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story is important to any understanding of Los Angeles and its 
relationship with oil, and may serve as an important reference 
for other places balancing community needs with the develop-
ment of local energy resources.

TOOLIES AND ROPE CHOKERS

Carl Heinrich
Box 305, Reno, Ohio 45773

Toolies is another term for tool dressers on a cable tool drill-
ing rig. Rope Chokers is a derisive term used for cable tool 
drillers by rotary drillers in areas where the two forms of oil 
well drilling were in competition. Rotary drillers were called 
swivel necks by the cable tool drilling people. Ultimately, ro-
tary drilling prevailed and is the most used form of drilling 
today. While a few wells are still being drilled by cable tools 
in the Appalachian area today, it is fast becoming a lost art.

The cable tool rigs were staffed by two two-man crews com-
posed of a driller and tool dresser who worked alternating 12 
hour tours (pronounced as tower in oilfield lingo). The driller 
ran the rig and was responsible for making hole. Tool dressers 
were driller’s helpers who performed various tasks to assist 
the driller. Bits were dressed (sharpened) by heating in a coal 
or gas fired forge at the rig. When a dull bit was brought to the 
proper temperature and was sufficiently malleable, both the 
driller and toolie used sledge hammers to reshape the cutting 
edge.

Drillers had to be multi-talented. If something on the rig broke 
(usually a wooden part), they were expected to fix it and not 
call the tool pusher (superintendent) in the middle of the night. 
Some drillers also performed fishing jobs for drilling tools lost 
in the hole. After sufficient service as a tool dresser, a good 
hand could be promoted to driller position which was the 
highest paying job in the oil field.

The presentation is a two part program to educate people on 
the skills, methods, and equipment used in Appalachian oil 
fields. The first part consists of a number of historic photo-
graphs illustrating the men and equipment used in cable tool 
drilling. The second part is a 1930s film produced by Ohio 
Fuel Gas Company showing the drilling of one of their gas 
wells using a standard derrick drilling rig from start to finish. 
As the film moves along quite rapidly, the pictorial review of 
the equipment being used, as shown in historic photographs in 
Part One, is key to understanding the scenes shown in the film.

During my several years of oil field experience before college 
at Marietta, I performed the exalted position of tool dresser on 
a cable rig. I learned and practiced the joys of dressing a drill-
ing bit using a 16 pound sledge hammer. Thus I have personal 

experience and great familiarity with the equipment presented 
in these scenes.

AMERICANS AND THE ALLURE OF THE 
ATHABASCA OIL SANDS

Joyce E. Hunt
joycehunt@localpushglobalpull.com

It is the considered opinion of our group that if the North 
American continent is to produce the oil to meet its require-
ments in the years ahead, oil from the Athabasca area must, 
of necessity, play an important role. No nation can be long 
secure in this atomic age unless it be amply supplied with pe-
troleum.

Little world attention was directed to Alberta’s oil sands when 
J. Howard Pew, Chairman of Sun Oil, Philadelphia, spoke 
these words at the opening ceremonies of the Great Canadian 
Oil Sands’ plant north of Fort McMurray in September 1967. 
Today, in contrast, Alberta’s oil sands deposits are widely 
known. The history of their development spans a period of 
over 100 years, and from the first attempts to extract petro-
leum from these massive deposits Americans have played a 
significant role. This paper examines American involvement 
in the early years of development from 1905 to 1930. Great 
Canadian Oil Sands has historic ties to the Athabasca oil sands 
dating back to these twenty-five years of historic development.

Little has been written about the entrepreneurs who laid the 
foundation for today’s major industry, and the challenges they 
faced.  An examination and analysis of the primary sources 
surviving for this period reveal that Great Britain was eager 
to have the Dominion of Canada develop these deposits and 
attempted to influence their development; but it was Ameri-
can expertise, technology and financial resources that played 
a more significant role in their actual development. 

Individuals from California, Texas, Oklahoma, Washing-
ton, Colorado and Montana traveled to Alberta’s hinterland, 
bringing with them their knowledge of the petroleum indus-
try gained in the petroleum fields in the United States. They 
attempted to win the petroleum first by using conventional 
drilling methods. Once the nature of the deposits was better 
understood, the developers then looked for unconventional 
means for extracting the petroleum from the sands. Samples 
of the deposits were sent to Pittsburgh, New York, New Jer-
sey, Pennsylvania, Colorado, California, Spokane, Seattle and 
Texas for analysis. Experimental separation plants were built 
in New York, New Jersey and Colorado to treat the oil sands 
and to determine if the processes could economically separate 
the petroleum from the sands. S. C. Ells, who worked with 
the Dominion Government’s Department of Mines, carefully 
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examined and documented activities in the United States that 
related to development of similar resources, particularly de-
velopment in California.

