
First Lone Star Discovery 
 
In December 1859, less than four 
months after Col. Edwin Drake’s 
discovery in Pennsylvania, a similarly 
determined wildcatter named Lyne 
Taliaferro Barret began searching for 
oil in East Texas. His 1848 home- 
stead is at right. Page 9 
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The western migration of oil patch families will be a frequent feature of 
upcoming issues of “The Petroleum Age.” Soon after the industry’s 1857 
birth in Titusville, many families would leave Pennsylvania and West 
Virginia for Ohio, Illinois, Oklahoma or Texas – to join the proliferating  
oil booms. These migrations appear in family albums and stories.  
Send us your story.  
 

 
 
Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum  
 
A 35-foot-tall bronze Lone Star sculpture greets visitors 
in front of this Austin museum, which opened in 2001 
and includes three floors of exhibits with interactive 
experiences tracing Texas history. The permanent oil 
and gas exhibits on the third floor include “Oil Tank 
Theater,” featuring narration by Texan Walter Cronkite. 
He describes the impact of oil on Texas. Page 3 

An Oil Family Album 
 
At right is Andrew J. Morris (born 
1840), the great-great grandfather of 
Evan L. Morris of Denver. Evan 
says the photograph was taken at the 
turn of the century on the Morris 
farm in Ohio. Morris was a farmer 
and a highly decorated Union Civil 
War veteran. “More than 1,000 
people attended his funeral in 1921,” 
says Evan.  Page 6 

The Story of Tom Slick, Wildcatter 
 
Thomas B. Slick’s death in August 1930 at the 
age of 46 abruptly ended a career that had helped 
supply an energy-hungry nation with the 
petroleum it needed to grow. By 1930, in the 
Oklahoma City field alone, Slick was drilling 45 
wells with the capacity to produce 200,000 
barrels of crude daily. Page 8 



Walter Conkite narrates the “Oil 
Changed Texas” video featured in 
the oil and gas exhibit at the Bob 
Bullock Texas State History Museum 
in Austin. When originally sent a 
simple draft outline for review, Mr. 
Cronkite promptly returned a 
completed taped narration.  
 
“We decided that a journalist of 
Walter Cronkite’s stature should not 
be asked to do a second take,” says 
Exhibits Director Shoshanna 
Lansberg. “His first effort proved to 
be just right for the exhibit’s video.” 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Editor’s Desk 

 
That many families have early roots in America’s oil and natural gas fields is an 
interesting historical fact. When they have 100-year-old oilfield photographs 
tucked away in the family album, it is the newsletter editor equivalent of a  
wildcat strike.  
  
Evan Morris of Denver wrote AOGHS to tell the story of how his father, a 
former oilfield roughneck, had painstakingly handcrafted a scale model of a mid-
1950s drilling rig from just a picture in a catalogue. Evan, born in 1947 when his 
dad worked in the Uniontown, Ky., oilfields, also described how his grand-
father was an oilman who drilled in southern Illinois, Oklahoma and Texas.  
 
But the first oilman in the Morris family was Evan’s great-grandfather, who in the 
early 1900s left the family farm in Ohio to follow newly discovered oilfields 
westward. Evan Morris’ story is the tale of three generations of oilmen and their 
families making American history, one oilfield at a time. 
 
In 1958, Evan’s father left the oil industry to start a career in insurance, leaving  
the oil patch – but not the memories behind. Evan shares some of the 
Morris family's unique history, beginning on page six.  
 
There are many oil generations, each with their own story. Sadly, pioneers are 
leaving us. I recently learned from Joe White, director of the East Texas Oil 
Museum, that Jack Elder Sr., a resident of Kilgore for 90 years and renowned 
photographer of the 1930s oil boom there, passed away in October.  
 
“Jack enjoyed life to the fullest, doubtful anyone enjoyed it more,” Joe said.  
“Texas has also lost Red Adair and Michel Halbouty in the last several months. 
Our legends have gone to the great Oil Fields in the Sky, and I am certain they are 
bringing in some big ones, and Jack is photographing them all.” 
 
Today, only your contributions sustain this historical society’s mission to preserve 
and promote America’s oil and natural gas heritage. Please encourage others to 
join in this noble cause. – Bruce Wells 
 
 

THE AMERICAN OIL & GAS 
HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

 
www.aoghs.org 

 
AOGHS is nonprofit organization dedicated 
to preserving the history of the oil and 
natural gas exploration and production 
industry. The society provides advocacy and 
service for community oil and natural gas 
museums, historical societies, and other 
organizations working to preserve that 
history through exhibition, educational 
programming and material preservation.  
 
Through public outreach, the AOGHS 
provides a communication network that links 
museums and historical associations with 
organizations, individuals and donors 
committed to preservation efforts.  
 
This historical society, initially funded by the 
Independent Petroleum Association of 
America Educational Foundation, today 
depends solely on individual and corporate 
contributions.   
 
All donations are 100-percent tax deductible. 
Individual and corporate memberships fund 
the society’s public education publications 
and national promotion of oil and gas 
museum exhibits and events. Contributions 
can be made at the society’s website, 
www.aoghs.org., or using the form on the 
last page of this newsletter.  
 
Federal tax ID no. 52-184-9282 
 
Bruce A. Wells 
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bawells@aoghs,org 
Call: (202) 857-4785  
Fax: (202) 857-4799  
Website: www.AOGHS.org 
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The Petroleum Age is published quarterly by 
the American Oil & Gas Historical Society 
(AOGHS).  This issue, Vol. 1, No.3. 
Copyright December 2004.  
 
All content, except copyrighted material from 
sources where noted, may be reproduced 
without permission from the publisher. Credit 
The American Oil & Gas Historical Society. 
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Pennsylvania's Oil Heritage Region Inc., 
the Venango (County) Economic 
Development Corp., and the Drake Well 
Museum have begun extensive 
preparations for the 2009 Sesquicentennial 
of the birth of the petroleum industry.  
 
The formation of a national oil region 
national heritage area advisory committee 
is planned for early 2005.  
 
Museum directors are encouraged to 
contact Oil Heritage Region Executive 
Director Marilyn Black, 
oilheritage@usachoice.net.  President 
Bush also has signed federal legislation 
that includes a national heritage plan 
designating all of Venango and parts of 
Crawford counties as the birthplace of the 
commercial oil industry. The provision 
creating the Oil Region National Heritage 
Area was part of the appropriations bill 
recently signed by the president. 
 
Marilyn says outreach programs will 
include educational activities, national 
awareness campaigns, special events, 
exhibits and promotions. “Just as ‘First in 
Flight’ focused the eyes of citizens and 
industry on aviation’s roots in Ohio and at 
Kitty Hawk, we hope to turn similar focus 
on the birthplace of the petroleum 
industry.”  
 
The American Oil & Gas Historical 
Society is a member of the steering 
committee for this endeavor and will 
advocate industry and museum 
participation and promote programs.  
 
