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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-
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tion under 200 miles. This resulted in more use of tank trucks 
and was a provision the industry unsuccessfully tried to retain 
after the war. Tank truck drivers could be given deferments 
from military service and by 1943 ODT had authorized ca-
pacities of 8,000 gallons in truck and trailer combinations and 
5,000 in semi-trailers.

Steel was the most common material of construction until 
the early 1950s when the industry began switching to alumi-
num trailers which were lighter and could haul more prod-
uct. However, some local rules mandated the use of steel, 
including in New York City where petroleum could only be 
transported in steel tanks mounted on straight trucks. Trucks 
hauling gasoline had to be painted red and those hauling com-
bustibles were green. The New York City equipment ordi-
nances were overturned in the early 1980s. In the 1990s, four 
Fiberglas Reinforced Plastic (RFP) trailers manufactured by 
a British company were tested in the United States, but FRP 
never caught on here.

One of the most significant operational changes occurred 
in the late 1970s when the petroleum industry moved from 
top loading gasoline into tankers to bottom-loading through 
the trailer unloading lines. The change was not mandated by 
the Department of Transportation, but was rather part of the 
gasoline producers’ efforts to comply with emission regula-
tions from the Environmental Protection Agency. One safety 
benefit of that move was that drivers spent less time on the 
top of tankers. However, the change to bottom-loading raised 
concerns about product being transported in the lines outside 
of the cargo tank and resulted in proposed banning of such a 
practice that is still being fought by the petroleum and tank 
truck industries today.

Throughout most of the years of tank truck equipment 
safety and productivity development, engineers and safety di-
rectors from major oil companies were a driving force. Major 
oil companies operated large private fleets to service their cus-
tomers and relied on common carriers to handle the balance. 
Today, many majors have totally gotten out of private fleet 
operation, primarily as a result of deregulation of the trucking 
industry. 

This has been a brief overview of the use of the tank truck 
workhorse by and in the petroleum industry. This history con-
tinues to evolve and we can only wonder what historians will 
say about our efforts today some 100 years from now.

HARDSTOFT – BRITAIN’S FIRST OIL FIELD

Craig, J.1, Gluyas, J.2, Laing, C.3, and Schofield, P.4 
1 Eni Exploration & Production Division, Milan, Italy

jonathan.craig@eni.com

2 Department of Geoscience, University of Durham, U.K.
3 Lets Train Ltd.; 4Oilwell Nursery, Tibshelf, Derbyshire, 

U.K. 

In 1911, Winston Churchill was appointed First Lord of 
the Admiralty and he took the strategic, but controversial, de-
cision to power the Royal Navy’s ships with oil and phase 
out the use of coal, in order to improve the performance of 
the fleet. It worked and during the First World War the Royal 
Navy outperformed their German counterparts, but it meant 
that Britain was dependent on importing oil from its colonies 
and dependencies, with Burma, Trinidad and Persia supply-
ing the bulk. This made Britain vulnerable and, as a conse-
quence, a search for an indigenous oil supply was begun. The 
government contracted S. Pearsons and Sons to drill 11wells 
in Derbyshire, Staffordshire and Scotland. Little information 
exists as to why the particular locations were chosen although 
it is easy to infer that a combination of petroleum seeps and 
geological structure guided these early explorers. The first 
well was drilled at Hardstoft in the parish of Tibshelf, in the 
County of Derbyshire. Oil in quantity was struck in Hardstoft 
No 1 well of May 27th, 1919 (Wade, 1928). Success was also 
had at D’Arcy Farm near to Dalkeith in the Lothians of Scot-
land. Few data are available for either of these wells and those 
that do exist are of dubious quality and open to differing in-
terpretation.

Hardstoft No.1 was the first successful oil exploration well 
ever drilled in the U.K. It found light oil in a fractured sandy 
limestone unit at the top of the Lower Carboniferous Lime-
stone succession at a depth of 3,070 feet. The well was com-
pleted and produced about 7bbl/day for many years, before a 
subsequent work-over doubled the production rate to about 
14 bbl/day. Two further wells were drilled on the Hardstoft 
Anticline in the 1920s, but no additional oil production was 
obtained, although some gas was found at a higher level in 
sandstones within the Coal Measures succession and was 
used to power the site for several years. Total production from 
the Hardstoft No. 1 well between 1920 and 1946 was about 
29,000 bbl.

The aim of this paper is to tell the story of Britain’s first 
oil well, its subsequent production and attempts at continued 
development. We also re-examine the history from a modern 
perspective, report on new analyses, both of the oil and of the 
trap, and evaluate the potential for redevelopment.




