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Al Bleiken’s Abbreviated Biography 

My Early Childhood 

Because of my unusual life, I have been reluctant to write my Gyro biog-
raphy. In 2004, I promised my children I would write a biography, and 
still have not finished.  The fact is that I was extremely embarrassed and 
humiliated by my childhood, until at a time in my early 30!s, an older and 
wiser friend sat me down and convinced me not to be ashamed.  He said I 
had the right and a responsibility to share my childhood for the sake of 
similar children. So, here is a much-shortened story of my life. 

I was born on December 5th, 1940, in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.  At the age 
of one I went into an orphanage called Kilburn Hall (more commonly known as the shelter).  
Until I was four, I spent most of my life in a baby crib in the baby ward.  Once a day, we were 
let out to play in a playroom or in the baby playground.  I still have vague memories of the baby 
ward and some vivid and very unhappy experiences during this part of my life.   

At the age of four, I was let out into the general population and could freely roam the shelter 
and the large playground at the back of the shelter.  Kilburn Hall was a four-story brick building 
which housed some 150 kids during WW2.  When kids got to be 14, they were shipped out as 
domestic labour – boys to farms – girls to households.  As such, I never really got go know my 
older brothers and sisters, because they were mostly gone by the time I got out of the baby 
ward. 

Life was hard in the shelter and it had to be.  They were short staffed and therefore, ruled by 
fear and punishment.  I do not blame the people who ran the shelter.  They did the best they 
could with what they had.  The toughest part of the shelter was that you never had anyone to go 
to when you were in trouble, needed help, or a shoulder to cry on.  You were essentially alone 
and just had to suck it up.  Later, some people thought I had a tough childhood, but compared to 
the children who lived during WW2, where they had their homes bombed and family members 
killed, my life was a walk in the park. 

But I did have some terrible experiences in the shelter.   On one occasion at the age of five, I 
peeked through the forbidden green furnace door in the basement.  The maintenance man saw 
me and ran over and grabbed me roughly by the ear.  He then pulled me over to a giant furnace 
and opened the furnace door and threatened to throw me in.  I thought for sure my life was over.  
Then he shoved me into the coal bin and left me there for two hours.  The furnace was fed by a 
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conveyer belt from the coal room to the furnace and he told me it was only a matter of time be-
fore I would be fed into the fire.   Every so often, I could feel the coal move as more coal was 
fed into the furnace.  I tried desperately to get out and can still remember the steel bars on the 
dirty window, which would not let me escape.  Finally, he came back and let me out.  One thing 
for sure, I never went near that furnace room again.   

On other occasions, we would terrify ourselves by trying to steal from the hobos who lived on 
the riverbank or to steal doughnuts from the poor breadman!s horse drawn bread wagon.  These 
were high risk and dangerous adventures.  If you got caught, you got the hell beat out of you, 
including punches to the face and kicks in the rear.  The interesting thing is that as kids living in 
the shelter, we never knew life could ever be any different, so we generally accepted our lot in 
life.  A million other interesting things happened in the shelter – some good – some not so good. 

Outside the shelter, we were spurned by society.  We looked like ragamuffins and could steal or 
fight at the drop of a hat.  Most of the parents in the area would not let their kids associate with 
the shelter kids because we were a bad influence, and they were right.  However, this was when 
the shame started.  We were treated as second-hand kids or worse and we ultimately accepted 
this assessment of being the low life within society. 

At the age of 7, my brother Ted and I were sent to a foster home in 1947.  The family were 
called the Brandlemeyers.  Their kids had grown up and moved away.  They were two of the 
kindest and caring people I have ever known.  Mr. Brandlemeyer was the maintenance man at 
the Roxy Theatre, so my brother and I were able to watch free movies every Saturday.  If ever 
there is a special place in heaven for exceptional people, I know they are there.  Unfortunately, 
after three years Mrs. Brandlemeyer had a stroke and we had to move to another foster home. 

This home was the Simpsons, a working family with two children of their own, about the age of 
my brother and me.  Life was good and we live a normal life.  Yet, we were still on our own, so 
if we had a personal problem, we owned it and had no one to go to for help.  Being we were 
foster kids, my brother Ted was designated as domestic labour and had to do a lot of the house-
hold chores.  And based on my early childhood, I still got into a lot of trouble including the time 
I threatened the TB hospital by lighting a fire in the park located in front of the hospital. 

