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PREFACE

The development of the offshore petroleum industry is a remarkable story of inventiveness,
entrepreneurship, hard work, and risk-taking that turned Louisiana’s relatively isolated coastal
communities into significant contributors to the U.S. and global economies. This industry
emerged as local residents and returning World War Il veterans applied skills, technologies, and
can-do attitudes to overcome the many challenges of producing oil from below the ocean floor.
Offshore workers initially came from Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana, but soon people from
throughout the United States were attracted to the Gulf Coast. This industry, born in the
Louisiana marshes, has grown to have a key place in the modern world. Yet, it is little known,
understood, or documented, and its dynamic economic role is virtually invisible.

To explore the history and evolution of this industry and the people and communities where it
was born, in 2001 the U.S. Minerals Management Service (MMS) sponsored a study to examine
the historical evolution of the offshore oil and gas industry and its effects on Louisiana’s coastal
culture, economy, landscape, and society. The study represented the convergence of the ideas of
several people who recognized that an important piece of history — the origins of the offshore
petroleum industry — was being lost and that capturing it would require the use of published
works, periodicals and other documents, and oral histories. The idea for the study was supported
by the Social Science Subcommittee of the MMS Scientific Committee, staff from MMS
Headquarters and the Gulf of Mexico Region office in New Orleans, members of the business
and academic communities, and Louisiana civic leaders and educators. As a result, researchers
from universities in Louisiana, Texas, and Arizona came together to trace the development of the
industry from land and marsh to state waters and then out across the Outer Continental Shelf.

Research of the MMS Environmental Studies Program provides information and analysis in
support of MMS decision-making and assessment. From the beginning, a principal aim of the
history study was to establish a collection of audio recordings of interviews with workers,
company owners, family members, community leaders, and others whose lives were shaped by
the offshore oil and gas industry in southern Louisiana. The focus of the study was on the earliest
days, especially the period from the 1930’s to the 1970’s. Interviewees talked about how this
industry grew from its fledgling beginning in the coastal wetlands and inner bays in the 1930’s
through the frenzied activity of the 1970°s and beyond. The interviews ranged from very general
conversations about life in southern Louisiana during this period to very specific discussions of
particular aspects of the oil and gas industry.

The study began with a team of researchers from the Center for Energy Studies at Louisiana
State University (LSU), the Departments of History and Business 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, and Tom Lassiter. Suzanne Mascola transcribed the UH interviews. At ULL, Dr.
Robert Carriker was assisted by Steven Wiltz and David DiTucci.
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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.
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1. INTRODUCTION

When Louisiana’s Supreme Court ruled in favor of Ludwig Doucet’s claim that the oysters he
bedded on the water bottoms of Terrebonne Parish had been killed by oil pollution, the court
relied heavily on the testimony of two of The Texas Company’s own witnesses. Mr. A.B.
Patterson admitted that, “Speaking generally | seen oil on the water, oil of some kind, almost
every day of my travels. | took very few trips upon which | did not see oil spots or oil glaze on
the waters of Terrebonne Bay.” Another company man, Albert Dupont, “testified that in the fall
of 1932, about a year prior to the filing of this suit and about the time the plaintiff’s oysters
began dying, he had seen oil in Lake Barre that appeared to cover the whole lake, and, answering
the question as to whether there was any question about that, said: “No, | was afraid my boat
would catch on fire. | thought the whole lake might catch fire.” (Italics ours)” (Doucet v. Texas
Co. 1944).

The Texas Company, Texaco as it came to be known, was the major force in the exploration and
development of the oil and gas fields of coastal Louisiana. Beginning in the late 1920’s, on vast
parcels of land leased from the Louisiana Land & Exploration Company and the State of
Louisiana, the oil giant floated and hauled rigs into the swamps, bayous, backlands, and lakes,
and built production platforms, living quarters, and tank batteries to store crude oil awaiting
transport to refineries. To be sure, Texaco and the other pioneers, the majors, independents, and
some individual wildcatters with high visions and meager resources left scars on Louisiana’s
fragile wetlands. The full magnitude of this disruption would not become evident for decades. In
the process, though, the region’s society and economy were transformed.

Prior to the opening of the oil fields, inhabitants of the isolated communities hunted and fished,
planted and harvested oysters for the French Market in New Orleans, trapped fur-bearing
mammals and alligators in the swamps, tended gardens and livestock, largely for household and
neighborhood consumption, and grew sugarcane. Some of the skills and know-how of the
inhabitants were of immediate use to the oil companies, such as how to navigate the bewildering
mazes of bayous and waterways in the marsh. Other needs had to be filled by outsiders, an
incoming workforce of skilled and semi-skilled men raised in the inland oil provinces of Texas,
Arkansas, Oklahoma, and northern Louisiana. These “Texiens,” mostly single men at first,
virtually all Protestant, would through time assimilate — or at least co-exist — with local
populations; many would bring their own families as the housing supply grew, and many would
intermarry and raise their own families.

