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PREFACE

I wish to thank the researchers who brought the Gulf of Mexico Offshore Petroleum Oral History
Project to fruition and, particularly, I wish to thank the men and women who shared their
testimonies with the researchers, Minerals Management Service (MMS), and the world. The
dedication of researchers and participants alike made the History Project into the success that it
is. The research team asked me to write this preface because of my work in making this an
MMS study. While I am proud of the part that I played, my role was to state the obvious.
Everywhere my job took me, people said that the history of offshore oil needed to be known, that
its story of inventiveness and entrepreneurship is ageless but its pioneers were aging, and that it
would be lost if nothing were done. My one virtue was to be sufficiently naive or hopeful to say
“let’s try.”

Chapter I lists differences between the History Project and most MMS socioeconomic studies—it
is larger, more expensive and historical, less assessment-driven, and it stresses the collection and
dissemination of new information. However, it also shares this emphasis on systematic data
collection and synthesis with many MMS-funded studies in oceanography, biology, and ecology.
This similarity is telling. Socioeconomics is the child of social impact assessment; it emerged to
address any and all “social” questions raised by environmental assessments. As with other
agencies, in the past MMS socioeconomics tended to be narrow, ad hoc, and aimed at filling in
blanks in impact assessments. However, MMS research is applied, and as stakeholder concerns
have turned toward onshore socioeconomic effects, the agency’s science has necessarily
followed suit. The History Project reflects this trend, and advances it. The study may be more
“history” than “sociology,” and have a strong public outreach component, and be unique, but its
similarity to other agency science is still striking. The offshore petroleum industry is the source
of the onshore socioeconomic concerns. Like other agency sciences, the History Project has
focused on assessment-relevant questions. Like them, it has systematically gathered previously
nonexistent information related to the industry, its impacts, changes to both, and the processes
that drive those changes. As sound research is designed to do, this study advances the state of
our knowledge about the offshore industry; its efforts will prove to be invaluable to all who
choose to follow.

Harry H. Luton
(Gulf of Mexico Region Senior Social Scientist)
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

The evolution of the oil and gas industry and its movement to the offshore has been one of the
fundamental forces shaping Louisiana’s culture, geography, society and economy during the
twentieth century. In the late 1920’s and into the ‘30’s, the lakes, marshes and bayous of
southern Louisiana began to rival the famous Spindletop salt dome in neighboring Texas in the
production of fossil fuels. Workers flocked in from northern Louisiana, Arkansas, Oklahoma,
Texas — all of them “Texians” to the local shrimpers, trappers, and farmers. The locals, for the
most part, accommodated the outsiders. And many soon found jobs as roustabouts, roughnecks,
and drillers with the big operators - the Texas Company, the California Company, Humble, and
Shell. Others put their invaluable knowledge of the waters and the marshes to good advantage.
The Texians needed these skills to explore the foreign geography of the coast.

A consortium of companies led by Kerr-McGee and Phillips Petroleum completed the first out-
of-sight-of-land well in 1947 off Morgan City, marking a new phase in the evolution of
Louisiana’s oil and gas industry. Hamlets and towns would be transformed to support the
offshore industry, which now is producing oil and gas in water depths of 8,000 feet, 200 miles
off the coastlines of Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas.

As a collection of structures, the more than 4,000 offshore platforms represent a significant part
of the nation’s stock of productive physical capital. As habitat for fish and other sea life, these
structures are some of the largest additions to a natural ecosystem ever made as a consequence of
human activity. The repercussions on labor markets and local economies of the movement
offshore changed communities, institutions and businesses all along the coast of the Gulf of
Mexico in fundamental and defining ways. New Orleans, linked to Harvey on the opposite bank
of the Mississippi River, became a regional hub of operations for offshore activities, second only
to Houston. Morgan City and Houma grew as fabrication centers and staging bases for the
offshore rigs and platforms. Humble Oil Company built its headquarters on the barrier island at
Grand Isle, as did Freeport at its company town of Port Sulphur along the lower Mississippi
River. Lafayette aggressively led as a regional administrative oil center. In the often
indeterminate edge between land and water, ports were built to access the Gulf. The envy of
these now is Port Fourchon at the end of Highway 1 along Bayou Lafourche, supplying and
servicing the newest expanse of deepwater exploration and production.

The history of the offshore oil and gas industry in Louisiana is also a story of national and
international diffusion and influence. Corporations and businesses that were born in the Gulf
grew and expanded to distant corners of the world. In addition to the oil and gas companies that
made their home in the Gulf, regional entrepreneurs found a fertile ground for developing
businesses to provide specialty services and supplies to the offshore oil and gas industry. Both
the oil and gas companies and the myriad service and supply companies depended on ever-
expanding technologies that were imported from, and later exported to, places outside the region.

Yet the story of how this came about -- how the offshore oil and gas industry progressed from
humble beginnings to an information-intensive force whose ability to perform in hostile
environments is often compared to the manned space program--is not well known or understood.



Even less well documented are the effects that the evolution of the offshore oil and gas industry
has had on coastal communities and institutions.

1.1. Project Objectives

The purpose of this project is to study, document and explain this evolution in an objective and
comprehensive way. A critical element of the history of the offshore industry resides in the
memories of the “old timers.” They were there. They remember how things were and how they
have changed. Unfortunately, many of the people responsible for this phenomenal growth are
passing away and their stories are being lost. There is a long list of innovators and pioneers from
fabricators, engineers, geoscientists, roughnecks, roustabouts, tool pushers, welders, port
officials, helicopter pilots and catering crews, to divers, truckers, suppliers, boat captains and
able-bodied seamen. They are all part of the growth and development of the industry. There are
also civic leaders, business owners, spouses and family members who felt firsthand the impacts
of this industry. The oral history record that has been built through this study has depended on
the active participation of a diverse cross section of people with direct experience with the oil
and gas industry and its effects.

1.2. Rationale

The Minerals Management Service (MMS) has sponsored and organized this study, and its
motivation is in part internal. Both legally and operationally, the agency is required to evaluate
and document how its activities and policies affect the communities and economies within which
it functions. A comprehensive and accessible history of the evolution of the industry, and its
effects on the people and institutions of the coastal economy, will assist those who are
responsible for planning and managing the development of the offshore oil and gas reserves and
understanding the consequences of such development on coastal institutions and the economy.

However, the project has value that extends beyond its use to the MMS. It fills a gap in the
existing literature by addressing the growth and development of the petroleum industry and the
related service industries in Louisiana that took exploration and development into the coastal
zone and, then, into deeper and deeper offshore waters. In addition to its published reports and
documents, this project is creating an organized archive of materials that can be used efficiently
by other scholars and researchers. State agencies and local communities will also be able to use
the materials to better understand the historical context of issues and problems of interest to
them.

When the project initially was proposed, the Social Science Subcommittee of the Scientific
Committee, several MMS Headquarters and GOM staff, members of the business and academic
communities, and local civic leaders and educators agreed that the project was timely and
supported its funding. Reasons they gave included:

1) The offshore industry and its associated support industries are little known or
understood and their dynamic role in the U.S. economy is virtually invisible.
Research that gives this industry a “human face” would be a contribution to
the OCS program, Louisiana, and the country.



2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) charges MMS with
documenting the social and economic effects of the industry. The National
Research Council’s (NRC) assessment of the studies program noted that the
fifty-year history of offshore oil provides a natural laboratory for studying its
effects. To “calibrate” this laboratory, the changing dynamics of the industry
(such as its technological evolution, changes in business practices, changes in
financing) must be documented and analyzed.

MMS is charged by NEPA with assessing the cumulative effects of the
industry. This history will provide what in many respects will be the most
comprehensive and accessible source for discussing such cumulative effects.
The study will help provide MMS a “baseline” for future analysis.

Associated with the baseline issue, MMS has been requested by its Science
Committee and others to synthesize its research findings about the
socioeconomic effects of the program. This study brings together a range of
experts knowledgeable about the Gulf to begin synthesizing this material.

The project will help distinguish the effects of onshore oil production from
offshore oil production, and offshore oil production from the OCS. Currently,
the agency does this by dividing effects according to the number of barrels
produced. However, onshore barrels have different effects than offshore
barrels and this study may help document these differences over time.

While MMS must study the social and economic effects of the offshore
industry, these effects are often defined abstractly. This study builds on
methodologies used in prior studies (e.g., Social and Economic Impacts of
Outer Continental Shelf Activities on Individuals and Families [USDOI, MMS
2002]) which demonstrated that social and economic effects of the industry
could be described and assessed in ways helpful to both industry and the
affected communities.

This study is designed to serve as a “scoping” vehicle. Affected parties will
define the salient social and economic issues in a non-adversarial milieu.
Related to this process, the study has been organized to provide the agency
with effective outreach to other federal and state institutions as well as
communities.

Finally, the study could be considered as “mitigation.” Knowledge about the
industry and its origins are of value to the people of the State of Louisiana.
This knowledge will be lost as industry pioneers pass away.



1.3. Organization of the Project

The project was financed through a cooperative agreement between MMS and Louisiana State
University (LSU). The Center for Energy Studies at LSU, under Allan Pulsipher, oversaw the
administration of the study and was responsible for the final deliverables. Harry Luton at MMS
oversaw the project and was the agency liaison.

The execution of the project, however, was decentralized with subcontractors supported via the
cooperative agreement responsible for most of the research. The study began with a team of
researchers from the Center for Energy Studies at Louisiana State University (LSU), the
Department of History, College of Business, and the Center for Public History at the University
of Houston (UH), the Program in Public History Studies at the University of Louisiana at
Lafayette (ULL), and the Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology at the University of
Arizona (UA). The LSU team was led by Dr. Allan Pulsipher and included Ric Pincomb and Dr.
Don Davis. Drs. Tyler Priest and Joseph Pratt led the UH team and were assisted by Jamie
Christy, Joseph Stromberg, Tom Lassiter, Jennifer Taylor, Joseph Abel, and Jason Theriot.
Suzanne Mascola transcribed the UH interviews. At ULL, Dr. Robert Carriker was assisted by
Steven Wiltz and David DiTucci.

Drs. Diane Austin and Thomas McGuire of the UA were assisted by Ari Arand, Emily Bernier,
Justin Gaines, Andrew Gardner, Mary Goode, Rylan Higgins, Scott Kennedy, Christina Leza,
Karen Morrison, Lauren Penney, Jessica Piekelek, Dr. James Sell, Jeremy Slack, and Joanna
Stone. UA researchers were supported by community assistants in Houma, Raceland, and New
Iberia: Lois Boutte, Charlene Broussard, Norma Cormier, Nicole Crosby, Carolyn Cummings,
Robyn Hargrave, and Debbie Toups. They received tremendous support from local organizations
and individuals, especially the Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary Program, Bayou Native
Bed and Breakfast, C.J. Christ, the Desk and Derrick Clubs of Morgan City and New Orleans,
the Louisiana Technical College Young Memorial Campus, the Morgan City Archives, the
Morgan City Daily Review, the Nicholls State University Archives, Steve and Jean Shirley, and
the United Houma Nation.

Over 450 interviews were recorded during this study. The tapes and discs onto which the
interviews were recorded and the transcripts of the interviews are available in the archives of the
University of Houston, Louisiana State University, University of Louisiana at Lafayette, and
Nicholls State University. Each interview provides a unique look at the offshore oil and gas
industry and its impacts on workers, their families, and their communities.

In addition to the recorded interviews, six volumes were produced during this project. The first,
Volume 1: Papers of the Evolving Offshore Industry, is a collection of analytical papers, each of
which deals with an important aspect of the evolution of the offshore oil and gas industry. That
volume is followed by three more, Volume 2: Bayou Lafourche — Oral Histories of the Oil and
Gas Industry; Volume 3: Morgan City’s History in the Era of Oil and Gas — Perspectives of
Those Who Were There, and Volume 4: Terrebonne Parish, all of which examine the offshore oil
and gas industry through the lens of a particular community or region of southern Louisiana.
Volume 5: Guide to the Interviews summarizes information about the interviews, including how
each interviewee became involved in the study, his or her family and/or occupational history, and



particular highlights of the interview. The final volume, Volume 6: A Collection of Photographs,
is a compilation of photographs, diagrams, and other visual images that were collected from
interviewees during the study.

1.4. Methods

The approach selected for this study was to combine oral history, documentary research,
interviews, and historical economic analysis to establish the basis for understanding the history
and evolution of the offshore oil and gas industry in southern Louisiana, the birthplace of the
industry. The study was designed to gather information from the industry’s pioneering engineers,
managers and entrepreneurs who created the organizations and technology required to produce
oil and gas, sometimes hundreds of miles from land in thousands of feet of water. In addition,
oral histories were collected from workers, family members of workers, community leaders, and
others whose lives were shaped by the offshore industry. Finally, the researchers sought the
perspectives of governmental and political leaders who developed the strategies and laws that
were used by MMS to regulate and manage the development of offshore resources.

As the study progressed, the focus on oral histories grew. Beyond the stories of the “winners”
and of the technological “firsts,” little of this rich history had been written. Due to the size of the
onshore area associated with offshore petroleum development and the continuing change and
innovation required for the steady march farther and farther offshore, the story developed in
many places and involved thousands of entrepreneurs. The researchers recognized and
capitalized on the complexity of the industry and its history by reaching into communities across
southern Louisiana, as well as into Houston and other locations where pioneers could be found.
They worked to encourage the participation of individuals from throughout the region, of both
genders, and of diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and racial and ethnic groups. Due to the
advanced age of the earliest pioneers and the need to reach as many people as possible in a
limited period of time, the researchers worked in teams and utilized various strategies to identify
and locate the pioneers. To ensure that information about the earliest days in the development of
the offshore petroleum industry was collected, the researchers focused on the years leading up to
and including the 1970s, saving the study of the development of the deepwater industry for
another time.

Many pioneers had received little recognition for their efforts, so researchers went to their homes
and communities to seek them out. To find and gain access to these individuals, the researchers
established relationships with community and business leaders and developed mechanisms
through which they and the pioneers could develop mutual trust and open channels of
communication.

In gathering stories from managerial and scientific ranks of the industry, researchers worked
through the alumni networks of many companies, including Shell Oil, Gulf Oil, Mobil Oil,
Texaco, and Pennzoil. They attended retiree reunions, placed notices in professional association
newsletters, and joined alumni email listserves to identify and contact interview subjects.
Researchers also worked closely with the Houston-based Offshore Energy Center, which also
collects oral histories of offshore industry pioneers and runs a museum in Galveston displaying
exhibits on the history of the industry. Most of the oral histories collected from former
managers, engineers, and geoscientists were collected in and around the cities of Houston, New



Orleans, and Dallas, where a large number of industry retirees live, although travel as far as
Amarillo and Denver was also required.

In the close-knit communities of southern Louisiana, collecting oral histories presented a special
challenge. In addition, the years of the 1930’s, 1940’s, and 1950’s were marked by fierce loyalty
to political leaders and companies, even when those were causing harm in the communities.
Consequently, researchers and community members exerted considerable effort to assure
pioneers that their stories were important and that they could determine what they wanted to
share. Throughout the effort, community partners were crucial to project success.

In one effort to gain trust and increase local participation in the Louisiana communities,
researchers identified and trained local schoolteachers in New Iberia and Houma to serve as
teacher-researchers and to share information about the study in their communities. In Morgan
City, researchers worked with the editor of the local paper, The Daily Review, to write and
publish articles about the pioneers who had been interviewed for the study. They also worked
through local groups such as company retirees clubs, the Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary
Program’s Management Conference, the Offshore Energy Center’s Pioneer Hall of Fame, the
local Desk and Derrick Clubs,1 the United Houma Nation Tribal Council, and local branches of
the Louisiana Technical College to inform people about the study and identify people who
should be included. They attended meetings and gatherings such as the annual Divers’ Reunion
in Bush, Louisiana. The researchers also used phone directories and city directories to identify
companies that had been in existence for decades and met with company executives and staff to
interest them in the study and elicit their support in finding early pioneers. In addition, the
researchers networked with local historians, librarians, and archivists to find potential
participants. The study would not have succeeded as it did without the knowledge and support of
dozens of local contacts.

The goal of the oral history study was to collect and archive as many stories of the early pioneers
as possible. However, as the study progressed and researchers observed the local enthusiasm for
the project, it became clear that simply archiving the materials would be inadequate. In addition,
researchers realized that providing information about the study and sharing some of what had
been learned within the communities would help spread the word about the study and identify
more potential participants. Several outreach activities were designed to make information
available within the communities, increase awareness of the project, and bring in more people.
These included a project website, the series of articles in The Daily Review, a 15-minute video
(later DVD) about the project, inclusion of industry pioneers in the MMS Information Transfer
Meeting in New Orleans, and collaboration with the Morgan City Shrimp and Petroleum Festival
Board. In 2004, the researchers worked with a Houma-based independent company, Minds Eye
Productions, to produce a traveling exhibit, “The Offshore Oil and Gas History Project,” which
opened first at the Southdown Museum in Houma and has so far traveled to Raceland, Morgan
City, and Lockport. Prior to the exhibit openings in Houma, Raceland, and Morgan City,
researchers and local supporters hosted receptions for the study participants from the surrounding
communities.

! The first Desk and Derrick Club was organized in New Orleans in 1949 for women working in the petroleum
industry. The clubs reached their height during the early 1980s with 12,750 members nationwide (1982) and 127
clubs (1983).



The value of the oral history collection and other data gathered during this study will only be
realized if it is used. To get information out to researchers and others with potential interest in
the collection, the researchers organized the collection to be easily accessible to users and
participated in several events to inform others of its existence. First, a spreadsheet of all
participants was created and a bibliographic database was constructed to include information
about how each individual was selected for participation in the study, highlights of the
individual’s career and personal history, and a summary of the main topics discussed during the
interview. Both the spreadsheet and database can be printed into booklets and used
electronically. In electronic form, they are readily searched by participant name, occupation, and
any keyword of interest to the user. A spreadsheet was also created to organize the thousands of
digital photos collected during the study, and digital copies of the photos were organized in
folders and stored on compact discs.

All interviews were transcribed and digital copies of the transcripts, as well as the databases and
digital photos described above, will be available in the archives at the University of Houston,
University of Louisiana at Lafayette, Nicholls State University, Louisiana State University
Center for Energy Studies, Morgan City Archives, and Lafourche Parish Library. The study
researchers collaborated with researchers from the National D-Day Museum in New Orleans to
identify and conduct oral history interviews with offshore pioneers who had also served in World
War II. The video tapes of those interviews will also be included in the National D-Day Museum
collection. To spread the word about the collection and its potential as a research tool, the
researchers organized sessions for the conferences of the American Society for Environmental
History, the Southern Historical Association, and the Society for Applied Anthropology.

