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Petroleum, as a major commercial industry, exploded onto 
the world scene with the drilling of the 1859 Drake 
discovery well. Although the scale of business development 
exceeded all expectations, the existence of petroleum in 
Pennsylvania and elsewhere in North America was already 
well known within the scientific community. Oil and gas had 
been produced for decades as a byproduct from brine wells 
along the Ohio River valley, and commercial production of 
oil had begun two years earlier from hand-dug wells sited 
near major seeps, in Los Angeles and at Enniskillen in 
western Ontario, Canada. 
 
Surface indications of petroleum are curiosities that naturally 
attract attention from those who encounter them. This 
included the scientists attached to governmental geological 
surveys of the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, whose reports were 
sprinkled with anecdotal descriptions of seeps and 
bituminous rocks.  After the Pennsylvania boom 
materialized, these geologists were quick to publish their 
observations and ideas in more detail, and theories regarding 
structural trapping, the nature of source rocks, and the 
significance of thermal maturity for oil generation were 
widely debated. Although petroleum geology as a profession 
was insignificant until the early 20th century, the scientific 
framework upon which it developed was in large part a 
product of the first boom period of the 1860s. 
 
 
THE EARLY OIL INDUSTRY OF SOUTHEAST 
KANSAS ILLUSTRATED ON POSTCARDS 
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Postcards were a common means of communication and a 
popular collectible in the early twentieth century. The 
postcard and occasionally the sender’s accompanying note, 
provides a glimpse in time of the industrial growth of the 
United States. The “Golden Age” of postcard collecting 
(1907-1915) coincided with the oil boom in southeastern 
Kansas. Scenes of wooden derricks, oil “gushers”, oil field 
fires, and refineries were common themes of these early 
cards. 
 
Oil derricks and gushers near Cherryvale, Independence, and 
Chanute and later scenes of the great Augusta (1914), El 
Dorado (1915), and Towanda (1917) oil fields are well 
represented by early postcards. The famous 1906 Caney 
“burning gas well” disaster, turned tourist attraction, is 

depicted on postcards claimed by the towns of 
Independence, Coffeyville, and Caney. “Come and see the 
wonderful gas well” states the sender of one of these Caney 
postcards. Postcards document the early petroleum refining 
industry’s growth in Kansas showing the refineries of 
Standard Oil in Neodesha, the National Refining Company 
in Coffeyville, the Lesh Refining Company in Arkansas 
City, and the Caney Oil Refining Company. Oil tank fires at 
these refineries, as well as company office buildings and oil 
company towns, such as Oil Hill – “the town that oil built,” 
were also depicted on postcards. 
 
A BRIEF SUMMARY OF OIL INDUSTRY 
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Sometime in the late nineteenth century, “There’s gold in 
them that hills!” transmuted into “There’s oil out there!” AS 
the oilfield pioneers left the Pennsylvania and Baku regions 
and took the industry to the farthest corners of the world, 
they created their own legends and lore. The premier 
chronicler of oil’s lore was historian and folklorist Mody 
Coggin Boatright. Building on field research which recorded 
the realities of oilfield life, he documented the tales that 
grew around the realities and how they grew taller as time 
passed. If not every well came in, each had its own story. 
Real people transmuted into indelible character types. 
Finally, the real life of Gilbert Morgan of Callensburg, 
Clarion County, Pennsylvania, gave forth Gib Morgan, the 
greatest oil industry hero of them all. 
 
 
THE CONROE CRATER 
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“Strake Well Comes In. Good for 10,000 Barrels Per Day” 
proclaimed Conroe Courier headlines in June of 1932. 
George W. Strake had discovered the 19,000 acre Conroe 
oilfield but its geology made drilling and development risky. 
The State of Texas regulated drilling practices, casing 
procedures, and well spacing, but as always, the oilfield 
remained a hazardous place.  
 
Six months later, Standard Oil of Kansas’ Madeley No. 1 
blew in as a gusher and immediately erupted into flame. All 
attempts to put out the fire with dynamite blasts and tons of 
dirt failed. The crater spread into a growing lake of burning 
oil and the entire field was threatened. The nearby rig of Jim 
Abercrombie and his cousin, Dan Harrison, collapsed into 
the  growing  crater.   With  its  casing  shattered,   their well 
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