As well as workers, the oil companies required services of all sorts: individuals and companies to
survey the water bottoms and marshes and to induce landowners to sign over mineral rights;
firms, small and large, to build and repair the heavy equipment needed to explore for oil and
extract it; pilots, mostly self-taught at first, to fly men and materials to rigs and platforms along
the coast; drivers and trucks to haul spare parts and drilling pipe to the supply bases; cooks and
catering services to feed the roustabouts, roughnecks, toolpushers, and, later, the petroleum
engineers with college degrees, working out on the structures. Small communities like Houma,
based on fishing and plantation sugarcane, found themselves well-situated vis-a-vis The Texas



Company’s coastal discoveries and became preeminent oil service centers, attracting outside
investment and home-grown entrepreneurs.

Figure 1. Drilling Rig on Lake Pelto in Terrebonne Parish.

The community’s significance as a service center was codified when Texaco designated it as a
district and established a management team and warehouse to attend to the company’s
Terrebonne Parish properties. New lIberia had similar status for fields west of the Atchafalaya
River, and the company’s operations east of Bayou Lafourche were managed out of the Harvey
district office on New Orleans” West Bank. Houma was thus a “company town,” Texaco’s town.
Texaco didn’t own it or build it, of course, but until well into the 1960’s Texaco was the
dominant player.

Most of the other major oil companies turned their attention offshore in the 1950’s, after the
protracted legal dispute between the Gulf Coast states and the federal government over
ownership of the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) was more or less settled, largely in favor of the
federal government. Texaco, with its legacy of huge mineral properties inshore, was rather late in
following this trend offshore. But Houma’s business and civic leaders positioned the community
to capture some of the new activity. The Houma Navigation Canal was dredged and completed in
1962, giving the community and the parish straight access to the Gulf of Mexico. Although the
channel would later be blamed for at least part of the deterioration of coastal wetlands, its initial
promise was realized. Houma’s population and its oilfield service sector grew in the 1960°s and
boomed in the 1970’s. Some of the businesses that grew up specifically to service the inshore
fields — the floatplane sector is the case we examine in some detail here — were no longer useful



as activity shifted farther and farther out onto the OCS. But others grew, with larger and larger
fabrication facilities necessary to weld together the more robust structures for the offshore oil
and gas industry. These industries, like virtually all others along the Gulf Coast, were hit hard by
the downturn of the 1980’s. But Houma and Terrebonne Parish survived and grew modestly in
the 1990’s. Into the present century, the area remains an important oil service center, but has also
diversified as a regional shopping center and prominent supplier of health-care and advanced
medical treatment for south Louisiana. With the upgrading of old Highway 90 into a spur of the
interstate highway network, Houma envisions a future as a bedroom community for metropolitan
New Orleans as well.

This report, based largely on discussions with residents of the Houma and Terrebonne Parish
region, offers a very brief glance growth and change on this portion of the coast of south
Louisiana. Both the natural and social histories of the region are complex and fluid; chapter 2
sketches out some of these dynamics. In chapter 3, we narrow the focus to oil history — the
arrival of The Texas Company and the “Texiens” in Terrebonne Parish. The subsequent chapter,
the core of this report, traces the development and functioning of several of the region’s well-
known oil-field service businesses: land surveying, trucking, and aviation. Finally, we follow a
couple of other local businesses through the downturn of the 1980’s and into the contemporary
environment of oil and gas. The mandate of the larger project from which this report stems, the
“History of the Offshore Oil and Gas Industry in Southern Louisiana,” did not take us into the
1980’s and beyond, so this final chapter is offered in the spirit of “lagniappe.”



2. PLACE AND PEOPLE

The oil and gas industry of Terrebonne Parish and south Louisiana unfolded in a fluid
environment, both natural and social. Terrebonne is a misnomer. The parish, like the region, is
more water than land. And the *“Cajun Coast” or “Acadiana,” chamber-of-commerce
designations meant to capitalize on the resurgent popularity of a unique cultural tradition, masks
the complex origin of the peoples of the region and the successive waves of colonial rule, from
the French to the Spanish, then the French again, and finally the fledgling United States. Here we
offer a very rudimentary glance at the ever-changing landscape of place and people.

