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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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The first documented report of an oil seep in what is now 
Utah can be found in the report of Howard Stansbury’s (U.S. 
Army Corps of Topographical Engineers) 1849-1850 expedi-
tion to explore the Great Salt Lake. While exploring the area 
around Rozel Point on the northeast shore, Stansbury men-
tioned finding “bitumen” at the edge of the lake on May 4 and 
May 7, 1850. Although the expedition did not include a geolo-
gist, Stansbury had been schooled intensively by the eminent 
yale geology professor James Dana in preparation for leading 
his expedition. 

While it would be nearly 100 years before the establish-
ment of sustained commercial oil production in Utah, that 
period included the discovery of two commercial natural gas 
fields and numerous exploration drilling attempts, some of 
which encountered significant oil and gas resources. Undoubt-
edly, several of these would have been commercial had they 
been located in less remote and rugged places. The story of 
these efforts is both interesting and little known.

Proof that oil was retorted from Green River oil shale 
near Levan in Juab County before the drilling of Drake’s 
well on Oil Creek in Pennsylvania in August 1859 remains 
elusive. However, a circumstantial case for this claim can 
be made based on the evidence provided by a USGS geolo-
gist in 1916 (USGS Bulletin 961) and a subsequent effort 
made by Utah Geological and Mineral Survey director Ar-
thur Crawford in 1961. Both men cite the presence of an old 
retort in close proximity to a small excavation in a nearby oil 
shale outcrop. Interviews were conducted with elderly resi-
dents of the area and it seems quite possible that the activity 
dates back to the period of 1855-1859, a period bracketed by 
the Walker War and before the Blackhawk War, two Indian 
uprisings that effectively limited any remote work by Mor-
mons in the area of the retort while they were in progress. 
Supposedly, about one barrel of oil per day was produced 
and used as leather harness dressing. Even if true, no signifi-
cant economic activity took place and Pennsylvania’s claim 
to the first oil well is unchallenged. The Utah occurrence 
simply adds to a number of other footnotes with respect to 
pre-1859 oil discoveries.

The first attempt to drill for oil in Utah was the Bamberger 
& Millis #1, located about one-half mile south of Green River. 
The well was drilled on an oil placer mining claim through the 

Copyright © 2017 Petroleum History Institute 
Oil-Industry History, Volume 17 (2016)



152

ABSTRACTS – 2016 INTERNATIONAL SyMPOSIUM, CASPER, WyOMING

Mancos shale, Cedar Mountain and Morrison formations to a 
depth of approximately 1,000’ with no show of hydrocarbons. 
Simon Bamberger, a partner in the well, went on to become 
the fourth governor of Utah. He was also the first democrat 
elected to the office and the first and, so far, only Jewish gov-
ernor of the state. 

Several sources state that the first commercial natural gas 
production in Utah was achieved in 1925 at Ashley Valley 
field in the Uinta Basin near Vernal. However, USGS geolo-
gist George Richardson (USGS Bulletin 260) documented the 
discovery of biogenic gas near Farmington Bay, about twelve 
miles north of Salt Lake City, in 1892. Approximately twenty 
wells were drilled in the area. During the winter of 1894-
1895, a 6” pipeline was laid from the wells to Salt Lake City 
and natural gas was supplied to the city at about 7,000 Mcfg 
per month. This gas was presumably used for lighting, and it 
was surely a commercial venture.

Offshore drilling made an early appearance in Utah in 
1896, the same year as drilling commenced from a pier in 
Summerland, near Ventura, California. The drilling of a well 
approximately one-quarter mile from shore in the Great Salt 
Lake at Rozel Point was detailed in USGS geologist James 
Boutwell’s “Oil and Asphalt Prospects in Salt Lake Basin” 
which was included in 1904’s USGS Bulletin 260. Boutwell 
examined heavy oil seeps from numerous islets near the lake-
shore and described bubbles up to two inches in diameter and 
threads of oil six to eighteen inches long in the water. At the 
time of his visit, a break from his primary study of the mines 
of Park City, five shallow wells had been drilled at Rozel 
Point and produced about twenty barrels of oil. The “oil” from 
Rozel Point exhibited 5-9 API gravity and up to 15% sulfur. 
The original material was used for paving in Ogden.

In 1925, natural gas was discovered in the Frontier and 
Morrison sands at Ashley Valley field near Vernal. A ten-mile 
steel gas line was built northwest to Vernal and the gas was 
used for lighting until WWII, by which time the gas flow had 
diminished and the value of the salvaged pipeline for the war 
effort exceeded the gas transport value.

Despite the several hundred wells drilled in Utah searching 
for oil since the Bamberger-Millis #1 in 1891, the first com-
mercial discovery of oil was in the deeper Weber sandstone 
in September 1948, at the same Ashley Valley field as had 
produced natural gas starting in 1925. Equity Oil Company’s 
Ashley Valley #1 recorded an initial potential of 300 bar-
rels of oil per day from the Weber sand at a depth of 4,136’-
4,152’. After many attempts and several significant blowouts 
elsewhere in the state, Utah could now claim commercial oil 
production and the Uinta Basin was on its way to a prolific oil 
and gas future.
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This year, 2016, marks a century since Harry Sinclair 
founded the Sinclair Oil and Refining Company in New York 
City. Sinclair was ideally positioned to take advantage of the 
explosive growth in gasoline demand that accompanied the 
proliferation of the automobile. With photographs and film 
Clint Ensign, Senior Vice President of Sinclair, will discuss 
the major events and figures that shaped the company’s 100-
year history. The presentation will review the leadership of 
Harry Sinclair, the Teapot Dome controversy, the beginnings 
of the iconic “Dino” trademark, Sinclair’s participation in 
three World Fairs, the acquisition of Sinclair by ARCO--and 
the subsequent divestiture of the company, and the direction 
of Sinclair under the ownership and leadership of Earl Hold-
ing. 
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This talk will review Shell Oil Company exploration histo-
ry in the Gulf of Mexico (GOM) Shelf and Deep Water using 
“Bright Spot” technology in the 1970’s and 1980’s. Most of 
the data has been published, but I will add color by discussing 
background information and including a few anecdotes.

The first significant application of “Bright Spot” technol-
ogy by Shell was at the 1970 GOM lease sale when prospect 
economics was primarily based on “Bright Spot” areas, thick-
nesses and probability analysis. Geophysicists predicted the 
area and thickness of a gas sand and mapped other oil and 
gas pays on Eugene Island Block 331 (150 MMBOE), part 
of the 750 MMBOE Eugene Island Block 330 Field. During 
1972, Shell predicted oil pays in the discovery of South Marsh 
Island 130 Field (300 MMBOE). Many other discoveries fol-
lowed, especially Cognac (300 MMBOE) in 1000 feet water. 

Lessons from Shell “Bright Spot” studies and successes/
failures are:

(a) Good ideas can come from operations people;
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