Petroleum Museum Director 
 
In November, the Petroleum Museum in 
Midland, Texas, announced that Kathy 
Shannon will serve as the museum's next 
executive director. Shannon has directed 
educational programs at the museum since 
1995.  
 
A native of Midland, she holds a bachelor 
of Fine Arts from Texas Tech University. 
“Kathy’s passion and commitment to The 
Petroleum Museum and the Permian 
Basin communities are unsurpassed,” says 
Search Committee Chair Keith Wesier.  
 

Oil Region National Heritage Area 
 

Plans Begin for 
Drake’s 150th 

Texas Alliance Project 
 
The Texas Alliance of Energy Producers, 
an association of independent oil and gas 
producers based in Wichita Falls, has 
contracted with the historical society to 
produce the Alliance’s 75th anniversary 
publication early next year. 
 
In January, AOGHS Executive Director 
Bruce Wells will conduct a series of 
interviews with Alliance members and 
conduct historical research. The 
partnership will result in a regional North 
Texas history that includes Abilene and 
other oil communities represented in a 
publication similar to the society’s June 
2004 “American Oil & Gas Families.” 

West Kern Oil Museum  

The West Kern Oil Museum is 
hosting an exhibition featuring the 
artwork of students from Taft 
College. Student artists created a 
design or portrait based on Taft's oil 
industry for the exhibit. The Portrait 
class drew from different oil workers 
who posed for the class after a long 
day of work in the oilfields. Their 
efforts of sitting motionless for four 
hours enabled the students to 
produce realistic reproductions of 
actual oilfield workers. Berry 
Petroleum allowed the students to 
visit their oilfields to observe the 
workers doing their jobs and to see 

The Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum tells the “Story of Texas” in many 
ways, according to the museum’s media spokesperson, Heather Brand. Guiding 
themes include “Encounters on the Land” and “Building the Lone Star Identity” and 
“Creating Opportunity.”  
 
To reinforce these themes, Heather says six sculpture panels were created for the 
exterior of the museum. The state preservation board and a museum project team 
worked with sculptor Michael O'Brien of the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department to 
develop the concepts for the scenes.  
 
“The panels evoke different chapters of the Texas story, including Native American 
knowledge of the land, the aftermath of the Alamo, westward expansion of railroads 
and cattle drives, immigration and the growth of commerce, the oil booms and the 
challenge of space frontiers,” Heather explains.  
 
Made from glass fiber reinforced concrete, the panels are approximately 11 feet by 16 
feet and stained to resemble bronze. ”Many others helped in the creation of the 
panels,” Heather adds. “Blue Genie Art Industries, Inc. of Austin was responsible for 
scale up, mold-making and overall assistance. Peggy Maceo and Jim Franklin assisted 
O'Brien with the sculptures. GFRC Cladding Systems, Inc. of Garland, Texas, handled 
the casting of the panels, and Bravo Concrete Design of Austin executed the unique 
bronze-like finish.” 

Six Sculptured Panels tell Story of Texas 
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various oilfield equipment. The Design 
students visited the Oil Museum to 
sketch ideas for their projects. A group 
of students, Sheila Hammons, Karey 
Ashley, Peggy Crabtree and Jennifer 
Rudder, created a collage of an oil 
derrick in a landscape using hundreds of 
magazine photos. 

This exhibit reflects the pride taken in 
the oil industry and its workers, 
honoring the job oil workers do, their 
dedication, and their vitality. The oil 
fields of Taft have been an inspiring 
resource for the artists. – From the 
Midway Driller, Raft, Calif.  
 
Oil History Paper Deadline 
 
The Petroleum History Institute 2005 
International Symposium on the 
History of the Oil Industry will be held 
April 6-9, in Morgantown, WV.  
 
Papers dealing with exploration, 
development, production, refining, 
transportation, drilling and other 
technology, regulation and 
governmental affairs, etc. are invited for 
both oral and poster presentations. 
Abstracts need to be submitted by 
Jan. 15, 2005.  
 
Contact Larry Woodfork at 
woodfork@earthlink.net for details. 
PHI symposium applications are 
available on the AOGHS website.  
 
Ohio Oil & Gas Honored 
 
The oil and gas industry has come a 
long way since the worldwide daily price 
per barrel of oil was set in Washington 
County, Ohio, but the industry still is 
crucial to the area.  
 
Those in the industry celebrated the 
history of oil and gas in the Mid-Ohio 
Valley and shared new technology and 
ideas at the first oil and gas industry 
trade show recently held in Marietta. 
Fifteen industry vendors set up at the 
Washington County Fairgrounds. The 
trade show was held in honor of the 
25th anniversary of the Southeastern 
Ohio Oil and Gas Association, a group 
of independent producers. 
 
“The initial response to the trade show 
has been very strong,” said Marty  
 

Miller, vice president of Southeastern 
Ohio Gas and Oil Association and vice 
president of operations at Alliance 
Petroleum.  
  
In the late 1800s, the oil leaders of the 
world would meet at the Longfellow 
Hotel in Macksburg, near where Ohio’s 
first oil well was drilled, and set the daily 
barrel price for crude oil.   
 
“Even as recently as 25 years ago, there 
was a huge boom and this was the most 
active oil and gas area in the nation,” said 
Miller. “There were 50 oil drilling rigs in 
the 30 miles around Marietta.”– By Kate 
York, Marietta Times  
 
ChevronTexaco’s 125th 
 
Thousands of ChevronTexaco employees 
on Oct. 20 celebrated the company’s 
125th anniversary at its headquarters in 
San Ramon, Calif.  
 
The company traces its roots to the 
establishment of Pacific Coast Oil Co. in 
1879, the company that eventually became 
Chevron. The 1901 founding of Texas 
Fuel Co. in Beaumont, Texas, which later 
evolved into Texaco.  
 
In 1984, the largest merger in U.S. 
corporate history at the time created 
Chevron Corp. when Standard Oil Co. of 
California (Socal) acquired Gulf Oil Corp. 
Chevron and Texaco would merge to 
form ChevronTexaco Corp. in 2001. 
 
Burning Springs Park 
 
Despite a flooded Ohio River that 
cancelled the annual parade, on. Sept. 16 
the board of directors for the 36th Annual 
West Virginia Oil & Gas Festival named 
David L. McKain the 2004 West Virginia 
Oil & Gas Man of the Year.  The award 
luncheon took place at the Wells Inn in 
Sistersville. 
 
McKain, director of the Oil and Gas 
Museum in Parkersburg, W. Va., has 
opened the Rathbone Oil Field and 
Museum, an extension of the Parkersburg 
museum, on the banks of the Little 
Kanawha River in Burning Springs. The 
old Rathbone well, around which the park 
was created, was pumping oil before the 
Civil War. McKain still produces natural 
gas from it – occasionally for grilling hot 
dogs and hamburgers.  