1.5. Organization of Volume I

The first volume consists of nine analytical papers drawn from the oral histories and other
materials collected for the project. In planning the analytical papers to accompany the
interviews, it quickly became clear that the industry was too vast and varied to allow a
comprehensive treatment of its historical evolution. Consequently, the research teams focused
on selected parts of the industry, both in designing their research strategies and analyzing the
results.

The UH research team focused on exploration managers, geologists, and geophysicists, as well
as the agents of leasing in the federal government. This part of the business history of the
offshore industry has been the least studied. Previous studies covered mainly the exploits of
drilling companies and platform builders. While recognizing the amazing accomplishments of
these businesses, the UH research team determined that the story of offshore Gulf of Mexico has
really not been told from the perspective of the managers and geoscientists who pioneered path
breaking exploration technologies, took the risks, found the oil, and made the play. Tyler
Priest’s paper, “The Technology and Strategy of Petroleum Exploration in Coastal and Offshore
Gulf of Mexico,” thus examines the origins of petroleum exploration on the Gulf Coast, focusing
on the close relationship between technological innovation in this field and the particular
characteristics of the region’s geology and stratigraphy. He finds that there is greater continuity
in the story of the oil industry’s move from inland south Louisiana to offshore Gulf of Mexico



than is revealed in traditional offshore narratives, which emphasize a fundamental discontinuity
in engineering practices.

The offshore petroleum industry had its official beginning in the years immediately following
World War II, and the connections between the War and the development of the industry are
many. Even before the U.S. entered the war, shipbuilders were adapting designs of vessels used
by trappers and oil companies in the swamps and marshes of southern Louisiana. By WWII,
petroleum was a key factor in military strength and strategy, and in southern Louisiana, where
the developments of the late 1930s and early 1940s indicated that the wetlands and the outer
continental shelf promised significant oil and gas deposits, exploration was deemed a critical
activity. Then, the end of the war signaled a new era for offshore oil and gas production,
stimulated by both the people and equipment returning from the war. Returning veterans shaped
the offshore industry, both as managers and laborers, and key technologies and equipment
developed during the war jump-started the new offshore industry. Drawing upon oral history
interviews, Lauren Penney's paper, “In the Wake of War: World War II and the Development of
the Oil and Gas Industry,” examines and discusses the links between WWII and the offshore
industry.

The technological evolution of exploration and the movement of the industry into ever deeper
waters depended on access to state and federal submerged lands. Two other papers by Priest
discuss the political and legal factors that determined and shaped access. “Claiming the Coastal
Sea: The Battles for the ‘Tidelands,’1937-1953” details the jurisdictional battle between the Gulf
Coast states and the federal government over control of submerged lands, and “Auctioning the
Ocean: The Creation of the Federal Offshore Leasing Program, 1954-1962” analyses the
emergence and development of federal jurisdiction and leasing over the outer continental shelf in
the Gulf of Mexico.

The purpose of the offshore oil and gas history project was to collect and archive as complete a
sample of oral history interviews as possible. These interviews hold vast amounts of information
on various aspects of the offshore petroleum industry and of life in southern Louisiana during the
period from the 1930s to the 1970s, addressing topics such as attitudes toward work and
changing lifestyles. They can serve as the basis for many future studies and analyses. To
illustrate the potential of this collection, researchers from UH and UA wrote papers on six
additional topics: hurricanes, accidents and safety provision, commercial oilfield diving,
women, and World War II, and shipbuilding and fabrication.

The offshore oil and gas industry is a particularly valuable site of study of the intersection among
humans, technology, and the environment. The innovation and limitation of humans, both as
individuals and in organizations, significantly affected the pace of and direction in which the
offshore petroleum industry evolved. One major theme that comes out of the interviews is the
multiple kinds of risks offshore development has presented and the ways those risks came to be
managed or mismanaged. Joseph Pratt’s paper, “The Brave and the Foolhardy: Hurricanes in the
Early Offshore Oil Industry,” looks at the engineering response of the offshore oil industry to
three devastating hurricanes in the 1960s, in which leaders of the industry had to revise they way
they accounted for the risks presented by major hurricanes. Priest’s paper, “Wake-up Call:
Accidents and Safety Provision in the Gulf of Mexico Offshore Industry,” examines the risks to



individual workers. It traces the hazards encountered by offshore operations from the early years
of development after World War II through the early 1970s when the industry first really got
serious about safety questions. Divers also assumed great risks on behalf of the industry. Diane
Austin's paper, “Commercial Diving and the Role of People, Technology, and the Organization
of Work,” describes and analyzes both the technological and social challenges faced by the
people and companies responsible for diving and underwater welding in the Gulf of Mexico from
the 1940s to the 1970s.

As the offshore petroleum industry grew and expanded in the late 1960s, labor shortages became
critical. Coupled with national policies requiring employers to diversity their workforces, the
need for workers led companies to hire women in positions offshore, which until that point had
been restricted to men. The oral history interviews with women paint a much more complicated
picture, illustrating that from the early days of the industry women had provided more than
simply household support for its workers. Austin's paper, “Women and the Offshore Oil and Gas
Industry in Southern Louisiana,” explores the roles of women in the development and
maintenance of the offshore oil and gas industry in southern Louisiana.

Joseph Abel’s and Jennifer Taylor’s paper, “Gulf Coast Shipbuilding and Fabrication for the
Offshore Oil Industry,” provides a historical survey, up to the 1970s, of shipyards and fabrication
centers. These were critical sectors in the offshore industry, but ones that have historically been
very fragmented and thus difficult to track. The authors offer detail on the many companies
involved in these sectors and discuss avenues for future research.

Finally, Allan Pulsipher’s paper, “Cumulative and Transitory Effects of Offshore Oil and Gas
Development on Personal Income in Louisiana’s Coastal Parishes: 1969 to 2000,” examines the
coastal parishes from an economic perspective. The objective was to see if the growth of
offshore oil and gas development that took place between 1969 and 2000 resulted in cumulative
economic effects that differentiate the economic experience and circumstances of residents in
Louisiana’s coastal parishes from the residents of Louisiana’s non-coastal parishes.



2. TECHNOLOGY AND STRATEGY OF PETROLEUM EXPLORATION
IN COASTAL AND OFFSHORE GULF OF MEXICO

Tyler Priest
University of Houston

It takes luck to find oil. Prospecting is like gin rummy. Luck enough will win but
not skill alone. Best of all are luck and skill in proper proportion, but don’t ask
what the proportion should be. In case of doubt, weigh mine with luck (Everette
DeGolyer, quoted in Knowles 1978, page 300).

It is the genius of a people that determines how much oil shall be reduced to
possession; the presence of oil in the earth is not enough. Gold is where you find
it, according to an old adage, but judging from the record of our experience, oil
must be sought first of all in our minds (Wallace Pratt, quoted in Pratt 1943, page

1.

We usually find oil in new places with new ideas. When we go to a new area we
can find oil with an old idea. Sometimes also we find oil in an old place with a
new idea, but we seldom find much oil in an old place with an old idea (Parke
Dickey 1958, quoted in Dickey 2002, page 36).

My own view is that it’s easy to find oil. It’s hell to make money (Marlan
Downey 1991, quoted in Steinmetz 1992, back cover).

2.1. Introduction

The quotes from DeGolyer, Pratt, Dickey, and Downey capture the essence and historical
evolution of the search for petroleum. They each reveal the preoccupations with risk, failure,
innovation and fortune that have always characterized exploration. Taken from different points
in time, these observations also demonstrate how exploration has changed from a crapshoot
informed by hunches and rewarded largely by luck, to a sophisticated endeavor requiring vision
and invention, to a modern science that has nearly become a victim of its own success in finding
commercial prospects. With modern industry and indeed whole economies dependent on it, oil
is still the greatest prize and exploration still the greatest game.

For decades, the Gulf of Mexico has been one of the most lively and captivating exploration
frontiers in the world. The history of the petroleum industry from its early days on the Texas-
Louisiana coast to its recent conquests in the “deepwater” Gulf exemplifies, better than anywhere
in the world, the transformation of the oil exploration from an unsophisticated prospecting
endeavor to a high-tech business. The Gulf Coast was the first area of the world to employ
geophysical technology rigorously in a successful hunt for oil. The introduction of the torsion
balance and the refraction seismograph in the 1920s enabled the successful search for buried salt
domes in the region. In the 1930s, the reflection seismograph transformed the business of
petroleum exploration in nearly every oil region in the United States, but its greatest economic
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impact was on the Texas-Louisiana Gulf Coast, where it refined the search for salt domes and
effected changes in exploration strategy.

Combined with developments in drilling and well logging, geophysical technology pushed the
industry from onshore marine environments into offshore waters of the Gulf of Mexico. In the
1940s and 1950s, the move from onshore leasing conducted by private and public landowners to
offshore leasing by competitive bid conducted by state and federal governments placed an even
greater premium on geologic and geophysical capabilities, as incentives for speculative leasing
were fewer offshore. Oil firms and their companion service companies faced unprecedented
challenges and made rapid strides in learning how to drill and produce hydrocarbons from
increasing water depths offshore, but not without steep rises in the costs of development, which
mandated greater accuracy and effectiveness in exploration.

While recognizing the amazing accomplishments and steep learning curves of production
engineers, construction and shipbuilding companies, and all the mechanics and tinkerers along
the Gulf Coast who helped make offshore a going proposition, it must be understood that the
primary challenge was not figuring out how to build and service offshore platforms, but figuring
out where exactly to build them and how much to pay for them. Often, when production
engineers were asked the question, “how deep can you build a platform,” their typical reply was,
“tell us how much you are willing to pay for a platform, and we’ll tell you how deep we can
build it.” So a key historical question in understanding the evolution of this industry, it seems, is
“how did oil companies determine how much money they were willing to pay for a platform?”

The answer to this question, of course, depended on the costs of finding new reserves, which in
turn depended on two things: 1) the terms of access; and 2) the costs and accuracy of exploration.
Finding commercial quantities of oil in a risky, high-cost environment was the name of the
game. Yet the story of offshore Gulf of Mexico has really not been told from the perspective of
the managers, geoscientists, and surveyors who pioneered path-breaking exploration
technologies, took the risks, found the oil, and made the play. The drillers and platform builders,
so far, have stolen the limelight (Pratt et al. 1997; Burleson 1999; Gramling 1996; Kreidler
1997). The narrative needs to be placed in the context of evolving geophysical technology, with
attention to how such technology shaped exploration strategy, and how the economics of leasing
and exploration, in turn, drove technological innovation. It needs to include the contributions of
local residents and entrepreneurs in helping oil companies get into the swamps, marshes, and
open waters, as well as the disappearance of this local support niche as operations and sources of
technological innovation became more sophisticated and distant from onshore support centers.
Most importantly, it needs to include the role of geophysical contractors in pioneering a string of
innovations in seismic surveying and the associated changes in research and development at the
major oil companies to keep up with and accommodate the growing importance of geophysics.

While exploration geophysicists and geologists have studiously documented the history of
geophysics, they have underemphasized the Gulf Coast origins of commercial geophysical
surveying and the close relationship between technological innovation in this field and the
particular characteristics of the region’s geology and stratigraphy (Sweet 1966; Lawyer et al.
2001). The deep-seated salt domes and sedimentary strata along the coast and on the continental
shelf in the Gulf of Mexico hold vast amounts of petroleum, but they are geologically complex,
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with massive salt sheets and extrusions, steep-dipping and highly faulted beds, and numerous but
thin and often indistinguishable sands in which hydrocarbons are difficult to pinpoint. Early on,
exploration in this region came to depend on continuous improvements in geophysical
techniques. The development of marine geophysical operations in the 1950s enabled leaders in
the industry to realize economies of scale in gathering seismic information. The introduction of
magnetic tape recording and “common-depth-point” shooting in the late 1950s, closely followed
by digital processing and recording in the early 1960s, provided for a quantum leap in the
amount of data that could be handled and manipulated. This led to an almost continuous
innovation in seismic processing and interpretation, with the “deconvolution” of signals caused
by reverberations in water in the early 1960s, the direct detection (“bright spots”) of
hydrocarbons in the late 1960s, three-dimensional seismic in the late 1970s, and 4-D or “time-
lapse” seismic today. All of these innovations saw their greatest application offshore and
especially in the Gulf of Mexico. Advances in digital seismic technology in the 1980s and 1990s
initiated a shift in continental shelf/deepwater plays, as majors upgraded to deepwater tracts and
sold off shelf tracts to smaller independents who used the technology to extend the life of older
fields.

From the standpoint of exploration, there is greater continuity in the story of the oil industry’s
move from inland south Louisiana to offshore Gulf of Mexico than is revealed in traditional
offshore narratives, which emphasize a fundamental discontinuity in engineering practices. The
offshore environment certainly presented unique and daunting challenges, but we must piece
together the threads of continuity to appreciate the industry’s willingness and ability to confront
great uncertainty and risk in the open Gulf.

2.2. Grand Entrance of Geophysics

The discovery of the giant oil field on the Spindletop salt dome in January 1901 ushered in the
modern age of oil exploration. It vaulted the Gulf Coast of the United States to prominence in
the world petroleum industry. This region also became the first big oil province not dominated
by the Standard Oil colossus. The soon-to-be majors Gulf Oil Corporation and The Texas
Company among other firms would establish a strong foothold there. At Spindletop, one well
produced 100,000 barrels/day (b/d), capable of producing one-fourth of the entire world’s annual
production at the time. Spindletop also created the legend of the wildcatter, whose
swashbuckling spirit and penchant for risk-taking would define the image and stereotype of the
Southwestern oilman.

As legendary geologist Michel Halbouty has explained, science played no role in this discovery.
Humans did not even begin scientifically to study the earth until the eighteenth century. By the
end of the nineteenth century, the science of geology was still in its infancy, and the few
geologists at work in the United States were most concerned with the origin and age of the earth,
the mechanics of mountain formation, or the classification of rocks. Prospectors employed
doodlebugs, divining rods, or other instruments of metaphysical prognostication in the search for
oil, and they often adhered to superstitions which held that drilling sites be kept close to
cemeteries or on the right-hand forks of creeks. Leading geoscientists of the day believed that
the unconsolidated sands underlying the Gulf Coast area could not contain oil and that drilling
anywhere in the region was a waste of time. Beaumont trader Patillo Higgins, who persevered in
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drilling at Spindletop, “had the faith and the determination to pursue his belief in face of lay and
scientific criticism, and he proved to all, especially those geologists who called him “fool,” that
the so-called “oil experts” were not looking ahead, much less keeping up with current
developments” (Halbouty 1957, p. 19). Or, as oil historian Edgar Wesley Owen writes, “the
story is of astute geological hunches by nonprofessionals and lack of intuition on the part of
more expert scientists” (Owen 1975, p. 195).

Higgins had read enough geology to believe that the prominent hill seeping gas a few miles from
Beaumont might be a favorable structure for the presence of petroleum. His partner, Captain
Anthony Lucas, had witnessed oil showings from salt drilling operations at Avery Island and
Jefferson Island, Louisiana. But they were still operating on a hunch. In 1871, Rumanian
geologist Franz PoSepny had observed that petroleum in Rumanian Moldavia was associated
with salt domes, but his contribution and other European literature on salt were largely unknown
in the United States, even thirty years later when oilmen and geologists observed that the gushing
Spindletop hill was similar to mounds bearing salt, sulfur, and shows of oil at many locations in
Louisiana and Texas. After Higgins and Lucas struck “black gold,” leasing and exploration soon
commenced in a feverish pace east and west of Spindletop on every low groundswell that
seemed to indicate the existence of a salt dome.

The entire Gulf Coast was pocked by these features, a vast field of oil reservoirs in the
imagination of many oil men. New oil fields indeed were proven by the end of 1901, at
Jennings, Louisiana, most notably, and elsewhere. They were discovered mainly on the basis of
simple surface observations of oil or gas seeps (“paraffin dirt”), sulfur-water springs, asphalt
beds, and distinct topographic features. Yet, despite the stunning success of early drilling, the
notion that every salt dome sat atop a huge pool of oil proved to be fanciful. Not all salt domes
yielded oil, and some not until after several years of development, as major reserves tended to be
restricted to a single flank or segment of the structure. Drillers were handicapped by the lack of
subsurface knowledge and crude rotary drilling methods. By 1911, oil companies had verified
the existence of 36 salt domes; 22 of them were discovered before the end of 1901. Almost all
the 36 domes eventually produced oil, especially after 1913 when drilling moved off the tops of
the structures to explore the flanks, where the sands turned out to be much more productive.
Many drilling failures, however, accompanied each discovery. Only 12 more domes were
discovered before 1924, when geophysical methods of prospecting were introduced in the region.
Meanwhile, Gulf Coast geologists focused on developing theories to explain the origins of salt
domes, correlating surface indicators with well data (Owen 1975, pp. 191-203).

The northern Gulf of Mexico, geologists later pieced together, is a great geosyncline, a giant
downwarp of the earth’s crust filled with tens of thousands of feet of ancient river sediment
deposited over 100 million years. Except for the extensive carbonate parts of the Florida and
Yucatan shelf platforms, deposition during the Tertiary period (2 to 65 million years ago), which
represents the largest sedimentary section, was predominantly clastic, composed of non-marine
sands and shales. The landward extent of the Gulf Coast geosyncline is the outcropping
Cretaceous and basal Tertiary sediments approximately 200 miles north of the shoreline. The
southern extent is located beyond 400 miles into the deepest water (12,000 feet) of the Gulf near
the Sigsbee Scarp. Drill down 20,000 feet under the shallow seafloor off Louisiana and one is
still in the Miocene epoch sands deposited 5 to 24 million years ago. Some places contain more
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than 60,000 feet of sediment above the Upper Cretaceous. The crust can only take about 40,000
feet of sediment, however, before heaving it upward. Ancient subsidence and heaving created
complex fold and fault systems in the northern Gulf. At great depths, the sediment was heated
and melted, releasing water, oil, and gas from the rock, which eventually found their way into the
structural traps created by folding and faulting (Atwater 1959, pp. 131-32; Antoine and Gilmore
1970, pp. 37-38).