2.1. The Coastal Environment

The land base of southern Louisiana is the gift of water. The largest river in North America, the
Mississippi, has brought the outwash of its 1.2 million square miles of watershed to rest (if that’s
the proper term) in the Gulf of Mexico. Not only does it bring the water from 40 percent of the
continental United States to the Gulf, it also brings the topsoil. It has been doing that for about
two million years (Ambrose and Brinkley, 2002). The result is the Mississippi Delta. What
geologists call a “bird’s foot” delta was formed as the powerful river flowed across the coast like
a loose fire hose — squirming and rolling as multiple channels deposited silt, which repeatedly
blocked the flow of water and forced the river to flow in new directions. The result is a fan-like
region stretching roughly from Lafayette to Lake Pontchartrain. This landscape is also a
waterscape, a lattice-work of levees, lakes, bayous, and extensions of the Gulf of Mexico.

Where it exists, the waterlogged silt land is one of the most fertile soils in the United States. It
gains more fertility from the biomass that it supports. Coastal wetlands themselves — where the
nutrients of the land meet with those of the sea — are among the most productive in the world.

The climate of this area is humid subtropical, warm and wet most of the year. Much of the rain
comes from the meeting of cold air masses from the north with the warm, moist masses from the
Caribbean tropics. This combination wrings a large amount of water from the air. In addition,
hurricanes and tropical storms dump large quantities of water quite quickly. Hurricanes are a
hazard here, especially since the delta lands are barely above sea level. Because of coastal land
loss, most coastal settlements are now at risk of flooding from hurricanes and “down the bayou”
settlements have to be evacuated even for the smallest (category one) hurricanes. The Louisiana
coast is not only wet but warm. Freezing temperatures are rare (although they do occur), and
even the winters are comfortable. Summers are hot and humid.

The ecology of the region can be summed up as “teeming with life.” The basics of life were
available — food, fuel, building material. It was possible, and preferred by some people, to live in
self-sufficient isolation. Ironically, fresh water was in short supply along many of the coastal
bayous, and rainwater cisterns were common in the landscape until very recently. The lack of
potable water meant that many meals were boiled. Abundant natural resources included lumber
(especially the hardwood cypress), marine life, furs, and fertile soils. Other material was
available as well: meat, moss (for stuffing and plastering), and salt. While many comforts were



lacking, it was possible to live well off the land. The waterlogging made land travel difficult, but
it was possible to travel by water, and bayou travel was enhanced by canal building. While the
people who lived in the delta were somewhat isolated from the larger settlements in the northern
part of the state, they were able to easily reach each other by boat. The isolation from the north
and the easy water access gave these isolated communities real internal strength.

Terrebonne Parish is on the coastline — one might say in the coastline because it is so
waterlogged. But it has no good deepwater harbor. The many indentations of the coast provide
safe harbor for small boats, and fishermen can use the bayous like driveways, to tie up their
shallow-draft boats alongside their homes. Houma was, and to some extent still is, an offloading
port for small fishing boats, which is why it gave itself the nickname — “The Oyster City.”
However, the industrial- age craft can only reach Houma because of the artificial Houma
Navigation Channel and the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway. These projects were constructed from
the 1940’s through the 1960°s as the oil industry was moving offshore (Alperin, 1983).

The Navigation Canal was built in 1962 so that Houma could have direct access to the Gulf. The
Intracoastal is an inland channel running parallel to the Gulf to provide a coastal waterway safe
from storms and submarines. While federal acquisition of canal property started before World
War I, it was not until the early 1950’s that it was finally operational. Much of the impetus for
both of these waterways was political, stemming from local economic interest and affected by
landowners who thought they stood to benefit. In the long run the waterways became land
communication barriers as well as water travel routes. Waiting for the drawbridges to come
down is a common Houma occupation. Hartwell Lewis, a prominent Houma entrepreneur,
recalls the influence of an earlier town booster, the general merchandiser, Mr. Dupont.

I don’t remember the exact time, but Mr. Dupont was the one that promoted the
Intracoastal Canal. It was supposed to originally go well south of Houma and it
would have done the community much more good well south because it ended up
being a dividing line, a barrier, between Houma itself and east Houma and there
were times when the old bridges were there and you’d sit for forty-five minutes
trying to get across the Intracoastal. So it was a very difficult situation (Hartwell
Lewis, 2002).

