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000 

Biographical information about Jim Donnelly.  He was born at Belvedere, Alberta, June 5, 1922.  His 

parents were homesteader from the United States.  His mother was the first white woman north of the 

Pembina River. 

020 

The family moved to the oilfields area in 1928.  His father was a guard at the plant during the war and 

carried a shotgun while on guard duty. 

035 

Life in the valley in the 1930s was quite hard for everyone.  Those who got on relief received $15.00 per 

month.  Percy Wray oversaw the administration of the two towns after they went bankrupt. 

055 

Jim's first teacher at the Black Diamond school was Miss Godkin. 

058 

The family moved into the Log Cabin in Turner Valley in 1932.  Whist drives(card games) and dances at 

the Cabin raised $0.25 per head for the Social Credit Party.  Instruments at the dances included a piano, a 

guitar and two fiddles.  Later the Log Cabin was made into suites.  The family moved out of the Log 

Cabin in 1942. 

080 

They had no services in the house they moved to in 1942.  Water was 5 cents a bucket and 25 cents per 

barrel.  The outhouse served as the sewer. 

095 

Jim joined the armed forces and trained at Camrose, Alberta and Shiloh, Manitoba.  He served as a 

artillery instructor and later as a member of the military police. 

110 

He married Brenda Mary Donnelly, a British war bride. 

130 

They moved back to Turner Valley in 1951.  At first, he worked as a roustabout for Royalite.  He later 

worked in the scrubbing plant, compressor plant, propane plant and gas plant as an operator. 

160 

Most men trained under an operator for a few months at the plant.  Jim took a fourth class steam course 

from SAIT, Southern Alberta Institute of Technology, by correspondence. 

180 

Art Martin accident.  He died when he breathed in hydrogen sulphide. 
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200 

In 1963, the big flood on the Sheep River caused Jim to work 30 days straight, 12 hours a day, to keep the 

water out of the plant. 

225 

Steam plant water was used to heat the swimming pool down by the river.  The Women's Institute 

operated the swimming pool. 

245 

Discussion about cannibalizing one compressor to fix others. 

265 



 
The company cut down the number of operators at each plant from two down to one when the plant 

operated at minimum capacity. 

295 

Jim worked in the oilfield until 1983.  He also worked as a gas gauger and field gauger.  They checked for 

water in the tanks and they drained it until it was clear of water.  Then they pumped the oil to the plant. 

330 

Jim also worked with the mechanics from the plant.  The Royalite Number Three Plant was three miles 

west of Hartell and it consisted of three compressors. 

360 

Jim worked as part-time policeman for the town for five to seven years.  He also did some policing for 

Black Diamond.  When he needed backup he called the RCMP in from Okotoks.  The Macleods store was 

broken into every few weeks as it had poor locks. 
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000 

In response to a question about problems with alcohol Jim responded "To tell you the truth, my own 

relatives were the culprits around here. They used to give me more trouble than any of them."   

015 

RCMP Corporals included Corporal Van Blarken, Corporal Smith, Corporal Thurston, Corporal Jones, 

Corporal Roy Allan. 

030 

People respected the law better in the early years than now. 

045 

Gambling and bootlegging establishements were raided periodically.  Pete Crow ran a gambling joint 

behind the L and L Variety store. 

055 

The RCMP had to patrol the whole valley from Millarville to Longview. 

065 

While he was a policeman, he worked a part time shift after his shift at the plant, usually 4 or 5 hours a 

day.  His work as a policeman ended in 1959. 

085 

His father was a strong Social Credit supporter.  Social Credit meetings were held at the Log Cabin. 
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105 

Gas heated the Log Cabin for about $4.00 per month.  They had no electricity and burned their garbage in 

a barrel behind the house.  Town citizens got water from one tap at the town hall or from the water sellers, 

Dad Williams or Mr. Houghton who got their water from the springs west of town.  The water sellers 

came around two or three times each week. 

155 

The first hospital was a clinic in the town.  Mrs. LaRosee ran the clinic and Dr. Harry Lander and Dr. 

David Lander worked at the clinic.  The first ambulance was donated by a rancher. 