Sodium chloride, or rock salt, also migrated up through the strata. The shrinking of ancient
oceans once stranded bays that gradually dried up and left plains of salt which were later buried
deep under layers of sediment deposited by returning waters. The action of salt under these
extensive layers is eloquently described by essayist John McPhee:

Salt has a low specific gravity and is very plastic. Pile eight thousand feet of
sediment on it and it starts to move. Slowly, blobularly, it collects itself and
moves. It shoves apart layers of rock. It mounds upon itself, and, breaking its
way upward, rises in mushroom shape — a salt dome. Still rising into more shales
and sandstones, it bends them into graceful arches and then bursts through them
like a bullet shooting upward through a splintering floor. The shape becomes a
reverse teardrop. Generally, after the breakthrough, there will be some big layers
of sandstone leaning on the salt dome like boards leaning up against a wall. The
sandstone is permeable and probably has a layer of shale above it, which is not
permeable. Any fluid in the sandstone will not only be trapped under the shale
but will also be trapped by the impermeable salt. Enter the strange
companionship between oil and salt (McPhee 1981, pp. 75-76).

Geologists eventually classified three different kinds of salt domes: “piercement-type” domes, in
which the salt remained near the surface throughout their history, piercing sediments shortly after
their deposition; “deep-seated” domes buried beneath thousands of feet of sediment; and
“intermediate-type” domes falling in between. By the 1960s, more than 400 salt domes had been
identified in the Gulf Coast province through drilling alone, and thousands more indicated by
geophysical measurements (Antoine and Gilmore 1970, p. 37; Halbouty 1967).

In the 1920s, knowledge of the “strange companionship” between oil and salt was still in its
infancy, although it had begun to move out of the realm of divination and into the realm of
science. Prior hypotheses about the origin of salt domes claimed that they were a by-product of
volcanic action or a result of the expansive force of growing salt crystals. Everette Lee
DeGolyer, a founder of the American Association of Petroleum Geologists and the man many
people regard as the founder of modern geophysics (see below), was the first American to
recognize and develop the idea of “plastic flow.” “De,” as he was affectionately known among
friends and colleagues, published dozens of geological and geophysical papers during his career,
but in the early years he was most interested in the origin of salt domes. After extensive reading
about the concept in European geology, DeGolyer wrote influential articles beginning in 1918
that changed the thinking of American geologists about how salt domes developed. Still,
geologists had few tools for understanding the subsurface. Outcrops could not be found in the
region, and drillers’ logs were unreliable. According to Halbouty: “the only real tools that were
available for scientific study were the bit, the few honest drillers’ logs and micropaleontology”
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(Halbouty 1957, p. 19). Furthermore, the discovery of the huge Caddo Lake field in 1904 shifted
the attention of geologists in this region to northern Louisiana. By the early 1920s, no important
new fields were being developed in southern Louisiana, and low crude prices tempered the
enthusiasm of oil operators to hunt for more (Steinmayer 1957).

The introduction of new geophysical techniques rejuvenated exploration for buried Gulf Coast
salt domes. In fact, geophysical exploration with the torsion balance and refraction seismograph
achieved its first notable success on the Gulf Coast in the mid-1920s, after previously
demonstrating the capability to map subsurface structures in Europe. The first geophysical
contracting firm in the United States actually appeared in 1921, when four talented scientists
who had studied reflected blast waves to detect the location of enemy artillery for the U.S.
Bureau of Standards during World War I — William P. Haseman, John C. Karcher, E.A.
Eckhardt, and Burton McCollum — organized the Geophysical Engineering Company (GEC).
GEC did experimental work, underwritten by Marland Oil Company, employing reflection
seismology (see below) to search for petroleum in Oklahoma. However, their results were
inconclusive, and geophysical prospecting in the United States soon turned to the Gulf Coast and
to other equipment and methods, though the principals in GEC would go on to shape the
evolution of geophysical technology in profound ways. In July 1924, Amerada Petroleum
Corporation and its affiliate, Rycade Oil Corporation, used the E6tvos torsion balance, named
after Baron Roland E6tvos, a professor of experimental physics at the University of Budapest, to
locate the Nash dome in Brazoria County, Texas. This is generally acknowledged as the first
discovery of oil using geophysical instruments.

The Eo6tvos torsion balance essentially measured changes in the earth’s gravity field at different
points over a given area by light metal beams suspended from a hair-like torsion wire. Everette
DeGolyer, who in 1919 became vice president and general manager of the newly created
Amerada and who had been diligently searching for a practical geophysical instrument, sought
out and obtained the first device for the United States. “If DeGolyer was spending a goodly
portion of his time writing and thinking about how salt domes were formed,” writes George
Elliott Sweet, “you can be sure that he was also thinking long and hard about how best to find
those buried domes that had no surface expression or surface seepage indication” (Sweet 1966, p.
99). The new instrument proved more precise than pendulum devices, which had been used to
measure gravity since the 18" century, although improved pendulums were applied with some
success along the Gulf Coast in the early 1930s. Royal Dutch-Shell and the Gulf Production
Company (an affiliate of the Pittsburgh-based Gulf Oil) began experimenting with the torsion
balance about the same time as Amerada-Rycade, and each had success locating salt domes.
Unfortunately, many of the domes showed little or no oil and the torsion balance fell into
disrepute until 1929, when the discoveries of deeper domes confirmed the theory behind early
torsion-balance surveys and the seismograph refined discredited prospects. More efficient and
lightweight gravity meters or “gravimeters” soon replaced the torsion balance and eventually
found widespread use in the search for salt domes in marine areas (Owen 1975, pp. 755-757).

Gravity instruments were most effective in structural reconnaissance work. Also at this time,
magnetometers, which measured changes in the vertical component of the earth’s magnetic field,
demonstrated capabilities for reconnaissance, especially where crystalline basement rocks were
part of large local uplifts. For detailed prospecting and mapping, on the other hand, the
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seismograph was the answer. Whereas gravity and magnetic methods showed only average
properties of all subsurface rocks, the seismic method distinguished rocks of different properties
at particular depths. Scientists for years had suggested using seismology — the measurement of
acoustic wave velocities through elastic layers in the earth’s crust — for determining geologic
structure, and the Germans had adapted the technology for locating enemy artillery during World
War 1. Only after the war, however, did companies deploy the seismograph in the hunt for oil
(Sweet 1966; Lawyer et al. 2001, pp. 1-12). In 1923, Royal Dutch-Shell made the first large-
scale seismograph trial in Mexico. Soon after, Marland Oil Company introduced it into the
United States, first in Oklahoma and then later in East Texas and the Gulf Coast. Both oil
companies contracted with a German firm, Seismos Gesellschaft, founded by Dr. Ludger
Mintrop, to conduct the seismic surveying (Sweet 1966, pp. 89-92).

Mintrop had obtained a German patent on a seismic technique that came to be known as
refraction. In a refraction survey, a charge of dynamite set off near the surface created a shock
wave which traveled through the earth and was picked up by a series of seismometers or
“geophones.” Connected by wires to a central recording point, these devices detected the first of
the acoustic waves and thus allowed for an accurate determination of the travel time from the
point of explosion. These waves traveled through soft formations, such as sand and shale, in
underground arcs at a known velocity. A hard or more compact formation, such as a salt dome,
would transmit the waves at a much faster rate, in effect refracting them like a prism. Refracted
waves would arrive at the geophone abnormally fast, often indicating the presence of salt.

The early tests turned in disappointing results, mainly because they were performed in areas with
no shallow salt domes, and amplification of the sound signals on the Seismos mechanical
seismographs was too low to detect deeper structures. But in June 1924, a Seismos crew
working for Gulf made the first ever seismic discovery of a buried salt dome — the Orchard dome
in coastal Texas — which contained commercial amounts of oil. During the next year, this crew
mapped three more Texas domes by seismic refraction. The success of the new method truly
marked a breakthrough in the art and science of petroleum exploration. News traveled fast, and
by the end of 1926, refraction crews had combed large parts of coastal southeast Texas and
southwest Louisiana for shallow salt domes (Beaton 1957, p. 203; Owen 1975, pp. 504-505).
“The years 1924 to 1927 saw the wildest competition between oil companies in the history of the
Gulf Coast,” remembered O. Scott Petty, who in 1925 co-founded Petty Geophysical.
“Suddenly, almost overnight, there appeared a way to find shallow domes fast and with
certainty” (Petty 1976, p. 21).

Seismos supplied the instruments and outfitted most of the crews for this burst of exploration,
and improvements to the method allowed for more rapid surveying. One weakness of the early
work by Seismos was that the profiles taken by shooting along a straight line yielded
inconclusive observations unless that line happened to cross a shallow salt plug directly.
Velocity contrasts were not distinct enough in some places to be recognized by the instruments.
L.P. Garrett, Gulf Oil’s chief geologist, suggested placing several geophones in a fan-shaped
pattern radiating from a single shot point, which would allow for a more detectable “time lead”
on any line whose waves were refracted through a salt mass. In addition, a smaller number of
shots would be required to search for domes over a large area. Although it provided better and
cheaper coverage than profile shooting, fan-shooting could still miss salt domes. And despite the
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acceptance of the revolutionary new technology and the improvements made by fan-shooting,
Seismos had only proven that it could find shallow domes. Slow to refine its instruments and
field techniques, the German company soon lost ground to more aggressive innovators and in
1930 discontinued operations in the United States (Sweet 1966, p. 92; Owen 1975, p. 505).

The strongest competition came from the Tulsa-based Geophysical Research Corporation
(GRC), an Amerada Petroleum affiliate established in 1925 by Everette DeGolyer. Under the
direction of John C. Karcher, who had done pioneering work on seismic technology at the
Bureau of Standards, GRC acquired a patent held by Reginald Fessenden (chief physicist for the
Submarine Signaling Company of Boston) for recording both refraction and reflection waves in
search of “ore bodies” and quickly made vital enhancements to refraction seismology. DeGolyer
and Karcher realized that shallow salt domes were not that hard to find in a region which
abounded with similar structures and producing domes. They wanted to see if exploration
technology could be improved to allow for greater accuracy as well as insight into more deeply
buried structures. Working under contract with Gulf Oil in the spring of 1926, GRC introduced
newly designed electrical seismometers and a vacuum tube amplifier that made its seismograph
much more sensitive than the German mechanical seismographs. The unit also contained a
single trace recording camera modified from an old hand-cranked 35-mm movie camera. By
shining a light through slits attached to the prongs of a large tuning fork, timing lines could be
projected onto the 35-mm film. Radio signals from shot point to detector point communicated
the instant of explosion, whereas Seismos had estimated this instant from the arrival time of the
air wave and the surveyed distance (Owen 1975, pp. 505-506 and 760; Lawyer et al. 2001, pp.
15-17).

The system greatly increased the speed and accuracy of shooting, and all at a reduced cost.
Distances between shot point and recorder could also be lengthened to about 5 miles (and later to
9 miles) allowing for the detection of more deeply buried salt domes. In June 1926, GRC
discovered two salt domes for Gulf at Moss Bluff, Texas and Port Barre, Louisiana. During the
next three years, another GRC crew found ten domes for Gulf in Mississippi River delta region
of southern Louisiana. Trudging equipment through the hot, fetid, and mucky swamps was no
picnic for the crew led by Eugene McDermott. They had to contend with aggressive
cottonmouth moccasins, leeches, and alligators. But the work of GRC party No. 2 revealed the
hitherto virgin territory of Plaquemines, LaFourche, and St. Charles Parishes to be fertile hunting
ground for seismograph operations. Gulf promptly drilled some of these prospects, many of
which became major fields aggregating over 1.5 billion barrels of oil, but major development on
most of them was postponed until after the depression (Owen 1975, p. 760).

Expanding rapidly and spreading its crews far and wide, Amerada’s GRC firmly established
itself as the seismic contractor in the United States, and especially on the Gulf Coast. In addition
to its work for Gulf, GRC made its mark with another “water job” for the Louisiana Land and
Exploration Company (LLE). This company was created in 1927 when Colonel E.F. Simms, a
shrewd, independent oilman from Houston who had purchased from the State of Louisiana oil
and gas leases on over 1 million acres of the coastal plain, joined forces with H.H. Timken, who
controlled some 700,000 acres of fee land foreclosed from failed agricultural ventures. Shortly
after its formation, LLE hired GRC for a seismograph survey of its vast holdings. Everette
DeGolyer and Alfred Jacobson of Amerada joined the LLE board, making the interlocking
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directorates of Amerada, GRC, and LLE, in the words of oil historian Edgar Wesley Owen, “an
effective managerial mechanism for the venture” (Owen 1975, p. 761).

It was an ambitious venture, undertaken across swamps, lakes, and open bays. For the first time
in the history of seismic exploration, surveying was conducted almost entirely from boats, with
equipment adapted for underwater work. GRC crews mounted the recording apparatus in fishing
luggers and at each of three recording boat locations pushed a single geophone into the soft mud
with a pole. The explosive charge was lowered to the water bottom on similar boats or buried in
a hole on shore. The results were astoundingly successful. Two GRC crews, surveying as much
as 15,000 acres a day, discovered 9 salt domes (seven in Terrebonne Parish) in 16 months for
LLE, culminating with the giant Caillou Island dome in April 1928. This feat was unequaled,
before or since, in the history of geophysical prospecting in the United States (Sweet 1966, pp.
135-138; Dobrin 1952, p. 125).

LLE eagerly followed up its seismic exploration with drilling. But dry holes in Calcasieu Lake,
Vermillion Bay, and East Hackberry placed the company in financial straits and left it unable to
complete its planned drilling program. LLE board member Alfred Jacobson came to the rescue
by negotiating a deal — the famous “28 Contract” — whereby the Texas Company subleased about
1.5 million acres of LLE holdings in return for cash, royalties, a percentage of future profits, and
a promise to drill 4 wells on each of the 9 geophysical structures. The Texas Company
proceeded to fulfill its drilling commitment, with moderate success in 1929-1930, especially at
East Hackberry. It took at least another decade, however, after improved drilling and exploration
technologies helped locate reserves, for the Texas Company and LLE to realize the vast amount
of oil underlaying their leases. By the mid-1960s, the four most productive fields discovered in
the deal — Caillou Island, Lake Barre, Bay Ste. Elaine, and Lake Pelto — had a combined
cumulative production and remaining reserves of more than 1 billion barrels, “a rich return from
16 months of work by a few men trying out novel methods with rather crude equipment” (Owen
1975, p. 762).

After 1929, the technology and strategy of geophysical exploration in the Gulf Coast salt dome
region moved into a new phase. The industry began to search for and discover more deep-seated
salt domes, beyond 2,000 feet and ranging to 10,000 feet. Beginning in 1927, almost the entire
Gulf Coast salt dome region was reshot with the torsion balance and refraction seismograph, but
the drill did not achieve high rates of success until 1929, after Humble Oil and Refining
Company’s discovery of the Sugarland Field in Fort Bend County, Texas, which confirmed the
importance of both exploration tools for mapping at depths around 3,500 feet. More new oil and
gas fields were opened in 1929 than in any previous year, and the industry was even
contemplating the use of geophysics to search for oil and gas bearing structures other than salt
domes.

Geophysics as both a science and commercial enterprise was beginning to come into its own. In
the mid- to late-1920s, several major oil companies established geophysical departments.
Marland Oil had the strongest organization, led by William Haseman and E.A. Eckhardt, who
had left the Geophysical Engineering Company. This, however, did not guarantee financial
rewards for Marland, which was taken over by Continental Oil Company in 1928. Eckhardt then
moved on to head a new geophysical division at Gulf Refining, another early adopter of
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geophysical technology. The other notable geophysical group to emerge at this time was at
Humble Oil. Organized in 1924 by the company’s chief geologist and legendary oil finder,
Wallace Pratt, Humble’s group was unique in developing its own instruments and techniques
rather than relying on outside contractors. This delayed Humble’s progress but eventually made
the company a major force in seismic exploration. In 1926, the Colorado School of Mines, with
help from some oil companies, established the first department of geophysics to provide research
and training for a new generation of petroleum explorationists (Owen 1975, pp. 506-510).

The new phase of geophysical exploration on the Gulf Coast was characterized, most
significantly, by the commercialization of reflection seismology. After the war, the Geophysical
Engineering Company had experimented with this technology in Oklahoma. GEC’s founders —
Haseman, Eckhardt, Karcher, and McCollum — along with their associates continued to build on
this work in the 1920s. Developing a reflection technique was a main objective of the
Geophysical Research Corporation, directed by Karcher, when it was created by Amerada in
1925. The reflection method offered much more seductive possibilities than refraction. Whereas
refraction measured the differences in the velocity of energy waves through different rock strata,
reflection measured the time it took for a wave to travel from the sound source at the surface to a
hard underground layer and back to the surface again. An acoustic wave would be reflected or
bounced back toward the surface, much like an echo, from any place where there was a change
in the elastic properties of the medium through which the wave traveled. It was harder to
interpret data from the refraction method because refraction waves travel in three distinct paths,
in contrast to reflection waves which travel in only two paths. Moreover, the angle of refraction
is governed by the relative velocity of sound at the interface of two different kinds of rocks,
whereas the angle of reflection is geometrically determined. Using a series of recordings and a
knowledge of wave velocities through various formations, the reflection method made it possible
to plot the contour and depth of reflecting layers (Klotz 1952, p. 20).

Early reflection seismology had its flaws. Verifying reflections required correlating events from
two or more seismic traces on separate paper records, cranked at different speeds. Equipment
was too primitive to allow for easy discrimination between the desired reflections and undesired
ones. When dynamite was exploded in a shot hole, the waves recorded by the geophones
traveled along a variety of paths, the undesired ones creating what geophysicists called “noise.”
Acoustic waves were created by dynamite detonated in shallow holes dug by hand, and thus the
effectiveness of the shot depended on near-surface soil conditions. Nevertheless, in the summer
of 1928, GRC crews working for Amerada began obtaining strong reflections in the Seminole
area of Oklahoma. As work continued into 1929, GRC rapidly improved its techniques,
introducing better geophones, a new amplifier that rejected low frequencies, including surface
waves or “ground roll,” and drilling machines that dug shot holes to the water table. A second
galvanometer on each camera simplified interpretation by providing for two traces on each
record; later cameras recorded multiple traces. In 1930, Amerada discovered three substantial oil
fields in the Seminole area based on structures mapped from GRC’s reflection surveys (Owen
1975, pp. 510-511).

