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Million Barrel Museum  
 
In the heart of the Permian Basin, 40 miles 
west of Odessa, the Texas community of 
Monahans boasts of an oil museum like no 
other. Shell Oil Co. built the massive, 
experimental concrete tank in 1928. Leaks 
and evaporation forced its closing a few 
years later. A local couple then dreamed of 
creating a community attraction.  Page 8 

The Oil Scouts 
 
They were sometimes 
called “night riders of 
the hemlocks” – these 
oilfield detectives who 
sifted fact from fiction 
and helped prevent 
market manipulations at 
the early oil exchanges.   
Page 12 

“Million Dollar Elm” of the Osage Nation  
 
Symbolic of the impact oil discoveries had on the people of the  
Osage Nation in Oklahoma is the “Million Dollar Elm.” Planted 
sometime in the late 19th century, the tree was given its name because 
in its shade millions of dollars worth of Osage oil leases were once 
auctioned.  Page 11 

The 42-Gallon Oil Barrel 
 
Why did early oilmen choose the 42-gallon 
barrel for transporting their highly sought 
after product? Many claims have been made, 
but the standard set by King Richard III and 
the abundance of tierce-sized barrels made it 
a wise choice.  Page 7 
 

Celebrating the Story of the American Oil Industry 
 
The Oct. 26 unveiling of a national logo for the sesquicentennial of the birth of the  
oil and natural gas industry creates an opportunity to educate the public about the 
historical significance of an industry that changed the world. Future exhibits and 
events will focus on what led to and followed the 1859 discovery – and promote the 
industry’s pioneers, historic discoveries and technological innovations.  Page 3 

The Remarkable Nellie Bly 
 
As a reporter for the New York World, she 
was the most famous female journalist of 
her day. Less known is her invention of 
the 55-gallon oil drum. The 1901 Pan-
American Exposition promoted Iron Clad 
Manufacturing Co. factories as “owned 
exclusively by Nellie Bly – the only 
woman in the world personally managing 
industries of such magnitude.”  Page 5 

An Oleaginous History of Wax Lips 
 
Paraffin, a byproduct of petroleum distillation, quickly found 
its way from refinery to marketplace in the form of candles, 
sealing waxes – and peculiar American candies. Page 15 
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Thanks to our members, the historical society continues to expand its 
network of oil and gas museums, historians, industry advocates – and now 
K-12 energy educators. The Oklahoma Energy Resources Board (OERB) has 
agreed to collaborate with AOGHS for a K-12 energy education conference 
next June in Oklahoma City.  
 
This and other partnerships are a result of the growing recognition that the 
industry’s almost 150-year history offers a context for teaching the modern 
industry. Sharing education strategies is an important part of our mission, as 
is increasing K-12 fieldtrips to oil and gas museums. 
 
With continued support, this society can offer more teachers more resources 
(including the Petroleum Age) for educating students about the science and 
technology behind the exploration and production industry. Our programs, 
increasingly in cooperation with state education efforts like those of OERB, 
focus on young people with little knowledge of how the oil industry works.  
 
Promoting the evolution of America’s oilfield technologies and pioneers is 
fundamental to this energy education network. I hope all AOGHS members 
will participate – and continue to support this mission in 2007.   
 
This issue of the Petroleum Age is dedicated to historical society member and 
friend Arch W. Deuel, an independent oilman from Casper, Wyo., who 
passed away on Sept. 30 at the age of 82. – Bruce Wells 
 
 
 

 
Editor’s Desk 
 

K-12 Energy Education Progress 

AOGHS has great respect for Kermit and his friends, who 
all appeared on national commemorative stamps in 2005, 
thanks to the U.S. Postal Service’s Citizen’s Stamp 
Advisory Board.  
 
Based in Arlington, Va., the board reviews petitions for 
issuing a stamp. It has now twice chosen to “not 
recommend” a stamp commemorating the birth of the oil 
and gas industry. At its October meeting, the board turned 
down a petition for a 2009 stamp commemorating the 
150th anniversary of the Drake Well. At an earlier 
meeting, the board rejected a separate petition for a 
stamp commemorating the 150th anniversary of the 
American oil and gas industry.  
 
As an article in the November issue of the American 
Association of Petroleum Geologists’ Explorer noted about 
results of the first attempt: “Advisory board officials 
apparently didn’t care a lick about that idea.” 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the unveiling, Rep. John Peterson (R-Pa.) of Pleasantville acknowledged the presence of his fellow Oil 150 co-chairs Lynda 
Cochran of the Titusville Chamber of Commerce and Bruce Wells, executive director of the American Oil and Gas Historical 
Society (AOGHS). The co-chairs recognized the Oil 150 Steering Committee members from several states in the audience.  

Barbara Zolli, Drake Well Museum administrator, welcomed guests to the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission 
facility. Oil Region Alliance Chairman Jack Crawford and President Randy Seitz invited everyone to visit the many historic 
sites of Crawford and Venango counties. After the unveiling ceremony, the audience toured museum exhibits, including those 
outdoors on the autumn-colored grounds suitably bordered by the quietly flowing water of historic Oil Creek. For Oil 150 
sponsorship and event information, contact AOGHS or Lois McElwee at (814) 677-3152, ext. 104. 
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AOGHS Meets with Landmen  
 
The importance of community oil and 
gas museums in energy education was 
among the presentations made at a Dec. 
10 gathering of the American Assoc-
iation of Professional Landmen (AAPL).  
 
American Oil & Gas Historical Society 
(AOGHS) Executive Director Bruce 
Wells met with the AAPL Board of 
Directors in Williamsburg, Va., to 
encourage AAPL chapter partnerships 
with community museums. AAPL, 
headquartered in Fort Worth, has 43 
affiliated associations throughout the 
United States and Canada. AAPL is a 
governing member of the Energy & 
Mineral Law Foundation, the LSU 

Mineral Law Foundation, and the Rocky 
Mountain Mineral Law Foundation. AAPL 
publishes the bimonthly journal Landman.  
 
Teachers Review Oil History 
 
High school teachers in Collier County, 
Fla., are reviewing the Petroleum Age for use 
as a teaching tool. They see its articles as 
providing a context for modern energy 
issues. Contributing Editor Kris Wells met 
with the teachers in November and pro-
vided a work-in-progress “Teachers 
Edition” DVD produced by AOGHS. The 
24-minute disk includes links to imbedded 
articles and graphic supplements useful to 
teachers in lesson plans for the sciences as 
well as social studies. Further collaboration 
on this pilot project is planned. 

Energy Education Publication 
 
A free annual guide that lists energy 
education programs has been published  
by the Energy Information Administration 
(EIA). The 2006 Energy Education Resources: 
Kindergarten through 12th Grade is designed 
to provide energy related education 
materials to students and teachers.  
 
The EIA list includes entries submitted 
from a variety of energy companies and 
state and national organizations. There is 
no fee for submitting programs; AOGHS 
encourages oil and natural gas museum 
education directors to submit information 
for the August 2007 issue. To learn more 
about the guide and to request a copy, 
email bawells@aoghs.org. 

Lois McElwee, coordinator of the Oil 150 
Steering Committee, described the logo’s 
creation and purpose during an Oct. 26 
press conference at the Drake Well 
Museum in Titusville, Pa. 