The Intracoastal was intended to provide a sheltered transportation route inland from the Gulf
coast. Its promoters envisaged great industrial transportation and the impetus for economic
development all along the route. Perhaps the final push in its development came after U-boat
attacks in the Gulf in 1942. Since the U-boat attacks ended almost immediately after they began,
this national security interest was never really a major issue (Christ 2005). The Intracoastal was
important for transport of oil equipment and supplies during the heyday of inshore operation, but
it is now less important in economic development than it was before 1980. One local planner
suggested it could still be of value for Houma by providing access to small boat tourists, but that
has not happened. Hartwell Lewis is of the opinion that the canal

...became an anchor, a millstone...the Intracoastal now has not developed a
commercial [presence]... because of the marshlands and the inaccessibility to get
to it. And then being on the Intracoastal is dangerous because of the barge traffic
at night. There are times when those barges are being towed and they drag the



sides and you know if they had improvements they could get raked. So the
developments came along Bayou Terrebonne, east and west of it and along Bayou
Lacarpe and then subsequently when they dug the waterway, the navigation canal,
the Gulf saw some development but it is very expensive to develop along a
waterway. You’re much better off getting off to the side on one of the tributaries
(Hartwell Lewis, 2002).

The port of Houma has another disadvantage in the lack of land transportation — there is little for
any ocean-borne shipping to connect to. The railroad that once reached the area is gone. The
developing limited access Highway 90 bypasses Houma to the north, making any port there
somewhat “high and dry.” The management of Gulf Island Fabrication, the largest industry in
the Parish, makes do with imports of structural steel by water, which is just as well, since they
have to import their steel from outside the US. Gulf Island itself is facing the difficulty of
catering to the deepwater activity because of the constraints of the relatively shallow Navigation
Canal, and may have to move at least part of its work to a deep-water port.

The geology of the Gulf Coast is critical not only for accessibility but for oil. Key to petroleum
deposits on the Gulf Coast is salt. Over eons, salt has accumulated below the surface in large
domes. When in contact with water, those domes tend to expand, trapping oil and natural gas in
pockets alongside. They also tend to accumulate sulfur deposits.

These domes are spread along the coast, extending into the Gulf. The domes themselves define
oil and gas fields (so a supervisor of a whole oil field is often called a “dome foreman”). They
also present special problems in drilling and production. The oil and gas are mixed. This means
that wells are under pressure and special precautions must be taken to prevent a “blowout.” It
also means that most of the wells are free flowing; a person from the oil country in California
sees few “grasshoppers” (oil pumps) that so define the oil landscape there. Much of the
sediment is loose and special precautions must be taken to protect the wells from collapsing.
This is exacerbated by the problems of drilling into water-soluble domes that demand special
attention to drilling fluids (*mud”). Of most significance to offshore oil history is the presence
of major dome deposits in waterlogged country.

While the physical environment is one element in the landscape evolution of Terrebonne Parish,
S0 too is a quite distinctive human landscape.

2.2. The Social Environment

There is on the globe one single spot, the possessor of which is our natural and
habitual enemy. It is New Orleans, through which the produce of three-eighths of
our territory must pass to market, and from its fertility it will ere long yield more
than half of our whole produce and contain more than half of our inhabitants
(Thomas Jefferson, 1801, cited in Meinig, 1993, 10).

Sieur de La Salle’s descent of the Mississippi in 1682 had the result of providing that river as the
“backbone” of French territorial possessions in North America, allowing goods to be gathered
and shipped by river to a port near its mouth, where they could be loaded onto ocean-going ships



and taken to France or other places. This was territory sparsely populated by Europeans, and
settlers were encouraged, primarily by grants of land. John Law’s abortive attempt to make
money in Louisiana (1718-20) brought a number of Germans into the area alongside the French
trappers and traders. These became assimilated into the dominant French culture, as indicated by
the French town name, “Des Allemands” (“The Germans,” in French).

One major group of settlers consisted of refugees from Acadia, renamed Nova Scotia by the
British, in Canada. At the beginning of the French and Indian War, about 10,000 French settlers
in English-controlled Acadia were rounded up and then expelled from the province. Some were
shipped back to France, some to American colonies. Most Acadians wanted a homeland of their
own. Eventually many of the Acadians made their way to Louisiana; from about 1765 to 1790,
some 4000 came (Comeaux, 1972 ). At first the Acadians settled along the Mississippi and then
moved into areas to the west and south. They were especially strong in the upper Bayou
Lafourche to the southwest of New Orleans and the Attakapas and Opelousas areas west of the
Atchafalaya River (Comeaux, 1972; Dormon, 1983; Rushton, 1979).

French culture itself is strong in Louisiana, and is much the result of successive waves of
immigration from France and former French colonies in the Caribbean. This succession can be
seen in such place-name reminders as Jena and Arcola (French military victories under
Napoleon), or Napoleonville itself. It is clear that Louisiana itself is a major destination of a
migration channel from France to the United States, and we can trace successive waves from the
1780’s, 1800’s, 1840’s and 1850’s. However, there is a change in nomenclature as Acadians
from Canada mixed with French from the continent and Creoles (in theory, people of French
descent born in the colonies) from the Caribbean. In general, the term Acadian was lost, Creole
became ambiguous (referring to both white and black people of French heritage), and “Cajun”
first became used as a derogatory term, then later a proud identity.