The reflection method had so proved its worth that Amerada’s president, Alfred Jacobsen,

wanted to limit GRC’s reflection parties for the exclusive benefit of Amerada. The company’s
chairman, Everette DeGolyer, strongly disagreed. DeGolyer argued that GRC could not hope to
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keep this powerful technology from competitors for long and that the best way for GRC to
maintain its virtual monopoly on the seismograph business was to offer reflection crews to other
firms, thus continuing to bring in substantial revenues for the parent company. This policy
would prevent, at least in the short term, rivals to GRC, which employed approximately 70
percent of all seismic exploration scientists in the world. Jacobsen prevailed, and GRC placed its
seismic crews exclusively at the service of Amerada. This provoked DeGolyer’s eventual
resignation from the company, but not before he secretly financed the creation of a new
independent contracting company, Geophysical Service, Inc. (GSI), headed by Karcher and
McDermott, both of whom resigned from GRC in early 1930. Many other GRC men joined GSI,
which became an instant player in seismic exploration. On the eve of World War II, GSI fielded
28 crews working on several continents. By the 1950s, GSI had become the largest geophysical
company in the world and the leading innovator in seismic technology. In addition, the
company’s research into transistors and electronics spawned the renowned technology giant,
Texas Instruments, Inc., which would grow to overshadow and become the parent of GSI (Sweet
1966, pp. 122-125; Lawyer et al. 2001, pp. 17-18).

Still other GRC employees left to start new geophysical companies. During the 1930s, more
than thirty U.S. seismic contracting firms appeared, many of which could trace their lineage to
GRC or GSI. In 1933, Henry Salvatori left GSI to form Western Geophysical Company, which
would become GSI’s chief competitor and even eclipse it in size by the 1970s. The main
exceptions to the GRC-GSI ancestry included United Geophysical Company, GSI’s largest
competitor in the 1930s and headed by Herbert Hoover, Jr., and the San Antonio-based Petty
Geophysical Engineering Company. Established in 1925 by Dabney Petty, associate state
geologist for the Texas Bureau of Economic Geology, and his brother, Olive Scott, Petty
Geophysical developed its own seismic instruments and became a technical innovator in the
industry.

Reflection seismic transformed the business of petroleum exploration in nearly every oil region
in the United States. Its greatest economic impact, however, was on the Texas-Louisiana Gulf

Coast, especially after the development of “dip-shooting.”” First carried out by a GRC crew on
the Darrow field in 1928, dip shooting involved placing geophones in opposite directions of the
shot point and measuring the differences in arrival times. The presence of steep dips in
sedimentary beds thus could be detected. “A new vista of the petroleum potentialities of the
Gulf Coast petroleum province of Texas and Louisiana has been opened by the developments of
the past few years,” wrote Donald C. Barton, in a 1930 appraisal for the American Association of
Petroleum Geologists. A pioneer in Gulf Coast geology and geophysics with Amerada and
Humble before striking out on his own as a consultant, Barton described the expansion of the
salt-dome and Tertiary producing area southward and eastward, venturing a radical upward
revision of recoverable reserves from only two years earlier when he had estimated them to be
2.3 billion barrels. “The ultimate production of oil in the area,” he now wrote, “surely will be at
least 3.5 billion barrels; probably at least 5.5 billion barrels; and possibly at least 10 billion

’In the 1930s, the courts sorted out the question of patent rights to the reflection seismograph. In 1933, the Texas
Company, having purchased the McCollum and Mintrop patents, invited all users of seismic technology to pay
royalties and a year later sued the Sun Oil Company for infringement. Litigation was settled out of court in 1937
and cross-licensing agreements involving other patents helped further commercialize the technology.
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barrels.” This proved to be a discerning guess. Although for some years Barton appeared to
have placed too much faith in the impact of geophysical technology, by 1965 cumulative
production plus proved reserves along the upper Gulf Coast, excluding offshore, was 15 billion
barrels (Barton 1930, p. 1,380).

In the early 1930s, reflection surveying slowly but steadily demonstrated its effectiveness in
detailing deep Gulf Coast prospects which the refraction seismograph and torsion balance had
indicated with less precision, such as the Iowa field in Louisiana (Vacuum, Shell) and the
Tomball (Magnolia-Vacuum, Humble) and Anahuac (Humble) fields in Texas. On the heels of
these discoveries, oil companies set out to reevaluate one dome after another with reflection
seismic. Even during the great depression, with the price of oil plummeting, reflecting crews and
leasing agents were busy throughout the region. Detailed mapping with the reflection
seismograph required much closer spacing of shots and detectors. But improvements to
equipment and technique — most notably “continuous profiling,” which recorded a continuous set
of reflection points along a profile line, as opposed to “correlation shooting” or “spot shooting” —
increased the speed and decreased the cost of surveying, making the reflection method
economical for wider-ranging reconnaissance. California inventor and geophysicist Frank
Rieber developed the “sonograph,” based on the technology used in early talking motion
pictures, which recorded the seismic traces as reproducible sound tracks and subsequently
reproduced them in phased combinations and through filters that reduced interference noises.
Along with the discovery of the great East Texas field, reflection seismic work in south Texas
and Louisiana turned the decade of the 1930s into the most prolific period for oil discoveries in
U.S. history. In 1940, GSI geophysicist E. Eugene Rosaire estimated that the reflection
seismograph had found 131 fields on the Gulf Coast, many of them major ones, at an average
geophysical cost of $164,000 per discovery (Owen 1975, pp. 511-514 and 794-797; Lawyer et
al. 2001, pp. 21-24).

The technology was not foolproof. It yielded many dry holes, and success rates in some places
were no better than other methods of prospecting. Some geologic areas simply did not lend
themselves easily to reflection. Soft, unconsolidated sands in many places on the Gulf Coast did
not generally provide strong reflections. Most crucially, early reflection techniques had
problems detecting faults, which became a serious concern as evidence by the late 1930s was
showing that fault blocks were more productive than salt domes. However, ongoing innovation
and refinements to the technology, especially in continuous profiling, which enabled more
accurate mapping of faulted horizons, would ultimately give the reflection seismic method much
broader range along the Gulf Coast and into the Gulf of Mexico.

The revolution in technology brought about by the reflection seismograph also effected a striking
change in exploration strategy along the Gulf Coast. New capabilities for detailed geophysical
prospecting accelerated the pace of wildcat leasing. Rival companies who could not afford or
obtain seismic crews, which were limited in number, deployed large numbers of scouts to
monitor the crews working for the companies who could — namely, Gulf, Humble, Shell, Pure,
and LLE/Texaco. "Seis scouts" looked for any signs of unusual activity that might suggest the
existence of a dome. Remembered O. Scott Petty: “If, for example, a crew should shoot a cross
fan at an angle to one they had already made, that was fatal. The first scout to learn that would
phone his company and within hours they might have lease men trying to lease the area where
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the fans crossed.” Crews tried various kinds of evasive maneuvers to shake the scouts, such as
changing their working hours, making decoy shots, and spreading false rumors. “Of course there
was lots of bribery going on too,” added Petty. “Sometimes the company that found the dome
got less acreage then their competitors. So — anything went in those days. You had just better be
smart enough to outwit the other fellow” (Petty 1976, p. 21).

To prevent cherry-picking by watchful competitors, larger companies increasingly found that
they needed a lease on the land instead of a mere permit before they began a survey. In 1927,
Humble Oil adopted a new policy of leasing large blocks of land as a strategy of conservation
and as a remedy to the problem of competitive drilling. With fast-improving seismic technology
and the growing influence of geologists in its organization, the company extended this policy
during the depression and broadened its leasing. It obtained large semi-proven and wildcat
leases all along the Gulf Coast. In 1933, most notably, Humble took a 20-year lease on the
million-acre King ranch in south Texas. “A ranch of over a million acres was bound to contain
at least a few oilfields,” explained John Bonner to fellow Humble Oil directors who were
skeptical about the deal. It contained more than a few. During the next several decades, the
world’s most famous cattle ranch also yielded an abundance of oil and gas fields. Humble Oil’s
aggressive leasing strategy, combined with the company’s increasing sophistication in reflection
seismology, allowed it to reach, in the words of Everette DeGolyer, a “paramount position as a
holder of domestic oil reserves.” Humble’s record of acquisitions and discoveries along the Gulf
Coast during the 1930s remains one of the most impressive achievements in the history of
American oil exploration (Sweet 1966, pp. 174-175).

As the reflection seismograph revealed the great oil and gas potential of the Gulf Coast, the race
to acquire geophysical information and leases intensified, even as economic conditions in the
nation worsened. The center of gravity in Louisiana’s oil industry shifted decisively to the
southern region of the state. By the early 1930s, southern Louisiana’s prorationing allotment (a
limit on aggregate production established by an interstate compact in 1933) was double that of
northern Louisiana. (More often produced - “hot oil” schemes of Long machine) As one
newspaper account described the scene, “trucks rumble through the streets, restaurants are
crowded, hotels are filled and business houses are busy. Out in the network of navigable
streams, barges and boats of all descriptions are traveling to and from the marshland fields and
seaplanes dot the skies” (quoted in Franks and Lambert 1982, p. 184).

Oil companies were not the only ones who aimed to profit from this oil potential. The most
brazen bid was made by “Judge” Leander Perez, long-time district attorney and ruthless political
boss of the deep-delta Louisiana parish of Plaquemines, which embraces the mouth of the
Mississippi River. “A stubby, 125-mile-long thumb of lushly green, creamy delta earth,
Plaquemines pokes out into the Gulf of Mexico, spurting out the Mississippi as from the nozzle
of a hose,” wrote a Collier’s feature in 1949. “Plaquemines contains fabulous riches of oil,
sulphur and natural gas, much of it on public lands. But most important for Plaquemines’ fame:
it is the bailiwick of Leander H. Perez” (Velie 1949, p. 10). In 1929, shortly after oil had been
discovered in Plaquemines by GRC Party No. 2 for Gulf Oil, Perez helped Governor Huey Long
defeat an impeachment attempt in Baton Rouge by devising a filibuster strategy and arranging
“rewards” to local legislators. In return, Long assisted Perez’s attempt to seize the potential oil
wealth of Plaquemines Parish.
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This required complex legal and financial machinations. The public lands in question had been
deeded by the state in the late nineteenth century to levee boards organized into statewide
districts. The levee boards, somewhat of an anachronism since the Army Corps of Engineers had
taken over levee work elsewhere, used revenues from leasing and taxing the deeded land to
finance the construction of levees. The problem for Perez was that the Governor’s office
controlled the levee boards through appointments. Huey Long was understanding, however, and
helped Perez push through a harmless seeming piece of legislation at the state house in Baton
Rouge which amended Louisiana’s constitution to permit local police juries to assume the
bonded indebtedness, and consequently the assets, of levee districts within the parish. This
amendment opened the way for Perez, who controlled the police juries. As oil companies came
calling for permission to lease and drill on levee board lands and as financial control of those
lands passed to police juries, Perez frantically organized numerous land corporations, technically
owned by friends, family members, and cronies. All chartered out-of-state, thus making them
difficult to trace, with anonymous officers and stockholders, these dummy corporations
developed a remarkable knack for obtaining leases from the local boards for nominal fees. Perez
acted as legal advisor to the boards and also earned “legal fees” from representing the land
corporations, which would then sublease the land to oil companies for a price much higher than
the original lease plus an overriding royalty of typically 1/16 or 1/32 of all production if oil were
discovered. And it was discovered. By the late 1940s, Plaquemines was producing ten percent
more oil than any other parish in Louisiana (Smith 1958, p. 152; Sherrill 1968, pp. 12-13;
Jeansonne 1977, pp. 74-77; Velie 1949, p. 11).

Thus did Perez, nicknamed the “Swampland Caesar” or “Delta Dictator,” amass his legendary
fortune and expand his political power. The judge would subsequently wield his power not only
locally over almost every aspect of life in the so-called “rotten boroughs” of Plaquemines and
neighboring St. Bernard parishes, but statewide and nationally on behalf of segregationist
organizations such as the Dixiecrats and White Citizens’ Councils. After World War 1II, he
would lead the fight against federal control over submerged lands offshore. Beginning in the
early 1930s, all oil companies operating in the deep delta, including prominently Shell, Texas,
Humble, Gulf, and the California Company, became beholden to Perez. They “handled him like
a demijohn of nitroglycerin,” wrote Fortune magazine in 1958. “If they want to lay a pipeline or
put up a terminal in Plaquemines, Perez has the power to block them. If their leaseholds are
being challenged, as consistently a hazard of life in Plaquemines as the cottonmouth moccasin,
then Perez may be behind it — and what they can save of their holdings lies substantially in his
hands” (Smith 1958, p. 144).

Rather than discouraging the hunt for oil, the proliferation of leases along the Gulf Coast held by
the more aggressive and deep-pocketed oil companies or by opportunistic, if not boldly corrupt,
political barons like Leander Perez, provided new inspiration to enterprising companies and
wildcatters who were either lease poor or aggressive explorers. In the mid-1930s, some paused
and cast their sights over the unexplored and unclaimed waters of the Gulf of Mexico. After all,
no evidence suggested that the subsurface offshore would be radically different than onshore;
fields producing in the delta were further out on the continental shelf than a good part of the
marine area. In 1927, David White of the U.S. Geological Survey predicted that exploration of
the salt domes underlying the continental shelf would yield large oil fields. Drilling was already
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underway in bays, swamps, and lakes, and the shelf sloped so gradually in the Gulf that a person
could wade out as far as the eye could see and still keep a head above water. In 1937, F.P.
Shepard delivered a paper to the Geological Society of America, calling attention to 26
topographical features that protruded prominently on the ocean floor of the shelf. It did not take
a large leap in imagination to see them as salt domes.

“A lot of people were thinking about it in the 1930s,” remembered Tom Barrow, a pioneer in
offshore exploration for Humble and Exxon. “My father was head of Humble's exploration
group, and I can remember trips down along the coast from Galveston to Beaumont, and his
talking about the fact that you could see some of the effect of the salt domes onshore. And he
made the comment that the present shoreline is a temporary phenomenon . . . He said, ‘There
have to be salt domes out there’” (Shepard 1937; Barrow, personal communication, 2001, pp. 10-
11).

2.3. Pirogues, “Pack Mules,” and Marsh Buggies

In truth, oilmen began addressing the challenges of marine environments long before they began
to think seriously about drilling offshore in the Gulf of Mexico. Exploring such environments
tended to be a gradual and incremental process, involving the adaptation of land-based
equipment and technologies to particular locations. As early as 1896, companies had drilled in
ocean waters from piers extending off the beach at Summerland, California. In 1911, Gulf Oil
drilled the world’s first oil well in inland waters at Caddo Lake, Louisiana -- the first truly
"offshore" well, detached from the shore -- and subsequently built numerous structures on wood
pilings there using a fleet of tugboats, barges, and floating pile-drivers. Following on these
precedents in the late 1920s, the Soviet Union constructed extensive trestle systems offshore
from Baku for drilling in the Caspian Sea, and oil firms found a solution to Venezuela’s teredo-
infested Lake Maracaibo by installing platforms on reinforced concrete pilings (Lankford 1971).

Southern Louisiana added another level of difficulty for even the most intrepid oilmen. Swamps,
marshes, and shallow open water, all difficult to classify strictly as land or water in many places,
posed frustrating transportation and operating problems. In his survey of the history of marine
drilling, Raymond Lankford explains the problem:

There were no roads in the marshes, no bridges over the bayous, no bases from
which to move out into the bays. That whole expanse from Calcasieu Lake to
Breton Sound was a sort of nature’s no-man’s land, neither land nor sea. A
steamboat ran from Lake Charles to Cameron; the road would not be built until
the mid-1930s. . . . Even the largest oil companies regarded the cost of building
roads and bridges prohibitive. Transportation of personnel by boat and barge was
difficult (Lankford 1971).

Even if exploration and drilling crews could survey, test and get to a location, the costs of

moving in equipment, rigging up, and tearing down was so high that in the 1920s southern
Louisiana discouraged all but a few companies.
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Two in particular, Texas and Gulf, braved the challenges. But they and the companies that
followed them into the region had to make fundamental adjustments not demanded of previous
marine work. To a greater extent than elsewhere, they had to tap into local knowledge of the
confusing and forbidding terrain. And they had to develop new and innovative means of
transportation to enable surveying and drilling in wetlands where it was too hard or too
expensive to establish fixed foundations.

Geophysical explorations did much of the advance work in defining the problems. Although a
few salt domes had been discovered and developed prior to the 1920s, serious and sustained
exploration of the wetlands surrounding those and other domes did not get under way until the
geophysical campaign of 1925-1930 initiated by GRC crews for Gulf Oil and LLE/Texaco (see
above). A crew would typically rent boats and hire laborers and guides in the small Cajun
communities where people traditionally made their living variously by fishing, shrimping,
crabbing, frog hunting, muskrat trapping, salt mining, or harvesting sugar, rice, tobacco, moss, or
oysters. A typical Shell Oil seismic crew in the 1930s included ten specially trained
seismologists and technicians and 6 to 30 helpers or laborers hired from the community.
Typically, crews would live on quarter boats for 10 days while they were on a job and then have
four days off. Residents of these insular communities initially looked with understandable
suspicion upon the outsiders hauling strange geophysical equipment and large magazines of
explosives into their midst. But party chiefs offered relatively good money, which was difficult
for available hands to pass up as hardship hit rural economies such as southern Louisiana
beginning in the late 1920s.

Where waters were deep and open enough, the outsiders rented boats and mud scows to transport
their equipment to desired locations. But in the wooded swamps and thick marsh of the Bayou
country, geophysical crews turned to methods and equipment used by muskrat trappers. The
trappers relied on flat-bottomed pirogues (pronounced pea-rogue) to navigate trainasses (French,
meaning “to drag”), tiny canals often carved out of the swamps and marshes by hand with the aid
of a pirogue paddle. A French adaptation of the canoe, a pirogue was constructed by scooping
out a tree log, 6 to 20 feet long, which yielded a boat light enough to ride “on a heavy dew.”
They were generally propelled by men standing in the stern and bow pushing against the bottom
with long poles. Equipment was loaded onto the pirogues and pushed or towed along the
trainasses and winding, narrow water courses maintained by trappers. “You know, we benefitted
from the trappers,” remembered Pete Rogers, a long-time Shell hand who joined the company in
1935 (Rogers, personal communication, 2002, p. 9). Often, however, thick vegetation prohibited
boat traffic, and everything had to be carried by foot after parking the boats in a nearby inlet.
With their pant legs tied tightly to protect against snakes and leeches, laborers would trudge
along waist-deep in swamp water dodging cypress roots and saw-toothed palmetto leaves.
“Instruments, explosives, pumps and pipe for drilling, cables, and all the other paraphernalia of
the seismologist’s art must be carried distances often of miles, and at a rate rarely exceeding one
mile per hour,” wrote a Shell News feature from 1939. “These are the longest miles in the
U.S.A.! The number of helpers in a crew is generally measured by the difficulties to be
overcome in local transportation” (Shell News 1939, p. 15).

