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In September of 1915 the small prairie town of El Dorado,
Kansas, was a typical agricultural community of some 3000
persons, whose welfare was dependent on cattle ranching
across the broad expanse of the Flint Hills and the introduc-
tion of the promising new crop of kaffir corn. Automobiles,
electricity, and better roads were becoming more common,
but the pace of development was placid and most of the coun-
ty’s excitement revolved around the yearly kaffir corn carnival
and the occasional murder sensation. But within the span of
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a few weeks, all that was to change. On October 5, 1915, ex-
ploration activities carried out by a small team of geologists
resulted in an oil strike of major proportions, the Stapleton
#1, paving the way for a sudden new influx of population and
an equally sudden new way of life for the people of Butler
County. The discovery and development of the newly discov-
ered El Dorado oilfield would change not just one small town
in Kansas, but the whole country, and perhaps even the world.

The search for oil was far from a scientific activity in most
of America around the turn of the century; in fact, many of the
men who drilled the first tentative wells in Kansas had more
in common with gamblers than geologists. When first the City
of El Dorado and then the company that was to become Cities
Service hired geologists onto their crew, many wildcat drillers
of the time laughed. The philosophy they espoused was, If you
drill and get it, you’ve got it; and if you don t, you haven t. But
geologists like Charles N. Gould and J. Russel Crabtree were
undaunted by their opponents, and kept on day by day with
their methodical survey of Butler County’s surface features,
relating them to known oil strikes in the county and in similar
areas, and creating new maps that were among the first to add
contours to their representations of geologic formations. Fol-
lowing the pioneering successes on the El Dorado oil fields,
men like Deering Marshall of Wichita later said that when we
started prospecting we did not have much faith in the ability
of geologists to tell whether oil or gas was likely to be found
in one place or another. That has been taken out of us. We
would not consider locating a hole now without the advice
of a geologist. These early advances in scientific exploration
and mapping would spread quickly to other oilfields and com-
panies throughout the country, and would forever change the
way drilling was planned and carried out.

Harry Doherty’s Cities Service Company might have taken
the lion’s share of the field on account of his faith in geology,
but everybody was trying to get in on the drilling game how-
ever they could, whether that was as lessor or lessee, roust-
about or retailer. Butler County’s population nearly doubled in
size between the 1910 and 1920 state censuses, from 23,000
to over 43,000 people, with most of this growth taking place
only in the latter half of that 10-year period. The prolific El
Dorado fields supplied a large amount of the oil that went to-
wards fueling and lubricating the trucks, ships, and airplanes
that came into extensive use during World War I, the world’s
first mechanized war, lending credence to the statement of lo-
cal newspaper editor Rolla J. Clymer that oceans of oil helped
float the Allies to victory.

The boom lasted through the 1920s, and even after pro-
duction began to seriously decline in the 1930s still many of
the boom towns persisted, and oilfield work remained a sig-
nificant way of life for many residents of Butler County. As
oilmen such as Jacob Moellendick became wealthy off the

natural riches of the county they turned to other pioneering
ventures, funneling their wealth and vision into building up
Wichita and developing it as the soon-to-be-proclaimed Avi-
ation Capital of the World. Companies such as Beechcraft,
Travel Air, and Cessna all saw their birth as a result of Butler
County oil money, which continued to fund innovation in the
industry for the next few decades. Now, one hundred years af-
ter that very first El Dorado strike, the legends and the legacy
of the oil boom live on.
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