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POSTER PRESENTATION

As the earth’s population continues to grow, and people in 
emerging economies enter the middle class, world demand for 
energy is predicted to increase by 35 percent by 2030. Some, 
who believe the earth has a finite amount of resources, be-
lieve this will lead to shortages, and that we are nearing an 
unsustainable tipping point. Others believe that new technol-
ogy and market factors will allow us to exploit fuels that were 
previously considered unreachable, or develop entirely new 
sources of power, that will allow us to meet increased global 
demand. We argue that to measure total resources McCabe’s 
pyramid is more accurate than the Hubbert Curve, because it 
recognizes changes in resource availability due to the devel-
opment of new technology or changes in price.

This paper will use hydraulic fracking as an example of 
how new technology can expand a resource base, and whether 
that expansion contradicts the Hubbert Curve often used to 
measure progress toward resource depletion. It will also ex-
amine the extent to which new production in natural gas is 
affecting utilities decisions regarding fuel choice, and what 
obstacles, whether technological or political, affect the deci-
sion point and point of competition among fuel usage in the 
United States.
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The Pennsylvania Grade Crude Oil Association (PGCOA) 
was founded in 1923 as a trade association of producers, re-
finers and jobbers. At the time of its birth, Pennsylvania’s Oil 
Region was stuck in a decline dating back to the end of the 
previous century. Production had declined, many refiners had 
discontinued operations, and marketing was under the control 
of the successors to the Standard Oil monopoly, dissolved by 
order of the United States Supreme Court in 1911.

In the late 19th century, the center of the nation’s oil produc-
tion had begun shifting west to the Lima fields in Ohio, then to 
California, the Mid-Continent, and in the first year of the 20th

century to the Gulf Coast. Beyond the U.S., oil production 
emerged in Russia (especially around the Baku region), the 
Netherlands East Indies, and the Caribbean basin. Moreover, 
intriguing possibilities emerged in the so-called Near East. 
The Great War (1914-18) consumed massive amounts of pe-
troleum, as belligerents shifted from animal power to internal 
combustion engines, and new naval vessels used oil instead 
of coal. The conflict also raised fears of a coming oil famine. 
Observers cited the production decline in Pennsylvania as the 
precursor for all of the world’s petroleum industry. Discover-
ies, however, of new fields in the Mid Continent and in Persia 
and Arabia pushed some of these fears to the side.

But the nation’s original Oil Region was mired in a slump. 
Founders of the PGCOA aimed to mitigate its effects by join-
ing together to promote the characteristics of the local petro-
leum. This paper examines the little-known story of how this 
organization succeeded in its goal in its first decades. Based 
largely on papers deposited at the Drake Well Museum Ar-
chives at Titusville, Pennsylvania, in addition to material pub-
lished by Pennsylvania State College, state and national gov-
ernment agencies, and secondary sources, it traces the steps 
taken by the PGCOA. The association built on the reputation 
of Pennsylvania petroleum as a base for superior lubricants. 
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As early as the 1860s, Dr. John Ellis, producer of Valvoline 
Oil, took pains to inform customers that he bought petroleum 
produced only in Pennsylvania to make his lubricating oil. 
The PGCOA established a procedure to license dealers of lu-
bricants refined from 100 percent pure Pennsylvania grade 
oil. Each dealer was given a permit number which appeared 
on its cans, along with the PGCOA logo. The board authorized 
its attorneys to bring legal cases against firms that sold other 
oils as Pennsylvania products. Eventually, the insignia was 
registered as a trademark, not only in the United States, but in 
over a dozen other countries. 

The PGCOA also entered into a series of agreements with 
Pennsylvania State College, and close relationships devel-
oped with the School of Mineral Industries, the Department 
of Petroleum and Natural Gas Engineering at Penn State, as 
well as various U. S. and Pennsylvania government agencies. 
The first tested oils to determine their geographic origin, while 
the second tested the performance of Pennsylvania-grade lu-
bricants.

With the onset of the Great Depression, the PGCOA 
seemed to decline. About ten years after the oil industry ap-
peared to be on the brink of extinction at the end of the Great 
War, new oil finds in Texas and Oklahoma further threatened 
to send oil prices plummeting and destroying the industry. But 
the programs of the New Deal stabilized the market and the 
Roosevelt Administration, Congress, and the big oil produc-
ing states managed to come to an understanding. Moreover, 
the activist government of the New Deal era helped the PG-
COA and its push against firms that tried to pawn off lubri-
cants made from inferior Mid-Continent crudes as Pennsyl-
vania grade crude oil. Finally, the U.S. government seemed to 
side with smaller producers, refiners, and jobbers against the 
offspring of the Standard Oil dissolution. The large oil com-
panies had tried to use their branded service stations to drive 
into oblivion the brands registered by PGCOA, but at the end 
of the decade, as Europe was, once again, engulfed by war, 
members of the Pennsylvania Grade Crude Oil Association 
were holding their own against Big Oil.
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From the first two-horse power wagons with a wooden bar-
rel to twin 9,000 gallon trailers used in today’s shale fields 
to tank trailers hauling up to 13,000 gallons of gasoline to 
service stations in Michigan, tank trucks have been the work-

horses of the petroleum industry. From the field to final cus-
tomer, if you got it, a tanker truck brought it.

The history of the petroleum industry and the tank truck 
industry is an intertwined symbiotic relationship between 
entrepreneurs, tinkerers, and achievers. From humble begin-
nings, both industries have progressed through operational, 
environmental and regulatory hurdles to provide an oil hungry 
continent with a consistent flow of quality products delivered 
in an efficient, economical and safe manner.

This paper will examine the role that tank trucks and the 
people who operate them have played and continue to play in 
the petroleum industry. It will examine how we have reached 
a point where the public can so confidently count on the pro-
duction and delivery of a variety of petroleum products that 
it is a service they almost don’t even notice receiving. We are 
fortunate that our industries have left us with many photo-
graphs of the evolution of the tank truck and how it is used. 
Those photographs will help illustrate our history.

While horse-drawn wagons equipped with wooden tanks 
were used in both oil production and product delivery in the 
mid- to late 1800s, the industry quickly adopted tanks of vari-
ous metal construction by the turn of the century. Riveted 
tanks were pulled by one to four horses, depending on the 
amount of product hauled and terrain encountered. The ad-
vent of the internal combustion engine and the rapid growth 
of trucks soon put the oil wagon horses out to pasture. These 
power units drank the same liquids they hauled and left a bit 
less of a mess.

As roads and tank trucks improved, the nascent tank truck 
industry expanded its service areas to compete for longer haul 
traffic with the railroads. The railroads used their leverage 
with lawmakers and customers to challenge the growth of 
tank truck service. In October 1937, the Beatrice, Nebraska, 
town council passed a railroad-inspired ordinance to limit the 
size of gasoline tankers to 800 gallons and a speed limit of 12 
miles per hour. 

The growth of trucking and the intense rate wars among 
carriers along with increased reliance on trucks led to the Mo-
tor Carrier Act of 1935 which brought the concept of national 
regulation to the trucking industry. The widespread use of pe-
troleum tank trucks and concerns about safety resulted in the 
Bureau of Motor Carrier Safety establishing a maximum of 
4,000 gallons of inflammables in petroleum tankers in 1937. 

World War II brought many changes to the petroleum tank 
truck industry. The Office of Defense Transportation Petro-
leum Carrier Section worked to ensure maximum productiv-
ity from tank trucks and their drivers. ODT General Order #7 
stated that tank trucks must be used for petroleum transporta-