From Fossils to 

“Fill ‘er Up” 
 
The California Oil Museum in Santa 
Paula is a sight to behold. Located on 
East Main in this southern California 
community (population 29,404), this 
museum is enough to make the eyes of 
any oilman well up with pride. 
 
It’s housed in the former headquarters 
of the Union Oil Co., now a perfectly 
preserved Victorian building, replete 
with Italianate and Queen Anne 
influences topped with old Glory 
billowing above.  
 
The building is a monument to local 
enterprise, too, constructed of brick 
from the Santa Paula Brick Co., river 
rock from the Santa Paula Creek, and 
Sespe brownstone from the famed 
quarries north of the nearby Fillmore.    
 
Erected in 1889-90 at a cost of $37,000, 
the building was commissioned by 
Lyman Stewart, Wallace Hardison, and 
Thomas Bard to house their oil 
companies – firms that merged in 
September 1890 to become Union Oil. 
 
Sixty years later, the building was turned 
into the California Oil Museum under 
the direction of Clarence Froome and 
Bob Daries, both Union employees. In 
1990, the museum was renovated and 
expanded at a cost of $2.5 million – 
ensuring pride of place for generations 
to come. 
 
Walking through its nearly pristine 
hallways, one almost feels the presence 
of the old oilmen, almost hears their 
voices as they worked their way through 
the decisions needed to win their share 
of the newest international industry. 
 
But even as historical forces loom large 
within it hallowed halls, this museum is  



 
 
 
 
 

The Petroleum Museum  
Adds to Hall of Fame 
 
Clayton Williams makes a point that the 
difference between a “smart old man 
and a dumb SOB is 10 feet of pay.” 
 
Only time will tell how Williams will be 
remembered, but one thing is certain – 
he will be remembered. The Petroleum 
Museum recently revealed the names of 
its latest nominees to the Hall of Fame, 
where those who have made significant 
contributions to the oil and gas industry 
are recognized. 
 
Williams, founder and chief executive 
officer of Clayton Williams Energy Inc., 
was one of the four nominees. After an 
April 14 induction ceremony at the 
Midland museum, a portrait of Williams 
will hang alongside those of Fred 
Chambers and W.D. Kennedy, founders 
of C&K Petroleum of Midland. 

Williams said he was “surprised and 
delighted” by the honor, which was 
bestowed on his father, Clayton 
Williams Sr., posthumously in the mid-
1980s. Williams’ success as a wildcatter 
are all that more remarkable because he 
did not study geology or petroleum 
engineering.  
 
“I wanted to be a cowboy,” Williams 
said in an interview from his Midland 
office last week. “But after I got out of 
the Army, I needed to make money. So 
I drifted to the oil patch, and it’s treated 
me very well.” 
 
Williams said part of his success as a 
wildcatter stems from his ability to 
bring together investors, “good lawyers” 
and “good geophysicists” under one 
roof. “I probably have the national 
reputation as a wildcatter, and I’m kind 
of proud of that because not many 
people have done that,” Williams said. 
 

Myra Brown Robinson became the 
second woman elected to the Hall of 
Fame, following Edith Watley 
McKanna. She has operated Robinson 
Drilling of Big Spring since 1972.   
 
Also selected were the Yates brothers: 
Harvey E. Yates, Martin Yates III, Saint 
Clair Peyton Yates, and John A. Yates, 
who developed oilfields discovered by 
their father, Martin Yates Jr., in the 
1920s and ’30s. 
 
Peyton Yates, executive vice president 
of Yates Petroleum, said it is an honor 
for the museum to recognize his uncles, 
known collectively as “The Brothers.” 
The Brothers will join Yates Petroleum 
founder, Martin Yates Jr., as Hall of 
Fame members. “They all had a knack 
for the business and loved the business 
no matter how old they were,” he said. 
– From an article by Julie Breaux, Odessa 
American 
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as much about the present and future as about the revered past. 
“From fossils to ‘fill ‘er up,’ the California Oil Museum tells the 
story of the ‘black bonanza’ that created wealth, work and 
prosperity for generations of Californians,” says Mike Nelson, a 
former Unocal geologist and now the museum’s administrator. 
 
And the exhibits are right there to take visitors every step of 
the way in the production and transport of oil – from the first 
seismic surveys to the last drop that emerges from the gas 
pumps and more. 
 
 “We aim to show people just how important oil is in their daily 
lives, and how badly off we’d all be without it,” says Mike. He 
also talks about the numbers of school children who file 
through each year, some sponsored by the industry – upwards 
of 1,000 come courtesy of the American Petroleum Institute – 
while others just walk in with friends or family. 

Then, too, the museum gets its share of international visitors. 
“We recently had delegations visiting from the Japan National Oil 
Company, as well as the National Oil Company of India,” says 
Mike, clearly proud of such recognition from around the globe. 
 
The industry should be proud, too, that its interests are so well 
served by the historic pride and civic determination of such a tiny 
town. Indeed, just imagine how well the industry could do with a 
thousand “little” museums like this one. – By Eric Watkins 
 
Editor’s Note – Eric Watkins recently returned to his native 
California after many years as a leading energy reporter in the 
Middle East. He is the new “Watching the World” columnist for 
the Oil & Gas Journal. 
 

From fossils to “fill ‘er up,” the 
California Oil Museum tells the 
story of how oil created wealth, 
work and prosperity for 
generations of Californians. 
 
Erected in 1889-1890 at a cost 
of $37,000, the Santa Paula 
museum’s Victorian building 
housed oil companies that 
would merge in September 
1890 to become Union Oil. 
 
 



An Oil Family Album 

Evan Morris lives in Denver and 
works in the office furniture industry. 
On his desk is a hand-crafted model 
of an oil derrick built by his father, 
Bob Andrew Morris, who like his 
father, and his father before him, 
worked in America’s oilfields.  
 
Evan’s family roots – and many 
family memories – remain deep in 
the nation’s earliest oil and gas fields. 
In his recollections below, he shares 
with us a part of his family’s history 
that begins at the turn of the century 
in Ohio and follows the western 
progress of oilfield discoveries. 
 
Three generations of the Morris 
family worked in America’s oil 
industry. My great grandfather, 
George Arthur Morris, born in 1884, 
was the first. He left his Ohio farm in 
the early 1900s to join the oil boom 
as it moved from Pennsylvania into 
southeastern Ohio and then on to 
Oklahoma and Texas. His son, 
Belford “Red” Morris in turn 
followed him into the oilfields, 
drilling wells in Oklahoma, Texas and 
later back in southern Illinois. “Red” 
Morris’ son, Bob Andrew Morris, also 
grew up to become an oilman.  Bob 
Morris was my father. 
 
My dad was born in 1930 in Shawnee, 
Oklahoma. When oil was discovered 
in southern Illinois in the mid-1930s, 
Grandpa “Red” Morris moved the 
clan from Oklahoma back to Dale, 
Illinois, to chase oil. Like his father 
and grandfather, my dad followed the 
oilfields as well, and eventually came 
to Uniontown, Kentucky.  
 