Planning for events acknowledging the oil discovery that changed the world 
took a major step forward on Oct. 26 when the official Oil 150 logo was 
unveiled in the auditorium of the Drake Well Museum in Titusville, Pa. The 
sesquicentennial anniversary logo – planned for use through 2009 – will 
identify national events and energy education programs endorsed or 
sponsored by the Oil 150 Committee.  
 
Oil 150 activities will celebrate the nation’s first commercial oil discovery – 
and the beginning of America’s petroleum industry in August 1859.   
 
The celebration of Oil 150 creates a unique opportunity for the United 
States to focus on the historical significance of oil related events leading 
up to and following Aug. 27, 1859. The celebration will recognize the 
important discoveries and innovations that span across America and 
around the globe.  
 
Designed to be direct, upbeat and proud, the stylized graphic should appeal to 
a broad, modern and national audience, according to Lois McElwee, 
coordinator of the Oil 150 Steering Committee. The last two letters in Oil, 
rotated so they converge toward the top, suggest a visual impression of an oil 
derrick. Above this suggestion of a derrick, three splashes of oil give the logo 
an energetic, dynamic character. The blue letters and red numbers on a white 
field evoke the nation’s pride. 

Celebrating the Story of Oil 
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DOE Seeks Small Oil Exhibits 
 
As part of its 30th anniversary next year, 
the Department of Energy (DOE) is 
remodeling the lobby of the Forrestal 
Building in Washington, D.C. The new 
lobby will feature exhibits, although space 
is limited for artifacts from the domestic 
oil and natural gas industry.  
 
DOE is seeking a few small, represent-
ative artifacts that tell the oil industry’s 
story, including historic images, artifacts, 
and models of drilling rigs, pumping units 
or offshore facilities.  
 
The origins of DOE can be traced to the 
Manhattan Project and the race to develop 
the atomic bomb during World War II.  
 
Chief Historian F.G. “Skip” Gosling notes 
that the Atomic Energy Act of 1946 
created the Atomic Energy Commission, 
established to maintain civilian govern-
ment control over the field of atomic 
research and development. The Depart-
ment of Energy Organization Act 
established DOE on Oct. 1, 1977. 
 
Gosling, who contacted the historical 
society about the lobby project, says most 
of the new space will be devoted to 
nuclear energy and DOE national 
laboratories. Oil and gas museums or 
historical societies interested in providing 
an exhibit (on loan), are encouraged to 
contact AOGHS by calling (202) 857-4785 
or email bawells@aoghs.org. 
 

Oklahoma Oilman Honored 

 
Lew Ward of Enid, Okla., an AOGHS 
patron member, received the Oklahoma 
Governor’s Arts Award during a special 
ceremony Nov. 29 at the state capitol. The 
award recognizes support of the arts.  
 
Earlier this year, Ward and his wife gave 
$500,000 to endow a position at the 
University of Oklahoma’s new College of 
Earth and Energy. The Lew and Myra 
Ward Chair in Reservoir Characterization 
is the first faculty endowment since the 
college was chartered in January.  
 
“It is only appropriate that such longtime 
and generous supporters of the University, 
Lew and Myra Ward, should be the first 
contributors to OU’s newest college – the 
College of Earth and Energy,” said David 

Boren, OU president, in a news release. 
“This gift will help put OU on the path of 
being preeminent in the field of energy 
industries.” 
 
Ward, chairman of Ward Petroleum, was 
further honored Nov. 30 by the Enid 
Public School Foundation at its annual 
banquet. He is also president of the 
Cherokee Strip Regional Heritage Center 
and co-chairman of the center’s campaign 
committee (see June 2006 Petroleum Age). 
 

38th West Virginia Festival 

 
The 38th annual West Virginia Oil & Gas 
Festival, Sept. 14-17, included naming 
Denny Harton the 2006 Oil & Gas Man 
of the Year. Harton, an independent 
oilman and service company contractor in 
Parkersburg, is also president of the West 
Virginia Oil & Gas Association. He was 
joined as this year’s parade marshal by 
Burl Eddy of Newport, Ohio, in recog-
nition of 37 years with the festival.  
 
The Gib Morgan Wrench Throwing 
Contest drew a crowd, said Barbara Vin-
cent, who again hosted events, including 
exhibits and demonstrations, craft sales, a 
derrick-building contest, games, walking 
tours, and commercial booths. After the 
parade in downtown Sistersville, an “Oil 
& Gas Band-A-Rama” included music 
from 17 bands. 

Kansas Oil History Teens 

The Kansas Museum Association 
presented its 2006 Award of Excellence 
on Nov. 3 to the Butler County History 
Center & Kansas Oil Museum in El 
Dorado for outstanding exhibition work.  

The winning exhibit, “Same Song, 
Different Verse: A Teen’s Life” was 
designed and built by local high school 
students. The contemporary exhibit 
showcased many comparisons between 
the lives of teenagers in the 1920s to those 
of today. 

“This successful exhibition ran from April 
through November 2006 and brought in 
an increase in teenager visitation; most 
had never been to the museum before,” 
noted Museum Director Deborah Amend.  

Neal Weltha, principal at Bluestem High 
School added, “The students enjoyed 
being asked to use their creative talents to 
develop this project from the ‘teen’s point 
of view.’ I appreciate the museum’s 
assistance in helping us as educators find 
ways to make learning a real and positive 
experience for our students. This is one 
they will remember.” 

The museum’s exhibits allow visitors to 
walk the street of a 1920s oil boomtown 
and explore farming and ranching in the 
Flint Hills. – From the El Dorado Times 

 

OERB Cleans Up Oil Mistakes of Past 
 
The Oklahoma Energy Resources Board (OERB) has cleaned up its 7,000th 
well site since a special program’s inception 13 years ago, the Greater Tulsa 
Reporter noted on Sept. 18. The state’s oil and natural gas producers and royalty 
owners fund restoring orphaned and abandoned well sites. Created by the state 
legislature in 1993, OERB’s cleanup efforts result from a voluntarily one-tenth 
of one percent assessment on the sale of oil and natural gas. 
  
“In 1993, Oklahoma’s oil and natural gas producers and royalty owners made a 
commitment to our state and its environment,” said OERB Chairman Steve 
Agee. “The idea was simple and innovative as oil and natural gas producers and 
royalty owners imposed a voluntary assessment on themselves to clean up 
abandoned oilfield sites.” 

The 7,000th site is near Oologah Lake and dates back to the early 1900s – when 
modern environmental regulations were nonexistent. “What we want to do is 
make a very visible commitment that we are doing the right thing by taking 
responsibility and cleaning up past mistakes made before modern regulations 
were in place,” Agee said. In addition to conducting environmental restoration 
of well sites, OERB programs educate Oklahomans about energy. 
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or her first assignment as a reporter for Joseph 
Pulitzer’s newspaper, the New York World, Elizabeth 
Jane Cochran feigned insanity for 10-days in New  

York’s notorious Blackwell’s Island Asylum. She had been 
hired in 1887 to write about the mental institution.  
 
Writing under the penname Nellie Bly (a character in a 
popular song), her numerous exposés and adventures would 
capture the public’s imagination and make her the most 
famous woman journalist of the day. Much has been written 
about this remarkable woman from Cochran’s Mills, Pa., and 
her investigative reporting career with the Pittsburg Dispatch 
and the New York World.  
 