Americans invested financially in Canada when they took out 
leases along the Athabasca River, and some formed compa-
nies whose names reflect their American roots.

If it weren’t for its far northern location … If it weren’t for the 
supplies … And if it weren’t for the necessity of moving hun-
dreds of thousands of tons of sand a day … Canada’s Atha-
basca mother lode would be the best and most reliable source 
of energy in the world. There is more recoverable oil locked in 
those sands than in all of the Middle East – some 300 billion 
barrels in a 30,000-square-mile area.  Centennial Celebra-
tion, The Story of Sun Company 

THE TRENTON GAS FIELD OF INDIANA; THE 
WORLD’S FIRST GIANT, FROM DISCOVERY TO 

ABANDONMENT (1886-1913).

Chuck Knox 
St Joe Valley Exploration LLC

Knox Geological LLC
6402 Old Trail Road 

Fort Wayne, IN 46809 
knox@stjoevalley.com

The Indiana gas field was home to many large gas wells, some 
with distinctive and colorful names such as The Wainright 
Wonder and The Cyclone. These wells garnered great atten-
tion worldwide, with many entrepreneurs catching the gas 
fever the rush to Indiana was on: The gas fever of 1885-1886 
spread over the Mississippi Valley as rapidly as the gold fever 
of 1849. (USGS 11th Annual Report…). The large field was 
first discovered in 1886 and was mostly abandoned by 1913. 
The gas was produced exclusively from an uppermost section 
of the Trenton Formation and piped to many municipalities 
in and surrounding the field. Manufactures and Industry were 
attracted to the area with the promise of a never ending supply 
of natural gas - a statement falsely proclaimed by the areas 
community leaders and realtors. The field originally encom-
passed 5,000 square miles and with its great size was able to 
initially withstand the great waste and abuse inflicted upon it. 

Initial flow rates of 3-5 million cubic feet of gas per well per 
day were common. Two of the hundreds of companies that 
utilized the gas are still in business today, the Pittsburgh Plate 
Glass Co. (PPG) and the Ball Corp. The Indiana field boasted 
the nation’s first interstate high pressure natural gas pipeline 
which ran from Kokomo, Indiana to Chicago, Illinois. The 
State’s first plugging and anti-waste laws were enacted to 
protect the Trenton gas from improper well abandonment and 

blatant waste during the early days of the field. The Trenton 
Gas Field of Indiana was used with great success to attract 
industry to the Upper Midwest which created jobs and oppor-
tunities for profit to those who came to Indiana. Cities such as 
Marion, Kokomo, Muncie and Anderson became great centers 
of manufacturing during the gas boom with many companies 
staying in their community after the gas field was abandoned. 

THIS OLD BOOK: PRESERVING OIL AND NATURAL 
GAS HISTORY THROUGH RE-PUBLICATION

Melissa Mann
Oil Region Alliance of Business, Industry & Tourism

217 Elm Street, Oil City, PA 16301
(814) 677-3152, Ext. 103 
mmann@oilregion.org

Over the last decade, the Oil Region Alliance of Business, In-
dustry & Tourism (ORA) and its predecessor Oil Heritage Re-
gion, Inc. have worked diligently to preserve historic oil and 
natural gas assets located in the Oil Region National Heritage 
Area. Familiar preservation strategies have included nomina-
tions to the National Register, the collection and storage of 
oil and gas archival materials and artifacts, and the rehabilita-
tion of historic buildings and structures. However, these two 
entities have also employed a unique and creative approach 
to historic preservation, the re-publication of out-of-print oil 
history books. This presentation will highlight the Reprinting 
Oil History Books Project, describing the project’s implemen-
tation, measuring its success and benefits, and analyzing re-
publication as a preservation technique.

OIL CITY OIL EXCHANGE – SETTING THE PRICE 
OF CRUDE OIL

Neil McElwee
Oil City, Pennsylvania

neil_mcelwee@yahoo.com

The benchmark price of crude oil today is determined by the 
closing price of West Texas intermediate crude oil on the New 
York Mercantile Exchange or the price of North Sea Brent 
crude in London on the International Petroleum Exchange. 
The price on the New York Mercantile Exchange, the NY-
MEX, and the International Petroleum Exchange, the IPE, 
are different. The effect is two sources of pricing for world 
crude oil are given every trading day. That was not always the 
case. In the nineteenth century from 1885 into the early 90’s, 
the benchmark price of the world’s crude oil was determined 
in New York on the Consolidated Stock and Petroleum Ex-
change. Prior to that, starting in 1874, the benchmark price of 