He worked very hard in the Kentucky 
oilfield in very tough conditions to 
say the least. I was born in 1949 and 
while dad was at work in the 
Uniontown oil patch, my mother, 
Betty Jo Harrawood-Morris raised me 
in their house trailer. The trailer was 
no more than eight-feet wide and 
perhaps 26-feet long. 

One of a Kind Model Maker 
 
At left, Bob Andrew Morris sits in 1951 with 
his handmade oil derrick model in the Morris 
family’s house trailer in Uniontown, Ky. “It is 
truly quite a feeling to have had great 
grandparents, grandparents and a father 
participate in one of America’s boom times,” 
says his son Evan Morris.  
 

“My dad removed a page of an industry magazine which 
depicted ‘Oil Well’s’ Model 133-B Portable Derrick with a 
500,000 lb. rating. From that small picture, he went to work.” 
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Each day, as the men would end their 
shift on the oil derrick, they would 
come home with their clothes soaked 
with crude oil, mud, and caked dirt. 
They were so filthy that they took 
gasoline baths with soaked rags just 
to get the stubborn stuff off their 
skin. 
 
After a few years of this work, my 
dad became very sick and was 
bedridden for many months in our 
little house trailer. I was about two 
years old. 
 
As a young man of 21, what was my 
Dad to do as he lay in bed for all 
those months? Being very good with 

his hands and having the patience of 
a watchmaker, he wanted to build a 
model of an oil derrick. He found a 
page of an industry magazine which 
depicted a “Model 133-B Portable 
Derrick” with a 500,000-lb. rating. 
From that small picture, he went to 
work.  
 
He made most of the derrick’s frame 
from shooter’s-wire covered with 
silver paint. He meticulously 
measured the wire to length, then 
straightened and soldered it. He cut 
tin cans into ribbons with tin snips, 
then straightened, fitted and soldered 
 

(Continued on page 8) 



Above left: “My great-grandfather, George Arthur Morris (b.1884, d.1985), is in the center between two young men on a rig platform in Texas. He worked for 
Phillips Petroleum Co., where he met Frank Phillips. Above right: George Arthur Morris stands at left on a derrick floor.” 
 

 “In the early 1900s, George Arthur Morris supervised a 
large drilling crew. Here (at right) we find him at the 
tool house, standing in the back row, fourth from the 
right,” says great-grandson Evan Morris. 

George Arthur Morris and his bride, Elsie Hickenbothem-Morris, stand in 
the back row, second and third from the left in a photograph taken in 
Monroe County, Ohio. This is the family that George left behind when left 
for the oil industry. Roughnecks in the photograph at left are unknown. 
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(An Oil Family Album, continued from p. 6)
 
the pieces in place to create the skids of 
the undercarriage of the derrick. At the 
time, Kraft Foods’ Velveeta Cheese 
came in wooden boxes. He used these 
boxes to make the rig’s platform, which 
he cut by hand, ruled and varnished.  
 
He fashioned more tin can strips into 
the engine housings, drum mechanism 
and other equipment for the floor of 
the rig. He cast other parts such as the 
blocks and elevators from lead. My dad 
carved molds in bars of Ivory soap, 
melted the lead and cast the pieces into 
precise shapes.  
 
Then, with a stroke of genius, he found 
an old clock and removed the gears and 
mechanism to create the gears that can 
be seen below the deck. He fashioned 
the winding mechanism and brake so 
that the pulleys and jaws would actually 
work. You can see little pins protruding 
from the floor of the derrick. Those are 
gluing anchors used to hold models of 
working men.  
 
The model’s roughnecks were very 
small rubber baby dolls my mother 
purchased at the 5&10 Cent store. Dad 
painted these tiny dolls with coveralls. 
For work hats, he took scissors to 
toothpaste tubes, which in those days 
were made mostly of pliable lead, if you 
can believe that. From the toothpaste 
tubes he carefully fashioned what was 
called a tin hat. The little men looked 
like they were hard at work on the deck 
of the rig. Over the years the little guys 
have been lost.  
 
This is a rare, one-of-a-kind piece of art 
and a testament to a very patient and 
loving man, my father, as he lay in bed 
for 18 months sick with either 
rheumatic fever – or perhaps lead 
poisoning from taking those gasoline 
baths everyday. My mother was a strong 
pioneering woman in this early oil 
boom era of America. She gave 
enduring love, patience and 
unconditional care to my dad.  
 
In 1958, my dad left the oil business 
and found a new career in insurance 
which then took our family on a totally 
new, uncharted journey… – Evan 
Morris, Denver, Colorado 

The Story of Tom Slick, Wildcatter 
 
Alexander Massey, owner of Spurlock Petroleum Co., was enjoying 
great success in the Kansas oilfields. He had hit oil or natural gas 
in 25 consecutive wells. In 1904, Massey hired an inexperienced 21-
year old named Tom Slick as a “lease man” for a 25-percent share 
in all the leases Slick could secure. Massey and his ambitious new 
employee set out for Tryon, Okla., to look for more oil. 
 
Massey later recalled that Slick, “…was a whiz, Tom would go out and lease 
most of a territory as yet unproved or doubtful as to oil prospects. But he'd 
spread as clean a bunch of leases before a capitalist as you'd wish to see…He 
certainly knew what a good oil lease was.”   
 
Near the town of Tryon, Okla., Massey and Slick spudded a wildcat well at M.C. 
Teegarden’s farm. Tom Slick continued securing leases, eventually holding over 
27,000 acres. Each month of drilling generated excitement in the local 
newspaper and with other wildcatters, but no oil was found. Finally, at a depth 
of 2,800 feet, Spurlock Petroleum Co. ran out of patience and money. Tom 
Slick’s first well was a dry hole. It was the first of many. 
 
In 1907, after another dry hole near Kendrick, Okla., Slick left the employ of  
Alexander Massey and departed Oklahoma, headed for Illinois. In Chicago, 
Charles B. Shaffer of the Shaffer & Smathers Co. hired Slick for $100 per month 
(and expenses) to find and secure promising oil leases. Slick traveled to 
Illinois, Kentucky, western Canada, and eventually, back to Oklahoma.  While 
leasing for Shaffer & Smathers in Oklahoma, he drilled at least ten dry holes and 
earned the unenviable nickname, “Dry Hole Slick.”  
 
The Bristow Record reported that Slick, “…continues to gamble on wild cat stuff. 
Few men have stuck to the wildcatting longer and harder than Slick and 
associates. It is said he has spent $150,000 mostly on dry holes.” Slick was also 
known as, “Mad Tom Slick,” but his luck would change just 35-miles down the 
road, in Cushing. 
 