There is a less known side of Nellie Bly – her invention of the 
55-gallon oil drum. 
 
In America’s oilfields, traditional wooden barrels had always 
been problematic for shipping oil. Despite the introduction of 
pipelines and railroad tank cars, there remained the need for 
manageably sized, durable, leak-proof barrels. Standard Oil 
Company introduced a steel version of the common 42-gallon 
oil barrel in 1902. It had the traditional bilged, cask-like 
appearance. Although stronger than wooden barrels, the new 
barrel could still leak. Nellie Bly had a better idea. 
 
It was a big story for society pages in 1894 when Bly wed 
wealthy industrialist Robert Seaman, who was about 40 years 
her senior. However, the marriage lasted and she soon 
became the energetic and innovative president of Iron Clad 
Manufacturing Co. Iron Clad produced milk cans, riveted 
boilers, tanks, and “The Most Durable Enameled Kitchen 
Ware Made.”  
 
At the 1901 Pan-American Exposition, Iron Clad factories 
were promoted as being, “Owned exclusively by Nellie Bly – 
the only woman in the world personally managing industries 
of such a magnitude.”  

During a 1904 visit to Europe, Nellie Bly saw glycerin 
containers made of steel. A year later, she patented her own 
“Metal Barrel.” 
 
 
 
 
 
“My first experiment leaked and the second was defective 
because the solder gave way, and then I brazed them with the 
result that the liquid inside was ruined by the brazing metal,” 
she said. “I finally worked out the steel package to perfection, 
patented the design, put it on the market and taught the 
American public to use the steel barrel.” 
 
Bly would proudly claim that, “I am the only manufacturer in 
the country who can produce a certain type of steel barrel for 
which there is an immense demand at present, for the 
transportation of oil, gasoline, and other liquids.” 
 
At its peak, Iron Clad employed 1,500 and could produce 
1,000 steel barrels daily, but then charges of fraud led to 
bitterly contested bankruptcy proceedings, beginning in 1911. 
Nellie Bly was in Austria looking for financial backers when 
World War I burst around her.  
 
Iron Clad Manufacturing Co. eventually succumbed to debt, 
and Bly returned to newspaper reporting, covering women’s 
suffrage events and Europe’s Eastern Front during the war.  
Her steel barrels ultimately became the ubiquitous 55-gallon 
drums of today.  
 
Elizabeth Jane Cochran Seaman died of pneumonia in 1922 – 
two years after the 19th Amendment secured her the right to 
vote. She was eulogized as Nellie Bly, “the best reporter in 
America” by the New York Evening Journal, but she should also 
be remembered for her unique contribution to America’s 
petroleum history.   

Inventor of the 
Metal Oil Drum 

The Remarkable 
 

Nellie Bly 

“I determined to make steel containers for 
the American trade” – Nellie Bly 

F 
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East Texas Oil Museum Opens Got Oil Café 
 
Teachers have responded enthusiastically to a collaboration of Kilgore College, 
the East Texas Oil Museum, the Offshore Energy Center (OEC), and the 
Ocean Star Offshore Drilling Rig & Museum. The education program is a 
result of last year’s Jubilee celebrating the 75th anniversary of the East Texas 
oilfield’s discovery, says East Texas Oil Museum Director Joe White. His 
museum and Kilgore College have created the Got Oil Café, which includes 
innovative teaching approaches for educators.  
 
The first Got Oil Café workshop took place in August at the East Texas Oil 
Museum. Dr. Alan Sowards, professor of science and education at Stephen F. 
Austin State University, Nacogdoches, designed the format in collaboration 
with the OEC in Houston and the Ocean Star in Galveston. The eight-hour 
program used curriculum-based methods tied to the mandated Texas Essential 
Knowledge and Skills program and the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and 
Skills required of fourth, fifth and seventh grade public school students. 
 
“We see this as a program that we can share with other petroleum museums,” 
White notes. “Hopefully, we can expand the educational outreach from 
Galveston-Houston-Kilgore to a coast-to-coast program. We certainly 
anticipate working with the American Oil & Gas Historical Society and others 
in telling the story of the industry.”  
 
Forty teachers from 20 school districts attended the first workshop. Each 
participating teacher received a certificate of professional development. “The 
teachers seemed proud of their Got Oil Cafe t-shirts and their corresponding 
Got Oil Menu,” says White. “The museum phone was ringing the following 
week with requests for information about the next workshop.” The museum 
will host more of the workshops in January, June and August of 2007.  
 
Teachers learned how they could better use the oil museum for a “field 
investigation” – something far more interactive than the traditional student 
fieldtrip. With the assistance of museum staff and docents, Dr. Sowards, OEC 
Education Director Jean King and OEC Development Officer Mary Nell 
Jones demonstrated hands-on education approaches. 
 
The East Texas Oil Museum has created four “traveling oil barrels” stocked 
with educational tools, videos, DVDs, books, maps, etc. Modified with a 
hinged door and three sets of half-moon shelves, the traveling barrels are 
borrowed from the museum by a participating librarian or teacher to use to 
supplement their “field investigation” at the museum.  
 
White says the teachers have given rave reviews to the workshop and barrels, 
“many of them saying that they had been teaching and attending workshops 
for many years, but that this one was the best they had ever attended.”    
 
White hopes to place a barrel in each intermediate or middle school library 
within a 120-mile radius of the museum’s Kilgore location. The museum has 
annually hosted about 10,000 students from within that radius. “We have 
many teachers who have been bringing their children for fifteen or twenty 
years,” adds Sara Lugeanbeal, assistant to the director. “One young lady has 
been bringing her students for 23 of the museum’s 26 years of operation.” 
 
White notes that the education program owes much to Dr. Sowards, Sara 
Lugeanbeal, and Claud Wallace (a co-chair of Jubilee), “who have kept us 
mindful that this educational outreach program by the museum will be the 
most lasting and meaningful thing that would come from Jubilee.”   

Closer Look at New Mexico 
 
The petroleum exhibit at the Farmington 
Museum in Farmington, N.M., has big 
expansion plans, according to Bart Wilsey, 
curator and acting director. In October he 
described the museums plan to construct 
a 4,000 square-foot wing that will be the 
new home for “From Dinosaurs to Drill 
Bits,” an exhibit opened in April 2002. It 
tells the story of the San Juan Basin. 
 
The current exhibit includes the popular 
“Geovator,” a simulated ride down a 
7,285-foot well. “A lot of times, the 
school kids here know mom and dad and 
grandma and grandpa work in the 
industry, but they don’t know what they 
do or what comes out of it,” Wilsey said.  
 
A walkway shows the evolution of oil and 
gas worldwide and in the San Juan Basin. 
Expansion plans focus on deepening the 
storyline, Wilsey said. Also under 
consideration is a cutaway of a model 
house with items highlighted to depict 
petroleum products. “People would be 
astounded to learn how much they rely on 
these extracts,” he noted.  
 
