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Lamar University’s Special Collections are a rich, and
largely untapped resource for oil historians, especially for
those researching the colorful past of Southeast Texas, a re-
gion whose way of life is closely intertwined with the oil in-
dustry. The university, located in Beaumont, Texas is a lei-
surely ten-minute drive from Spindletop, where in 1901 the
famed Lucas Gusher erupted, which some scholars believe
began the modern liquid petroleum age.

The collections at Lamar document that even though Beau-
mont unleashed the boom into utilizing petroleum, it was be-
lieved to have been quickly tapped out, and oil speculators
quickly moved to other locales including Batson and Sara-
toga. The gritty reality of these oil boom towns is revealed in
several of Lamar’s collections. The Wanda Landrey collec-
tion has a wealth of oral histories which provide an intimate
glimpse of life in the oil fields. One with particular charm and
pathos was a 91 year old woman who recollected the dangers
of life in Batson in 1904 including rowdy characters commit-
ting murders and oil wells that spewed dangerous fumes mak-
ing people ill. Another interview in the Landrey collection is
with a man who recollected the Rio Bravo Oil Strike which
took place during World War I. Although the man interviewed
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was the child of a striker, he recollected the violence and prej-
udice practiced by both labor and management.

Another rich resource on oil field life are the photographs
of Larry Jene Fisher whose collection spans Spindletop in
1901, through the oil booms in Batson and Saratoga to oil
drilling rigs on the barren Permian Basin in the early 1950s.

Although many so-called experts said that Spindletop’s
day as a working oil field was gone by 1903, Lamar’s collec-
tions reveal that Spindletop roared to life again in 1925, when
an astute oil man, Frank Yount, had the vision to drill deeper
at Spindletop in search of black gold. The Schultz-Sparks Col-
lection reveals in original, mint-condition photographs and
correspondence the activities of the Yount-Lee Oil Company
at Spindletop which made Yount and other owners of the oil
company billionaires.

A related collection, is the Yount-Manion film collection
which documents the wealth created by the oil boom includ-
ing the vast tank farms of the region, a new building boom in
Beaumont and the lifestyle of the Yount family which includ-
ed servants, Duisenberg automobiles, and a summer home in
Colorado.

While Lamar’s collections reveal the financial bonanza
that petroleum can produce, the records of Rufus Hooks, a
pioneering geophysicist, who drilled for oil across Texas and
into Louisiana reveal the problems of wildcatting in the mid-
century including labor issues, equipment breakdowns, and
inclement weather. The collection contains a wealth of records
including maps, correspondence, and index cards document-
ing successes and failures of drilling.

Rolfe and Gary Christopher Collection (which contains
over one million negatives) provides thousands of negatives
of Beaumont oil companies from the late 1940s into the early
2000s. Mobil is especially well documented, with hundreds of
thousands of images including step-by-step photos of all as-
pects of the refining business. The collection also documents
the lavish lifestyle achieved by success in the oil industry in-
cluding photographs of the mansions of Second Spindletop
aristocrats.

Lamar University’s Special Collections is committed to
making these resources available to researchers around the
globe. We are identifying and processing collections, creat-
ing finding aids, and uploading images to the Internet. By
giving a presentation at the Petroleum History Institute’s
2016 Annual Symposium, we could offer oil historians
and enthusiasts to learn about—and hopefully utilize--our
unique collections.
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