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THOMAS W. LEACH - THE FATHER OF NORTH
DAKOTA’S PETROLEUM INDUSTRY
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In June 2014, North Dakota celebrated an important mile-
stone. After 63 years North Dakota’s daily oil production had
exceeded one million barrels per day. The celebration, at-
tended by several hundred people, was held in Tioga, home of
North Dakota’s first producing oil well, the Clarence Iverson
No. 1. Speakers included Ron Ness, President of the Petro-
leum Council and Governor Jack Dalrymple. They both spoke
briefly on the significance of the event. During his closing re-
marks Governor Dalrymple introduced several of the remain-
ing members of the Clarence Iverson and Henry Bakken fami-
lies on whose farm land the first two wells were drilled. Sadly,
no one mentioned the contributions of Thomas W. Leach, the
father of North Dakota’s Petroleum Industry. In 1928 Leach
became convinced oil existed in North Dakota and he worked
tirelessly over four decades to see North Dakota become a
producing state.

What makes someone the father of an industry? They have
to give that industry life where it did not exist before. When
the Big Viking well, being drilled near Tioga, in Williams
County North Dakota, ran out of money drilling in the state
stopped and the petroleum industry died. There was, but one
ember remaining; one person in the entire country interested
in seeing North Dakota become an oil-producing state and
that person was Thomas W. Leach. When oil was discovered
in 1951 Leach moved quickly to help establish the field. Writ-
ing about Leach’s involvement in the state, the Tulsa Tribute
said, He literally sold the Williston basin single-handed. Tom
Leach’s story is one of perseverance, determination, and forti-
tude. It is an American story, and it starts in Tulsa, Oklahoma
in 1928.
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