The museum already has $726,000 for the 
expansion. Still, Wilsey said, it is a long 
way from its goal of raising the estimated 
$2 million needed to finish the project. 
Funding for the current exhibit came 
from local companies, including 
ConocoPhillips, XTO, Drake Well 
Services and Merrion Oil and Gas.  
– From the Farmington Daily Times  
 
Americans Trust Museums 
 
Eighty-seven percent of Americans find 
museums to be one of the most trust-
worthy sources of information among a 
wide range of choices, according to a 
national survey by a research firm 
commissioned by the American Assoc-
iation of Museums (AAM) in 2004. The 
survey revealed a generally low 
confidence in the news media, with 
untrustworthiness percentages of 50 
percent for television news and 65 
percent for newspapers.  Schools 
continued to be viewed as the most 
important education source for children. 
Museums, along with libraries, were next 
among the institutions that people 
believe are important resources for this 
purpose,” noted an article in the AAM 
Mid-Atlantic newsletter, the Courier.    
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handful of America’s earliest oilmen met in Titus- 
ville, Pa., and agreed that henceforth, 42 gallons 
would constitute a “barrel” of oil. It was August 

 1866 and Pennsylvania led the world in oil production. 
 
Although pipelines challenged the oil region’s teamsters, the 
business of moving oil depended mostly on men, wagons, 
horses, and barrels. To reach railheads and docks, teams of 
horses pulled wagons carrying as many as eight oil barrels.  
 
As oil derricks multiplied, entire forests were reduced to 
barrel staves by recently introduced barrel-making machinery.   
Hoop mills operated day and night supporting cooperages 
that sprang up to join in the oil boom. So, why did early 
oilmen choose the 42-gallon barrel? 
 
Long before England’s King Richard III defined the wine 
puncheon as a cask holding 84 gallons and a tierce as holding 42 
gallons, watertight casks of many sizes were crafted by “tight” 
coopers in the manner prescribed by their guild, the Worship-
ful Company of Coopers. Lesser skilled craftsmen (known as 
slack coopers) made casks, barrels, and pails for dry goods.  
 
By around 1700, Pennsylvania statute, practical experience, 
and custom had made the 42-gallon watertight tierce a 
standard container for shipping everything from eel, salmon, 
herring, molasses, soap, butter, wine and whale oil. The 42-
gallon barrels became familiar 19th century containers.  
 
Then came “Colonel” Edwin Drake’s 1859 discovery and the 
first oil boom. It consumed tierces, whiskey barrels, casks and 
barrels of all sizes. When filled with crude oil instead of fish 
or other commodities, a 42-gallon tierce weighed over 300 
pounds – about as much as a man could reasonably wrestle. 
Twenty would fit on a railroad flatcar. Bigger casks were 
unmanageable and smaller were less profitable.   
 

Contemporary photographs show cooperages’ prodigious 
response to the new demand.  Within a year of Drake’s 
discovery, oil barrels were commonly considered to hold 42 
gallons according to “The Oil Fountains of Pennsylvania” in 
Littells’ Living Age, (Vol. 66, Issue 852, Sept. 1860).   
 
By 1866, these abundant tierce-sized barrels were the logical 
choice to become the industry’s standard measure. The 42-
gallon standard was adopted by the Petroleum Producers 
Association in 1872 and by the U.S. Geological Survey and 
the U.S. Bureau of Mines in 1882.   
 
Interestingly, the Oberly & Heisman cooperage on Bridge 
Street in Titusville supplied 42-gallon barrels for the oil trade 
– and provided Michael Heisman’s son, John, an after school 
job.  John played varsity football for Titusville High School as 
a guard on the 1884-1886 varsity teams. He graduated in 1887 
and went on to become the legendary football coach for 
whom the Heisman Trophy is named. 
 
Editor’s Note – A persistent oilfield myth says that the 
abbreviation “bbl” for a barrel of oil resulted from Standard 
Oil Company’s early practice of painting their barrels blue –
bbl for “blue barrel.” However, while Ida Tarbell’s 1904 
History of Standard Oil Company acknowledged the “holy blue 
barrel,” the abbreviation “bbl” had been in use before the 
1859 birth of the petroleum industry.  
 
In the early 19th century, wooden barrels of all capacities 
were common containers of trade: hogsheads, puncheons, 
tierces, butts, tuns, and many other long since forgotten 
terms. Shipping manifests reveal that quantities of honey, 
rum, whale oil, and other commodities were shipped by the 
“bbl” – well before John D. Rockefeller and Standard Oil’s 
blue barrels. For today’s industry, the abbreviation simply 
signifies a 42-gallon unit of measure…of any color.  

A

The 42-Gallon 
 

Oil Barrel 
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Million Barrel 

Museum 

ourists traveling on I-20 in West Texas should not 
miss the Million Barrel Museum – whose main 
attraction is an elliptical cement oil tank the 

size of three football fields built by Shell Oil Co. 
 
“There were great oil discoveries around 1926 and few places 
to put the oil. No pipelines or tanks,” says Elizabeth Heath, 
who chairs the Ward County Historical Commission. “Shell 
had a lot of production coming from Wink and came up with 
the idea of digging a big hole in the ground. It seemed like a 
good idea at the time,” she explains. 
 
A local high school math teacher once measured dimensions 
of the tank at 525 feet by 422 feet. The concrete covered 
earthen walls, 30-feet tall, slope at a 45-degree angle, she says. 
The tank had a domed roof made of California redwood, 
supported by heavily oil-proofed posts spaced 14 feet apart. A 
network of lightning rods rose high above.  
 
Heath says completion of the walls, pillars and roof took just 
three months, because construction took place 24 hours a day 

using teams of mules for hauling wood and cement. In theory, 
Heath notes, the massive tank’s capacity would have held 
more, but it was filled with one million barrels just once. 
 
“But Shell found it didn’t work. It leaked from too many 
places and the company couldn’t seal it properly,” she 
comments. “When Shell workers poured the cement, they did 
it in sections, so it made seams all around. You didn’t have 
caulking like we have today, so oil seeped into the sand. 
Between the seepage and the evaporation, they lost a lot.” 
 
Visitors from all over the world have come to see the 78-year-
old structure, which shows its age in several places and sports 
graffiti from various Monahans High School classes. Shell 
pumped out the oil and dismantled the tank soon after the 
start of the Great Depression. 
 
The oil tank/crater, empty and abandoned, gaped on 
Monahans’ east side for decades. Then in 1954, local couple 
Wayne and Amalie Long purchased it from Shell. They 
believed in the tank’s potential as a community attraction – a 
water park. They constructed a boat ramp from the opening 
Shell had made to remove the interior pillars and the roof. The 
water park did attract boaters, skiers and anglers on its opening 
day, Oct. 5, 1958, but leaks forced its closing…the next day. 
 
The website Roadtripamerica.com includes this January 2006 
letter from Wallace Dickey Jr., the nephew of the inspired 
entrepreneurial Monahans couple. It offers this first-hand 
account of the Million Barrel Museum’s unique history: 
 

The Million Barrel Museum’s main attraction, originally built by 
Shell Oil Co. in 1928 to store Permian basin oil, became a 
community water park for one memorable day in 1958.  

In the heart of Permian Basin, 40 
miles west of Odessa, the Texas 
community of Monahans boasts of 
an oil museum like no other. 

A Million Barrel Museum Time Line 
 
1923  The Santa Rita No.1 uncovers the Big Lake oilfield on West 
Texas land owned by the University of Texas. The discovery leads to 
one of the largest oil booms in the United States. 
 