As Tom Slick pursued new leases, the Jan. 25, 1912, the Cushing Independent 
encouraged its readership to take advantage of the opportunity. “Land owners 
have everything to gain and no risk to themselves in making leases. It costs from 
$8000 to $10,000 to put down a single hole. Unless the promoters can get the 
leases they want they will not chance their money here, while other localities are 
eager to give leases and even bonuses in money to get prospecting done.” 
 
 The Cushing Democrat added, “We would repeat that we believe it to the best 
interests of the individuals and all that these leases be granted…And just a word 
of warning. If you make a lease see that the lessees name is not left blank, but 
that the name of Thomas B. Slick is there.” 
 
Tom Slick and Charles Shaffer spudded a wildcat well on the farm of Frank M. 
Wheeler in January 1912.  At about four o’clock in the morning on Sunday, 
March 17, the well came in – Tom Slick’s first gusher. Knowing that oilmen and 
speculators would descend in droves on the town when the word got out, Slick 
protected his investment. How he did it is best described by a frustrated 
competing lease man to his boss:  
 
“You see, sir, Slick and Shaffer roped off their well on the Wheeler farm and 
posted guards and nobody can get near it…I got a call yesterday at the hotel in  

(Continued on page 14) 
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      Lyne Taliaferro Barret 
FIRST LONE STAR DISCOVERY 

On June 9, 1866, Barret contracted with Benjamin T. 
Kavanaugh for use of “Butler's Improved Auger for Boring 
Wells” and a $50 dollar purchase of “two augers, one eight 
and a half inches in diameter or thereabouts, and the other 
six and a half inches in diameter or thereabouts, with a 
coupling for the set for connecting the augers with the stem 
or poles for boring...” (Continued on Page 10) 

In December 1859, less than four months after 
Edwin Drake's celebrated discovery of oil in 
Pennsylvania, a similarly determined wildcatter 
named Lyne (Lynis) Taliaferro Barret began 
searching in an East Texas area known as Oil 
Springs. His interest in finding this newly prized 
commodity was no doubt prompted by its 
lucrative $20 a barrel selling price – and his 
certainty that Texan oil was waiting for him.  

Less than four months after Edwin Drake’s oil discovery in Titusville, Pa., 
Lyne Taliaferro Barret leased 279 acres east of Nacogdoches, Texas, 
near Oil Springs, an area known for oil seeps. 

Indians and early East Texas settlers had long known the Oil 
Springs area for its seepage and used the crude for its 
purported medicinal benefit for both themselves and their 
livestock. Invention of the kerosene-burning lamp prompted 
immediate demand for “illuminating oil” and inspired a 
boom in drilling and speculation across the country. Barret 
was eager to profit from the new opportunity. 
 
Barret joined the chase for oil, but prudently continued to 
operate his successful mercantile partnership in Melrose, 
Texas. On Dec. 15, 1859, Barret leased 279 acres near Oil 
Springs, about 13 miles east of Nacogdoches, from Lucy W. 
Skillern, and began drilling. Before he could find oil, the Civil 
War and Texas' secession from the Union forced him to 
postpone his search.  
 
During the war years, as the nation struggled for its survival, 
the impact on the oil business was dramatic. Wild 
fluctuations in oil prices were commonplace. In 1859 oil sold 
for $20 dollars a barrel; in 1861 it averaged only fifty-two 
cents a barrel. Two years later, in 1863, it averaged $8.15 a 
barrel.  
 
In these early years, such fluctuations posed great risk for 
those who sought their fortunes drilling for oil. As the Civil 
War continued, Barret served as a captain in the Confederate 
States Quartermaster Corps in Texas’ Nacogdoches district. 
The war ended at Appomattox Court House, Va., not far 
from where Barret had been born in 1832.  
 
Barret rejoined his partner, Blackstone Hardeman Jr., 
(returned from Company K of the First Texas Infantry 
Regiment) and they restocked the shelves of “Hardeman & 
Barret General Merchandise Store” with goods brought by 
wagon from New Orleans since railroad service was limited 
in Texas immediately after the Civil War.  
 
Barret’s quest for oil was quickly underway again as he 
secured another drilling contract with the heirs of Lucy 
Skillern on Oct. 9, 1865. By December, he had joined with 
Benjamin P. Hollingsworth, Charles Hamilton, John Flint, 
and John B. Earle to form the Melrose Petroleum Oil Co. 



Barret's failed project lay dormant for nearly two decades until
1887, when new wildcat drilling companies once again found 
oil and by 1889 had 40 producing wells. Even so, in 1890 the 
wells produced only 54 barrels of oil valued at $227 dollars.  
 
The Nacogdoches field remains the first and oldest field in 
Texas and as late as 1941 still recorded production of eight 
barrels a day from 40 wells. Some of these produced into the 
1950s. Lyne Taliaferro Barret’s dramatic 1867 discovery was a 
modest beginning for Texas’ oil business, which today leads the 
nation in production.  
 
A century after Barret’s well, the Texas State Historical Survey 
Committee placed a marker on the site of the “No.1 Isaac C. 
Skillern,” three miles northeast of Nacogdoches on Farm Road 
226. The marker was mysteriously “reported missing” in a 2000 
survey, and has not been recovered, adding a final strange 
footnote to a key event in Texas’ remarkable oil heritage.   

 
Barret used an auger fastened to a pipe and rotated by a 
steam-driven cogwheel. The contract, “guarantees that the 
augers hereby sold shall well and truly perform the work of 
boring through earth boring (sic), but not through hard or 
solid rock. Should they fail to do so, he agrees to furnish 
other good ones or take them back and refund the 
money.”  
 
Throughout the summer of 1866, the Melrose Petroleum 
Oil Company continued drilling and on Sept. 12, 1866, 
Lyne Barret's tenacity was rewarded. At a depth of 106 
feet, the “No.1 Isaac C. Skillern” struck oil. The well 
yielded a modest ten barrels per day, but remains 
nonetheless the first commercially producing oil well in 
Texas. Samples were forwarded to the Department of 
Emigration in New York, which pronounced the oil 
“superior in all its properties.” 
 
Barret subsequently traveled to New York and 
Pennsylvania to invest in additional equipment. There he 
met John F. Carll, regarded today as the visionary who 
almost single-handedly invented both petroleum geology 
and petroleum engineering. Carll agreed to run tests and 
assist in development of the Skillern lease with financial 
backing from Brown Brothers of Titusville, Pennsylvania, 
and on March 1, 1867, the agreement was signed. 
 
Dramatic swings in the price of oil remained hazardous to 
oil men and speculators everywhere. Local production 
often exceeded demand, and when railroads and pipelines 
could not move all the crude being produced, storage 
tanks filled quickly and prices dropped precipitously.  
 
When the price of oil dropped to only $2.40 a barrel, 
Brown Brothers determined that the low price and 
political unrest caused by Reconstruction made further 
development of Barret's find “unfeasible” and withdrew 
their financial backing.  
 
