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This paper examines the U. S. government’s royalty man-
agement system leading to the Linowes Commission Report, 
the commission and its findings, and the establishment of the 
MMS. Created out of crisis, the Linowes Commission and the 
MMS ultimately acted as agents of federal reform.

THREE PETROLEUM PIONEERS AND 
PHILANTHROPISTS IN PITTSBURGH: 

EBENEzER BREWER, CHARLES LOCKHART, AND 
MICHAEL BENEDUM
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Ebenezer Brewer (1789-1870) was one of the partners who 
originally owned the land in Titusville, PA on which Edwin 
Drake drilled the world’s first oil well.  Along with his son 
Dr. Francis Brewer (1820-1872) and other partners, Ebene-
zer Brewer transacted the first oil lease in North America in 
1853.  For many years, the elder Brewer made his home in 
Pittsburgh, where he was active in St. Andrew’s Episcopal 
Church.  He was a generous donor to the church and served 
on the Vestry for many years.

Charles Lockhart (1818-1905) built the nation’s first com-
mercial scale oil refinery in Pittsburgh, in 1861.  In 1868 he 
formed the Standard Oil Company in partnership with John 
D. Rockefeller.  Lockhart served as president of Standard Oil 
from 1874 to 1892.  Extensively involved in philanthropy, 
Lockhart was deeply committed to his church, endowing the 
Eastminster Presbyterian Church in the East Liberty section 
of Pittsburgh.  His heirs endowed the Pittsburgh Theological 
Seminary, also in East Liberty.

Michael Benedum (1869-1959) was the nation’s great-
est wildcatter, successfully exploring for oil around the 
world.  His company, Benedum-Trees, was headquartered in 
Pittsburgh.  He gave generously from his wealth, endowing 
churches and hospitals.  The Claude Worthington Benedum 
Foundation is one of the major philanthropic institutions in 
Pittsburgh, having been responsible for supporting an engi-
neering school at the University of Pittsburgh as well as a the-
ater for the performing arts.

COWBOY ACTOR WILLIAM S. HART BATTLES 
REFINER MILON J. TRUMBLE
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In 1928, a cowboy movie star protested a plan for a Trum-
ble refinery in Newhall, California. Trumble refineries were 
well known by that time in the industry, and his processing 
units and large refineries were making millions at key oil fields 
around world. Behind the scenes, in the area surrounding the 
actor’s ranch, was a rapid growth in oil, fuel, and hydrocar-
bon development. Advances out West in carbon-based energy 
had quickly become sophisticated with the arrival of fuel and 
hydrocarbon processing methods from Eastern U. S. and Eu-
ropean groups. From the early 1920’s until the year Hart drew 
his guns, investors built projects to extract minerals and hy-
drocarbons at this location with new processing techniques, 
including methods patented by M. J. Trumble. Competition 
amid these dynamics was soaring by the time Hart testified 
before the Los Angeles County Planning Commission to halt 
a Trumble refinery proposed for construction on a parcel that 
lay a mile from the actor’s new mansion.

The incident remained off the local historical radar until 
Trumble’s biographer learned the oral history of Trumble’s 
conflict and examined old news reports. Heritage papers for 
the Western American inventor’s career revealed an influen-
tial pioneer in traditional refining, synthetic fuels and metals. 
Why would the cowboy actor ride his established star-power 
to maximum advantage in order to influence townspeople 
and the county until the renowned refiner scrubbed his plan 
to build a facility on land he owned in the oil town 23 miles 
northwest of Los Angeles?

Trumble held the support of the federal government behind 
his successive ventures and self-funded experiments. He do-
nated patented technology to his government and engaged in 
work with every major oil company on earth. News reports 
reveal that prospecting, drilling, storage, transport and energy 
processing in Hart’s immediate area did not lead to the con-
flict choreographed by Two-Gun Bill. Trumble’s refinery in 
particular was what Hart aimed to stop.

Bill Hart’s mansion today is a museum located at 24151 
Newhall Road, Newhall, California 91321. The actor became 
a renowned cowboy hero in 65 silent films between 1914 and 
1925. His 10,000 square foot home with 27 rooms was called 
La Loma de los Vientos (Hill of the Winds). Hart’s 256 acres 
in Newhall was named Horseshoe Ranch. Surrounding the 
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property today exists extensive oil drilling and hydrocarbon 
processing. 

Among milestones in Trumble’s race for progress, his en-
counter with Hart was brief and ended decisively. On the sur-
face, this historic incident reveals gentility of earlier times, 
but legal contests that followed involving the Hart property 
provide a window to the kind of parallel development in West-
ern petroleum, synthetic fuel, and hydrocarbons launched in 
Newhall in the 1920’s.