1926-1928  More discoveries in Ward and Winkler counties (notably 
the Hendricks oilfield) increase oil production. Storage problems 
result from a lack of railroads or pipelines to reach Oklahoma 
refineries. In 90 days, at a cost of $250,000, Shell Oil Co. builds the 
179,500-square-foot concrete “dish” in Monahans. 
 
1930  Shell abandons use of the tank because of leaks, evaporation 
– and higher taxes on stored oil.  

1935  Shell Oil Co. removes the roof, pillars and superstructure. 
 
1940s  The tank becomes a parade ground for the sheriff’s posse. 
 
1950s  Dancers and spectators from the area gather in the tank for 
square dancing and community events. 
 
1954  Monahan residents Wayne and Amalie Long purchase the 
tank from Shell. Wayne considers its potential for the community. 
 
1958  Wayne Long uses water pumped from wells he drilled nearby 
to create a community water park. Professional water-skiers from 
Austin put on a show at the grand opening. Unfortunately, “Melody 
Park” opens and closes in a single day, Oct. 5… because of leaks. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“It was my aunt, who after my uncle’s passing in 1980, turned 
it into a museum and donated it to the (Ward County 
Historical Commission) for the park that makes it what it is 
today,” he adds. 
 
Elizabeth Heath says that in 1986, Amalie Long donated the 
tank and the more than 14 acres surrounding it to the Ward 
County Historical Commission, “because her husband wanted 
it to be a community project, something we could work on 
for local history.” 
 
Heath says the community rallied behind the idea of creating 
a museum. With the help of local teachers and historians, 
construction of the Million Barrel Museum began in 1986 – as 
part of the Ward County sesquicentennial. It officially opened 
with much fanfare in May 1987, she says.  
 
Today, the museum grounds include the Holman House 
Hotel (circa 1900), farming equipment, a railroad caboose and 
memorabilia – and artifacts from the surrounding oilfields 
that have been part of Monahan history.  
 
The still imposing concrete walls today host class reunions, 
craft shows and other community events, the most popular 
being a Fajita Cook-off and Tejano Dance held in May, which 
attracts more than 5,000 people.  
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A post office from Penwell, Texas, 
brings back memories of oilfield 
workers who received their mail 
addressed to “general delivery.”  

1960s-1970s The abandoned oil tank remains a community 
landmark…its walls a site for high school graffiti. 
 
1986  In honor of her late husband, Amalie Long donates the tank 
and surrounding 14.5 acres to the Ward County Historical 
Commission. Local teacher Deolece Parmalee’s project has 
students studying the tank’s history – and building a scale model of 
the original. 
 
May 30, 1987  Grand Opening of the Million Barrel Museum. The 
entrance, funded by the Sid Richardson Foundation, includes two 
pillars of red sandstone, the same used to build the first Ward 
County courthouse. Brick paving is from the old Cabot Carbon 
Black Plant at Wickett, Texas. 
 

The Holman House Hotel, carefully moved from west Monahans, 
is where oilman Eugene Holman grew up. He was named chief 
geologist for Humble Oil Co. in 1926. In 1947, as president of 
Standard Oil Co. of New Jersey, he appeared on the cover of 
Time magazine. 
 
East of the Holman House Hotel, a segment of the tank is 
transformed into a 400-seat amphitheater, complete with a stage 
and roof built to resemble that of the original. Funding for the 
Meadows Amphitheater comes from the Algur H. Meadows 
Foundation of Dallas. 
 
On the first weekend of every December, the Million Barrel 
Museum hosts a Christmas lighting and holiday activities.  

 
A section of the wall is now the Meadows Amphitheater and 
includes a rebuilt roof similar to the original.  
 
The Million Barrel Museum is open from 10 a.m. to 8 p.m. 
Tuesday through Saturday, 2 p.m. to 8 p.m. on Sundays 
during the summer. Call (432) 943-8401 for the winter 
schedule. Admission is free.  

Not far from the Million Barrel 
Museum, another attraction off 
Interstate 20 is the Rattlesnake 
Bomber Base Museum near 
Pyote. Visitors can find two 
8,400-foot runways used 
during World War II for training 
flights of B-17 and B-29 
bombers. The Pyote Army Air 
Field, nicknamed "Rattlesnake 
Bomber Base," became an 
aircraft storage depot, holding 
some 2,000 planes. The 
museum exhibits local heritage 
and artifacts. 
 

The Million Barrel Museum includes a hotel once at the terminus 
of Monahans-Ft. Stockton Stage Line and artifacts from nearby 
communities. A popular nearby attraction is the Monahans 
Sandhills State Park, which includes 3,840 acres of sand dunes, 
some as high as 70 feet, in Ward and Winkler counties. The 
dunes are about a 30-minute drive west of Odessa. 

“My uncle and aunt, 
Wayne and Amalie Long, 
were the entrepreneurs 
who bought the million 
barrel oil tank and tried to 
turn it into a swimming 
and fishing hole in the 
mid-1950s.  
 
“I was there in the 
summer of 1958, when I 
was in high school, when 
they tried to turn it into a 
stock car racetrack after it 
would not hold water long 
enough for fishing and 
swimming,” Dickey says. 
 



Oil was discovered in Hutchinson County, 
Texas, in 1926 and "Ace” Borger quickly laid 
out a town site that brought a population of 
15,000 in 90 days. The Hutchinson County 
Historical Museum exhibits North Texas 
history from the earliest beginnings to the 
present day.  
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Museum Director Ed Benz (above) notes 
that oil and gas exhibits at the Hutchinson 
County Historical Museum include a 1947 
steel derrick – one of the last full-sized 
cable tool rigs in North Texas. An oil 
boom established Borger 80 years ago. 

Discover the High Plains of North Texas 
 

Boomtown Borger 

d Benz, director of the Hutchinson County Historical Museum in Borger, Texas, 
says it took ten years and the help of 48 companies to reconstruct one of Texas’ 
last American Standard Derrick cable tool rigs. The Gulf Dial No. 54 rig stands  

opposite his Boomtown museum on Main Street. It was the last type crafted by 
professional rig builders, whose profession began dying out in the late 1930s. 
 
“In 1926 when the Panhandle boom began, wooden derricks were the rule, but by 1935 
steel was replacing wood,” Benz says. “The rapid pace of change foretold a time in the 
1960s when rig building would become a skill of the past.” 
 
As in most industries, money-saving approaches came over time, Benz notes. “Even 
wooden derricks were cut and sold in kits from lumber companies like the Knight 
Lumber Company in Borger. Full-time rig builders were employed to assemble rigs.” 
 
Moving and reconstructing the steel derricks became obsolete when portable derricks 
came on the scene in the 1940s, Benz notes. The museum’s drilling rig, new in 1947, is 
among the last full-sized cable tool rigs to drill in Hutchinson County, he says. “We 
believe it is the only steel walking beam rig ever used in our region.” 
 
This standard rig, assembled at the museum a decade ago, is a type shown in the 1924 
Oil Well Supply Catalog, Benz explains. To make the exhibit an accurate portrayal of 
drilling in the early 1930s, museum staff and local volunteers added drilling sheds and  
a host of period equipment, including an Ajax steam engine. Hopefully, as funding 
becomes available, the equipment can be made operational for community events. 
 
Benz believes that neither oilfield cable tool nor early rotary rig workers of the Texas 
Panhandle have received the kind of recognition they deserve. The museum’s indoor  
and outdoor exhibits address this issue. It is not the often repeated “rigs to riches”  
story most people think of, but the dirty and dangerous work of the oilfield hands. 
 