This was suffocating, back-breaking, and dangerous work, especially as exploration techniques
changed from the torsion balance to the seismograph and all the heavy instrumentation and
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equipment it entailed. “In the mountains, they used these pack mules; well, that’s what we were
in the swamps,” recalled Nelson Constant, who worked on survey and geophysical crews for
several companies. “We had motors and pipes that we had to carry on our backs. We had all
these instruments” (Constant, personal communication, 2001, p. 6). Not to mention cases and
cases of dynamite. When they reached a location, still submerged up to their armpits, a crew
would set out the geophones, or the “jugs,” very sensitive equipment that had to be handled with
great care. “Every 200 feet we’d put a yellow flag, and that is where we’d put one of these
jugs,” said Constant. “Then we’d go 1,200 feet and we’d put out a red flag and that would be a
shot point” (Constant, personal communication, 2001, p. 5).

With the jugs planted and cables rolled out at the recording locations, the next job was to wrench
a heavy section of casing into the muddy floor at the shot location and pump water at high
pressure into the casing to make a shot hole for the dynamite. Then, anywhere from 5 to 50
pounds of dynamite were set and detonated in the hole, the explosion creating a tall geyser of
water, mud, and plant particles. “No job would be complete without its own peculiar assets and
liabilities,” wrote Shell News. “‘Dynamite’s’ job has in its favor a lack of monotony and a
constantly changing scene; but ask anyone who has contracted a dynamite headache through
breathing too freely the fumes of an explosion and he will have no difficulty in naming at least
one liability”(Shell News 1939, p. 15). Dynamite posed ever-present risks for the hearty crews,
and not just from being too close to an immediate blast. Explosions could leave large craters in
the mud floor, often 30 to 50 feet wide in diameter. “If you didn’t know about it, and you
walked across it, you’d go right on down,” explained Constant. “And if you had a load on your
back, it was pretty doggone hard to get up again out of the water” (Constant, personal
communication, 2001, p. 25).

The rewards of this work outweighed the risks for many young men in the Bayou communities.
It offered decent pay and opportunities for advancement and the acquisition of new technical
skills. When asked why he did not immediately return to easier work at his father’s store,
Nelson Constant replied: “Once I got in there, I liked it. I really did. Maybe after a year, I don’t
believe they could have kicked me out if they wanted to” (Constant, personal communication,
2001, p. 6). Men like Constant developed a new sense of self-worth, as this dynamic enterprise
of geophysical exploration drew on their knowledge and talents. The companies hired them as
surveyors and permit men as well as “pack mules.” They applied their familiarity of the local
terrain and people to determine lease lines and help the companies acquire permits to explore
outside the leases. Constant had experience cutting property lines in the swamps and he spoke
Cajun French. So when he went to work for a Humble crew, he was soon assigned as a guide
and translator to the company surveyor/permit man, and quickly succeeded to this position.
Obtaining permits to survey from local landowners was much easier from a fellow rural, French-
speaking Cajun than it was from an English-speaking company man from Texas. “In some
cases,” Constant recalled, “contract companies had come out and busted up their roads and
fences and one thing or another.” Other residents were worried about protecting their oyster
beds. “Some guys would say, ‘I’m not going to let you have it [the permit].” So I just stayed and
talked with them and just kept talking and let them get it all out. First thing you know, they
almost asked you to go ahead and do it” (Constant, personal communication, 2001, p. 3).
Constant’s facility with the land and people was such that within a year or two he had acquired
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wide-ranging responsibilities, which included hiring local laborers, arranging locations for boat
landings, and drafting maps of bayous, property lines, and oyster leases.

The average cost of operating a seismograph party in the Louisiana low country was
substantially higher than on dry land. In 1939, Shell Oil estimated the difference to be $350/day
versus $250/day. Moreover, the acquisition of data was much slower in the swamps and
marshes. Increased mobility, therefore, was the key to cheaper and more efficient operations.
As was often the case in oil and gas operations in coastal and offshore Louisiana, homegrown
innovation offered the needed solution. One of the most notable contributions made by Southern
Louisianans to increasing the mobility of petroleum exploration in the wetlands was the “marsh
buggy.” Although it is not clear who originated the idea, in the 1930s, trappers in the
Mermentau Basin first deployed a motorized, large-wheeled contraption, called a “slat-wheel
buggy” (the name marsh buggy was applied later), to travel over Chenier Plain marshes
dominated by heavy grass cover. A lightweight Model A Ford truck with extended axles and
wagon wheels fitted with four- to five-feet wide wooden slats, the first buggies functioned well
in mashing a trail across marsh grass, but lost traction and bogged down in wetter and muckier
areas. “They sure saved us a lot of leg work,” remembered Pete Rogers. But they “could go
underwater and we’d have to dig them out” (Detro 1978, p. 8; Rogers, personal communication,
2002, p. 8).

It did not take long, however, for enterprising souls to find modifications that provided buoyancy
and expanded the use of marsh buggies into the Deltaic Plain. In the mid-1930s, Gulf Oil
designed a model with rubber tires 10 feet in diameter and 3 feet thick, known as the “Gulf
Marsh Buggy” or “balloon buggy-boat.” Used mainly by geophysical crews, the Gulf buggy
achieved widespread notoriety for its ability to function in a variety of wetland environments.
Gulf chose not to manufacture and offer the vehicle commercially, but other pioneers continued
the process of innovation. During World War II, Higgins Shipyards in New Orleans developed
three different models and the McCollum Exploration Company in Houston produced a
propeller-driven version. Oil and gas companies, such as Shell Oil, Stanolind Gas, and United
Gas, all designed their own buggies. One of the most successful designs was by Andrew
Cheramie, who after World War II patented a marsh buggy design which consisted of a tractor
mounted on giant pontoon wheels. With ribbed and troughed treads, these wheels propelled the
buggy as fast as 10 mph in marsh and water and up to 30 mph on land. Others introduced
models with caterpillar track revolving around flotation pontoons. “Within a few years,” writes
Randall Detro, “the coastal wetlands were being crisscrossed regularly by seismograph crews on
marsh buggies, towing their equipment on sledges” (Detro 1978, p. 97).

Marsh buggies facilitated the penetration of geophysical crews, and behind them drilling and
pipeline operations, into the marshes of southern Louisiana. This advance force of the oil and
gas industry managed to conquer some of the forbidding elements of the wetlands, but not
without environmental consequences. Trappers complained that buggy wheels damaged habitat
and destroyed “sets” (traps). The marsh was resilient and often grew back. “We once went back
to these areas that we had torn up,” recalled Willy “Dub” Noble, a longtime Humble
seismograph crewman, “and it was in 3-4 times better condition than the surrounding marsh
because we had stirred up this floating marsh stuff. When it grew back, it was a beautiful pad.
You could walk all over that” (Noble, personal communication, 2001). Still, trails that received
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repeated use left deep and lasting incisions. Over time, as tracks, canals, and pipelines spread
throughout the marsh, open water areas expanded, breaking up natural barriers and leading to
tidal scouring and increased water salinity. The transition to less-destructive track-type buggies
by 1960 helped minimize some of the damage from exploration. Still, marsh buggies, drilling
rigs, and pipelines were there to stay, and the development of oil and gas on a large scale in this
region permanently altered the environment of southern Louisiana, contributing to the increasing
submergence and disappearance of vast areas of marshland which greatly threatens the survival
of Cajun communities today (Detro 1978, pp. 97-98; Tidwell 2003).

2.4. Exploratory Drilling from Wetlands to Open Water

Geologists and geophysicists were responsible for finding structures and potential oil-bearing
formations, but, as the old adage goes, the driller was the one who found the oil and gas. And
the environment of southern Louisiana was no more inviting or yielding to the driller than it was
to the geoscientist. “It is natural to assume that oil men chiefly know oil, but the type of worker
engaged on the water locations of The Texas Company in Southern Louisiana is guilty of no
such limitations,” wrote the Texaco Star in 1930. “He not only has to know oil, but he must be
reasonably conversant with the higher forms of construction engineering and have a workable
appreciation of what it means to be a sailor” (Texaco Star 1930b, p. 27).

In the late 1920s, drillers faced a host of new challenges as they tried to move rigs from dry land
to marshes and bays. Soft, mucky silt in these areas could not tolerate the same kinds of loads
that hard-ground soils could. “In these coastal marshes,” wrote F.C. Embshoff of the Shell News,
“where the land is scarcely more than a series of floating dirt rafts insecurely anchored by
vegetation, there is nothing solid upon which to build a derrick” (Embshoff 1938, p. 4).
Compounding this problem was the fact that drilling objectives in southern Louisiana were
located at greater depths, thus requiring more drilling pipe, casing, and heavier equipment. In
the marsh, drillers resorted to constructing huge “mats” made out of timber upon which to place
derricks, tanks, and boilers. In the open waters of bays and lakes, drawing on experience from
places like Lake Caddo and Lake Maracaibo, drillers placed their equipment on planks supported
by a foundation of numerous piles driven deep into the silt bottom. At Dog Lake, where in 1929
Texaco brought in the first commercial production from its 28 Contract sublease and the first
production in Terrebonne Parish for the industry, the company built a foundation of 52 cypress
piles, each sixty feet long, to support the drilling of its first well (Texaco Star 1930a, p. 5). Large
expenditures of time and money were required to prepare the location and foundation, construct
heavy board roads, move in, rig up and tear down the derricks and associated equipment, and
then haul them to a new location. For all but a few companies, these expenditures were
prohibitive for exploratory drilling.

After a couple years of drilling prospects in this costly manner, G.I. McBride, an engineer in
Texaco’s Shreveport division, envisioned the possibility of achieving mobility in wetland drilling
using a barge, equipped with a derrick and drilling equipment, that could be floated and
submerged as a stable drilling base, thus eliminating the time and expense of fixed foundations.
In pursuing this concept, Texaco discovered with amazement that it had been patented four years
earlier by Louis Giliasso, a native of Italy and captain in the merchant marine. Giliasso
conceived of a “practical apparatus for drilling oil wells in lake bottoms and other submerged
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lands” after having observed the difficulties encountered by oil companies in establishing
foundations for drilling operations in Lake Maracaibo, Venezuela. A months-long search
eventually found Giliasso operating a saloon in Colon, Panama. In 1933, Texaco coaxed
Giliasso back to the United States and obtained an agreement whereby the company acquired an
exclusive license to use the submersible barge and the right to license it to other companies.
Soon, a barge christened the Giliasso was floated from a shipyard at Leesdale, Pennsylvania,
down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to Lake Pelto in Terrebonne Parish, Louisiana (Lankford
1971).

The Giliasso was constructed by fastening together the twin steel hulls of two standard
transportation barges, leaving space in the middle for drilling. Concerned about the risk
attendant upon use of the first unit, Texaco decided to use two barges which could be salvaged in
case of failure, rather than design an odd-shaped barge for this single purpose. Towed to
location, the lower compartments of the hulls were flooded, sinking the barge to the bottom. The
upper compartments remained above the water and provided a platform to hold the drilling
structures, equipment, and power plant. The Giliasso demonstrated its drilling capabilities
immediately in Lake Pelto, reducing by 20 percent the time spent on a well not related to drilling
or completing, and afterward proved its ease of mobility in being towed to Lake Barre. By 1935,
Texaco had built and deployed a fleet of seven such barges along the Louisiana coast, each
drilling 6 wells per year. G.I. McBride estimated that the barges provided an annual total saving
over ordinary pile-supported structures of $600,000 (McBride 1935).

Other companies followed Texaco’s pioneering example, and by the late 1930s dozens of
“floating derricks” could be seen moving through the bayous and newly constructed canals of
south Louisiana. By 1938, the industry had drilled 3,300 wells in parishes adjacent to the Gulf,
700 of which were surrounded by water. The most active areas were in the Lake Barre,
Terrebonne Bay, Pelto Bay, and Timbalier Bay areas of Terrebonne Parish (Flood 1939, p. 98).
Success with mobile drilling led oilmen to ponder cautiously the utility of submersible barges in
the open waters of the Gulf. “The present design is adequate for territory inside and in water up
to 10 feet deep out in the Gulf,” claimed McBride in 1935. “We feel that, for drilling a well
beyond the last sand bars, drilling barges offer the only satisfactory protection to equipment
exposed to Coastal storms. We prefer for the present, at least, not to try to predict the size and
shape of barges which might venture well out into the Gulf” (McBride 1935, p. 45).

Nobody as yet, however, was willing to tempt fate in the Gulf by trying to drill from a barge.
But in the late-1930s companies did begin to experiment with drilling in open water using “land
operations.” In 1932, the Indian Oil Company, drilling off Rincon, California, became the first
company to drill in the ocean from an independent platform supported on pilings. A few years
later, a joint operation by Pure Oil and Superior Oil placed a similar structure in the Louisiana
Gulf. The project began in 1934 when geologists from the Pure Oil Company discovered
evidence of salt domes west of the little town of Creole, Louisiana. Further surveying with
reflection seismic along the shore suggested that the prospect extended out into the Gulf. In
1936, Pure and Superior persuaded the State of Louisiana to lease the combine 7,000 acres on
land and 33,000 acres offshore. In 1937, the companies hired Brown & Root, an engineering and
construction firm out of Houston, to construct a relatively massive (180 feet by 300 feet) wooden
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platform for the Creole field in about 15 feet of water -- one mile from shore, thirteen miles from
nearest supply point at Cameron (Lankford 1971; Offshore 1963, pp. 17-19).

As an exercise in “stickbuilding” — that is, using work barges to piece together a wooden
structure out in the ocean, this project was only a distant cousin to the metal structures of later
eras, but it helped oil men identify the key problems that would have to be overcome to operate
in the Gulf. The most obvious of these was the impact of hurricanes. Lacking any reliable data
on wave heights in the Gulf, the designer of the Creole platform settled for an interesting
compromise made possible by the fact that the work force commuted daily to the platform and
did not live there. He simply placed the deck at fifteen feet above water and sought to design it
so that high waves would wash it away while leaving the remainder of the structure in tact. In
March 1938, the Superior-Pure State No. 1 well brought in the first oil from “offshore” Gulf of
Mexico. For an initial investment of $150,000, the Creole platform produced more than 4 million
barrels of oil over the next 30 years. Money could be made offshore despite the many
difficulties to be confronted (Alcorn 1938).

In view of the difficulties in loading and unloading crews at a free-standing platform, Humble
Oil in 1938 constructed a pier more than a thousand feet out into the Gulf off High Island’s
McFadden Beach on the upper Texas Gulf Coast and drilled wells from separate platforms built
off the end of the pier. Such piers, however, had a limited range and proved inadequate in the
soft sands of the Gulf. So companies continued to experiment with free-standing platforms. In
1938, Standard Oil Company of Texas (a subsidiary of Socal) completed Texas’ first offshore
well a mile off Cedar Point in Galveston Bay. Three years later, British American Oil Company
discovered oil two miles offshore near Sabine Pass in 17 feet of water. The same year, Texaco
had a gas blowout off Coon Point, Terrebonne Parish, Louisiana. All these ventures were
extremely tentative moves “offshore.” They emerged from the exploration of coastal prospects
and retained close operational ties to land. Only the Pure-Superior’s Creole platform achieved
production. Despite the costly failures of the other wells and resulting leeriness about offshore
endeavors among some operators, others in the industry began to contemplate jumping in with
both feet and extending their exploration activities into the open water horizon.

Progress in drilling technology and in developing inland fields in Southern Louisiana increased
the allure of the ocean. In the late 1930s, the industry made revolutionary strides in improving
rotary-drilling technologies, which allowed for the drilling of deeper wells with savings of cost
and time. Improvements came cascading in all facets of drilling, including balanced rigs,
internal-combustion-engine power, straight-hole drilling, drilling-rig instruments, mud control,
retarded cements, electric logs, radioactive logs, side-wall coring, gun perforating, and drillstem
testing. Electric logging was especially important to revealing subsurface details unobtainable
by any other method. Developed in France in the late 1920s and introduced in the Gulf Coast in
1933, electric well logging tools lowered into a well hole measured the difference in electrical
conductivity of oil, gas and water. Since oil and gas have different conductivity properties than
water, this method was useful in locating hydrocarbons. Electric logs were also used to
determine the permeability and porosity of formations. “Perhaps in no other region were they so
indispensable as here [the Gulf Coast],” writes Owen, “distinguishing the otherwise
indistinguishable sands, measuring the displacement of otherwise unsuspected faults, defining
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structural attitude, and pointing out local facies variations and regional environments of
deposition” (Owen 1975, p. 798).

Electric logs were crucial in providing the stratigraphic details and correlations of cross sections
in the upper Miocene sands of coastal Louisiana. In the late 1930s, these sands yielded prolific
oil production in the lower Mississippi delta region. Later called “one of the great deltaic
accumulations in the world,” these sands, thousands of feet thick, grew thicker toward the Gulf.
Electric-log correlations and paleontologic and lithographic markers in the Miocene also
improved as exploration moved Gulfward (Limes and Stipe 1959). Technical advances in
drilling and logging helped make 70 new discoveries during 1936-1940 in southern Louisiana.
However, the new finds did not add to the region's reserves as much as extensions and new
producing sands in known major fields. Discoveries of large new structures slowed and drilling
costs rose as a growing percentage of wells (36.5 percent by 1946) were drilled in water
locations. The convergence of all these factors pointed in one direction — into the open waters of
the Gulf.

In early 1941, consulting geologist O.L. Brace wrote: “It may be tentatively assumed that the
Gulf of Mexico is a potential source of salt-dome oil . . . Whether or not it will ever be
economically feasible to explore these waters for the domes that must exist is a question for the
future to answer” (Brace, 1941, page 1,007). The future was not long off. Even though World
War II and federal restrictions on new reservoir development, before the war was over oil
companies would start sending seismic crews offshore in shrimp boats.
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3. IN THE WAKE OF WAR: WORLD WAR Il AND THE OFFSHORE OIL
AND GAS INDUSTRY

Lauren Penney
University of Arizona

Struggles for control over natural resources have been linked to many armed conflicts. In the 20™
century, oil was a site of intersection for many competing economic and national interests
(Harding 1995) and a domain for international relations (for a recent example, see Victor 2003).
Particularly in the United States, where predictions and fears about oil resource exhaustion have
helped to drive national policy since after World War I, oil has become a key element in wars,
national security, and interest in oil-producing regions (Maugeri 2004; for example, see Le
Billon & El Khatib 2004). Researchers often link the United States’ preoccupation with oil back
to World War II. As one of the first heavily mechanized wars, World War II demanded huge
quantities of oil and the postwar period that followed saw large increases in consumer demand
for petroleum-based products. However, researchers have yet to explore how the infrastructure,
technologies, and materials produced during the war effort later contributed to oil production by
providing the capacity for expansion into offshore waters. This paper examines the relationship
between World War II and offshore oil and gas development particularly as it took place within
the context of southern Louisiana.