After 1765, this vast territory passed into Spanish control and brought a new cultural layer into
the colony. Ironically, the major group of colonists arriving under Spanish rule consisted of
French refugees from Canadian Acadia. Spanish rule continued until the French regained control
for a short time in 1803. Along with this colonial development came the growing interest of the
United States, which owned vast areas drained by the Mississippi but was dependent on Spanish
good-will for use of the port of New Orleans (which was at times withheld). As the only
effective riverine trade route for the interior, the Mississippi was so critical to the prosperity of
the United States that Jefferson wrote the above threat in a letter that he knew Napoleon himself
was sure to read — at that time a difficult man to threaten, especially for the Francophile
Jefferson. The story of the Louisiana Purchase is well known. In 1801, Thomas Jefferson,
hearing rumors of the impending recession of Louisiana from Spain to France, instructed his
ambassador, Robert Livingston, to make an offer to buy New Orleans and a strip along the east
side of the Mississippi. The response by Bonaparte’s government was to offer the sale of the
entire area at a very reasonable price and this purchase was made (Meinig, 1993).

There were misgivings, however. The United States had for the first time become owner of an
area in which the culture and institutions were quite different from the Anglo-American cultural,
legal, and political system.



Louisianans, in the eyes of these Americans, were a people speaking a foreign
tongue and steeped in foreign ways, exhibiting unusual and even questionable
values and behavior (festivals and frolics on Sundays!), used to authoritarian
government, unlettered in representative institutions, following strange legal
customs and laws (Meinig, 1993, 15).

In essence, Louisiana was the first imperial colony for the United States — a different culture
group, protected by treaty, which was not part of the United States by choice. No one made any
attempt to ask the Louisiana habitants if they wanted to be part of the US. On top of this, the
50,000 or so French-speaking inhabitants of the “Territory of Orleans” had some strong
institutions of their own. French civil law, especially on the heels of the French Revolution and
Declaration of the Rights of Man, had some liberalizing influences of its own. Louisianans saw
the American system as “offensively litigious” (Meinig, 1993, 16) and lacking in guarantees of
basic rights. For example, French law emphasized family interests over those of individuals,
especially males. In Louisiana, women had the right to own property and live apart from
husbands, all children had the right to inherit equally (instead of at the sole discretion of the
father under Anglo-American common law), and the full rights of citizenship were granted to all
free persons regardless of color. Even slaves had rights — they could work to earn money on
their own time and use it to buy their freedom. The Louisiana French won a major victory in
1808 when the United States formally approved their Digest of Civil Laws as the basis of the
state legal system. This was based on the Code Napoleon rather than Anglo-American common
law (Meinig, 1993, 16-18).

Jefferson’s approach to acculturation — to make the place more “American” — was to offer free
land incentives to Americans who would settle in the territory and make sure the territorial ruling
council was stacked in favor of Anglo-Americans. In fact, more French came in during the
1808-1810 period. Driven from Haiti by the slave revolt, these wealthy sugar planters and their
slaves at first sought refuge in Cuba. When Napoleon invaded Spain in 1808, the planters fled
the hostile Spanish colony to settle in Louisiana. They brought their slaves and sugar production
expertise with them. Other French revolutionaries came after Napoleon’s defeat, and continued
to come as the opportunities for a better life in the United States remained attractive. So by
1810, the population of 76,556 included just 34,311 free persons, including 7,585 “free
coloreds.” In numbers, that was enough to qualify for statehood, but it lacked in number of
white Anglo-Americans, and this was a matter of great debate in Congress. After statehood (in
1812) there was a distinction between the “Americans” and “Creoles” (children of French
parentage). There was also a split along class lines as well. The French sugar planters allied
with the American merchants and planters to create an upper class, while many of the other
French speakers (identified generally as “Acadians”) retreated into the western plains or bayou
areas in the south (Meinig, 1993; Brasseaux, 1992).

