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000 

Biographical information about Ralph E. Steen.  He was born on a farm about 5 miles from Nanton in 

1912.  They had horses and also a Rumley Oil Pull tractor and a thrashing machine.  The family also used 

the Rumley to break the land with an eight bottom plow.  They bought land from the CPR for $6 per acre.  

The Rumley was called an Oil Pull because it ran on coal oil. 

025 

The Steen's came to Alberta, Carl and his wife, because they were told they had to leave Iowa to get away 

from tuberculosis.  They sold their corn farm in Iowa and brought a few cattle with them to the Nanton 

area.  His grandfather was Charles Steen and his greatgrandfather, John Jacob Steen also took land in the 

Nanton area.   

080 

Carl Steen did quite well on his land near Nanton.  The land was much wetter than it is now.  The horses 

thrived on the prairie wool, the natural grasses.  They hauled water from the Little Bow, a distance of 

three miles, until they drilled a well.  They bought lumber from the lumber yard in Nanton.  They got coal 

for fuel from what is now Lake McGregor from coal mines in that coulee.  It took about six or eight tons 

of coal to get through the winter, about two wagon loads.   

125 

Ralph is the eldest of seven children.  All six sisters are still alive.  He attended school in Nanton for a 

year until his father sold the farm and moved north of Edmonton.  A fire got into the feed behind the barn 

there and burned it all.  For the rest of the winter he had to haul feed every day and that "broke him."  The 

farm was near Colinton, just south of Athabasca.  The family then moved back to the Nanton area.  He 

completed most of grade eight before he went to work. 

165 

Carl Steen got a job in Turner Valley as the main operator on the Royalite ditcher.  The gasoline ditcher 

was a Barber-Green and it could dig through five feet of frost.  It dug a trench 18 inches wide and just 

over five feet deep.  Carl went looking for work in Turner Valley and the pipeline foreman hired him. 

200 

Carl and a carpenter, Herman Terril, built an 18 by 24 square foot house. 

215 

Carl, the helper on the ditcher, got the job as operator when the operator quit.  How the ditcher worked.  

They used regular gas in it, not Turner Valley naphtha.  Turner Valley gasoline was hard on the valves in 

cars and trucks.  Most cars vapour-locked on the naphtha except the Model A Ford which ran well on the 

crude gasoline. 

250 

Turner Valley was "quite a going place" when he arrived the day before Christmas in 1929.  Wages for 

labourers in 1929 was $5 per day.  The wage for the ditcher operator in 1929 was $6 per day. 

280 

In 1931, Royalite cut to the five day week.  The wages for labourers was 50 cents per hour in 1931. 

290 

Ralph's first job was on a ditching crew, as the water boy.  The ditch was up the hill across the river from 

the plant, across from the Royalite No. 2 flare.  The men dug that trench seven feet deep.  They started 

that job on June 5, 1930 and on July 1, 1930 they were all laid off.  His water pail was a three or four 

gallon bucket and he had to walk to a well or a spring and carry water to the crew and serve it to them in 

Dixie cups.  Men used picks and shovels to dig trenches for the pipelines. 



  

360 

The pipeline he first worked on was connected with Victolic joints.  Description of Victolic joint system 

for connecting pipes.  Description of a system for recycling the Regal Oil Company pipeline, burning the 

ends to get the sulphur out of the metal, and then welding the joints.   
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The pipelines on top of the ground through the Sarcee Indian reserve had some leaks and the natives had 

piled rocks on top of the leaks, perhaps out of fear of the hissing gas. 

015 

In 1934 he hired on with Royalite, digging pipeline by hand, on contract.  The men received 3 cents at 

first and later 3.5 cents per foot for digging a trench 18 inches wide and three feet deep.  They were lucky 

to get 50 to 70 feet per day.  They were digging alongside the gas company pipeline.  The reason for the 

wide ditch was that the pipeline expanded in the heat of the sunlight and in the evening workers went out 

and snaked the pipeline back and forth to get it into the bottom of the trench. 

