witnessed the incident.   

325 

Pipeline work described.  In the early days all the pipe was screwed together.  On a pipeline near the 

Royal Bank in Turner Valley "there was a leak there that would run a boiler, I guess, and it was just 

running raw.  Nobody every paid any attention and nobody ever thought of fixing it.  They took it for 

granted."   

350 

In cold weather the gas lines sometimes froze up and without gas regulators the houses were pretty 

dangerous places.   

365 

Story of an explosion.  "I know of one case, this fellow had been a fireman, in Calgary for the Hudson's 

Bay or some of those places.  He come out there and when he was talking about it later he said he should 

have known better.  He was getting the house ready to move his family out and there was a little knot hole 

in the floor.  He sniffed and smelled gas so he lit it to see and he thought 'That's gas alright, it burns.' So 



  

he blew on it and that flame went down in that basement and it just lifted the building right off it 

foundations, knocked it fair far, but he wasn't hurt apparently.  He admitted that he should have known 

better." 

390 

Story of other explosions at a drilling rigs and separators but no one was injured. 
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024 

The closest doctor at first was in Okotoks.  Later the company had a physician at the gas plant. 

030 

Although he did not think the sour gas bothered people, it certainly corroded the coating on the barbed 

wire fences. 

045 

In 1930 there were 26 rigs working for Royalite in the Turner Valley field, but by Stampede week in 1931 

there were just two rigs working, using all drillers in order to keep them employed.  By the end of the 

summer, even they were unemployed.  Sandy McNabb delivered food to the unemployed men in the areas 

and their families.  Sandy and a couple of unemployed men went out into the country, bought a cow, 

butchered it and distributed it to the needy families.  Royalite paid for the beef and other food for a while.   

090 

In the summer of 1933 he worked for Mayland Oil company at Mercury as a driller for a few months.  He 

also did some work in British Columbia on some rigs and he also did some gold mining.  Description of 

gold prospecting strategy. 

140 

If you forgot to open the top of a tank when you drained out the oil, you could collapse a tank.  The 

casing could also collapse inside a well. 

160 

Discussion of drilling in Section #20 near Naphtha and how they dealt with high pressure gas.   

225 

He did not mind the Turner Valley Conservation Board and its restrictions on the flaring of the natural 

gas.   

240 

He worked about one month at the gas plant with a pick and shovel but he does not remember much about 

the operations of the plant. 

260 

Americans that came up to the Turner Valley field seemed to think that Americans were better than 

Canadians.  They were, as a group "poor salesman for their own country" with their attitudes.   

280 

Bill did not attend dances or go to the bar but he did not experience any of the rowdiness. 

300 

His most vivid memory of Turner Valley was that drilling was the best job he every knew.  He also liked 

farming and his mixed farm with cattle and crops helped see him through the tough times when the oil 

industry was not doing well.   

390 

Discussion of Pat Burns and his way of managing his affairs. 

460 

End of interview. 

 