PETROLEUM RESEARCH AT THE FIRST NEW 
YORK GEOLOGICAL SURVEY (1836-1843)
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When New York began its first state geological survey in 
1836, seep petroleum was used in small quantities primar-
ily for medicinal purposes. It would be almost two decades 
before manufactured coal oil began to replace whale oil for 
lighting and lubrication, and 23 years before the Drake well in 
Pennsylvania demonstrated the existence of a much cheaper 
and more abundant feedstock for a rapidly expanding coal oil 
refining business. Manufactured coal gas for municipal light-
ing was a major growth industry, with New York City hav-
ing had an operating system for more than a decade, and gas 
from shallow wells along the Lake Erie shoreline was used in 
a similar manner in Fredonia, NY and the nearby Barcelona 
lighthouse. 

The New York Natural History Survey (1836-1843) is 
commonly recognized as the premier state geological sur-
vey of the pre-Civil War era, but its role in conducting the 
first systematic governmental study of petroleum in North 
America has been neglected. In the absence of an established 
oil and gas industry, the search for seeps was inspired not by 
petroleum exploration, but to facilitate the health spa and salt 
manufacturing industries, and to assess the possible extension 
of Pennsylvania’s vast coal resources across the state line. 
The survey actively documented seeps of all compositions, 
not just hydrocarbons. 

Mineral springs at Saratoga were well known and actively 
exploited for health spas, and identification of springs with 
similar commercial potential was highly desired. In addition 
to mineralized waters, seeps with Seneca oil (petroleum) or 
concentrations of carbonic acid gas (CO2) and sulphuretted 
hydrogen (H2S) were highly valued for their medicinal prop-
erties. Today the presence of H2S would be looked upon as 
negative due to its toxic properties, but prior to the develop-
ment of modern antibiotics that toxicity was used to advan-

tage to combat infections. The presence of carburetted hydro-
gen (CH4) was not considered of importance for this market.

Rapid expansion of Pennsylvania’s coal industry had put 
many New York industries, reliant upon wood for fuel, at a 
competitive disadvantage, making assessment of coal re-
sources the most important assignment for the survey. Nu-
merous coal exploratory pits had been dug without success 
during the 1830s, spurred on by two influential publications. 
Amos Eaton, the best-known New York geologist of the time, 
had stated in an 1830 paper that gas seeps found near Seneca 
and Cayuga Lakes were associated with the same bituminous 
shales as those found above coal seams in Pennsylvania. Then 
in 1833, Yale’s Benjamin Silliman published a description of 
the oil spring at Cuba, New York, stating that the oil … rises 
from beds of bituminous coal below. The survey investigated 
these claims on a priority basis and quickly demonstrated 
through paleontological research that the bituminous shales in 
New York were too old to be associated with commercial coal 
beds, and made a point of disseminating information to show 
that digging more exploratory pits would be a waste of money.

Salt manufacturing was the largest mineral industry in the 
state of New York in 1836-1843, with activity concentrated 
on the Onondaga salt springs near Syracuse. New York’s big 
advantage over competing salt works in the Ohio River val-
ley was accessibility to eastern markets, but the Ohio River 
region had better fuels available for the evaporation process, 
with local coal mining plus gas flows that accompanied brine 
production from wells. Documentation of oil and gas seeps 
provided hope (in vain) that coal would be found to lower 
fuel costs, but also exploration potential for new salt reserves. 
Lewis Beck in 1838 speculated that the salt industry might 
expand to far western New York, arguing that: From the fre-
quent occurrence of gas springs in Chautauqua county, it is 
not improbable that brine will be found associated with them, 
as it is in various parts of the State of Ohio.

Over the time period 1836-1843, the New York Geological 
Survey published 6 annual reports, 4 regional final reports, 
and a final mineralogical report. Within these publications 
were almost 200 descriptions of hydrocarbon occurrence, the 
vast majority from the pens of either Lewis Beck or James 
Hall. Oil was documented at seeps or quarries from at least 17 
different locations in 8 different counties. Carburetted hydro-
gen gas was noted from at least 38 seeps in 14 counties and 
from 9 wells in 5 of those counties.

Despite the presence of hydrocarbons across a broad area, 
New York has been a minor participant in the historical pe-
troleum industry. During the 1870s and 1880s, exploration 
along the New York-Pennsylvania border resulted in develop-
ment of the Bradford field, the first giant oil field in the United 