The biggest experience while living with the Simpsons, was the time my brother and I ran away 
and stole guns and horses on our way to live in the mountains.  My brother was 15 and I was 11.  
We had just watched a movie in which two pioneer kids on a wagon train, managed to do this, 
and we thought we could do the same.  This adventure is an interesting story, but to be concise, 
on day three, we were staying in an abandoned old farmhouse and started to shoot up the place.  
The neighbour heard it and called the RCMP, who surrounded the farmhouse.  The first thing I 
saw was a hand with a gun in it poke through the window, pointed at ay brother.  At the same 
moment, another RCMP officer kicked in the front door and pointed a gun at me. When they 
found out we were the runaway kids, they took us back to Saskatoon.  Later, I remember a story 
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in the Saskatoon Star Phoenix, which reported we caused some $3000 in damage during our 
overall adventure. 

So, back to the shelter, which we hated.  We could no longer go back to the Simpsons, so they 
put my brother in a boarding house and I went to another foster home, to live with the Craigs.  
Again, there were some good and some bad experiences living there.  My oldest brother Bob 
came to see me when I was working at Braithwaite!s Autobody shop.  I do not ever remember 
seeing my brother before, but I intuitively knew who he was.  He invited me to spend Christmas 
with him in Calgary.  When I returned to Saskatoon, all my clothes were in the YMCA, and that 
was my new home.  Again, there was a lot of interesting and threating experiences, with a lot of 
unsavoury people. 

When I finished grade 9, I went to live with my brother in Calgary.  He saved my life.  While 
living there, I had become so independent, that I did not follow the house rules.  On one occa-
sion, I slept at a friend!s house and did not tell my brother.  Being a policeman, he had half the 
Calgary police force out looking for me.  When I came home next morning, he asked my why I 
did not phone, when I gave him a flippant answer, he smacked me in the mouth.  Not being used 
to getting a poke in the mouth, I smacked him in the chest and cracked three of his ribs.  After 
the fight was over and after a few other dumb things on my part, I left my brothers home and 
went on my own at the age of 17.  

My business careers.  

Next, I stayed at a friend!s home and paid ten dollars a week for board and room (one meal a 
day and a bed).  I worked at the Capital theatre in Calgary where I met my lifelong, great friend, 
Al Anderson.  We soon rented an apartment along with my brother Ted and another friend Gary 
Webb. We lived five magnificent years of bachelorhood, in which our sole objective was to 
have as many parties as we could, some of which were legendary.  We got away with this be-
cause my brother married the landlord!s daughter. 

However, the childhood days came to an end, and everyone left the party life to start careers.  
My first job was BA Oil as a mail boy.  It was there that I met Kay, my best friend ever and wife 
to be.   While working for BA, I read a book which changed my life.  It was titled "From Failure 
to Success” by Frank Bettger.  It laid out a plan and provided a road map to improve myself.  
Then I joined California Standard as a draftsman so I could go to back to school.  While there, I 
joined the Shaganappi 60 Toast Masters Club to overcome my many fears and inadequacies.  It 
was a lawyer!s toastmasters club, and I was very intimidated.  However, I was tired of being a 
nobody, so I sucked it up and got the president to agree that I would give a two-minute, speech 
every week and a major speech every month.  At the end of the year, I won the most improved 
speaker of the year award.  At this stage of my life, I still had a terrible inferiority complex and 
totally lacked confidence in myself.  That had to change. 
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I then joined the AGT marketing department.  I worked twice as hard as most of the other mar-
keting guys and in a year and a half, was promoted to Marketing Instructor.  While there, I 
talked my way into attending some high-level management courses at the Banff School of Man-
agement.  They mostly catered to President and senior executives, so when I arrived, they 
thought I was a member of the school staff.  However, they took pity on me and I became 
somewhat of the course mascot. The great thing was these older and far wiser people sat me 
down and tutored me on important things I needed to know.  For the rest of my life, I sought out 
other wise people like this, to give me advice, and to help me understand what I needed to 
know.  Without this advice, I would never have succeeded in my career. 

