
  

Glenbow Archives, RCT-881-45 

Turner Valley Oral History Project, 1990-1992 

 

James H. Gray, interviewed by David Finch, October 7, 1992 
 
Tape 1 Side 1 

000 

James Gray was in the brokerage business in Manitoba in 1930 when he found out about the oil business.  

"Oil well promoters and gold mine promoters were the same kind of people.  First you defined them, and 

then you ran like hell."   

015 

He was moved to Lethbridge to be in charge of an oil brokerage office.  He visited the Red Coulee 

oilfield.  He got to know how oil wells were promoted in that period.  Typically, a company leased some 

land from a farmer with mineral rights, or with someone else who had the mineral rights.  Then the 

company created 3,000,000 shares of capitalization.  They then paid perhaps $1000 for the mineral rights 

and one eighth royalty.  Then they gave one million shares to the vendors of the lease, sold a million 

shares at 10 cents per share, net five cents per share to the company.  The broker kept the other five cents 

per share.   They kept the other shares for themselves.  This system guaranteed that the oil company 

would never be successful since most of the money went into the hands of the promoters, not into drilling 

wells. 

050 

Many southern Albertans bought oil stocks and eventually used them to wallpaper their homes, since they 

were useless for anything else. 

060 

In 1936, he got his start in journalism by writing an analytical article about the coming collapse in gold 

stocks.   

065 

"The underside of the oil industry is something that I know a great deal more about than I know about the 

business of producing oil as it has come to be produced today by the large companies in the large fields." 

085   

He mentions the story of the sale of stock in Turner Valley to I.W.C. Solloway.  Home Oil was also 

involved in the story.  The details are in one of his books.  It is an example of how oil stock was 

promoted. 

100 

Discussion of the new way of getting money put into Turner Valley when R.A. Brown invented the 

royalty system.  Instead of buying oil stock, the investor bought a part of the production of the well.  It 

was all set up in trust so that the promoters could not run off with the money. 

130 

Discussion of United Oils. 

135 

"There was a lot of good production in Turner Valley during the war.  Western Canada lived off Turner 

Valley in the war years." 

138 

The Turner Valley Royalties system of financing "turned the oil industry honest, as it were" for a few 

years. 

165 

In 1924, he was working the Winnipeg Grain Exchange as an office boy but does not remember hearing 

anything about the oil boom that Royalite No. 4 created.  In 1926, he went to work as a margin clerk in a 

stock brokers office.  After the crash in 1929, he went to work in Lethbridge as the manager of the grain 

department in a stock brokers office for Shannon and Company of Toronto.  His employers also tried to 



  

get him to sell oil stock but he says: "I looked at this thing, and I was frightened to death, because, I said, 

'This is so crazy that it can't last, it's absolutely ludicrous.'"  So he quit and went back to Winnipeg. 

220 

Story about the rush to get into the land offices in Lethbridge.  Land and natural resources sales were 

advertised on maps in the post offices so that people could see what was available to file on.  The lineup 

to get into the building formed early in the morning.  He was involved in a scam to get into the sale after 

the lineup had already formed.  He went with another man.  "The front door was locked and it would not 

be opened until 9 a.m.  So, what happened was, one of them stood at the front door, about three tiers 

away.  I was down on the sidewalk.  When he heard the sound of the key in the latch, he gave the signal 

and I ran from the sidewalk up onto the steps and did a kind of a football tackle into the legs of all the 

people that were standing there.  This created a mob scene.  People got knocked aside, one way or 

another, and this guy who was waiting for me to make the confusion, jumped over and ran upstairs and he 

got in line ahead of these other guys.  Oh gosh, people were mad at me and I took several smacks on the 

jaw because of this." 

330 

He did not hear anything about the 1924 oil discovery in Turner Valley.  In 1926, he learned about some 

of the activity in that oilfield.  In 1936, when the Turner Valley Royalties No. 1 well came in, he was 

working for the Winnipeg Free Press.  "I was utterly and totally cynical towards all stock promoters and I 

really didn't believe that the oil royalties thing was for real at that time, in 1936."  There may be a 

reference in his book Troublemaker to his work with oil stock promotion. 

375 

He became a general reporter for the Winnipeg Free Press in 1935 and in 1942 he became an editorial 

writer.  He went to Ottawa as a reporter in 1946.  He got into an argument with Grant Dexter, an adamant 

free enterpriser and he was a supporter of the wheat pools.  He was fired.  He then went to work for the 

Farm and Ranch Review.  Marsh Porter, an owner of the Review was also involved in the Home Oil 

company. 

Tape 1 Side 2 

000 

He got to know A.M. Scotty Scholtz, a friend of Bobby Brown's who convinced him to buy the Western 

Oil Examiner.  There was room for one such magazine in Calgary but there were three including Oil in 

Canada Magazine and Myers Oil Week Magazine.  They talked James Gray into taking over the one man 

operation and editing and publishing the Western Oil Examiner.  He got to know John Scrimger, the vice-

president of United Oils of which Bobby Brown was the president of company which he had inherited 

from his father.  Bobby Brown had become in charge of Home Oil company and it was a good, 

producing, oil company.  He converted Home Oil Company into a company with Class A shares and 

Class B shares which provided a dividend but no voting rights.  Bobby Brown managed to control Home 

Oil company, drilled in Swan Hills and Virginia Hills, both of which struck oil.  They were successful at 

Westward Ho and Harmattan.  They then pyramided their debt in order to get further into the oil industry. 

060 

James Gray went to Bobby Brown to look for money to keep the paper afloat.  He sent him on to Bill 

Atkinson who told him to bill Atkinson $20,000.00 for consultants fees for the pipeline to Montreal and 

in that way he was able to get some more money to keep the Western Oil Examiner working.  They 

brought Walter Levy up from New York, an economist, who suggested that the industry build a pipeline 

to Montreal.  Gray then went over to work for Home Oil to pursue the idea of building the pipeline to 

Montreal from Alberta.  But the international oil companies did not want that pipeline built since they had 

cheap supplies of foreign oil, in this case Venezuela, and therefore did not want to buy more expensive oil 

from the producers in Western Canada.  For more information on this process, see his book called 

Troublemaker.  Home Oil had the entire pipeline organized, financing and a builder, but it could not find 

a refiner in Montreal to buy the oil.  Twenty years later, a pipeline was built to Montreal when it made 

sense for the majors to let it be built. 

170 



  

James Gray, just after he started as the editor of Western Oil Examiner, was involved in the building of 

the monument that saluted the oil industry in Turner Valley.  The locals did not like the monument and 

after a few years it disappeared. 

195 

Discussion of the Americans.  They arrived in great droves when they found out that they could get 

drilling reservations and after finding oil they could keep one third of it as a drilling lease.  This was 

different from in the United States because there the mineral rights were usually owned by the 

landowners, not the government.  Ralph Will was one of the Americans that came up in the early days.   

240 

Technique for keeping the drill straight discussed.  Matt Newell came up from the United States, 

representing Hughes Tool.  Bill Knode came up from the Texas Railway Commission and convinced the 

Alberta government to attract the major companies from the United States.   

270 

While he was building a house in 1947 and 1948, a realtor stopped by his partially completed house and 

offered to buy his home in Mount Royal for a company that was bringing in a bunch of executives. 

290 

Importance of Turner Valley discussed.  Turner Valley supplied drilling and refinery skills for the 

Canadian industry.  The men who were trained there, geologists and others, came out of Turner Valley to 

help develop the oil industry in the west. 

320  

End of interview. 

 


