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April 29th, 2018 
Guest speech at the 115th Anniversary of the Frank Slide 
By Sarah Kerr 

_____________ 

Many thanks to the Frank Slide center for hosting this lovely event, and to all of you for 
attending.  

It’s an honour to be part of this gathering to talk a bit about our family’s history in the Pass, and 
specifically about my dad and his love for this area 

In the late 1890’s, my dad’s paternal grandfather John Kerr and his brother Bill arrived in Canada 
from Scotland and began prospecting coal and working in coal mines across the prairies.  

In 1901, my dad’s grandmother, Annie Thomson Runciman, made the trip from Scotland to 
marry John. In 1903, when the Frank Slide happened, John and Annie were living in a tiny town 
called Bienfait, close to the US border in what is now Saskatchewan  

The Frank Slide was big news all over the world, and John and Annie’s families back home were 
very concerned about them living in this distant country where mountains fell over. Little did 
they know the John and Annie would soon be moving from the relative safety of the flatlands of 
Saskatchewan to within sight of the famed, and unstable, Turtle Mountain.  

My Grandfather, James Runciman Kerr (Jim) was born in Bienfait in February 1905. Five months 
later, in July, the family moved to the Pass. In September 1905, that same year, Alberta and 
Saskatchewan, which had been part of the NWT, became provinces, and the family all got 
certificates for being citizens here in Alberta’s founding year.  

In the pass, the two brothers, John and Bill Kerr were involved in prospecting the Burmis Mine, 
and when the mine opened, John became the pit boss. Bill left mining and started a store. John 
joined him in it a few years later and together they ran the Kerr Brothers’ Stores in Passburg and 
Bellevue. 

As my Dad’s father’s family was making their way to the Pass, so was his mother’s family. My 
Dad’s maternal grandfather, Daniel May, moved to Lille in 1905 to work on the coal haul train 
running back and forth to Bellevue. In 1906, Ida McIntyre left Lanark Ontario to come and join 
him. The match almost didn’t happen, because the local postmaster in Lanark had his sights on 
Ida and he had been diverting their letters to each other, hoping to quash the relationship.  
Eventually Daniel took the train back to Ontario to see for himself and the ruse was discovered. 
True love conquered and Ida eventually arrived in Bellevue. Family lore talks about her 
disembarking from a dust coal train in a sparkling white dress and white hat. 
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The couple lived in Lille, where my Dad’s mom, Florence, was born in 1908. When the mine at 
Lille closed and the town was abandoned, the family moved to Bellevue where they became 
neighbors of the Kerrs. Florence May and Jim Kerr attended the same school, though he was 3 
years older than she was.  

At my grandparent’s 50th wedding anniversary, my grandmother talked about her first 
memories of Jim. She said he had broken trail through the snow for her on the way to school in 
grade one. She said lovingly that he’d been breaking trail for her ever since.   

Florence and Jim married, and had 3 boys, Jack, my Dad, Bill, (who was born in 1936) and 
Gordon. The family lived in Coleman, where Jim had a gas station and mechanic shop and 
Florence was active in music with the United Church.  

In 1950, the family bought a quarter section on the highway at Sentinel, across from what 
became the sawmill. They began ranching cattle, and opened a motel, called Chinook Cabins. Bill 
was in high school by then, and he and his brothers helped skid the logs and build the cabins.  

It was one of the regular guests at Chinook Cabins who introduced Bill to Geology. Dr Friebold 
was a German geologist and the head paleontologist at the Geological Survey of Canada. He 
spent many summers in the Pass, stayed at the cabins while he was here, and hired all 3 of the 
Kerr boys in turn to work as his assistant. Jack did it for a year or two then went into ranching 
and Bill took his place. When Bill left for school, Gordie stepped in.  

The work was hard but satisfying. Friebold was checking old maps and would sit in the car and 
send whichever Kerr boy was working for him up into the bush with an altimeter to a rock 
outcrop to collect fossils. They’d wrap the fossils in toilet paper, load them in their rucksack, and 
trek the back down to the car. The good doctor would evaluate the specimens and either send 
them up for more or move on to the next spot. Summer after summer, they had great fun 
travelling all over Southern BC and Western Alberta. Bill fell in love with geology and especially 
with field work.  

In 1952, on Friebold’s recommendation, Bill enrolled in Geology at U of A. He graduated in 1956 
and continued his studies with a masters and PhD at Columbia University in New York City. He 
taught briefly at Queens, before joining the Geological Survey Canada himself. Bill’s area of 
specialty was the high arctic, and as a student participated in field parties exploring remote arctic 
islands, travelling by dogsled, and living in igloos. He continued this work for the rest of his 
geological career, eventually leading his own parties, and publishing research papers which are 
still well-respected today.  