3.1. Method

Connections between World War II and offshore development were made during a long-term
project involving the collection of narratives from people associated with the oil and gas industry
in southern Louisiana (see Austin et al. 2004). Throughout these interviews many references
were made to the use of surplus World War II materials within the industry and to the critical and
contentious period following the war concerning offshore waters.

To explore these links in more detail, 20 interviews were conducted by research team members
from the University of Arizona in collaboration with the National D-Day Museum’; interviewees
were identified because of their connection to both the oil industry and World War II, and most
had been interviewed previously. Funding for the endeavor was provided by the United States
Minerals Management Service; the National D-Day Museum provided personnel and equipment.

The 20 interviews were conducted at various locations (e.g. interviewees’ homes, a VFW hall, a
public library) in southern Louisiana during January 2005. The interviews followed a general
format and were audio and video recorded. Generally the interviews were facilitated by a
museum staff member and one or two University of Arizona team members. The museum staff
member began the interviews with questions about the interviewee’s childhood and experiences

® The National D-Day Museum was founded in New Orleans in 1991 and opened its doors in 2000. The museum
pays tribute to the men and women who participated in World War II invasions. The museum is home to “Leave
Your Legacy,” a registry of stories and pictures left by individuals who experienced the war; they also collect full-
length oral histories.
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during and just following the war. A University of Arizona team member then asked questions
concerning the connections between the interviewee’s experiences in the war, war surplus
materials, and offshore oil and gas.

The following sections explore the interviewees’ narratives of their life experiences and the
evolution of the oil and gas industry as they are grounded in a specific historical and
sociocultural period. The account emphasizes the complex, yet explicit ways in which the war
effort helped the oil and gas industry to make its first significant steps offshore in the immediate
postwar years. It also discusses the individuals who provided the manpower for this effort and
how these events fit into their lives.

3.2. The Setting before the War

By the time the French founded Louisiana in the late seventeenth century, the land had been
populated by an array of Native American populations since at least 10,000 B.C. (Neuman &
Hawkins 1993). Spanish and Acadian (French exiles from eastern Canada) settlers followed the
original French colonists into the region (Ancelot et al. 1991). German-speakers from Alsace and
Germany, along with English-speakers from Britain and the United States also arrived during the
eighteenth century. Since the early colonization of Louisiana, the region has become home to an
amazing collection of cultural groups, a virtual “cultural gumbo” (White 1997). Although there
has been much intermixing, specific ethnic identities are still recognized.

Uniquely emblematic of rural southern Louisiana, the adaptive and resourceful Cajun culture
was born during the post-Civil War economic depression (Rushton 1979). At this time, the
region’s agriculture was devastated by the postbellum depression, neglect, loss of capital,
flooding, infestations, and changing labor markets (Brasseaux 1992). Some small farmers,
particularly in areas of recurrent flooding, sought new occupations in fishing and lumbering;
others found jobs as agricultural laborers. Although the concentration of landholding had been
unequal prior to the war, the area increasingly became characterized by a small upper-middle and
upper class and “the impoverished, poorly educated, but culturally steadfast masses” (Brasseaux
1992, p. 88). It was this latter class that would become known as the Cajuns and to which many
of the men in this study identified (Jacques 1998).

In the few decades prior to World War Il, southern Louisiana’s economy was primarily based on
agriculture, fisheries, and logging (Sanson 1999). Some also trapped fur-bearing animals such as
muskrats, raccoons, and nutria (Ancelot et al. 1991). As elsewhere in the country, the region was
affected by the Great Depression (Sanson 1999). Many of the men who grew up during this
period shared stories of difficult childhoods that required they assume responsibilities for their
families at an early age. For many, education was of low priority in the face of daily struggles for
survival.

The following summaries illustrate the connections between family economic conditions and the
educational and occupational opportunities available to the young men and their families.

Wenceslaus Billiot was born in 1926 on Isle de Jean Charles. His mother died when he was nine
and he had to quit school after fifth grade in order to go to work with his father. When he was 15,
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he went to work at Delta Farm in Larose and picked cotton and cut sugarcane by hand, after
which he began trawling and fishing for oysters out of Grand Isle.

Laurie Vining was born in Morgan City in 1924. As a child he would go out with his father to
trap and float timber. His father moved the family around as he gained employment doing a
variety of things (e.g., trapping, carpentry, and fishing). Because of the constant moving, it took
Laurie a long time to pass grades in school and he quit after the seventh grade. He then went into
shrimping and eventually ironworks at Chicago Bridge and Iron.

In 1924, Charles Wallace was born in Kinder, near the Texas border and Lake Charles. His
father worked for the railroad and his mother worked for some time as a teacher. His father died
when he was 11, forcing him to grow up quickly: “I had to do everything that needed to be done.
Just like I was a grown man.” Nevertheless, he was able to graduate from high school in 1942.

Born in 1923, Antoine Francis was one of 11 siblings. While in the fourth grade, his father fell ill
and he was forced to drop out of school:

AF: I went to school up to the [pause] I was promoted to the fourth grade. That’s
the highest I’ve been.

INT: Did you want to go more?

AF: Yeah, but we couldn’t go any longer, ‘cause we had to work. My daddy was
sick and I had another brother who’s older than me and he also had to work. We
had to fish and sell the fish or sell the crab so we can get some money so we can
live on it. (Antoine Francis, 01-19-05)

Harold Dugas grew up on a sugarcane farm 10 miles northeast of New Iberia and recounted the
poverty that was so prevalent during his childhood:

When I was growing up as a young boy, you know, in the 1930’s, things weren’t
like they were in the cities. Of course, everybody was poor at that time. I mean,
we were poor. | mean, we just didn’t have anything. My daddy got wounded in
WWI, so he had a little pension—a government pension—and he was a sugarcane
farmer. Not big, small—they’re all small—and they didn’t have tractors at that
time. All they had were mules, you know? Mule power. (Harold Dugas, 05-03-01)

During Dugas’ junior and senior years his dad had to pull him out of high school for six weeks
so that he could help with the harvest. They didn’t have electricity, so studying at night was
difficult. Despite the challenges, Dugas did the best he could and ended up valedictorian of his
class.

One of 10 children, Cecile Grow was born just west of Morgan City in Patterson, in 1933. She
grew up on a houseboat, with no running water, gas, or electricity: “it was tough, but we were
lucky because we all were happy” (07-18-00). Like Dugas’ father, her father had been wounded
in World War I, leaving him with a “bad heart” and difficulty breathing. Until her father got a
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job with Chicago Bridge and Iron during World War II, the family’s sole income was her
father’s monthly 30 dollar pension.

Growing up near Houma in Bourg in his grandfather’s “old Cajun house,” Ed Henry recalled the
dearth of employment opportunities during the Great Depression. Luckily for men like his father
and men before him, southern Louisiana’s rich natural resources provided material for making a
living.

Well, my father was a trapper. There were no jobs in the area at that time and you
had to create something for yourself, more or less. And there was sugarcane
planting, [you] had the, you know, deliveries whatever, you could work the fields.
But in the winter time they were out in the marshes for a couple of months and
caught muskrats, and mink and opossum and cougars and whatever. (Ed Henry,
01-24-05)

3.3. The Beginnings of the Oil Industry in Louisiana

The pioneering era of the oil industry in the United States South has been popularly remembered
as “rough and tumble,” and a time of possibility and exploration (Jones 1981). Louisiana’s first
oil well was drilled in Jennings in 1901 (Jones 1981). While the petroleum industry’s presence
was not as omnipresent within the region as it would become in the post World War II years, it
provided new job and career opportunities, and perhaps a new adventure, for locals. At the same
time, it brought in experienced drilling crews from other areas of the country.

Men from Texas, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and northern Louisiana were collectively labeled
“Texians” and outsiders by locals. While the Texians generally assumed jobs directly concerned
with drilling operations, locals were recruited to help navigate and negotiate area waterways
(Austin et al. 2004).

In 1936, Shell Oil Company was exploring the swamps around Morgan City. Although born
northwest of Houma in Gibson in 1911, Jake Giroir moved to Morgan City when he was in the
eighth grade and knew the areas swamps well because of his hunting excursions and work in the
sawmills. A Shell employee asked Giroir about several of the swamps and hired him onto one of
their crews.

Ed Henry recalled that his father, who had been involved in trapping, first went to work for The
Texas Company (later Texaco) as a deckhand in roughly 1930:

EH: [W]hen Texaco first came, they would not hire locals. You know, those
drillers would come with their own crews and they would not hire locals because,
‘Man, them Cajuns don’t know what to do,” you know. I am saying that I was too
young, but I can remember there was talk among the olders who would apply and
get turned down. So there were no jobs.

INT: So really the only job was being on the boats?
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EH: Well, there was farming and you could do day labor and that paid very little.
Of course this didn’t pay very much either, but you didn’t have to wait for your
money, the money was there. If you did day labor the farmer didn’t have no
money, you had to wait for your money and him to pay. (Ed Henry, 01-24-05)

The oil companies started moving into the area en masse in the 1930s and 1940s. During this
period, leasing of land, drilling, and building-up of equipment increased as the companies
attempted to create the infrastructure necessary to support the new industry. People were
attracted to these jobs in part because they tended to pay better and were steadier than farming,
trapping, and fishing.

[O]il industry began in the early [19]30’s and more, the price of the daily wage of
a oil worker was so much better than people could earn in the fields or fooling
with string beans and potatoes that just about everybody who was strong enough
got a job in oil fields. (Christian Olivier, 11-7-02)

Now, I’m talking Depression here, I'm talking you go work in the oyster business
all month, a month for 15 dollars. That was the Depression. Sell 200 pounds of
shrimp for 4 dollars. [...] Well, the income wasn’t much more than 2, 400 dollars
a year, annually, annual income and that’s for the fisherman. Here comes these
people in this oil company started giving six, seven, eight dollars a day. That’s a
fortune! (Loulan Pitre, 09-24-01)

For some of the men entering the oil field in the late 1930s, their career path had been forged by
previous generations of oilmen. Bob Cockerham was raised in Texas and followed his father into
the industry: “Of course I was born and raised in oil fields. My daddy owned some of these
drilling rigs back in them days out there in Texas. And in the summer I would work on one of
these rigs” (12-13-00). Others, such as Arles Doss who went to work for Texaco immediately
after high school in 1938, were more immediately attracted by the money.

As wells went up in the swamps, marshes, and lakes around southern Louisiana, new drilling
techniques were applied; these would later be used in the first offshore wells. Harold Dugas
described the techniques Shell used and the supply issues they encountered in the Weeks Island
Field in the late 1930s:

INT: But, what kind of things—technology or techniques you were developing on
Weeks Island—were eventually applied to drilling offshore?

HD: As far as drilling, it was the same technique, you know? Same kind of pipe.
The only thing is the mobility of the rig, you know, setting the rigs. You know, at
the beginning, the depths of the water wasn’t that bad, you know, it wasn’t as
deep, it was just as deep as Weeks Island—S8, 10, 15 feet. Something like that, you
know?

INT: So whatever you were doing offshore on Weeks Island, that carried the oil
industry out into the bay?
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HD: Yeah, the thing about being offshore, it was the supplying the rigs with
dependable boats. Barges, you had to have barges, you had to have boats, you
have to have personnel for that, you had places like that where you had to tie up
the barges and the boats. That created a problem at the beginning, you know. [...]
The supply was the roughest thing, supplying the things. (Harold Dugas, 05-03-
01)

As the land and inland waters filled up with oil wells, companies looked offshore as the next
frontier in oil and gas development. The first offshore platform was built in 1937-38 through a
joint effort by Pure Oil Company and Superior Oil Company (see Alcorn 1938 for more
information). Because things were just starting offshore, standard procedures and regulations had
not yet been set. Going to work in the late 1940s for Pure Oil Company, Charles Wallace
recalled that “everything was brand new, nobody knew anything about... the Coast Guard wasn’t
involved then in it, the MMS wasn’t involved in it, there wasn’t nobody ridin’ hard on ‘em. If...
you just went out there and did what it took, anything it took to drill a oil well, that’s what you
did” (01-20-05).

In moving offshore, however, companies met with many technological and environmental
challenges. Although there had been oil and gas production in inland waters for many years,
there were questions about how to adapt this technology to deeper and more turbulent offshore
waters. In addition, there were hurricanes to contend with and supply issues to solve. As stated
above, the biggest challenge was supplying the rigs offshore; oil companies needed dependable
boats and barges to ferry equipment, personnel, and other supplies from shore to the rigs. The
coming of the Second World War, however, would put these issues on hold as the country
channeled its focus on activities directly related to the war effort. Importantly, while the war
halted movement offshore, it would prove vital in providing the tools and mindsets needed to
address the issues already hampering this transition.

3.4. The Oil and Gas Industry during World War 11

Even before the United States entered World War II in December 1941, German submarines,
called U-boats, were proving troublesome to United States convoys as the U-boats attempted to
cut off Britain from maritime supply routes (Jordan 2002). Just one month after Germany
declared war on the United States, U-boats entered American waters. Early on, this activity was
limited to the Atlantic Coast; however, by April 1942, as defenses improved in the Atlantic, U-
boats began making their way into the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico (Wiggins 1995). From
this time until the last U-boat left the Gulf of Mexico in December 1943, U-boats sank 56 ships
and damaged 14. Of the 24 U-boats that were sent to the Gulf of Mexico, only one (U-166) was
sunk; it was sunk after it torpedoed a passenger freighter south of New Orleans. (For more
information, see native southern Louisianan Charles J. Christ’s unpublished book on this
subject.)

The presence of U-boats in the Gulf of Mexico created concerns about safety and produced

restrictions on offshore movement. Charles Wallace related how offshore oil and gas activity was
stifled by the presence of U-boats:
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Pure [Oil Company] built the first offshore platform virtually in the whole world.
[...] This was before the war that that was built. Before World War II. Right after
it was built, there were German submarines rolling out around there in the Gulf
and they did not want them to talk together. So, they shut all the wells down, they
put a blanket plug in the hole on every well and abandoned the platform until after
the war [...] And the platform was about two or three miles offshore from Creole
in Cameron Parish [...] Now, that platform was a Pure-joint-Superior account.
Pure Oil Company and Superior Oil Company got together and did that. Pure had
done the offshore seismograph work and everything offshore was like pioneer.
Nobody had done it before. So, they had to try something. (Charles Wallace, 07-
16-01)

U-boats were one of several factors connected to the war that limited oil industry-related
pursuits. According to Griff Lee, executives at McDermott, a marine construction company, saw
offshore development as an opportunity to market the company’s capabilities, but were stalled in
their efforts by material shortages brought about by the war:

McDermott got into offshore by building one of the first platforms when they
were in the marine construction business. [Before World War II, the oil
companies started] looking at what might be sensitive and interesting seismic
areas that were up in the marsh lands and ran out into the water. And there’s no
way to get out into the water. World War II came along, and of course there was
no steel or anything else for anything like that. So it was over. (Griff Lee, 06-26-
01)

Pipelines became important links in the complex transportation of oil and gas because “German
submarines began taking a terrific toll on tankers” and railroads were overburdened with their
loads of supplies and men (Eaton 1950, p. 701). In this period of crisis, the Big Inch and Little
Inch pipelines were built to transport crude oil and petroleum from Texas to the East Coast.
Charles Wallace explained:

During the war, in order to get fuel and oil and stuff to Europe, they sent it from
pipelines to New York. One of ‘em was called the ‘Big Inch’ and the other one
was called the ‘Little Inch.” Well the Little Inch Pipeline was a 24-inch round
pipeline and the Big Inch was a 36-inch pipeline. They went all the way from the
gathering system down here in south Louisiana and Texas, went all the way up
there to deliver that fuel in all these refineries. (Charles Wallace, 01-20-05)

While the war brought a halt to offshore exploration and hindered distribution, it also placed oil
and gas within the realm of national security. The war effort produced a high demand for oil and
petroleum-based products. These were needed for laying runways, making toluene (a component
of TNT), producing synthetic rubber and gasoline, and lubricating guns and machinery (Miller
2001).

Even before the United States became directly involved in the war, there seems to have been an
awareness that such involvement would bring with it shortages in petroleum products. In a 1941
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article in the Annals of the Association of American Geographers, John Frey argued that
petroleum in war industries should be viewed as “a vital fluid for the energizing and the
integration of American industry and life” (Frey 1941, p. 116). He warned that areas utilizing
petroleum might encounter “tightness” (i.e., problems with supply). That same year, prompted
by national defense efforts, 200 oil wells were drilled and 29 new fields were discovered.
However, to meet the high demand, the petroleum industry had to confront labor and material
resource shortages once the United States became involved in the war and these were difficult to
overcome. In 1942, for example, only 137 wells were drilled (Sanson 1999).

On December 2, 1942, the Petroleum Administration for War (PAW) was created to ensure the
supply of petroleum based products was adequate to meet the needs of the war, defense
industries, and civilians and established a program for rationing oil supplies (Miller 2001). The
agency was headed by Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes, with the vice-president of
Standard Oil of California, Ralph K. Davies, as Deputy Petroleum Coordinator. Ickes and Davies
established a number of industry committees that helped to ensure effective coordination of
petroleum supplies. Two of these committees were the nine-member Foreign Operations
Committee and the more than seventy-member Petroleum Industry War Council (PIWC). Ickes’
approach to petroleum policy throughout the war was to “ensure an adequate supply of
petroleum for American security” (Randall 1983, p. 368).

Charles Wallace explained how war activities, particularly the Air Corps, required vast amounts
of fuel:

[1]t took a convoy of trucks just to haul the [aircraft fuel] for us to fly to Germany
and fight that war. It took fuel for the boats to get over there. It took fuel for the
trucks to haul it to where we were. And then each day, when we took off, it was
100 airplanes. And each one of [the planes] burned 1,000 gallons of gas, so that
was 100,000 gallons of gas everyday, just for our base. Not for everybody, just at
our base. Sometimes we went twice, that meant 200,000 gallons of gas used up.
So that kind of depleted... I don’t say it depleted, but it worked on our reserves
here in this country. (Charles Wallace, 01-20-05)

Bill Bailey, who worked for Humble Oil Company until 1956, said that steel shortages, rather
than U-boats, impeded companies from building offshore drilling operations during the war.
Hubert Chesson suggested that the scarcity of diesel and natural gas during the war prompted
companies to begin building and using electric rigs. John Dilsaver reported McDermott provided
buses to transport its employees to and from work to conserve gasoline and minimize tire wear.