Impatient investors wanted to sell their interest in the 
company – but turned down Barret’s offers of land and 
demanded cash. Despite encouragement by the highly 
respected John Carll in 1868, when oil prices went up 
again, the field was never developed. Barret suffered  
extensive financial loss and was forced to give up on the 
oil business and return to his general store in Melrose, 
ending his wildcatter dreams of oil wealth.  

Instead of traditional 
cable tool percussion 
drilling, Barret chose to 
use an auger fastened 
to a pipe and rotated 
by a steam-driven 
cogwheel (shown here 
mule-powered). It is 
the basic principle of 
rotary drilling, which 
has been used ever 
since.  
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Barret’s1848 homestead was added to the National Register of Historic 
Places in 1979. Ann and Pamela Phillips today operate it as a restored 
Bed and Breakfast. Reservations can be made by phone (936) 569-1249 
or via their website: www.llanogrande.com/barret.html 
 



 
The birth of the domestic oil and natural gas industry in 1859 forever 
changed the nation’s economy and culture. As more states became 
“producing states,” the political landscape changed as well. At state 
capitals and in Washington, D.C., new legislation would follow 
discoveries in Oklahoma, Texas and California. Debate would begin 
over exploration and production laws, imported vs. domestic oil, 
conservation and the environment. 
 

oin the historical society and visit our www.aoghs.org website often to read 
chapters from the memoirs-in-progress from a national association leader 
many oil industry people well know. As books like Daniel Yergin’s Pulitzer-
Prize winning The Prize demonstrate, politics is an intrinsic part of petroleum 

industry history. Among the closest observers of oil politics is Lloyd N. Unsell, 
82, former long-time president of the Independent Petroleum Association of 
America, Washington, D.C.. 
 
Lloyd joined the now 75-year-old national organization for independent 
producers as a staff writer in 1948, later managed public and media relations, 
and was promoted to executive vice president in 1976 and president in 1985. 
He is the only “non-producer” to have received the Lone Star Steel Chief 
Roughneck Award (1986). The first AOGHS patron member, Lloyd has given 
AOGHS exclusive permission to publish in serial form his forward and early 
chapters of his memoirs, which he continues to write in Coltons Point, Md., 
with the unwavering encouragement of his family and friends.  

J 

“How did they do it? How did a profligate who killed a deputy 
sheriff before reforming, a mining engineer who went AWOL 
from the Austrian Navy, and three East Texas drillers join 
forces with other equally colorful characters to drill on 
Spindletop hill?” 
 
Giant Under the Hill is a scholarly work firmly rooted in the narrative 
tradition, a great story intriguingly told by three Beaumont historians: 
Jo Ann Stiles, Ellen Rienstra, and Judith Linsley. Using material 
collected over decades, much of it never before published, they bring 
to life the efforts of Pattillo Higgins, Anthony Lucas, Al and Curt 
Hamill, and Peck Byrd to master the Spindletop salt dome that 
culminated in the discovery of the great Lucas gusher. Their 
discovery subsequently transformed not only the state of Texas but  

On Sept. 30, at the Spindletop-Gladys City Boomtown Museum, historian Jo Ann Stiles spoke 
about “Spindletop Stories and Texas Oil Tales.” She included many anecdotes from her 2001 
book about the birth of the oil industry in Southeast Texas. Stiles, an expert on Spindletop history 
and co-author of the book, Giant Under the Hill, spoke at Spindletop-Gladys City Boomtown 
Museum in Beaumont, Texas. 

the oil industry. Giant Under the Hill is the definitive story 
of one of the most significant and colorful moments in 
Texas history. The book, published by the Texas State 
Historical Association Press at the University of Texas at 
Austin, begins with a forward by Houston oilman Michel 
Halbouty, whose 1952 volume, Spindletop, inspired the 
project. 
 
 Southeast Texas natives Ellen Rienstra and Judith Linsley 
are sisters with undergraduate and graduate degrees from 
Lamar University. Rienstra is a violinist and historical 
consultant. This is their first collaboration with Jo Ann 
Stiles, associate professor of history at Lamar University. 
From the Texas State Historical Association 
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Oil Memoirs-in-Progress 
The Historical Society Presents  
Recollections of Lloyd N. Unsell 

Giant Under the Hill  

A History of the Spindletop Oil Discovery  
at Beaumont, Texas, in 1901 
 
By Jo Ann Stiles, Judith Linsley, and Ellen Rienstra 

“This so-called ‘memoir’ will be purely 
anecdotal. It will deal with my earlier life, and 
with some amusing entanglements growing out 
of legislative and political actions, and the 
players, including oil personalities, politicians, 
journalists, and others as I recall them…I’ve 
been accused of having a fairly good sense of 
recall, but will leave that to the judgment of 
those who may be sufficiently interested in 
these recollections as to actually read them.”  
 – Lloyd N. Unsell, retired president, Independent 
Petroleum Association of America 



The Oilmen of Oblong 
Building an Illinois Oil Museum 
 
Building an oilfield museum is not for the feint of heart.  
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“Money and volunteers, 
volunteers and money,” are 
the biggest challenges, says 
John Larrabee, board 
president for the Illinois 
Oilfield Museum and 
Resource Center on the 
outskirts of his hometown  
of Oblong, Illinois.  
 
“The first thing you have to 
have is a goal and the 
determination to keep at it, no 
matter what. Don’t give up, 
whatever happens.”  
 
It helps to know something 
about the oil business, says the 
third generation Illinois Basin 
oilman. “The museum began 
way back in 1961 with a fellow 
named Enos Bloom, Larrabee 
notes. “In those days, the city 
of Oblong provided and 
maintained a building which 
housed donated artifacts.”   
 
Bloom’s efforts are 
commemorated in a small 
monument adjacent to the 
former museum building, 
which is crowded and dusty 
with exhibits awaiting 
transport to the new facility on 
6½ acres just west of town. 
“Without the hardware and 
memorabilia that local 
producers’ contributed back 
then, there could never have 
been a museum,” Larrabee 
says. He regards the new 
building, completed in 2003, as 
the volunteer Museum Board’s 
greatest success so far.  
 
Over the years, the original 
facility had deteriorated and 
the Oblong Oilfield Museum, 
as it was known at the time, 
faded as well. In 1989, efforts 
began to revive and invigorate 
 

“I have become a shameless fund-raiser,” acknowledges Larrabee, 
who understands the critical necessity for grant money as well as 
corporate and individual donations. 

The Illinois Oilfield Museum 
and Resource Center is 
located in Oblong, Illinois, on 
Highway 33, southeast of 
Effingham, says Board 
President John Larrabee, a 
third generation Illinois Basin 
independent oilman. 
 