In 1968, Stan Hampton, the General Manager of Edmonton Telephones (Edtel), hired me as the 
Business Information Services Manager.  It was my responsibility to set up the management 
systems and procedures, and management training programs.  After two years, I became mar-
keting manger and totally restructured and expanded the marketing function.  This led to Edtel 
having the highest net billed revenue per marketing rep of any telephone company in Canada.  
And, in turn, this led Northern Telecom to offer me the job of National Marketing Director, 
based in Ontario.  Unfortunately, due to family circumstances, I had to decline this enticing and 
exciting offer. 

This then led me, at the age of 34, to become the General Manager of Economic Development 
for the City of Edmonton.  I restructured the organization from a promotional operation to an 
economic operation.  The difference was that rather then telling business executives how good 
Edmonton was, we focused on producing detailed economic reports that helped companies jus-
tified their investments in Edmonton.  Consequently, the Edmonton Economic Development 
Authority became the first Canadian recipient, public or private, to be awarded the International 
Award for Best Marketing Documentation, from the Economic Development Council of Ameri-
ca. 

After being appointed to the Governing Council of Athabasca University, I was offered the posi-
tion of Vice President Development, and concurrently was appointed as President of the 
Athabasca University Development Institute (AUDI).  In this capacity, I sought out the help of 
major Canadian and American corporations, including AT&T, Xerox, Kodak, McGraw Hill, 
Shell Canada, and others, to help create a better and more responsive education system.  This 
helped Athabasca University to convert from a basic correspondence institute to an electronic, 
computer assisted learning institute.  In turn, this led to some amazing outcomes including visits 
to Toronto to the meet with presidents of AT&T, Xerox, and Kodak, as well as to New York to 
visit McGraw Hill.  They agreed to sell electronic copies of books or portions thereof for far 
lower costs.  We also had visits to Rochester New York and the Palo Alto Research Park in Cali-
fornia and met global experts like John Seely Brown.  This then expanded into major initiatives 
in Europe like the DELTA project which was intended to integrate higher learning resources 
into a more responsive and effective education outcome. 
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During these activities, I had the opportunity to talk to many of the most senior members of 
these companies, universities, and organizations, who were generally older and much wiser than 
I was.  In every instance, I asked them for advice and guidance.  And, in virtually every case, 
they became my friends and mentors.  I have found that some of the most important people I 
have met are the most kind and generous people I have ever met.  And they were all too happy 
to give advice and support to younger people. 

In 1994, I retired from the University at the age of 54, to start my own research company Global 
Trends Ltd.  But that is another story. 

My family life 

As noted previously, I never knew what family life was, so when I met Kay, I met the epitome 
of what a loving and caring family was.  It was everything I was not.  Our initial engagement 
did not do so well, because I did not know if was marrying Kay or her family, so we separated.  
But this got sorted out, and at 12 midnight, January 1st, 1970, we got engaged again, and mar-
ried on February 1st, 1970.  We had two marvelous children, Allan, and Trudi.  They in turn 
gave us two incredible granddaughters and a wonderful grandson.  Like other Gyros, we had an 
amazing family life, taking vacations to many exciting places including Disneyland and Porto 
Rica, was well as holiday with friends on many camping and skiing trips.  We joined Kinsmen, 
the greatest bunch of rascals and lifelong friends I have ever know, until joining the Sherwood 
Park Gyro club.  We became close friends with fellow Gyro members, the Wilsons and the Kor-
bers, and subsequently many other Gyro members.  My family life has been the greatest reward 
anyone could ever have had, and I know I am the luckiest and most fortunate person on earth.   

I know all of us could write a book on family and friends, and all of us should.  I had the good 
fortune to know Grant McEwan, who wrote 50 or more books on Canadian history and Canadi-
an heroes.  He helped me to understand the importance of preserving our family histories, be-
cause it was our families and forefathers who created this wonderful country.  Unfortunately, 
their incredible contributions and stories have not and are not likely to ever be told.  What an 
incredible loss and tragedy. 

Thank you for letting my share part of my life with our Gyro members.  It has been my pleasure 
to have served as a director and twice as president.  Best wishes and a Happy New Year to all. 

Allan 
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