The wealthy “Creole French” of New Orleans joined with the “Americans” who came south to
make their fortunes. Many of these wealthy American planters came from the exhausted tobacco
and cotton lands of the east coast that were worn out after 200 years of production. One of these
Americans was the father of Robert Ruffin Barrow, who moved his family from North Carolina
to a plantation in Louisiana in 1820. Robert himself started buying land in Terrebonne Parish in
1828 and by 1850 owned six plantations in Terrebonne (Residence, Caillou Grove, Honduras,



Myrtle Grove, Crescent Farm, and Point Farm), as well as others in Lafourche, Assumption, and
Ascension parishes. Barrow also became the principal owner of the Barataria and Lafourche
Canal Company, a private canal system started in 1829 that was a precursor to the Intracoastal
Canal. The B & L connected New Orleans with Houma and Morgan City using existing lakes
and bayous linked by artificial canals and locks. Robert Barrow, Jr., sold portions of the B and
L Canal to the Army Corps of Engineers in 1925, and these portions were tied into the
intracoastal system (Becnel, 1989). While the “quaking marshes” of Louisiana were well suited
to water travel and continued to be important well into the railroad era, the canal companies were
also very dependent on government subsidies. As both canal owners and sugar planters, the
Barrows were highly creative in their financing, and tended to confuse their own private interests
with state interests.

French colonials brought the cane sugar industry to Louisiana in the mid-1700’s. Originally
domesticated in New Guinea, sugar cane is a tropical plant, requiring 11 to 12 months of frost-
free growing season to mature a crop. Soil temperatures must remain higher than 62 degrees
Fahrenheit to allow the canes to grow. Since south Louisiana has a ten-month growing season, it
is the northernmost area to grow the crop and suffers from occasional freezes.

Sugar cane was first introduced to the Caribbean in the second voyage of Columbus in 1493.
Since the Spanish were at first only searching for gold, it took some time for large-scale sugar
production to become important. But important it was indeed, dominating in the Caribbean by
the mid-1600’s. Sugar cane diffused to Louisiana in the mid-1700’s and developed slowly, in
part because sugar cane was near its climate limits and also because Spain already had ample
sugar production in its other Caribbean colonies. The first commercial-scale production of sugar
in the colony dates from 1795, when 100,000 pounds were produced. The acquisition of
Louisiana by the United States opened up the American market and eliminated colonial
restrictions, so sugar became a major part of the southern plantation industry, dominating cotton
in coastal Louisiana. This was abetted by a protective tariff placed on sugar imports into the
United States. Production was encouraged by the immigration of both Creole French refugee
planters from the Caribbean and Anglo planters mostly from the eastern coast of the South.
These people brought capital, slaves, and production expertise with them; so introduced a larger
production scale into Louisiana. The early statehood period of Louisiana saw movement of
sugar planters into the coastal areas, including Terrebonne Parish. At the same time, the planters
along the Mississippi were buying out the smaller Acadian landowners, who were moving into
the areas “down the bayou” (Rehder, 1999, 42-46).

The Civil War changed the economic situation of Louisiana. The planters lost the use of slave
labor and many were also bankrupted by the “scorched earth” policy (something of a misnomer
in the bayou country where everything is wet) the northern soldiers used to help win the war.
After the war, there was very little money available in coastal Louisiana and recovery would
have to come from a long period of resource and agricultural exploitation, perhaps with a little
bootlegging on the side. Logging, fishing, fur trapping, and agriculture were the mainstays,
often under the ownership of people from outside the state.

Thus, the cultural mores of southern Louisiana at the beginning of oil industry development were
different than the United States in general, although some historical patterns, for example, the
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migration from rural to urban industrial areas, were similar. The language was different, the land
system was different, and ways of operating were not the same, so go-betweens were needed.
Since it seemed somewhat “foreign,” many American oil companies treated Louisiana as a
colony — to make their money quickly, then go elsewhere when the oil ran out. Many oil
workers from outside the area were also pleasantly surprised by the people, country, and quality
of life, and decided to make their homes there. The result today is a mixture of American
ethnicities, diluting the French plurality, yet seeming to encourage the Cajun heritage as part of
the sense of place of the region.
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3. TERREBONNE PARISH AND THE CITY OF HOUMA

Terrebonne Parish is one of the southernmost parishes in Louisiana. Its seat, Houma, is located
in the midst of a convergence of seven fingers of land separated by natural bayous and human-
made channels, about 60 miles south-southwest of New Orleans. Its land connection to the north
is tenuous. Highway 90 is being developed as a four lane limited access parkway arcing from
New Orleans to Lafayette, cutting across the north edge of the parish, bypassing Houma.
Highway 24 connects with Highway 1 out of Lafourche Parish to Thibodaux, then to
Donaldsonville on the Mississippi River. Aside from a few smaller roads, those are the only
connections with the higher ground to the north, of which the local residents are uncomfortably
aware when hurricanes threaten. With the elevation at the Houma Airport at 11 feet, it is not
necessarily safe from major (category 5) hurricanes. The smaller settlements closer to the Gulf
are vulnerable to damage from the smaller storms (tropical storms and category 1 hurricanes) of
the last few years. For the parish is primarily wetland. Only eight percent of the total land area
is dry enough to be considered suitable for development. The rest is classified as
“environmentally sensitive,” marsh, swamp, or waterlogged, merging into the bayous, lakes, and
bays that define its coastal zone (Taimerica Management Company, 2003). The major
ecological systems represented are classed as “flotant communities” (with flood-tolerant plant
species anchored in a thin layer of decomposing plant material that either floats on water or is a
sort of organic ooze (Davis and Place, 1983), or Roseau cane marsh dominated by tall grasses
and reeds that can support the weight of a human. The flotant environment is what is also
referred to as “trembling prairie” and is an obstruction to both land and water traffic.