180 

Businesses in town included jewelers, 2 pool halls, a shoe maker named Reg Malbury, drugstore, printers 

including Bud Horseman and Barney Halpin, hairdressers, two barbers, meat markets, three general 

stores, and numerous cafes including the Valley Grill.   

225 

Jim learned to bowl in Redding, England.  Golf was popular and there were also about 12 to 14 softball 

teams.  Each community had a ball team. 

245 



 
Golf cost $25.00 per year at the golf course for the whole family.   

260 

Current golf course club house was the North Turner Valley High School.  Teachers included Roy Gould, 

Miss Gibbons, Mrs. Fournier and Clyde Ballard.  Gordon Minue taught school at the North Turner Valley 

School, 1.5 miles north of the town of Turner Valley.  Other schools were at Millarville, Priddis, Black 

Diamond, Glenmede, Little Chicago-Royalties, Longview and a South Turner Valley High School at 

Royalties. 

325 

Other sports included hockey, both pickup and league play.  The Turner Valley Oilers played against Red 

Deer, Edmonton, Drumheller, Calgary and perhaps Regina. 

345 

Winter sports included curling and downhill skiing on a hill northwest of town. 

360 

Jim fished trout on the Sheep River and hunted rabbits.  Many people ate rabbits in the valley. 

375 

Sleighs were popular on Indian Hill and Old Baldy, west of town. 

395 

Discussion of the union activity at the plant.  Jim thinks the company ran the union out when it tried to set 

up in the early days.  They company set up an industrial council to work out all problems with the 

employees.    
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000 

Details of industrial council.  Operators, mechanics and labourers each had a representative.  The workers 

had a meeting first to discuss their issues and then they met with management.  Jim thought that labour 

and management were equally represented. 

030 

Discussion of safety training.  Once a week, the men reviewed safety procedures for up to an hour.  

Details of testing equipment and firefighting training.  Foam used to fight oil fires.  They used fire 

extinguishers, some with foam in them and others with water. 

055 

Details of an accident where Jim fought a fire by himself and got it out before help arrived. 

070 

Details of an accident when lightning set a storage tank on fire. 

085 

Floods often threatened lower lying communities.  Jim's son had to use hip waders in order to get into 

their house in Dogtown, one of the communities in the floodplain.  The flood waters rose to the bottom of 

the bridges in Black Diamond and at the plant in Turner Valley. 

105 

Discussion of the operation of Hell's Half Acre.  The pipes were coated with ice 25 or 30 yards back from 

the flare.  After the company closed it, they flared gas south of the gas plant.  The smell of gas often 

travelled as far as Calgary. 

130 

Details of the time Jim was gassed during a storm.  Barely got out to fresh air and then he collapsed.  He 

then went to the hospital for a checkup. 

160 



 

Jim got sore eyes from working in the sulphur plant.  The dust from the sulphur irritated the eyes.  For a 

while the plant made sulphur sticks to be used in refining sugar as they burned slowly.  A bulldozer and 

sticks of dynamite broke up the sulphur and then it was crushed in the sulphur crusher.  The plant 

produced 12 to 15 tons of sulphur a day. 

205 

Discussion of winterizing of equipment in the oilfield. 

225 

Don Gowdy built the house Jim now lives in during 1932. 

245 

Discussion of the role of the Conservation Board. 

255 

Discussion of his work as a linewalker to Calgary.  When he walked line, he walked the entire line in one 

day.  One day he walked one pipeline, the next day the other on the way back.  A propane leak created a 

frozen cone that pushed up above the surface.  He found a leak almost once a month.  The pipelines were 

buried about 4 or 5 feet deep.  Other who walked the line included Jimmy Norris and Basil Norris as well 

as Cliff Vandergrift and Wilfred (Pinkey) Lansing. 

340 

In the winter the men who walked the line used snowshoes or skis. 

360 

Accidents at the rock cut on the road between Turner Valley and Black Diamond caused many serious 

injuries and deaths.  Chester Kennedy was involved in an accident at the Home Hill south of Black 

Diamond when his car ran into the rear end of an earthmover and his wife died. 

415 

End of interview. 


