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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.

SINCLAIR’S CENTENNIAL: 100 YEARS IN OIL

Clint Ensign
Sinclair Oil & Gas Company
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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. 

SHELL OIL 1970’S “BRIGHT SPOT” PROSPECTS 
ANd MId-1980’s dEEP WATER EXPLORATION
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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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(b) New ideas require persistence. “Beware of the skeptics;” 

(c) In hindsight, good ideas are very often simple and easy to 
understand;

(d) If technical staff and management agree on application of 
new technology, “go for it.” 

The area wide lease concept in the GOM was initiated 
in 1983 and 1984; and Shell acquired leases on Prospects 
Bullwinkle, Powell and Tahoe plus several leads, including 
Prospect Auger. In 1985, Shell acquired leases, mostly unop-
posed, on prospects and leads in water depths out to 6000 feet. 
“Bright Spots” ranging from excellent to speculative were ob-
served on all the prospect/leads, but only Prospect Mensa was 
“drill-ready” at the time and was a 900 BCF gas discovery.

Prospect Mars leases were acquired in 1985 in a last minute 
decision to bid on a lead that was considered high risk along 
with other spec prospects. Mars was drilled in early 1989 and 
is a 1+BBOE discovery that changed the future of the deep 
water for the oil industry. The so-called greater Mars Basin is 
expected to produce over 5 BBOE. 

THE BIRTH OF AN INduSTRY: NORTH dAkOTA 
dISCOVERS OIL.
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On April 4th, 1951, North Dakota, after unsuccessfully 
exploring for 34 years, became the 27th state to produce pe-
troleum. The discovery well, Amerada Petroleum’s Clarence 
Iverson #1, produced nearly 250 barrels of oil per day when it 
was completed. What followed has been categorized by histo-
rians for 65 years as a boom that lasted into the 1960s, but was 
it? North Dakota surely experienced economic growth, but it 
was no boom. It was, however, quit likely the most organized, 
determined, and cautious development of an oil field in the 
United States’ history. No one rushed in to drill up the state, 
in fact, only one other company drilled a successful well in 
the first two years, and that was Rudman Resources’ well the 
Math Iverson #1. This paper explores the first three years of 
North Dakota’s discovery period, the problems it faced, and 
overcome and the economic development that ensued.

HISTORY OF OIL REFINING IN WYOMING
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Wyoming’s oil refining history is an integral part of the 
development of the oil industry in the state. Accounts of the 
petroleum industry in Wyoming often focus on the develop-
ment of its numerous oil fields, with little being said about 
how and where the crude oils were transformed into useful 
products. Oil seeps were reported as early as the 1830s by ear-
ly prospectors and adventurers. These sightings helped spark 
exploration and development beginning in the latter part of 
the 19th century, laying the groundwork for the building of 
refineries. The first oil refinery built in Wyoming was located 
in Casper in 1895, constructed only five years after Wyoming 
was granted statehood. The early refineries were built using 
concepts derived from whale-oil refining and coal-oil plants, 
and were often referred to as topping, skimming, or stripping 
plants. These operations consisted of heating the crude oil to 
vaporize the lighter ends, and condensing the vapors to cap-
ture the separated products.

Initially, the desired products were mostly lamp oil (kero-
sene), lubricating oils, and paraffin wax. A market soon de-
veloped for fuel oil as it was determined that petroleum was 
superior to coal in powering the large engines of ships and 
railroad locomotives. With the onset of the automobile and its 
internal combustion engine in the early 1900s, a demand soon 
developed for motor fuel, and gasoline became the principal 
refining product. With this increasing demand for gasoline, 
the process of “cracking” was developed, resulting in in-
creased gasoline production. 

Refineries tended to be built wherever there was a source 
of crude oil, and through the 1920s the business in Wyoming 
was dominated by the Standard Oil Company of Indiana. Oth-
er primary factors influencing a refinery’s location included 
availability of water needed for steam generation and product 
cooling, and ease of access to market outlets. Many refining 
plants were built in anticipation of a great flood of crude from 
nearby development. Some of these plants were simply at-
tempts on the part of promoters without much experience in 
the business of refining oil to make a quick profit off of naïve 
investors. Although some skepticism prevailed as to the mo-
tives and legitimacy of the promoters in some of the smaller 
ventures, most plants were constructed by operators who were 
well-experienced in the risks, rewards, marketing, and techni-
cal challenges associated with oil refining. Smaller topping 
and skimming refineries tended to be operated inconsistently 
due to uncertain crude supplies and operational issues. Pipe-
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