The “down the bayou” settlements of Montegut, Dulac, Chauvin, Theriot, Cocodrie, Boudreaux,
and especially Point-Aux-Chenes rest precariously on small fingers of land that are threatened
with further inundation as land loss continues and storm threat increases. These smaller
settlements contain a core of Cajun settlement in the area, what local resident Werlien Prosperie
refers to as “Bayou Cajuns.” The Bayou Cajuns have strong ties to the very same land that is
disappearing.

The parish has a rural feel to it, even though it is highly industrialized. The city of Houma has a
population of about 32,000, but the city merges imperceptibly into the suburban countryside that
houses the bulk of Terrebonne’s 104,503 people (U.S. Census 2000). Dividing that number by
the total land area (including wetlands) gives a sparse density of about .09 people per acre. But
persons per acre of developable land (93,491 acres) comes out as 1.12, or 717 per square mile.
There is also about 28 percent of the developable land in agriculture, mostly declining sugar cane
and expanding livestock production (Taimerica Management Company, 2003). The landscape,
then, has concentrations of development on islands and peninsulas of solid land, yet
“undeveloped wilderness,” usually waterlogged, within easy access of even the most developed
areas. It is possible to walk from the parish courthouse in the center of Houma to undeveloped
wilderness within a half hour (faster by pirogue), and during hunting season, it is common to see
armed hunters while driving around the edge of town. The industrial areas — fabrication yards,
machine shops, boat builders, and oil service industries — tend to be oriented toward the
waterways or airport for transport. Most of this is on the edge of Houma, although some tends to
be closer to the city center. The resulting landscape is one of “industrial rurality” — heavy
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industrial activity on the edge of farmland or environmentally sensitive wetland. This ruralism
merges with local lifestyles in recreational preferences of hunting, fishing, or gardening.

The land and wetland areas are rich in natural resources. The fisheries of southern Louisiana are
probably the best in the United States, especially for shrimp and oyster. In fact, Houma used to
call itself “The Oyster City” and of course claims its oysters were better in flavor and healthier
than other oysters in the country (Bazet, 1934).

In addition, the swamps at one time held extensive areas of cypress trees, valuable wood for
logging. Much of this was clearcut by the end of the 1920’s. In 1930, the assessor’s report
recorded 88,963 acres of “cut over cypress lands” and 6,203 acres of remaining cypress forest
(Houma Courier, Sept. 18, 1930, p.1). In essence, just as the logging industry was forced out by
over-cutting, the oil industry was poised to come in. The strongest representative of the oil
industry in Terrebonne Parish was The Texas Company (Texaco).

3.1. The Texas Company and Oil Development in Terrebonne Parish

The Texas Company officially started in 1902, founded by one of those freewheeling oil men,
Joseph S. Cullinan, in Beaumont, Texas. Cullinan was one of the entrepreneurs drawn to
Spindletop (near Beaumont) by the 1901 gusher and subsequent oil boom. Cullinan’s financial
backing came from a combination of Texas, New York, and Illinois investors not tied to the
dominant Standard Oil conglomerate. The Texas Company developed a pipeline system and
refinery at Port Arthur, Texas, then began expansion into nearby fields in East Texas and
Louisiana. The Company made an early commitment to producing gasoline for automobiles
(marketed under the Texaco brand, symbolized by a red star with a green “T” in the center).
Suffice to say, it developed as an integrated oil company with a national distribution system. In
1928, The Texas Company entered into a contract with Louisiana Land and Exploration
Company to explore and drill in southern Louisiana (James, 1953). It also contracted directly
with the State of Louisiana to develop oil fields in the water areas of coastal Louisiana. The state
was the owner of the land under navigable bodies of water, and in the 1920°s and 30’s, that
meant dealing with Huey Long.