The rig and outdoor equipment exhibits at the Hutchinson County Historical Museum 
can be toured by appointment. Admission is free. The museum is open Monday through 
Friday 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Saturday 11 a.m. through 4:30 p.m. It is closed in January.  
 
South of Borger in Canyon, the Panhandle Plains Historical Museum has an extensive 
exhibit about Borger displayed in the Don H. Harrington Petroleum Wing.   
 

E 

“Rig Builders do not exist in today’s oilfields, but in the 1930s 
they played an important role. Men working 100 feet in the 
air presented a devil-may-care attitude that attracted both 
curiosity and admiration.” – Ed Benz 
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“Million Dollar Elm” of the Osage  

The Osage Nation will soon open a new “Million Dollar Elm” casino near Bartlesville, 
Okla., joining others in Hominy, Pawhuska, Sand Springs and Tulsa. The name refers 
to a chapter in Osage oil history. During a boom of the early 1900s, oil lease auctions 
took place in the shade of an elm tree near the Osage tribal building in Pawhuska.  

During the height of the boom from 1919 to 1928, more than 
$202 million was paid to the tribe in oil and gas royalties, 
bonuses, interest and land rentals. 
 
“The Osage fields were an oilman’s dream,” says Jones. “The 
oil was a high grade, with a good conversion to gasoline ratio. 
It was easily refined, with a very high percentage of kerosene. 
It was free of sulfur and asphalt.  
 
Beginning in 1912, the auctioneer for the Osage oil lease sales, 
Col. E. E. Walters, worked for about $10 a day but netted 
millions for the tribe, Jones explains. “He knew the oilmen 
intimately and was an expert at getting them to raise bids. So 
subtle were their signals that L. E. Phillips reportedly ‘bid’ 
$100,000 for a lease by brushing a fly away from his nose.” 
 
The elm’s name was not given by tribal leaders – but by 
reporters and magazine writers who were dramatizing the 
events when founders of the world’s greatest oil companies 
came in person to bid.  
 
Legendary oilmen who found success in the Osage include 
Frank Phillips, J. Paul Getty, E.W. Marland, Harry Sinclair 
and Bill Skelly. The elm got its name when 18 tracts brought 
bonuses of $1 million on a single day, Nov. 11, 1912. 
 
A large cast of national characters are linked to the Osage oil 
boom. Future president Herbert Hoover, an orphan, spent 
summer months in Pawhuska after his uncle, Maj. Lahan J. 
Miles, was appointed agent to the Osages in 1878.  
 
Southeast of Pawhuska is Pershing, an oil boomtown named 
for Gen. John J. Pershing, leader of U.S. forces in Europe 
during World War I.  
 
Tom Mix, future silent film star, was a town marshal in 
Dewey just east of the Osage County border. The Wild West 
show of the 101 Ranch in Kay County west of the Osage gave 
him the boost that sent him to Hollywood.  
 
Clark Gable worked as a roustabout in the Osage oilfields, 
especially around Barnsdall and Pershing, before heading to 
Hollywood. – From “Osage County History” by Jenk Jones Jr. 
Presented March 1, 2003, at the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve 
docent reorientation in Cottonwood Falls, Kan.  
 
 

sage, at more than 2,250 square miles, is the largest 
county in Oklahoma – larger than the states of 
Delaware or Rhode Island. On the grounds atop   

Agency Hill, between the county courthouse and the Osage  
council chambers, stands a symbolic elm tree.  
 
Although the original elm died years ago, a newly planted tree 
now preserves an Oklahoma oil industry legacy. This “Million 
Dollar Elm” symbolizes the benefits that oil brought to the 
Osage Nation. Planted sometime in the late 19th century, its 
name comes from the millions of dollars worth of oil leases 
once auctioned in its shade.  
 
Memories of what took place beneath the elm did not fade 
after the original tree died in the 1980s. The new elm, 
dedicated at a Sept. 15 ceremony, now grows roots into the 
historic site. Photographs of the era show the trunk 
surrounded by oilmen, bankers, tool pushers and others.  
 
Traces of oil had long been noted in the area, including slicks 
on creeks and oil seeps. The southern end of the Flint Hills, 
which ranges down from Kansas, has rocks 298 million years 
old, according to Jenk Jones Jr. of the Tallgrass National 
Preserve in Cottonwood Falls, Kan.  
 
The Indian Territory Illuminating Oil Co. made the first 
drilling deal with the Osage Tribe, Jones notes. The company 
received rights to all drilling in the Osage Nation for 10 years, 
beginning in 1896. 
 
The next year Oklahoma’s first commercial producer was hit, 
the Nellie Johnstone No. 1 well, in what is now a park in 
Bartlesville (See “Discovering Indian Territory Oil,” the 
Petroleum Age, Vol. 1, No. 2).  
 
Jones says that all of Osage County was open for bidding 
after 1916 – just in time for the greatest years of the Osage 
boom, triggered by demands of World War I and the postwar 
growth in automobiles.  
 
“To get a sense of how the oil business exploded in the 
Osage, there were about 6,000 barrels produced in 1900, 
more than 11 million in 1914. The Osage boom and a vast 
leap in the number of automobiles coincided remarkably 
well,” Jones explains.  
 

O 
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all them oilfield detectives, a profession born as 
pipelines came into wide use in America’s early 
oilfields. Pipelines, a new and more efficient way of 
transporting oil, brought dramatic changes to the 

way oil was traded in the 1870s. As the rapidly expanding 
petroleum industry grew more complex – and risky – buyers 
and sellers became more wary. 
 
In the excitement of Pennsylvania’s oil boom and with prices 
rising, margin trading of oil certificates was common – but 
unpredictable downturns ruined many a fortune seeker. 
Conversely, if a speculator believed prices would fall, he could 
“sell short” and turn a profit. Optimism, pessimism, and 
rumor influenced the oil market’s behavior in both directions. 
Enter the oil scout. 
 
With pipelines, instead of the oil buyer taking on-site delivery 
(in wooden barrels he provided), pipeline certificates were 
issued for oil delivery-in-kind at a negotiated price. These 
certificates could be bought and sold by anyone. Trade in 
“paper oil” flourished in oil exchanges at Titusville, Petroleum 
Center, and Oil City, Pa. These certificates once represented as 
many as 40 million barrels of oil.  
 
Oil producers hired oil scouts to protect their investments  
from surreptitious market manipulation. Scouts searched  
for the facts about oil production. 
 
As with all highly market-driven commodity industries, 
information and misinformation from speculators pushed 
prices erratically. Scouts debunked rumors, “demystified” 
reports about oil wells and secured accurate information on 
production (or lack thereof) – sometimes despite armed guards 
at drilling sites. James Tennent, author of The Oil Scouts - 
Reminiscences of the Night Riders of the Hemlocks, proclaimed in 
1915 that scouts “saved the general trade thousands and 
millions by holding market manipulators in check.”  
 
Tennett describes a famous scout, Justus C. McMullen, a 
young man who left a homestead farm in Orange County, 

N.Y., and eventually attended Cornell University to study civil 
engineering. McMullen contributed to the young oil industry as 
a reliable oil scout – and as the publisher of the original 
Petroleum Age.  
 