The museum’s new building, 
completed in 2001, has 
required a fundraising 
campaign, he adds. Donations 
are needed to complete the 
transfer of artifacts from the 
museum’s original building, 
which opened in 1961 in 
Oblong.  

the museum and it was reincorporated as the 
tax-exempt Illinois Oilfield Museum and 
Resource Center “I have become a shameless 
fund-raiser,” acknowledges Larrabee, who 
understands the critical necessity for grant 
money as well as corporate and individual 
donations. With the support of former State  

Sen. Bill O’Daniel, the museum received a 
$100,000 grant from the state, making 
construction of the new building possible. 
The Illinois Petroleum Resource Board, 
Heath Foundation, Claypool Foundation, 
and Oblong Community Ruritan Club have 
also provided much-needed funds. 



According to John Larrabee, the story 
of Crawford County’s first well goes 
that three men from Pennsylvania had 
leased land -- but didn’t know where to 
drill. With a couple of female 
companions and a bottle of whiskey, 
they set off on a buckboard ride, 
determined that when the bottle was 
empty, they would throw it over their 
shoulders and drill where it landed. In 
March 1906, the Shire No. 1 well was 
shot with nitroglycerine and blew in as 
a 2,500 barrel-a-day gusher.  

Bradford Supply Co. of nearby Robinson 
erected an “Old Oilfield Supply Store” annex 
to the museum, which will house a bewildering 
variety of artifacts unique to the early days of 
the oil business.  
 
Larrabee says that continuing financial support 
will be necessary to ensure the museum can 
accomplish its stated mission, “…to preserve, 
collect, study, interpret, and exhibit significant 
materials relating to the Illinois Basin and 
surrounding areas of the oil boom era and the 
oil industry of that area.”   
 
Because Illinois citizens’ tax dollars were used 
in construction, admission cannot be charged 
and the museum must find creative ways to 
raise funds. Gift shop sales of T-shirts and hats 
will soon be augmented with an offering 
unique to the Illinois Basin oil boom. 
 
In March 1906, the Shire No. 1 well was shot 
with nitroglycerine and blew in as a 2,500 
barrel a day gusher just east of the museum’s 
new location.   
 
The story goes that three men from 
Pennsylvania had leased a bunch of land in the 
area, but didn’t know where to drill. With a 
couple of female companions and a bottle of 
whiskey, they set off on a buckboard, 
determined that when the bottle was empty, 
they would throw it over their shoulders and 
drill where it landed.  They did and the Shire 
No. 1 became the discovery well for the 
Crawford County oil boom.   

In 2001, with a $7,500 grant from the Heath Foundation, the museum was 
able to purchase .8 acre of pasture surrounding the long abandoned well and 
erect a 52-foot replica of the original wooden derrick. For safety and 
environmental purposes, state regulators required that the old borehole be 
properly plugged with a deep cement injection. This process caused the well 
to yield up several gallons of crude oil that was quickly scooped up and will 
soon find its way into small souvenir bottles to be sold by volunteers at the 
museum. 
 
Oblong’s population of only about 1,600 does not provide a very large 
reservoir of volunteers. “All the board members are working folks,” says 
Larrabee, “Don Bertham and myself are still oil producers, Della Workman is 
an officer at the Bank, and so on.” When Citation Oil Company donated the 
104-foot derrick that stands outside the museum, few hands were available to 
wield the paintbrushes. Like most community museums, the Illinois Oilfield 
Museum and Resource Center and is always on the lookout for volunteers.  
 
“I’m a big advocate of publicity,” says Larrabee, who works with the 
“Oblong Gem” and “Robinson Daily News” to keep the museum in the 
public eye. Indiana’s WHTI TV Channel 10 sent a crew from Terre Haute to 
cover the festivities when the Citation Oil Co. derrick was completed. The 
recent 18th annual Oblong Antique Tractor and Engine Show drew about 
10,000 visitors. “We just had our fifth annual ‘Oilfield Appreciation Day’ and 
‘Old Timers Reunion’” says Larrabee. Such events are key to raising public 
awareness and encouraging volunteers. 
 
Should your travels bring you to southeast Illinois, consider a trip to Oblong 
and the Illinois Oilfield Museum and Resource Center.  Located on Highway 
33, southwest of Terre Haute, Indiana, and southeast of Effingham, Illinois, 
Oblong is surrounded by scenic Illinois farmland. Along the road you’ll see 
numerous “stripper” wells, still stubbornly pumping oil. Here you will find a 
work in progress as dedicated volunteers like John Larrabee and his 
associates continue to build a unique museum that strives to preserve the 
Illinois Basin’s remarkable legacy of oilfield exploration and production. With 
the commitment and determination so necessary to success, they will keep at 
it, no matter what. – Kristin L. Wells, AOGHS Contributing Editor 
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Tom Slick, Wildcatter 
 
 (Continued from page 8) 
 
Cushing from a friend who said they 
had struck oil out there. A friend of 
his was listening in on the party line 
and heard the driller call Tom Slick at 
the farm where he's been boarding and 
said they'd hit. Well, I rushed down to 
the livery stable to get a rig to go out 
and do some leasing and damned if 
Slick hadn't already been there and 
hired every rig. Not only there, but 
every other stable in town. They all 
had the barns locked and the horses 
out to pasture. There’s 25 rigs for hire 
in Cushing and he had them all for ten 
days at $4.50 a day apiece, so you 
know he really thinks he’s got 
something. I went looking for a farm 
wagon to hire and had to walk 3 miles. 
Some other scouts had already gotten 
the wagons on the first farms I hit. 
Soon as I got one I beat it back to 
town to pick up a notary public to 
carry along with me to get leases—and 
damned if Slick hadn’t hired every 
notary in town, too.” 
 
Eleven days later the news had spread 
and the Tryon Star reported, “Our old 
friend Tom Slick the oilman has struck 
it rich . . . Slick has been plugging away 
for several years and has put down 
several dry holes . . . He deserves this 
success and here's hoping that it will 
make Tom his millions.”   
 
Tom Slick’s No. 1 Wheeler was the 
discovery well for the prolific 
Drumright-Cushing oilfield. The well 
produced for the next 35-years. At its 
peak, the Cushing oilfield supplied 
330,000 barrels of crude per day. To 
date, it has produced over 500 million 
barrels of oil. Slick was suddenly a very 
rich man. After his dramatic success in 
Cushing, Slick began an incredible 18-
year streak of good fortune in some of 
the nation’s most prolific oilfields. His 
leases in Oklahoma, Kansas, and 
Texas produced millions of barrels of 
crude. In the famed oilfields of 
Pioneer, Tonkawa, Papoose, and 
Seminole, Tom Slick secured leases 
and drilled wells that consistently paid 
off, time after time. His gushers were 
spectacular: No. 4 Eakin – 10,000 
barrels per day; No. 1 Laura Endicott 
 

– 4,500 barrels per day; No. 1 Walker 
– 5,000 barrels per day; No. 1 Franks – 
5,000 barrels per day.   
 
Reflecting on his fortunes late in his 
career, Slick noted, “… if I strike oil 
everyone calls it Tom Slick’s luck, but 
…I call it largely judgment based upon 
experience. Some folks don’t 
recognize Good Luck when they meet 
it in the middle of the road. So I have 
been fortunate, or lucky, whichever 
you call it, but I've also done a lot of 
calling Good Luck to bring it my 
way.”  
 