My dad met my Mom, Sheila Smith, in 1965 in Calgary, but her family is actually from the Elk 
Valley, between Cranbrook and Fernie. Their history there is comparable to my dad’s family’s 
history here in the Pass. My younger sister Julie and I were born and grew up in Calgary with lots 
of visits to family, here in the Pass and in BC.  
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For those of you who didn’t know my dad, Bill was above all else, a people person. He was warm 
and gregarious, interested and interesting. He always had an intriguing conversation topic to 
spice things up. For a while 2000’s he took to carrying a thumb-sized oval magnet in his pocket. If 
there was a lull in the conversation, he’d pull it out and ask people to guess what it was.  

I don’t know if anyone ever correctly guessed correctly, but this strange treasure of Bill’s was a 
cow magnet, something that’s fed to cows in order to collect staples and other bits of metal they 
might ingest and prevent them from moving through their digestive systems. This particular 
magnet had been through a good number of cows, and Bill loved the conversations his little 
gizmo started. 

Bill was undaunted in his cow magnet campaign, and when he attended his old college friend Jim 
Lowell’s 70th birthday in Colorado, he happened to find himself at the bar beside Jim’s son-in-
law, Richard Gere. Instead of asking what it was like to be a famous movie star, Bill pulled out the 
cow magnet and asked Richard to guess what it was. 

In the 70’s my grandparents, Jim and Florence became active in a local historical committee that 
assembled to write a history book about the Pass.  These volunteers spent countless hours 
gathering and editing stories and sorting and labeling photos. They wrote and collected resource 
articles, including one from my Dad on the geological history of the Pass. Incidentally, if you 
know the book the Crowsnest and its People, the figure on the cover is my Dad in his early 20’s 
with the family’s dog, in a photo taken by my grandfather at Crowsnest Lake. 

While writing the article for the book, my Dad got inspired to write a lay person’s guide to the 
Frank Slide. He was drawn both to the richness of the human story and the fascinating geological 
aspects of the event. He worked closely with his parents and the rest of the historical society on 
the research. I remember him working on the book, long before the days of computer-generated 
images, drafting out the diagrams by hand at his desk.  

Bill self-published the first edition of the Frank Slide book in 1990 and stored each print run in 
our garage. He would faithfully deliver box after box of them to Monica Fields at the newly 
opened Frank Slide Center. He loved his visits to Monica and the other staff at the center, and 
the book helped him maintain his lifelong connection to the Pass.  

The book was a labor of love for Bill, and he was passionate about sharing the story of the Slide. 
A few years after its publication, a philanthropist donated the funds to purchase a copy of the 
book for every public and school library in the province. My dad was thrilled.  

My dad’s book has been in constant publication since 1990. In the realms of Canadian literature, 
it’s probably a multi-multi best seller, but that’s not why he wrote it. My dad wrote many 
important scientific publications, but his Frank Slide book was by far his favorite work, and the 
one he was most proud of. 
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In 2010, my healthy vigorous dad had a debilitating stroke, and he entered a longterm care 
centre.  Bill’s body was deeply compromised by the stroke, but his mind was very much still 
there, and he was insistent that we continue to make the book available to the Frank Slide 
Center. We slowly used up the last of the printed copies we had, and then, with Bill’s blessing, 
gave the manuscript and the rights to the Frank Slide Interpretive Centre.  

Especially for a man with such vigor and vitality, Bill’s last years were difficult. Confined to bed, 
he spent most of his days watching TV (which had never been part of his world before). Bill’s life 
got much smaller, but he never complained.  

Even in this confined life, he was a man with dreams and plan, and I think these impossible 
dreams were part of what kept his soul alive in that difficult place. He needed to imagine a future 
that was different and better than his present. He could speak perfectly coherently about the 
moment, and also talk about his plans for about a fantastical future. We treated it all  as equally 
real and valid. 

For a while, my dad had a plan dream to buy the Waldron Ranch on Highway 22 and begin 
ranching black angus cattle. At his heart, he was always a Southern Alberta rancher, and black 
angus were the cattle of choice because, as he said, “that’s what Scots have always done.” I got 
him a subscription to the Western Producer, and he spent hours pouring over the magazine, 
planning his ranch.  

Then there was the silver mine stage, where he was convinced that he knew of a place where 
there was likely to be a big deposit near Nelson, BC (where he and my Mom had moved to after 
his stroke.) My mom went out and bought him all the geological and topographic maps he 
requested, and geological friends said his ideas were not without merit.  

Many of Bill’s favorite future plans involved winning the lottery. Somehow winning the lottery 
can make the impossible suddenly possible. Perhaps his favorite of these was to use the funds to 
publish a huge run of the Frank Slide book and give a copy to every man, woman and child in 
Alberta. We dutifully bought him lottery tickets, but he had no luck. I don’t think that was the 
point, though. The point was that he knew the story was important and wanted people to know 
about it.  

My dad peacefully a year ago this month, and to the end he talked about the Pass, the slide, and 
the book. They all meant so much to him. I know I speak for my him and our whole family when 
say we are delighted that the Frank Slide Center has chosen to update, re-design, and re-release 
the book.  

Thank you all for being here today to mark the important anniversary of the Frank Slide, and to 
celebrate the release of the new release The Frank Slide by James William Kerr.    
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