The 1890 book, History of the Counties of McKean, Elk, Cameron 
& Potter (Chicago: J. H. Beers & Co.), describes how 
McMullen’s dedication as an oil scout led to an early death in 
1888 at the age of 37. 
 
When others telegraphed rumors and guesses, he stayed up all night 
secretly to run the gauge pole in mystery tanks. A week before his 
death he started out to collect the data for the monthly report of 
operation. There were conflicting reports regarding the Pittsburgh 
Manufacturers’ Gas Company’s well at Cannonsburg, and to settle 
all doubts Mr. McMullen went to the well to get a gauge.  
 
He was sick then. Other fieldmen went out from Pittsburgh with him. 
They were told what the well was doing. This was good ‘hearsay,’ 
evidence, and as the thermometer stood several degrees below zero, the 
other fieldmen went away satisfied with it. Not so with ‘Mac.’  
 
For more than six hours, he waited there, chilled to the very marrow, 
until the well flowed again and he had gauged the flow. Then he went 
back to Pittsburgh sick. But he did not give up. He must complete his 
oil report, and he did, though the pain he suffered was terrible. The 
data he brought home with him, and dictated to his loving wife from 
his deathbed, was as accurate and reliable as any ever gathered. 
 
Even with such hard-earned information, speculation in oil 
certificates would continue to destabilize early oil markets, 
creating an intolerable burden on both oil producers and 
refiners. Standard Oil Co. put an end to the era when it 
directed subordinate National Transit Co. in Oil City to cease 
issuing oil certificates. Standard set prices based on its view of 
supply and demand – ending the wildly fluctuating speculation 
at the oil exchanges.  
 
The last of the oil exchanges to close was in Oil City in 1892. 
The building was later converted into a theater for the earliest 
motion pictures.   

C 

Night Riders of the Hemlocks 
 

The Oil Scouts 

Intriguing stories of speculation – and the search for answers 
at the earliest wells – are documented in a 1915 book, The Oil 
Scouts – Reminiscences of the Night Riders of the Hemlocks, 
by James Tennent (pictured second from left). Tennent offers 
insights into the once widespread profession. 

Justus C. McMullen contributed much to the 
young oil industry as a reliable oil scout. 
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il scouts were an important part of the young indus-
try that would illuminate, fuel transportation, and 
improve American lives with countless products. 

Petroleum industry pioneers spread westward from the 
earliest oil producing states.  
 
Justus C. “Mac” McMullen, the dedicated oil scout described 
in the History of the Counties of McKean, Elk, Cameron & Potter 
(1890), adds yet another chapter to oil and gas heritage.  
 
Mac McMullen was the great-uncle of the founder and 
director of today’s West Virginia Oil & Gas Museum in 
Parkersburg. As David L. McKain has reminded the historical 
society, his great-uncle, in addition to being a widely known 
and respected oil scout, was a pioneer in early industry trade 
publications – and a publisher of the original Petroleum Age. 
 
Although W. J. McCullagh and A. J. Carr of Bradford, Pa., 
published the first Petroleum Age in December 1882, seven 
months later McMullen became a part owner. By 1887, the 
Petroleum Age was McMullen’s alone. He brought to The Age 
(as it was referred to then) an oil scout’s professional 
commitment to bring reliable information to those in the 
newly established “oil trade.”  
 
According to the book Sketches in Crude Oil, McMullen had 
previously written about the industry. In 1879, he worked for 

Justus C. McMullen (left) was the great-uncle of David L. McKain 
(right), founding director of the West Virginia Oil & Gas Museum 
in Parkersburg (center). McKain, named “Oilman of the Year” at 
the 2004 annual oil and gas festival in Sistersville, is a well-known 
figure in Appalachian oil country, often seen trudging over hills 
and wading through mud to collect oilfield artifacts.  

several newspapers in Bradford, including the Breeze, the Era
and the Star. His reporting was described in Sketches: 
 
“His painstaking, conscientious reports were accepted as 
strictly reliable. He would trudge over the hills, wade through 
the miles of mud and ford swollen streams to ascertain the 
precise status of an important well, rather than approximate it 
from hearsay. This care and thoroughness gave the highest 
value to the statistical work of Justus C. McMullen.” 
 
It was in 1883 when he was scouting wells in Warren and 
Forest counties that McMullen became a part owner of the 
original Petroleum Age. David McKain’s great-uncle died at a 
young age in 1888 and his Petroleum Age ceased publication 
soon after. Today, more than 120 years later, it lives – at least 
in name – in this historical society’s publication.   

 
Justus C. McMullen 
 

which are listed on the National Register of Historic 
Places. We take pride in and assume the responsibility for 
telling its story,” she added.  
 
Mong noted that it has taken Civic Center board members 
and “legions of volunteers” two years to prepare the annex 
space to become the non-profit museum. With Civic 
Center volunteers (and the work court-appointed juveniles 
and adults who must perform community service), the 
space has been turned into a 4,000-square-foot venue. 
Volunteers will work this winter arranging collections for a 
more formal opening next year. Each of the annex’s five 
floors has a fireproof vault. “This will give visitors an idea 
of the trade that was conducted through this company,” 
Mong said. “The floors and walls are 22 inches thick.”  
 
Built in 1890 across from the Oil Exchange, the building 
was one of the most fireproofed in the world.  
– From The Oil City Derrick 

A new museum in Oil City, Pa., opened Sept. 30 with 
a speech highlighting John D. Rockefeller’s role in the oil 
industry. The National Transit Building’s museum, on the 
first floor of the building’s annex, featured guest speaker 
Darwin H. Stapleton, executive director of the Rockefeller 
Archive Center in Sleepy Hollow, N.Y. 
 
The National Transit Co., organized in 1881, was a 
subsidiary of the Standard Oil Co. until 1911. Stapleton’s 
speech examined Rockefeller’s role in the industry from his 
entry into the oil business in 1863 until his retirement in 
1897 – including Standard Oil’s control of oil refining. He 
reviewed Rockefeller’s use of water, rail and pipeline 
transportation in creating Standard’s monopoly.  
 
“This is the story of the world’s first pipeline conglom-
erate,” said Margo Mong, museum historian and a board 
member of the Oil City Civic Center. “The Civic Center is 
the steward for the National Transit Building and its annex, 

Oil City National Transit Building Adds Museum 

O 



 
 

 

Oil Boom Pictured in Traveling Pennsylvania Exhibit 
 

Black served as a consultant for the exhibit. He is the author 
of Petrolia: The Landscape of America's First Oil Boom, one of the 
sources on which the exhibit was based. Featuring dozens of 
photographs from the western Pennsylvania Oil Boom, the 
exhibit includes text and visuals that briefly tell the story of 
how the world’s oil industry began. The Department of 
Conservation and Natural Resources’ Pennsylvania Heritage 
Grant funded the exhibit with additional funding by the 
Pennsylvania Humanities Council.  

Dramatic photographs from American oil history archives –
with contemporary scenes contrasting the prior environ-
mental desolation with today’s natural beauty – were on 
display in “Oil and the Pennsylvania Valley that Changed 
the World.” The traveling photography exhibit – seen at the 
Altoona Heritage Discovery Center through Dec. 7 –will 
visit other Pennsylvania cities, according to Brian Black, 
associate professor of history and environmental studies at 
Penn State Altoona. 