060 

Granny rag and the system for tarring the pipeline.  "We sure worked." 

090 

He helped dig in the pipeline to Calgary.  They lived in a camp and were paid 4 cents per foot of trench.  

For 100 feet of ditch, they were moving 12 yards of dirt.  On his best day, he dug 175 feet of trench.  

Description of his technique for digging efficiently.  The men paid 70 cents per day for room and board 

when they lived at the camp.  The company charged the men the cost of food and the wages of the cook 

and helper.  He did not use gloves when he dug ditch and the company supplied the picks and shovels.  

Descriptions of the tents and sleeping accommodations.  The camp cots were not strong enough for the 

big, strong men so they had to be recanvassed.  Unless they put a mattress underneath them on the camp 

cot, they got very cold. 

185 

He walked pipeline in the south end for Royalite for a year.  He walked water and gas pipelines.  Valley 

Pipelines had its own men to walk the oil pipelines.  He never found a pipeline leak.  Description of the 

system for blowing off pipelines, ridding the line of water at drips spaced about one mile apart.  They just 

blew the gas and moisture off to atmosphere.  They men usually blew them every day, for about 30 

seconds or a minute.  At night, static electricity caused by the gas blowing out the pipe caused a ring of 

fire around the end of the blowout pipe but it never ignited the gas since the mixture of air to gas was not 

just right.  He walked pipelines to all the Royalite drilling rigs, checking the gas and water lines. 

275 

In the summer of 1935 and 1936, he worked on a crew that replaced valves on wells.  Description of the 

process for getting off the old valve and installing a new one.  During this process the men were exposed 

to hydrogen sulphide frequently and he was almost overcome on a few occasions.  It was a very noisy job.  

It took about 3 or 4 days to complete one of these replacements. 

350 

Details of an incident with sour gas when he was almost overcome. 

360 

The work was so noisy that his ears still rang from the noise from the day before when he got to work the 

next day.  They never wore ear plugs and never even thought of putting cotton balls into their ears. 

400 

Description of working with asbestos.  They beat it and pulverized it, filling the air with powder from the 

asbestos, made a paste of it and trowelled it onto the pipes and then covered the pipe with cotton shirting 

and painted the cotton covering with glue.  After that dried, they painted the insulated pipe with 

aluminum paint. 
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000 

He then went to work as a helper at a compressor plant near Alex Hartell's farm in the summer of 1943 

and worked there until they transferred him to the main plant in Turner Valley in 1944.  In the main plant 

he worked swing shifts for a year and then took on the job as an operator in the compressor plant for nine 

years.  Details of servicing the compressors. 

040 

He increased the life of spark plugs in the compressors to six weeks to two months by filing and 

regapping them when they got fouled. 

055 

Details of process for starting the compressors with air, then turning on the ignition and then introducing 

the gas.  Incident when it took him two hours of hard work to get the compressors started. 

090 

Story of an incident when there was an explosion of gas in the compressors that resulted in a muffler 

being split.   

115 

Description of maintenance on the compressors, replacing ignition wires and valves.  He got so he could 

tell by the sound what was going wrong.   

145 

They ran the compressors at different speeds from 280 to 325 revolutions per minute in order to keep 

them out of synchronization so that they did not make the pipes pulsate and throb. 

170 

If they used new oil in the lubricators, it clouded up the oil in the water-filled regulators.  They took used 

oil out of the crankcase of one of the compressors and used it for lubricating the compressors.  The water-

filled chamber, above the oil reservoir, surrounded a wire, up which a bead of oil rose and allowed the 

men to see how much oil was going into the lubricators. 

220 

In the compressor plant, the men were exposed to enough hydrogen sulphide that any food the men 

brought home from the plant became inedible. 

240 

Details of a fatal accident where Mr. Olsen died of exposure to hydrogen sulphide.  After the death, the 

company moved the switches outside the building so that if the fans quit again, the men would not be 

exposed to the sour gas in order to restart the motors by going into the building to hit the switches. 