Problems meeting demands for resources such as oil were compounded by scarcity of labor.
Although the government granted deferments to some individuals occupying defense-related jobs
(and those pursuing higher education in a defense-related field), several of the participants
mentioned problems finding laborers because so many men were going off to serve in the
military or to work in other war-related industries (e.g., the shipyards). Hubert Chesson, who
worked for Chicago Bridge and Iron, explained that oil companies filled some of the vacancies
with older men:
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And they was in bad need of people. You know. They would hire like older
people, which they never did do that after the war. But during the war, they’d hire
a man that was already 60 years old. Because they needed one so bad, you know,
just to continue. Because when the war first started, they didn’t defer anybody.
(Hubert Chesson, 05-11-01)

Some companies also hired African Americans. A native of Lafourche Parish, Nelson Constant
was working for Humble Oil Company when the war began. He said that approximately 16
African Americans were hired onto crews; by the end of the war only three of the original 16 had
not been drafted. Constant and five of his white counterparts were also drafted during the war,
but then received a deferment because their work in the oil fields was considered “essential for
the war.”

Jerry Cunningham’s father was working as a seismologist during the war and also received a
deferment after joining the Army. He said that the companies were so desperate for workers,
they hired disabled war veterans:

Daddy had an interesting story about the war. As I told you, he was a
seismologist, and he went and joined the Army to go fight in World War II. Well
they found out he was a seismologist, geophysicist, and they sent him home. They
said they need the oil more than they needed him. But he couldn’t find crews to
work. All the manpower was in the military. So it got to the point where he was
hiring guys with one leg that was coming home from Iwo Jima and everything
else, you know. If they could lift one arm up, you know, he’d put ‘em on a boat,
‘cause it was critical. You couldn’t find anybody to work, and they needed oil to
run the tanks and planes. So it was a bad situation. (Jerry Cunningham, 06-08-01)

The demand for petroleum during the war also brought attention to the nation’s reliance on
foreign oil and elicited concerns over national security (Baxter 1997). While the PIWC wanted to
increase crude oil prices to facilitate domestic drilling, Ickes looked overseas. Davies urged that
America consider certain foreign petroleum resources as United States reserves (Randall 1983).
Foreign oil sources were of concern both to secure the Allied countries’ needs and also to deny
Axis powers access to petroleum; for example, in 1941 President Roosevelt ordered the
destruction of Axis oil refineries in Eastern Europe and Indonesia (O'Brien 1997).

On May 8, 1946, President Truman wrote a letter to the Secretary of the Interior calling for the
termination of the PAW. At the same time, Truman called for proposals for the peace-time
federal coordination and administration of government activities related to petroleum. He asked
that the Secretary of the Interior serve as a liaison between the government and the oil and gas
industry, saying, “I have been impressed with the great contribution of government-industry
cooperation to the success of the war petroleum program, and feel that the values of such close
and harmonious relations between Government and industry should be continued.” This
suggestion would lead to the National Petroleum Council.
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3.5. Joining Up

The war in Europe and Asia not only affected offshore oil and gas development, it touched the
lives of the people in southern Louisiana in many ways. Many men found their life courses
disrupted or put on hold when they either enlisted or were drafted into the military, and civilians
found themselves being asked to make sacrifices for the war effort. United States involvement in
the war also brought new industries and military training activities to the region. As difficult as
this period was, it provided the activity needed to lift the country out of the Great Depression and
the technology, materials, and skills that would drive offshore development.

Even before United States engagement in the war, preparations were being made to mobilize
United States forces. These early activities and the continued training and mobilization that
occurred during the war brought federal money into many communities around the country. The
Louisiana Maneuvers, an extensive simulated combat training exercise, was conducted annually
from 1940 until 1943. It brought war training into many southern Louisiana communities. In
1940, it involved more than 70,000 troops and spread into Rapides, Natchitoches, Sabine, and
Vernon Parishes (Sanson 1999). Charles Wallace remembered how the maneuvers caused his
school year to run late and his own participation in it:

Louisiana Maneuvers was being [held] in that area. And Kinder High School was
the headquarters for the Red Army. Red or Blue... I believe it was the Red Army
that had their headquarters in the school house. [...] The maneuvers were held in
the woods out there around Kinder. And at that time, I had the paper route for the
Times Picayune. And [secing] how I was always interested in pickin’ up a new
customer, I talked to a guy in there. And it happens, he had a car and I didn’t, and
we went out... | ordered an extra 100 papers. And we went out there and found
where these soldiers were all bivouacked and their mess halls and all. And in a
few minutes, we sold that 100 papers. So I kept orderin’ newspapers and
newspapers till the car couldn’t hold anymore. And everyday we’d come back
empty. ‘Cause in those days everybody don’t have portable radios. (Charles
Wallace, 01-20-05)

Men found their way into military service through a variety of paths. Some men entered the
military before the war began, seeing it as a challenge and as something different from their
previous experience. Others enlisted when the war began through a sense of duty or commitment
to what they saw as an important cause. Still others volunteered because of few other options or a
desire to choose the branch of service (perhaps one in which a father or brother had served)
before they were inevitably drafted. And some were drafted into the service. The following
summaries illustrate the diverse ways in which men became involved in the military.

Alden J. Laborde graduated from Annapolis in 1934 and was well versed in military culture by
the time the war began. In discussing the need for discipline and respect for authority that the
military attempted to exact from its members, he said, “[T]hey have to get these people in shape
to be willing to die for one another. You can’t stop and take a vote when the captain orders that
you do something, or go into battle, or what have you” (01-13-05). When he left active duty in
1940 and entered the Reserves, he had a hard time finding work both because the Great
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Depression was still hanging on and his engineering training was too general for the type of work
available. He opened a bonded warehouse with a partner and was in business for about a year,
when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. He was called up for active duty in 1942.

Arthur Lee was getting his degree in Economics and Business Administration at Southwestern
Louisiana Institute (later the University of Louisiana at Lafayette) when the war began. He had
moved to Louisiana from Texas in the late 1930s for a job his brother had gotten for him in a
restaurant in Lafayette. Although he reported that college was “the furthest thing from my mind,”
his boss insisted he go, providing him room and board, and paying his tuition instead of a salary
(01-11-05). He enlisted in the Army Reserves and was granted a deferment until he graduated in
1943.

In 1941, Selwyn Gilmore was working for the Army Corps of Engineers doing survey work for
levee construction. When he did not get an expected and needed raise in salary, he resigned and
attempted to enlist in the military. A recruiter told him that he would be called up soon, but when
a few months went by without him hearing anything, he went to work for the Texas Pipeline
Company in January 1943. That job paid 60 cents an hour and required him to work in the cold,
rain, and mud. He had been doing that work for about a month when the company found out he
had finished high school and asked him to go work in the company’s office. He was transferred
to several different pipeline stations. He worked for the Texas Pipeline Company for about eight
months (after four months he became a permanent employee). In August he was drafted by the
Army Air Corps and his boss allowed him to take off from work immediately so he could spend
some time with his family before leaving for training camp.

When Charles Wallace graduated high school in 1942, he went to Louisiana State University
(LSU) where he joined the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC). He described the
quickness with which men would be drafted into the service and the sense of fatalism this
generated in those left behind:

I didn’t go home until Thanksgiving holidays. Well when I got back to LSU, the
roommates I had... I was livin’ in the stadium, in a room with three other fellas.
Well, when I got back I was in a room by myself, the other three had been drafted
or they had enlisted in the service, and I was in a room by myself. So I figured
that I was gonna suffer the same fate pretty soon. So what I did, I just resigned
and went back home, and went to work in Lake Charles as a iron worker, where
they were building some defense [structures] down there. (Charles Wallace, 01-
20-05)

One night back home and “gallivanting” with his friends at the Kinder Beer Garden, Wallace and
his friends discussed a full-page ad in the Lake Charles American Press: “’Are you between the
ages of 17 and 26, inclusive? If you are, don’t walk, run to the nearest recruiting station. Join the
Army Air Corps.” Well we kicked that around for a while and the four of us, we were gonna go
down to Lake Charles the next Monday mornin’ and enlist. And all four of us did” (01-20-05).
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3.6. The Home Front

As many of the young, able-bodied men were called into military service, industrial activity in
southern Louisiana expanded with increased federal funding for war mobilization (Sanson 1999).
Many of those interviewed described a culture change spurred by the war effort that produced an
enhanced orientation towards a national identity rather than a regional or local identity. War
mobilization also helped establish facilities and skill sets that have persisted into present day
offshore oil and gas activities.

In Morgan City, Chicago Bridge and Iron leased land from the Young Fund in 1942 to establish
facilities for building dry docks. (Community lore holds that the Young Brothers sold the land to
the government for a dollar.) Company employees produced Advanced Base Sectional Docks
(ABSDs) that were used in Africa and in the Pacific during the war. Their operations required
numerous employees and they provided training in welding to some of their laborers and
carpenters. Welding would become a useful trade in offshore fabrication activities after the war:

[S]kills that the Cajuns have learned over years—how to fabricate a rig; how to
weld it to cut it. That’s a trade that they learned and it might have begun in World
War II when Chicago Bridge and Iron built some barges here in World War II and
they hired the people here as carpenters and laborers and they started welding
these barges and putting them together. So that might have been the beginning of
the trade that keeps the McDermott companies going today. (Earl Herbert, 12-05-
02)

While Chicago Bridge and Iron would leave at the end of the war, the skills they fostered stayed
in the community and benefited the petroleum industry.

Blimps were used along much of the United States coastline; along with armed convoys, blimps
provided a line of defense against U-boats. The United States Naval Air Station, commonly
referred to as the “blimp base,” in Houma was built in response to U-boat activity in the Gulf of
Mexico.

It was first a field that Texaco... just a field. I am talking about a grass meadow
that Texaco and two other people had their planes stationed there and then during
World War II the German submarines were down in the Gulf [...] And they
quickly constructed pads and built a mammoth building to house blimps.
(Hartwell Lewis, 10-04-02)

Part of community lore is that when the Navy left at the end of the war, the community bought
the land from the Navy for a dollar. What is true, though, is that a commission was established
and the airfield was built up to maintain commercial ventures, some of which included support
services for the oil and gas industry.

Concern about U-boats put coastal communities on alert. Moreover, it significantly slowed
offshore movement; offshore activity did not fully resume until after the war. Wenceslaus Billiot
discussed hearing blimps flying overhead in Grand Isle where he was trawling and the
regulations put in place by the Coast Guard:
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When we go out, we had to stop and the Coast Guard check you, because we had
to have a channel passport. Check the food and how [much] gas we had on there,
the boat, and how much food we had. Then come back, had to stop back again.
Check again. In other words, they was doin’ that because maybe you go...
[chuckles] they go over there and meet some submarine and give them food.
That’s why they was checkin’ on that. (Wenceslaus Billiot, 01-19-05)

Melvin Bernard’s father worked in Timbalier Bay for Gulf Oil during World War II. He related
how German U-boats would use two tall derricks in the field as landmarks to meet other ships in
order to get fuel and dump trash. His father and his coworkers did not have any way to
immediately communicate what they were witnessing to the Coast Guard, so they would include
it in their work reports.

The Coast Guard also patrolled coastal communities. Clovis Rigaud was born in Grand Isle in
1932 and recalled that the Coast Guard would enforce curfews during the war:

CR: [Y]ou had your Coast Guard goin’ down there all the lanes, no street lights, it
was dark. They either had a German Shepard or a Doberman on a leash and
they’d patrol all the lanes. [...] And they’d walk the beach, up and down, all night
long in case something would come to shore and it wasn’t supposed to. Things
like that.

INT: And was there an official curfew time or something like that?

CR: Well it wasn’t too much of a curfew. As long as you didn’t use no light. So
you don’t need much of a curfew with no light. (Clovis Rigaud, 01-20-05)

Despite the show of security, Rigaud said that people were not worried about their safety; they
figured the U-boats and spies were after “more important” people.

Beyond these changes, the war fostered a sense of patriotism that called for sacrifice in multiple
sectors and among multiple groups of people. Larry Tucker recalled that “Everybody was
patriotic in them days” (03-02-03). Roy Parr explained that people accepted hard times because
they were behind the war effort. It probably helped that many were used to the difficult
conditions that the Great Depression had wrought (Sanson 1999).

Women were also enlisted to help in a variety of ways to support the country during the war.
Many women helped maintain morale amongst the troops by sending soldiers letters (Litoff &
Smith 1995), while others discontinued life plans in order to take up occupations viewed as more
immediately necessary for the war effort. With men heading off to war and industrial production
increasing, approximately 6.5 million women entered the workforce to fill the jobs that men left
behind or that were created to support war material production (Litoff & Smith 1995). Two
million women, known as “Rosie the Riveters” or “Winnie the Welders,” took jobs that were
traditionally male, such as in the manufacture of engines and artillery (Scrivener 1999).
Catherine Dilsaver had completed a year at Southwestern Louisiana Institute when she decided
to drop out in order to take a typist job at Chicago Bridge and Iron:
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Those days, they were asking people to volunteer your time, do something. Don’t
be idle. My daddy would not let me idle, either. Believe me. Everybody had to do
their part for the war effort. And I lost, [partly because] I didn’t finish any college,
because you did other things during the war. (Catherine Dilsaver, 07-25-03)

More than 275,000 women enlisted in female branches of the armed forces during the war. The
purpose of having women in the military was to free men to fight in combat (Scrivener 1999).
Stella Rousso was working at a department store in Morgan City when she learned about the
Women’s Auxiliary and enlisted in 1942; nine months later she was sworn into the Army Air
Corps. When she left for the service, she said that people in the community seemed to think that
women were just entering the military to take care of the men; however, by the end of the war,
people had a higher opinion of the women who had served and understood that they had fulfilled
many different, important functions. In discussing her basic training at Camp Polk, west of
Alexandria, she said that although they were not trained in weapons, the women had to do
everything the men did. She served for three years in the aircraft warning service in Portland,
Maine and as a base operations specialist in Westover Field, Massachusetts. She never
volunteered to serve overseas because her mother “would’ve worried herself sick” and because
she had heard that it was a difficult journey. However, being in the military gave her the
opportunity to travel to and meet people from many different parts of the country. In reflecting
on her overall experience she said, “I think the time I spent in the Army Corps, I enjoyed every
bit of it. [...] I think of this often, I wouldn’t give that three years of my life for nothing. ‘Cause I
enjoyed it; I made friends all over and we had fun in the barracks” (01-12-05).

Although grammar and high school students were encouraged to aid the war effort by doing well
in math and science (Sanson 1999), it was clearly difficult for some people to concentrate on
doing well when the draft loomed in the future. Charles Wallace’s story of how he decided to
leave college after seeing his roommates drafted over Thanksgiving Break reflects this sense.
However, the prospects of war also affected younger people nearing the draft age. Burt Ross was
in high school during the war and said that because of the draft, many of the young men assumed
they would be going into the service as soon as they were old enough and consequently did not
take school very seriously. He said they could not think any further than the war. However, when
the war ended, they all had to “bunker down.” Following the war, education seemed to take on
greater significance than it had before.

3.7. In the Service

Serving in the military, men and women experienced both familiar and unfamiliar circumstances.
Often these experiences were influenced by prior ones (e.g., education, technical knowledge), the
theater in which the men were fighting, branch of the military they were serving, and military
rank. Many were stationed in unfamiliar climates and with people from different regions of the
country. For some, their wartime service was the first time they had spent a significant amount of
time away from their homes and families. Charles Wallace recalled that everything was new to
him when he enlisted in the Army Air Corps; prior to that, Kinder (his home town) had been the
“hub” of his universe. Service in the war also provided one of the only opportunities for people
to move outside the confines of southern Louisiana and to see the world.
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Years of hunting in the marshes prepared some for bivouacking, while experience on fishing
boats helped acclimate others to the sometimes turbulent conditions on long boat rides.
Regimented living also reinforced values of self-sufficiency, discipline, and listening to one’s
superiors. Some also found their French language skills opened up possibilities for new roles.
For example, after serving in the Pacific during the war, Wenceslaus Billiot completed 14
months of border control in Europe where his language skills helped him converse with
Europeans, as well as Canadians and other Americans, who spoke French. Lloyd (“Pete’’) Rogers
got his nickname “Frenchie” while serving as an interpreter in northern Africa during the war.

Besides these experiences, service in the military provided men with specific forms of training.
Several men reported being trained in communications, mechanics, and flying. Others gained
experience in leadership through the positions in which they were placed during their service.
Many men had to adapt their technical knowledge to new forms of equipment and novel
situations.

Most of the participants, however, seemed to view their experience in the service more
pragmatically, as a job that they had to do. Laurie Vining, who was drafted into the Navy in
1943, illustrated this sense of nonchalance when recalling his training: “[The other seamen and I]
just kind of went along and did what we were told to do and that was the extent of it, you know.
[They] try to teach us, told us what we had to do and how to do it and what it was for, and then,
other than that ah, that was about it” (01-21-05). Charles Wallace, a bombardier pilot during the
war, echoed this sentiment when comparing his work in the military and the oil field: “I just did
the job. If they sent me to do a job, I did it” (01-20-05).

3.8. After the War

As the war came to a close, veterans returned to their homes and families. Arthur Lee said that
during his war service he did not think about what he was going to do when he got back; he had
no particular ambitions or goals but was just happy to be alive. It was with this sort of mindset
that many veterans returned to southern Louisiana. Peacetime required that adjustments be made
in all areas of life.

Some men described the adjustments they had to make after leaving the service. Alden Laborde
recalled that his boss, Sid Richardson, called him in one day to remind him that he was not in the
Navy anymore. Some of Laborde’s employees had complained that he was being too structured
and heavy handed with them. His boss reminded him, “’These guys can walk off anytime they
want to. It’s a little different from the Navy’” (01-13-05).