By 1929, Tom Slick’s estimated crude 
oil production was 30-35 thousand 
barrels daily.  He was known as the 
largest independent oil operator in the 
United States with a net worth 
estimated between $35 million and 
$100 million.  By 1930, in the 
Oklahoma City field alone, Slick had 
45 wells being drilled, more than 30 
wells completed, and the capacity to 
produce 200,000 barrels of crude daily.  
  
Across the Mid-Continent, stories of 
Tom Slick’s business acumen and 
integrity grew with his fortune. It was 
told how Slick once closed a $100,000 
deal for a prized Seminole lease on a 
street corner. He met the owner on 
the street and inquired, “What do you 
want for that lease’ ‘A hundred 
thousand dollars,’ replied the owner. 
‘It’s a sale, bring in your deeds,’ said 
Slick.” 
 
 Thomas B. Slick’s untimely death in 
August 1930 at the age of 46 abruptly 
ended a career that had helped supply 
an energy-hungry nation with the 
petroleum it needed to grow.  
Ironically, Tom Slick’s biggest strike 
came a week after he died.  His 
Campbell No. 1 well in Oklahoma City 
came in at 43,200 barrels per day.   
 
Today, such stories of Tom Slick’s life 
are told again and again.  Across the 
Mid-Continent, he is no longer known 
as “Dry Hole Slick.” Instead, Thomas 
B. Slick is remembered as a “King of 
the Wildcatters.”   
 
 

Thomas B. Slick 
 
In 1933, three years after Tom Slick’s 
untimely death, his long-time friend and 
business partner, Charles Urschel, was 
kidnapped and held for $200,000 ransom. 
Released after payment, Urschel was able to 
assist the FBI by recalling details of his 
imprisonment. Urschel’s information led to 
the arrest and conviction of the kidnappers, 
including one George “Machine Gun” Kelly,  
below, who was sentenced to life in prison 
and died in Alcatraz.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Editor’s Note -- The substance of this article 
comes from a wonderful book by Ray Miles, 
Professor of History and Dean of the College 
of Liberal Arts at McNeese State University 
in Lake Charles, La.: "King of the 
Wildcatters" The Life and Times of Tom 
Slick, 1883–1930. AOGHS is indebted to 
Ray Miles and his well researched and 
documented book. 
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American Oil & Gas Historical Society membership supports national promotion of community 
museums and the society’s publications, including the “American Oil & Gas Families” series, 
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The Santa Rita No. 1 was drilled by the 
Texon Oil and Land Co., using equipment 
today displayed on the campus of the 
University of Texas in Austin. The original 
drilling site was in the Permian Basin, near 
Big Lake. The well was spudded shortly 
before midnight on Aug. 17, 1921 - on the 
last day before the 18-month drilling 
permit was to expire.  
 
Progress was slow for driller Carl 
Cromwell. Crews, when available, 
consisted mostly of cowboy roustabouts 
who were distinguished for high 
absenteeism and steady turnover. Twenty-
one months were required to bring the 
well to production. There were many 
delays common to cable-tool drilling at 
the time.  
 
On more than one occasion, the well was 
shut down and the crew laid off because 
money was not available to pay salaries or 
buy casing and other needed supplies. 
Several months after drilling began, Frank 
Pickrell climbed to the top of the derrick. 
He threw out the petals of a rose that a 
group of Catholic women investors back 
in New York had given him. He 
christened the well for the patron Saint of 
the Impossible – Santa Rita.  
 
On May 25,1923, oil and gas began to 
show on the surface. On May 28, 1923, a 
loud roar was heard and the Santa Rita 
No. 1 blew in. The well would continue to 
head up daily, unloading about 100 barrels 
of oil each time. People as far away as 
Fort Worth would travel to watch the well 
blow oil over the derrick. After a month, 
casing and a packer finally arrived and the 
first commercial well in the Permian Basin 
was put on production. – From 
www.biglaketx.com   

Santa Rita No. 1 
Discovery 

The Moving Story of Santa Rita No. 1 – The well was drilled on West Texas land first donated to the 
University of Texas in 1876. The well became the Permian Basin’s first commercial well in 1923. The Board 
of Regents voted to move equipment and erected it on campus, where it was officially dedicated on Nov. 
27, 1958…“in order that it  may stand as a symbol of a great era in the history of the university.”   
 



 
 

1201 15th Street, NW, Suite 300 
Washington, DC  20005 

AOGHS Spotlight:    Texon, Texas, a Permian basin Ghost Town 
 
Among roadside markers is a plaque erected in 1977 near what was once Texon. “Early travelers, along many historic trails in this 
area found the region arid and inhospitable. Given (1876) to the University of Texas, the lands around this marker were leased to 
cattlemen...Development came after Frank Pickrell and Haymon Krupp of Texon Oil & Land Co. drilled for oil. and brought in 
Santa Rita No. 1, the first gusher in the Permian Basin, on May 28, 1923.”  Texon, first company town in the Permian Basin, was 
founded in 1924 by Big Lake Oil Co. Levi Smith, president of the firm, planned and supervised building of the town, and Ted 
Williams served as city manager for the company. Texon had stores, shops, a school, a physician, a dentist, a hospital, a theater, a 
park, a well-known baseball team, and many facilities for recreation. The post office opened in 1926. As many as 2,000 people lived 
here-boosters claimed up to 10,000-manning the drilling, a gasoline plant, an oil treating plant, and other operations. Plymouth Oil 
Company absorbed Big Lake Oil Co., then sold out to Marathon Oil Co. This “company town” closed in 1962. 

Support your local oil & natural gas museum. Join this nationwide effort to promote local and community museums, county 
historical societies & individuals dedicated to preserving petroleum’s wildcatting heritage. Support this growing network of 
“oil-patch” historians and preservationists. To join this 501(c) 3 nonprofit organization, mail this form to AOGHS, 1201 15th 
St., NW, Suite 300, Washington, DC 20005, or fax it to (202) 857-4799 to be invoiced.  Membership-level benefits are 
described at our website. 

Make checks payable to:  AOGHS 
 
MEMBERSHIP & SUBSCRIPTION CATEGORIES     
 

 Annual Membership (Student)   $25 
 Annual Sustaining    $75 
 Annual Patron      $200-$999 
 AOGHS Benefactors          $1,000 & Above 

 
 
Name ___________________________________________  Title ____________________________________________ 
 
Company/Organization ______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Address  __________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
City  ________________________________________  State ____________  Zip Code  __________________________ 
 
Phone  __________________________________  Email  _____________________________________ 
 
 

Your membership contributions are 100% tax deductible. Federal Tax ID No. 52-184-9282 

www.aoghs.org 
 
Patrons will be acknowledged in The Petroleum Age
 

   Join Today! 