280 

Discussion of the effects of hydrogen sulphide on people in the Turner Valley area.  It did not seem to 

affect people but it made barbed wire rust out quickly.   

330 

Details of an accident that would have killed him had he arrived a few minutes earlier.  A pipeline weld 

exploded and had the crew he had been on arrived a bit earlier and been tarring the new joint, three or 

four men would have been killed. 

375 

Description of one miserable hour his crew spent tarring a pipeline in a culvert.   

400 

The noise in the compressor plant was not too bad.  Two men could talk without yelling.  Description of 

the steam heating coils in the compressor plant.  If it was windy and cold outside, the men got cold in the 

building even if they were wearing their coats and gloves.   

445 

The men greased the compressors once each shift. 

 

Tape 2 Side 2 

000 

Air laden with hydrogen sulphide peeled the lead based paint throughout the Turner Valley community. 



  

015 

Ralph lost much of his sense of smell, perhaps due to the exposure to the hydrogen sulphide.   

020 

He did not lose much of his sense of hearing working in the plant but his ears filled up with wax very 

quickly, perhaps as a natural reaction to the noise. 

030 

Description of gassed eyes. 

055 

Details of an incident where they had to replace a head on a compressor due to a bolt getting in its way 

and damaging it. 

075 

Royalite suppressed weeds in the plant by cutting them down with hoes and then spraying the ground 

with a coating of raw oil, perhaps the bottoms or cleaning from a tank. 

085 

The day World War II was declared a guard challenged him when he came back to the plant at the end of 

the day.  For the remainder of the war, they had to sign in and out each time they entered or left the plants.  

A searchlight played over the main plant during the night hours for the duration of the war.  Other details 

of plant security.  The chief of plant security was an ex-RCMP officer named Mr. Gow.  Once, an 

operator in the field asked Mr. Trammel, the Royalite manager, for his security card.  Mr. Trammel 

produced his and asked then asked the operator to do the same.  He did not have his with him, so the 

manager suspended him for a week. 

175 

When they moved to Turner Valley, Royalite No. 16 was drilling and it could be very noisy, only a block 

from their house.   

190 

The men who delivered water included Dad Williams, Mr. Allan and Mr. Houghton. 

200 

They had coal oil lamps in the house for light.  They used gas for heat in a cookstove. 

210 

Details of a house explosion that killed one man. 

230 

Details of an explosion at a compressor. 

235 

Details of an explosion and accident that killed one man in March, 1930. 

240 

Gas in the south end of the field was less sour than in the north end. 

250 

Discussion of the Industrial Council.  He worked under a union in a Royalite plant in British Columbia 

and did not like the experience. 

260 

He felt like Royalite treated him like a part of the family.  Story of a time he was sick with a bleeding 

ulcer and Royalite got blood for him.  When he went to pay the company, someone representing Royalite 

said "No way, if we can't do that for one of our employees."  He felt part of a big family while he worked 

under the Industrial Council in Turner Valley.  The union in Kamloops was the Oil and Chemical 

Workers Union, an international union.  When they went on strike, and lost $1000 in wages, the union 

only paid $10 per week to the men who were out on strike.   

320 

Wages in 1937 were $5.50 per day for work as a roustabout in charge of five or six men.  Wages at first, 

in 1936, were 50 cents per hour.  They got a cost of living increase during the war.  His wage as an 

operator was $6.80 per day in 1944.  During the war they worked a six day week and after the war they 

returned to a five day week. 



  

360 

He applied to get into the Airforce but he failed his medical examination due to a few minor side effects 

from the polio that he encountered as a child. 

375 

Details of the explosion of nitroglycerine at the Royalite No. 23 rig.  He did not hear the explosion but 

dishes in a restaurant in Okotoks shook.   

410 

There were many fires at wells, houses and other places. 

425 

Mr. Bannerman, an insurance man, and his son, burned their own house in Turner Valley and went to jail 

for arson. 

450 

End of interview. 

 