For some men, adjustment was particularly difficult because of the saturated job market. John
Ryan recalled how he handled his return to domestic life:

Bad. [Pause] Bad. ‘Cause it’s just like job huntin’. There just wasn’t any jobs.
And it just seemed like everywhere you went things was bad. I almost went back
in the [service]. I’d been talkin’ to a recruiter, ‘bout goin’ back in. ‘Til I went to
work for Shell Oil Company. [...]There just wasn’t any work at all. I know I went
and ah, after the war was over I went to England, at Wharton, England. There by
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the United Kingdom base. And they had a heavy equipment school—draglines
and bulldozers and everything. And I went to that school. Well, I had pretty well
learned how to operate most of that equipment, so when I got back home, I
thought well surely I’d find me a job. A dragline, or dozer operator or something.
I mean, there just wasn’t nothing! There wasn’t a thing. And that was
disappointing. Sittin’ around [bored me to death]. (John Ryan, 01-06-05)

Alden Laborde also commented on the tight job market. After commanding a ship of
approximately 500, and with a wife and child to support, he said that he felt lucky to have gotten
a job as a helper on a seismic crew.

While many men found themselves looking for work, others found that their previous employers
were willing to reinstate them to their previous positions. Selwyn Gilmore had worked for the
Texas Pipeline Company for eight months before going into the Army Air Corps. When he
returned home, after some negotiation, he was given back his seniority, along with some war
bonds, and put back to work. Lloyd Rogers eagerly went back to work for Shell Oil Company
immediately after he was discharged:

LR: I got out in September 1945 and went right back to work for Shell Oil
Company. I had worked for Shell in exploration, when I came back I went into
production, and I retired from Shell Oil Company with 35 years in 1976.

INT1: So you didn’t have any difficulty readjusting from...

LR: Oh no! The man that hired me, I still had on my uniform, [ was on my way to
get discharged at Hattiesburg, Camp Shelby, and I got the job before I got
discharged. And he told me to take a couple of months off and get reoriented and
come see him, I’d have a job. The following Monday after I went to Camp
Shelby, that following Monday I was back at his office. I said, “I’m ready to go to
work.” No two months reorientation, uh uh. [...]

INT2: Why did you go back to Shell and not go do something different?

LR: [Laughs] Well I had worked for them before and there was so much oil
activity at the time, and I figured that was the best place for me. Not having a
college education and they paid good money, so, back to Shell. (Lloyd Rogers,
01-05-05)

Possibly, veterans who were able to resume previous work had an easier time adjusting to life
outside of the military.

For those who had to seek new work opportunities, many utilized social networks. After

graduating with a degree in business from college in Florida, with the help of his brother, Ed
Dilsaver was hired on as an oil buyer with Shell:

52



[My brother] was in a crew boat business, and he had a crew boat that would
work for Shell, and I would run that crew boat. And I had an opportunity to meet
some people within Shell, and [then] my experience as a boat operator. And with
my educational background, I made an application with Shell, and they hired me
right way, and worked with Shell... I worked in what they called the Oil Shipping
Division. (Ed Dilsaver, 01-05-05)

Ed Henry also used his father’s connections to get a job in the Texaco shipyard after the war:

My Dad knew a few people and he was talking and he had a couple of friends
who went to their office and, he didn’t write or anything, he just told them he
said, ‘Well, his father has been working so long and he just come out the
military.’ [...] So, I went and talked to the old man who ran the shipyard. And he
knew my daddy, my daddy used to bring the boat they used to dry dock and were
out in there. Then after awhile he said ‘Well, you see, I got all your cousins over
here. I just as soon hire you!” So I went to work. (Ed Henry, 01-24-05)

John Ryan was contemplating reenlisting in the Army when he ran into a neighbor whose father
was renting a room to Paul Duplantis. An employee of Shell Oil Company, Duplantis had just
mentioned to the father that he was looking to fill a position. Later that evening Ryan talked to
Duplantis and was hired.

To help veterans adjust, the government passed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944
(better known as the GI Bill of Rights). Among other things, this act provided funding for
college or vocational education, as well as for one year of unemployment compensation (the
52/50 clause, or 20 dollars a week for 52 weeks). These benefits provided some veterans with
relief from the competitive job market. They also provided some of the younger veterans an
opportunity to further their education. Completing a degree allowed men to obtain higher and
better paying positions when they entered the job market.

Coming out of the service, Harold Dugas did not feel that he knew anything and so decided to
utilize the GI Bill to go to school at the University of Louisiana. However, because he was
married and had a family to support, he felt pressure to get his degree as quickly as possible.
When he graduated in 1950, jobs were still difficult to find, but through the help of a family
friend, he was able to hire on as a training engineer with Texaco.

R. J. Cheramie was only 19 years old when he left the Marine Corps. He found that his age
barred him from many jobs. He used the GI Bill to go to LSU for three and a half years before
dropping out in order to make money:

RC: Going under the GI Bill of Rights, it was a little bit... it wasn’t paying much.

So started bumming around, trying to get jobs and then that’s when I started in the

oil field. [...]

INT: Well how come you didn’t go shrimpin’ or trappin’ or...
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RC: I tried it for a while.
INT: You didn’t like it?

RC: I tried. It just wasn’t my cup of tea, I’ll put it that way. For the simple reason
I didn’t think it was payin’ enough. (R.J. Cheramie, 07-19-01)

While some found the benefits insufficient, others found them difficult to access. Loulan Pitre
served in the Marine Corps during the war; when he returned home to southern Louisiana, he
applied for unemployment compensation:

I went over there to check in for my 20 bucks a week. To me that was a fortune,
‘cause we had no salaries, not like today in the service. I was a staff sergeant
getting 80 to 90 dollars a month. By the time they took the insurance out, you
didn’t get much left. [...] I went to this place to check in for my 20-52 they used
to call them, 20-52 program. That girl says, ‘What are you qualified to do?’ I
says, ‘What?” Oh, I was bitter, ‘What are you asking me that for?’ She says,
‘Well, you’ve got to tell me what you’re qualified to do.” Lining me up for a job.
Says, ‘All I'm qualified to do right now is kill people.” Which I was, that was all I
was qualified to do. Kill people. I says, ‘I’m only qualified to kill people.” Well,
she was insulted, she called the man in. I said, ‘Sir,” I said, ‘The blood’s still
dripping on my hands from Japan. You want me to tell you what I’'m qualified to
do? I told the girl...” ‘Oh,” he says, ‘you just got out of the service last week.
Came home, last week.” “Oh, well,” he said, ‘We don’t know if we can put you on
the...” He said, “What work do you want to do?’ I said, ‘Right now I want to take
a month off,” I said. Which wasn’t long. I said, “I don’t want to do any work.” He
said, ‘“Well, we can’t put you on the [52/20].” So I never got a nickel. All the other
guys had lied that way, they were getting their 20 bucks a week, which was nice.
You know, sit down at home and buy beer with your 20 bucks, and maybe
somebody would feed you. (Loulan Pitre, 09-24-01)

Although Pitre never received 52/20 benefits, because he was an uncommissioned officer, the
government paid for his wife’s hospitalization when she gave birth to their first child. He said
that had the government not paid for it, his wife probably would have had to give birth at home,
which could have been dangerous.

The oil field appeared attractive to many veterans. Some found the relatively high wages hard to
pass up, others felt drawn to the fields because of family connections; for many, the oil field
appealed to both their financial and family interests. Leon Burcalow had contemplated utilizing
his military training in communications by seeking a job with the telephone company, but
instead decided to seek a job in the oil field where they were paying approximately 20 cents
more per hour. In addition, his father had worked in the oil field, so the work seemed routine to
him. Hubert Chesson’s father had also worked in the oil field; when Chesson got out of the
service, he set his mind on following his father by working for Texaco: “I was brought up by
Texaco. My dad worked for Texaco. [...] And that’s all I’ve considered, is work for Texaco,
when I got out of the World War II” (05-11-01). Although Bob Cockerham attempted many
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different jobs after returning from the war, eventually he too found that his family’s history of
working in the oil fields was too great to overcome: “I was born into it and it is kinda in my
blood” (12-13-00).

For those without a family connection to the oil field, the wages seemed to be the primary
motivation to seek employment within it. Harold Dugas explained:

Most of my reason [for going to work offshore] was because of the finances, you
know? The monies. The salaries were better in the oil field than anywheres else.
You know, say, I had offers to work for a lumber industry in the north. I had
offers to work for NASA at that time, but the pay was, a roustabout with the Shell
Oil Company would make more than an engineer with the government, at that
time. (Harold Dugas, 05-03-01)

As before the war, the industry’s good wages and secure jobs allowed men to support their
families. When asked what he liked about his job, Lloyd Gaudet, who went to work for the Texas
Company after he left the service, said, “[I]t was a living, making a living for my family. That’s
what I liked about it. And it was a secure job in those days. You didn’t have to worry about
getting laid off or anything like the other ones” (07-10-01).

As the industry expanded in the postwar years and labor demands increased, many fishermen and
shrimp trawlers also decided to enter the oil industry by providing support services. Antoine
Francis got into the oil field by running a tugboat. In 1945, Parker Conrad rented out a shrimp
trawler to Pure Oil Company for seismograph work in the Gulf. Before this time his company,
Conrad Industries, built shrimp boats, but with this venture it began to build and repair vessels
(including the first crew speedboat) for the oil field.

3.9. Moving Offshore

Demand for oil-based products shifted to domestic customers after the war due to mass
production of “pleasure cars” and homes whose appliances were fueled by oil and gas (Eaton
1950). European countries also increased demand by transitioning from coal to petroleum as
their primary energy source. Increased demands and postwar anxiety created tensions “between
economic incentives to develop cheaper foreign oil, strategic political concerns about national
security, and fears of domestic independent oil producers that they would be driven to
bankruptcy in a flood of imported oil” (Baxter 1997, p. 243).

The increased demand led the United States to look for new sources of oil, particularly in the
Middle East (Maugeri 2003). Prior to the war, the United States had provided 90 percent of
Europe’s oil, whereas in 1948 the United States became a net importer of oil. Expansion of
offshore development might be attributable at least in part to this increased demand and a
concern about having an oil store in the name of national security.

When the war ended, the United States government was left with numerous properties, crafts,

and equipment that had been acquired and built for the war. The Surplus Property Act of 1944
established the Surplus Property Administration—which later subsumed and took the name of
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the War Assets Administration—and charged it with disposal of surplus property. The expansion
offshore, which had been riddled with supply issues and vessel shortages prior to the war, took
advantage of the plethora of crafts and technologies available as surplus war assets. Surplus
boats and engines were especially attractive to oil-related companies because they gave the
companies the capacity to extend operations in Gulf. New technologies in detection (e.g., radar
and sonar) and communications were also introduced into the oil field.

Ed Dilsaver credited the surplus vessels with providing the basis for offshore oil field vessels:

[T]The equipment in World War II really started this Gulf of Mexico thing.
Because the boats they used in World War 11, they converted it to offshore use for
carrying supplies. [...] The boats we have today was the results of the World War
IL, [...] a result of how they started after World War II. I really believe so. (Ed
Dilsaver, 01-05-05)

In 1947, using a platform built by Brown and Root Construction Company, Kerr-McGee
Corporation drilled the first commercial offshore wells in the Gulf of Mexico (approximately 11
miles off the coast of Louisiana). California Oil, Humble Oil, Superior and Barnsdall Oil made
subsequent discoveries, effectively launching the Louisiana offshore industry (Baxter 1997).

While converted fishing boats were still used in the oil field to transport crews and supplies,
surplus war vessels, such as Attack Crafts (ACs), were also adapted for this use. Some of the
bigger boats were also converted to support rigs, while others were sunk offshore to act as
breakers to protect drilling operations from wave action: “[S]ome kind of landing crafts we used
for buffers, close inshore, to keep the waves from interfering with the drilling operations. We’d
sink them and make like a levee to keep the wave action from interfering” (Lloyd Rogers, 01-05-
05).

Although many of these boats were more technologically up-to-date because they had been used
in the war, they were not perfectly fit for work offshore. Longtime Shell employee John Ryan
noted problems with the configuration of the landing crafts:

Some of the original cargo boats was those old landing crafts; moved the troops or
machinery. Most of ‘em, the pilothouse and everything was in the back. And
they’d run up on the beach and had those gates to let the troops [off] when they
[landed]. That was bad, because a lot of times they’d get offshore and it’d get
rough, and particularly if they were haulin’ pipe. And that pipe would break loose,
and it would rupture the bulkhead. And you’d start taking water. And they lost
several of ‘em out there; flipped after they took on so much water. But then later
on most of the cargo boats, you notice the pilothouse and everything’s up front,
don’t see ‘em in the back. (John Ryan, 01-06-05)

While the military crafts were deficient in terms of offshore needs, they provided the basis for

innovation. Kerr-McGee began with many surplus Navy vessels; Laurie Vining reported that
when he went to work for them in 1949, “everything that we used [was] surplus” (01-22-05). The
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company was headed by Oklahoma Senator Kerr, who was described by several participants as
having connections and expertise in getting paperwork through to buy surplus equipment.

Alden Laborde went to work for Kerr-McGee in 1948 as a marine superintendent and was one of
the early innovators. He remarked that Kerr-McGee initially had trouble moving offshore
because of their “Oklahoma” mindset: “[T]he marine aspect of it was really eating their lunch.
You can’t fight back. You have to learn how roll with the sea and the weather, and what have
you” (01-13-05). His years in the Navy put him in a position to better understand the challenges
of working offshore. He described in detail how Kerr-McGee converted surplus Landing Craft
Tanks (LCTs) into supply boats, a design still used, so that they would be functional in the oil
field:

There was a Navy boat we called an LCT, Landing Craft Tank, which was the
forerunner of the present offshore supply boats. It had a bow gate, and it had a flat
deck, and it had all the controls aft, on the stern or the back end of the vessel.
And, it would haul tanks and take ‘em ashore, and then drop that ramp, and it’d
run up on the beach. At the end of the war, those were surplus and were available.
At McGee we had acquired several of those and used them very successfully in
supplying these offshore rigs with the drill pipe, the mud, and the fuel, and what
have you. But it was apparent to me that you could build a much better one than
that. The main thing about it was that on a boat like that, your propellers, and your
propulsion, and your rudders and all that are on the aft end. And you can control
that pretty well. But the bow, the front end, it kinda freewheels. And still that’s
the end that you wanted to get up to rig and unload and load. And so it occurred to
me that we could move all of this thing up forward. Move the pilothouse, and the
living quarters, and all that, up forward, and then just have the whole rest of this
vessel clear, and the stern clear. So then you could back up toward a rig and hold
that stern in rough weather especially, and could unload with the cranes. (Alden J.
(“Doc”) Laborde, 01-13-05)

Several participants observed that many of the companies, such as Kerr-McGee, had the faster,
but high fuel burning gasoline engines replaced with surplus diesel engines. Mechanical and
electrical engineers were hired to help modify and redesign the boats so that they could be used
offshore. Landing Ship Tanks (LSTs) were often taken out to the rigs and used for storage.
Robert Looper, an engineer with Chevron, explained how they converted LSTs:

[The LSTs] were about 300 feet long and actually it was just a long hole with a
deckhouse at the rear. It wasn’t anything else in the equipment on the deck itself.
So they converted by putting flight deck up over the deckhouse. But the rear of
the ship, the stern of the ship and on the floor deck they put masts and winches
and derricks so that they could move equipment from the ship itself up to the rig.
The ship itself was used as the storage place for drill pipe and all the equipment
that was used on the rig. [...] all that had to be moved by the derricks from the
ship up through the rig itself. [...] The ship was tied up to the rig. It was sort of a
unique system. They had three huge anchor chains at the stern, going out. And
four up in the (ball) going out to (spear) the ships. They would move back and
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forth in heavy weather or even moderate weather. And there was a bridge going
from the bow of the LST to the structure itself. And that was portable. Raise it up
if they had to when we moved out. (Robert Looper, 02-22-03)

Charles Wallace explained how Pure Oil Company made use of several different types of surplus
vessels, particularly LSTs:

[Pure Oil Company] bought four minesweepers and this LST and they had welded
up this front end of it, and they’d use it just for storage and for the hotel. See, they
had livin’ quarters on it. [...] [O]n the Machavane they had a captain, and a mate,
and the engineer; just like a regular sea goin’ vessel, because they didn’t know
any better. [...] [W]hen they started to take the Machavane from here, behind
Eugene Island Lighthouse to Cameron, they had to build a living quarters, a
structure and put a barracks on it, for the people that was gonna take care of that
field. (Charles Wallace, 01-20-05)

Adapting vessels to the offshore environment and the particular tasks for which they were
needed often involved trial and error. Laborde described the difficulties Kerr-McGee faced in
adapting their two Range Tender (YF) barges for use as tender vessels:

[Navy YF barges] were not propelled, but they had a deckhouse and cargo space.
And Kerr-McGee had used those. Their approach to it was to build a platform, but
a small platform, just enough for the derrick and the draw works, and then bring
this YF barge, converted to what they called a tender vessel, and had the pumps
and the drill pipe, and the mud, and the living quarters moored alongside. And
that’s kind of where I got into the picture. [They were having trouble] trying to
hold ‘em in place and anchor ‘em, and move ‘em [...] And we developed some
schemes to moor ‘em and keep ‘em away from the rig with some moveable
platforms and all. They were trying to hold ‘em up there tight, and you just
[laughing] can’t do that. And tearing stuff up. (Alden J. (“Doc”) Laborde, 01-13-
05)

One advantage that the surplus vessels had over new vessels is that they could be operated
without a license and were not inspected. Notably, it was not until the 1960s that boats were
specifically built, rather than converted, for offshore oil field work. The ship building industry,
which had experienced a dramatic drop in business after surplus World War II vessels became
available, strengthened its market with specialized crafts.

Electric motors from submarines also were available after the war and sped the transition away

from steam engines. Charles Wallace explained how some of these were adapted for use in
drilling operations:
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Exxon was working offshore by 1947 and “started off with a lot of these surplus
military ships” (Roy Parr, 06-08-01). It had ACs, used its “fleet” of LSTs as living
quarters, and rigged up a subchaser with radar to do surveying work.

Gulf Oil Company used LSTs as platforms; this was similar to the way that Kerr-
McGee was using the slightly bigger YF barges.

Halliburton purchased surplus trucks and some landing crafts.

Kerr-McGee started its business with surplus vessels such as LCTs, YF barges, and
tugboats.

Pure Oil Company built platforms using an LST rigged up with a crane. It also used
four minesweepers first for seismograph work, and later to transport crews. Another
LST was used for storage and housing crews.

Although Shell Oil Company was foreign owned and unable to own boats or
communications equipment during the immediate post-World War II era, it leased
some surplus vessels, such as infantry landing crafts (LCIs), LSTs, and Patrol Torpedo
(PT) boats.

**NOTE: This list includes only a few examples of companies that used surplus war
materials a