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000 

Biographical information about Ernie Carter.  He was born in Lancaster, Great Britain on July 15, in 

1914.  His father was killed in World War I and his mother came to Canada to visit her sister in 1920.  

Her sister had married an Englishman and had moved to Nacmine near Drumheller.  Ernie's mother met a 

man she married in 1921, a farmer.  His name was D.B. Brenton West.  Ernie grew up on a grain farm.  

The farming was not very successful.  In the 1930s the family moved to Winfield.  Ernie stayed in 

Drumheller and worked in the coal mines. 

030 

In 1937 Ernie got married and moved to Turner Valley to work in the oil industry.  A relative, Joe 

Greenwood, worked at the Turner Valley gas plant, as a shift engineer. 

045 

Ernie got a job working as a labourer for Royalite, and the pay was $.55 per hour in 1937.  He worked 

throughout the field, mostly on the pick and shovel.  He dug ditches, installed pipelines, overhauled the 

plant and did anything else as a labourer the company told him to do.   

055 

In 1939 he got a job as a tank gauger for Valley Pipeline.  It was a subsidiary of Royalite at that time but 

in later years became a public utility.  Description of the duties of a tank gauger.  The temperature of the 

oil was corrected to 60 degrees F in order to make accurate calculations. 

085 

Weeds were suppressed in the plant yard by cutting them down but oil may have been used to keep them 

at bay too.   

115 

The company provided a car and the equipment to gauge the tanks.  He did that job for several years. 

120 

He was not interested in going to the war since his father died in the World War I.  He was kept in the 

oilfield as a gauger and a pump operator at the gas plant during the war. 

140 

During the war the plant guards had shotguns.  He had to show a pass to get into the plant and he 

remembers the searchlight that played on the plant at night.  Most people believed that the plant was a 

critical part of the war effort.  He was in the army reserve as an engineer.  He went from a five day week 

to a six day week during the war and liked the extra pay. 

160 

He lived near the road in the first years and later moved to the employees townsite, at the top of the hill 

when the road comes up the south side of the river.  His house there cost $1,500.   

175 

He does not remember anything about the union, did not serve on the Industrial Council and thinks wages 

were fair, relative to times.  Safety was a priority and the men were constantly lectured on safety.  He got 

gassed and fell off a tank a few times when he was too lazy to put on a gas mask, a common attitude 

among the men at the time.  Deaths were quite common from exposure to gas. 

205 

As production diminished, he was transferred to a job as a draftsman with Royalite district geologist Bill 

Gallagher in 1946.  He stayed at the job until 1949 when Imperial sold its share in Royalite to the 

Bronffman family.  At that time, Royalite moved its offices into Calgary and Ernie became chief 

draftsman. 



  

255 

His first house in Turner Valley was a two room shack, for which he and his new wife paid $15.00 per 

month rent to Frank Freeze, a Calgary financier who owned a number of shacks in the town.  Each man 

tied onto a gas line and took gas into their homes for heat. 

275 

Discussion of Hell's Half Acre.  "People used to drive out to Turner Valley and complain about smell.  I 

always said it smelled to me like money.  They didn't have much choice." 

295 

Elijah Williams was the water man.  Water cost 5 cents for two pails from the back of a tank truck.  

Outhouses with deep holes served as the sewer system.  They had electricity supplied by Calgary Power. 

330 

Businesses included a cafe, pool room, three grocery stores, a tavern in Black Diamond as well as liquor 

stores in Calgary and High River.  Each person had a permit book for alcohol during the war.  For 

entertainment they played cards, went to movies, fished along the Sheep River and the Highwood River, 

and hunted in the mountains.  They caught grayling and trout.  He and Geoff Andrews hunted each fall.  

He got a deer every year for several years.  Tommy Trotter was the most famous hunter in the area.   
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000 

They used to drive by car up to the Burns mine and hunt in that area.  He saw cougars but never any bear 

up in that area.  He only every shot deer. He usually skinned it and then took it into town where the local 

butcher cut it up for the hunters for a fee.  A freezer plant was installed in about 1945. 

035 

Movies that came into Turner Valley were of the Hollywood variety.  The theatre operated six nights a 

week.  Theatre admission was 15 cents Saturday afternoons and 35 cents in the evenings. 

045 

Discussion of the politics of the Social Credit party and William Aberhart.  060 

A trip to Calgary was quite an adventure in the early days but in the later years he was in more often.  

When he came into town he hitch-hiked or took the bus into the city. 

080 

Discussion of the Turner Valley Oilers hockey team.  He played softball with other men in the 

community.  He and his wife attended dances in Turner Valley and Millarville, where "there was always 

somebody looking for a fight." 

100 

The oilfield was "a typical payroll town. Lots of alcohol, lots of immorality.  A typical boomtown." 

105 

He knew some Americans.  They were the only ones who knew how to drill wells in the early days.  They 

were typical drilling people, sometimes on  the prowl.  Cable tool drilling was hard work.   

125 

The hardest work he did was digging ditches.  They dug in pipes and coated them with tar and burlap.  "I 

guess it stood up pretty well, if it was properly treated.  But a lot of people would go to great trouble to 

coat the pipe and then drop it in the hole and come back and drop rocks on it and break the darned stuff 

through to the metal again.  Of course then it started to rust." 

135 

Description of fixing a rupture in a gas or oil pipeline.  He found some oil leaks when he was working as 

a gauger.  They cleanup up as much oil as they could.   

149 

"But you know, a pipeline rupture, you would have maybe a few hundred barrels an hour running down a 

ditch for several hours before you discovered it.  So it made a mess."  The cleaned it up as best they could 

and then burned the oil, and whatever they used to clean it up, in a pit.  "That was the solution in those 

days for a lot of things, if you didn't know what to do with it, you burnt it." 

170 



  

He put in a few shifts as a roughneck but he was not a large man so he was not very well suited for the 

work on the rigs. 

190 

Description of a gassing accident where he passed out and rolled down the stairs on the outside of the 

tank.  He liked gauging work and drafting.  He remembers Tom Trotter, Jack Keith, Sam Coultis and 

Gordon Connell.  He had no formal training for his oilfield work.  The skill level necessary was not high 

for a gauger. 

235 

The waste of gas at Hell's Half Acre was terrible in retrospect "but in those days we just took it as part of 

the drill.  We burned up a lot of energy.  It was a byproduct of the production of oil."  It was an acceptable 

cost of doing business.   

280 

His most vivid memory was the noise and confusion of the oilfield when he arrived.  The oil business has 

been very good to him.   

300 

He set up his own company in 1957 and ran a drafting and map company until 1972 when he sold out for 

"a nice capital gain." 

310 

Reasons for the demise of oil companies discussed.  He blames it on the downturn in production, the 

National Energy Program and many other factors.  Although there is a lot of oil in Canada, we cannot 

produce oil nearly as cheaply as in the Middle East.   

350 

Ernie discusses some of his ideas for the interpretive centre. 

420 

End of interview. 

 


