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The Humble Field was discovered in 1904, just three years af-
ter the well-known Spindletop field in Beaumont, Texas. Prior 
to that in the late 1800’s (ca. 1887), James Slaughter is re-
ported to have noted natural gas and oil seepage near the San 
Jacinto river. This was the first indication of prospective pe-
troleum systems in this area. However, paraffin dirt was also 
noted in the Humble area, and this was considered a positive 
prospecting factor as such dirt had been noted around many 
successful fields. Mr. Slaughter, S. A. Hart as well as Charles 
Barrett, had drilling operations in what became known as the 
Humble Field, but without success. The first well, drilled by 
George Hart, was the first of many gas blowouts in the un-
proven field. The first well was drilled just east of town in 
an area known as Moonshine Hill, presumably reflecting the 
need for refreshments along with drilling equipment. This area 
is just north of Texas FM1960 about 3 miles east of downtown 
Humble. The first success was in October 1904 when Higgins 
Oil and Fuel Company made a gas well discovery. These were 
followed shortly thereafter with two wells that produced about 
2,000 barrels of oil. However, there was no market for the 
crude oil and it was stored in earthen pits dug into the Texas 
gumbo. This also allowed separation of oil and water as well 
as cuttings for a higher quality crude oil. Price of crude oil in 
this time frame was about 3 cents per barrel although by about 
1911 it was closer to 16 cents.

The first high volume oil well was the C. E. Barrett Beatty 
2-Fee well that flowed 8,500 barrels of oil per day from a res-
ervoir interval at 1,012 ft. Following this success, develop-
ment drilling focused on the cap rock of the salt dome. The 
Humble Field produced the largest amount of oil in Texas in 
1905 at over 15.5 million barrels of oil. The population of the 
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Moonshine Hill area, now largely deserted, grew to 10,000 
with the success of the evolving oil industry as shown by the 
number of rigs. Early operators at the Humble Field included 
the Moonshine Oil Company that included Walter Sharp, Ed 
Prather, and Howard R. Hughes, Sr. Mr. Hughes patented the 
two-cone roller bit which allowed rotary drilling. His business 
acumen is noted by a decision to lease the drill bits rather than 
selling them. This led to the formation of the Hughes Tool 
Company in 1909. Mr. Hughes’ son, the infamous Howard R. 
Hughes, Jr., was born in Humble on Christmas Eve, 1905. He 
later attended Rice University in the 1920s.

A discovery on the flanks of the salt dome in the nearby Sour 
Lake Field in Liberty County, led to successful drilling on the 
flanks of the Humble Field in 1913 when the Producers Oil 
11-Carroll well flowed about 10,000 barrels per day at a total 
depth of 2,700 ft. A structure depiction of the salt dome illus-
trates many of the original and flank well locations. A current 
map of the field reveals what operators came to learn with 
drilling - more gas to the west and oil to the east, north, and 
south. Additional drilling along the flanks resulted in the pro-
duction of over 2.8 million barrels of oil before 1920.

The development of the Humble Field obviously had an 
impact on the town of Humble that grew from 700 to about 
20,000 people between 1900 and 1905. Incorporated in 1935 
the town now has a slightly higher population of about 35,000. 
While many people think or certainly consider that the town 
was named after the Humble Oil & Refining Company (part 
of the ExxonMobil conglomerate of companies now), that is 
incorrect. Humble Oil was incorporated as a group of opera-
tors came together and incorporated in 1911. One of these op-
erators was Ross S. Sterling, who later served as governor of 
Texas from 1931-1933. In fact, the town itself was named af-
ter its founding father, an Englishman named Pleasant Smith 
Humble who arrived in the area sometime before 1889. As 
is common in many English and French names the “H” is si-
lent and hence the town name is pronounced “umble.” It is 
interesting that Humble Oil used the firm “H” in its 1950s-60s 
television commercials (put a tiger in your tank). Mr. Humble 
operated a ferry across the San Jacinto river and perhaps he or 
a passenger may have noted the oil seeps along the river bank 
and surrounding ground, but that is not reported anywhere. He 
realized after flooding in the area that a better location was the 
higher ground just south of the river in what is Humble proper 
(actually close the apex of the underground salt dome).

Approximately 2,350 wells have been drilled in the Humble 
Field and often referred to as the Humble Salt Dome. Pro-
duction is from Miocene reservoir rocks that have yielded 
over 152 million barrels of oil. Oil quality is variable with 
API gravities ranging from about 23-46oAPI. Early produc-
tion experienced many serious gas blowouts although the use 
of the newly invented blowout preventer in 1905 minimized 

exposure to such events. Earliest production was crude oil, 
but over drilling resulted in most wells watering out as early 
as 1905-1906.

Although early operators speculated that Oligocene shale was 
the source rock for the oil, a Wilcox source is also likely. Oils 
have a high pristine-to-phytane ratio suggesting a fluvial-del-
taic source rock. Gas and oil migrated along the flanks of the 
Humble Salt Dome and became trapped in both the limestone 
cap rock and stratigraphically along the flanks of the dome.

* Presented by Julie Jarvie-Jones