“Tales from the Canyon exemplifies the creative 
process at its best. While this original play was 
created to celebrate the lives of Olinda’s residents in 
the early 1900s and the community they created, it 
also touches on human themes that transcend time 
and place.”  

A Drama about California Oil History 
 

Tales from the Canyon: The Olinda Story, a play by Orange County, Calif., 
playwright William Mittler, sold-out for its Nov. 9-10 shows at the Curtis 
Theatre in Brea. The two-act play included a large cast describing life in the 
oil company town of Olinda in 1901 (act one) and in 1924 (act two). A 
panel discussion with the playwright and several local history scholars 
followed the performances. 
 
Mittler based Tales from the Canyon on an oral history project conducted in 
1978 with former Olinda residents and its resulting publication, Pipelines to 
the Past, a compilation of oral histories made by students at California State 
University Fullerton (CSUF). Using these and other oral histories from Brea 
and Olinda residents, Mittler created characters and dialogue for the script. 
 
The CSUF Center for Oral and Public History began as an oral history 
program in 1968. Today, it has more than 4,000 recorded interviews and 
related documents, photographs and research material in the center’s 
extensive archives.  
 
 “My husband Ken and I enjoyed the play very much – I’ve been around 
these fields and gone to the museums, read articles and heard talks, but 
nothing has shown life in the early oilfields the way this play did,” said 
Fullerton resident and AOGHS member JoAnn Cowans. The staging was 
similar to the approach used in Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, she noted. 
 
The play, funded in part by the California Council for the Humanities, was a 
collaborative effort of the City of Brea, members of the Olinda Oil Museum 
and Trail Task Force, and CSUF’s Center for Oral and Public History. 
Mittler, a 2004 graduate of the University of California, Los Angeles, with a 
Master of Fine Arts in Theater, has had more than 20 plays produced. He is 
a faculty member with the Theatre Arts Department at Fullerton College.  
 
Although the oil company town would disappear, the Olinda Oil Well No. 1 
– drilled in 1897 – was still pumping 100 years later. A DVD of Tales from the 
Canyon: The Olinda Story is in the works.   

In addition to oral histories used in the dialogue, 
the play included background projections of 
historic photographs from early California oilfields. 
The images were provided by the Brea Historical 
Society, which operates the Brea Museum and 
Heritage Center at 495 S. Brea Boulevard. The 
Center opened in July 2004 in the Old American 
Legion Building, which has been renovated to 
accommodate exhibits. The Olinda Oil Museum 
and Trail, with outdoor artifacts along a two-mile 
historic trail above Olinda, also assisted in 
production of the play.  
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Then an inspired Buffalo, N.Y., confectioner named John W. 
Glenn used fully refined, food-grade paraffin and a sense of 
humor to find a niche in America’s imagination. When Glenn 
introduced children to paraffin “penny chewing gum 
novelties,” his business boomed and by 1923, J. W. Glenn Co. 
employed 100 people, including 18 traveling sales 
representatives.  
 
Glenn Confections later became the wax candy division of 
Franklin Gurley’s nearby W. & F. Manufacturing Co. There, 
the ancestors of Wax Lips chattered profitably down the 
production line. Among the most popular of these novelties 
at the time were Wax Horse Teeth (said to taste like 
wintergreen). 
 
By 1939, Gurley was producing a popular series of holiday 
candles for the Socony-Vacuum Oil Co. using paraffin from a 
nearby refinery at Olean, N.Y. – once home to the world’s 
largest crude oil storage site. A field of metal tanks, some 
holding 20,000 gallons of paraffin, stood adjacent to Gurley’s 
W. & F. Manufacturing Co. in Buffalo, N.Y. 
 
Decorative and scented paraffin candles soon became the 
company’s principal products, accounting for 98 percent of 
W. & F. Manufacturing Co. sales. Gurley’s “Tavern Candle” 
Santas, reindeer, elves and other colorful Christmas favorites 
today are prized by E-Bay collectors, as are his elaborately 
molded Halloween candles.  
 
As W. & F.’s wax candy division, Glenn Confections 
continued to manufacture Fun Gum Sugar Lips, Wax Fangs, 
and Nik-L-Nips for many years to come.  
 
In Emlenton, Pa., a few miles south of Oil City, the Emlenton 
Refining Co. (and later the Quaker State Oil Refining Co.) 
provided the fully refined, food-grade paraffin for these 
bizarre but beloved treats. Retired Quaker State employee 
Barney Lewis remembers selling Emlenton paraffin to W. & 
F. Manufacturing Co.  
 
“It was always fun going to the plant...they were very secret 
about how they did stuff, but you always got a sample to 
bring home,” he says. “Wax lips, Nik-L-Nips...the little coke 
bottle shaped wax, filled with colored syrup.” 
 
Today, Concord Confections, a small part of Tootsie-Roll 
Industries, continues to produce Wax Lips and other paraffin 
candies for new generations of schoolchildren. The petroleum 
industry produces an astonishing range of products for 
modern consumers, but few are as unique, peculiar, or 
revered as Wax Lips.   

t’s hard to recall a time when there were no wax lips, 
moustaches or fangs for kids to smuggle into class-
rooms as “Ralphie” and his classmates did in the  

holiday favorite, “A Christmas Story.”  
 
Many grownups may remember the peculiar disintegrating 
flavor of Wax Lips from bygone Halloweens and birthday 
parties, but few know where these enduring icons of 
American culture actually started.  
 
The answer is in the oil patch. 

 
When the 1859 birth of the oil industry brought kerosene to 
illuminate America, “This flood of American petroleum 
poured in upon us by millions of gallons, and giving light at a 
fifth of the cost of the cheapest candle,” wrote British 
chandler James Wilson in 1879.   
 
Kerosene lanterns soon replaced candles for illumination and 
the much-reduced candle business turned from tallow to a 
versatile byproduct of petroleum distillation – paraffin.    
 
Paraffin quickly found its way from refinery to marketplace 
in candles, sealing waxes, and even chewing gums. By 1900, 
ninety percent of all candles used paraffin as the new century 
brought a host of novel uses.  
 
“Crayola” crayons were introduced by the Binney & Smith 
Co. in 1903 and were instantly successful. Thomas Edison’s 
popular new phonographs also needed paraffin for their wax 
cylinders.  

                                     
When “Ralphie” Parker and his 4th-grade classmates dejectedly 
hand over their wax fangs to Mrs. Shields in “A Christmas Story,” 
a generation may be reminded of what a penny used to buy at 
the local Woolworth's store. But there is far more to these 
paraffin playthings than a penny's worth of fun.                                

An Oleaginous History of 
 

Wax Lips 

I 



 

Museum Spotlight:  United Natural Gas Company 
 

Dashing through the snow, this sleigh – once pulled by a horse named Colonel – was used in the 
1920s by United Natural Gas Co. Winter made it the best mode of transportation in north-
western Pennsylvania. The sleigh hauled groceries to employees, helped in inspecting pipelines, 
and brought pumping reports to the company’s Oil City office. Today, the sleigh and a large 
collection of United Natural Gas Co. artifacts are stored in an Oil City warehouse, notes Marilyn 
Black, vice president for Heritage Development of the Oil Region Alliance of Business, Industry 
& Tourism. Her organization is conducting a feasibility study for establishing a Natural Gas 
Museum in the region. 
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