Oil was first discovered in Terrebonne Parish in 1929, when The Texas Company brought in
wells at Lake Pelto and Lake Barre. The major field of Caillou Island started producing in 1930.
Later came the fields at Four Isle Bay (1934), Gibson (1937), Bourg (1952), Mosquito Island
(1955), and East Caillou Island (1956) (Bertrand, 1952). By 1965, the New Orleans Geological
Society had mapped some three dozen oil and gas fields in the parish (inshore) as well as 17
offshore blocks under production. Texaco was the largest oil company operating in the parish
(Bertrand, 1952).

If you look at the geography, Morgan City had no place to expand. They had no
property where here in Houma we did have something to expand. For the oil
industry or offshore-ists in particular, Morgan City had the advantage of having
the Atchafalaya River, so the people of Terrebonne Parish went along and dug
what is know as the Houma Navigation Canal so we would have an access to the
Gulf of Mexico which was really great. And, of
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course, now it is really hindering us because of the saltwater intrusion. But, at the
time, it drove a lot of industry in and made a lot of money for the parish (Phillip
Fanguy, 2003).

As oil development expanded offshore, Morgan City’s deepwater harbor allowed it to prosper
while Houma’s lack of such a harbor was a hindrance. Houma’s advantage lay in accessibility
for shallow draft vessels and aircraft serving the inshore fields surrounding it in all directions.
Thus the oil development story in Terrebonne Parish is essentially an inshore story — with
significant production in the marshes, lakes, and coastal areas inshore of the barrier islands.
There were innovations in design and production techniques that were developed in this area,
including solutions to problems that needed to be solved before offshore development (on federal
lands offshore from the barrier islands) could succeed. As oil development progressed, the story
of oil development in Terrebonne Parish became more of a story of oilfield service industry
development.

Inshore oil and gas development peaked in the 1960°s and 70’s and production began to diminish
significantly after 1980 (gas peaked in 1970, with annual production at 38,974 million cubic
meters, oil’s best year was also 1970, with production of 20,501 thousand cubic meters). After
1970, offshore production came into prominence (Davis and Place, 1983).

3.2. The Coming of the “Texiens”

Oil, sulphur, and related industries have brought to the Delta floods of
newcomers, rangy, lighthaired men of other Southern states. A large proportion
are the drawling men of Texas; and as the Deltans applied the term “Irish” to
every levee worker of the earlier period, they use “Texan” (pronounced with a
strong French accent) for all of these, including Georgians, Oklahomans,
Mississippians, and even Anglo-Saxons from North Louisiana. Whatever their
origins the “Texans” have introduced another tempo as well as another drawl. At
the bars and restaurants, the juke boxes play songs of the range and the
mountains, and the older natives watch in wonder as the slow-talking, quick-
walking new arrivals step past them. The oil-rig workers look puzzled at what
they find; they know no French and they are not inclined to learn it...But like the
“old Irish,” these “old Texans” are coming to appreciate the Delta; and to it they
have brought an increased prosperity (Kane, 1944, 258).

In the 20™ century, Terrebonne Parish was going through the same sort of transition faced by
rural areas all over the United States. As farms continued to grow larger and subsistence farming
gave way to corporate, market-oriented agribusiness, the displaced small farmers were forced to
find other means of work. Terrebonne Parish had been able to provide for some of that
displacement by cypress logging, trapping in the marshlands, or fishing in the Gulf and bays
inshore. However, it was clear that for many people, staying in the area would condemn them to
low-wage labor in the sugar plantations and mills. In many other parts of the country, the only
alternative was to migrate to the cities to work in the factories. It does appear that the only
reason there was no “Grapes of Wrath” story written for Bayou Cajuns was the opportunity
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provided by the oil field. They did not have to go to the industrial part of the United States to
work; it came to them. But oil work was “high technology” in the 1920s and 30’s and the local
people needed to learn how to do the work. Their teachers came primarily from the older oil
fields of Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and north Louisiana. Many of them liked what they saw,
and stayed. Those people significantly changed the cultural mix of Terrebonne Parish.

Well, when the offshore industry started first we did not have enough local people
to supply the work force. People started moving into Houma. One of the things
that aided the break-up of Houma was that the land was mainly agricultural land.
And the sugar cane industry was big and strong then. And eventually some of the
larger cane farmers started selling off some of their properties to build
subdivisions. Of course that’s when the big change really started to hit Houma
(Phillip Fanguy, 2002).

The local people had a vast folk knowledge of how to live in this bayou and marsh country.
They were able to survive through the combination of hunting, fishing, trapping, and subsistence
agriculture, supplemented by seasonal employment in the sugar mills; at least that was one view.

...the locals were not going to work for the oil companies. They liked the boat
building that they did. And the fishing. Trapping was a large industry in the
southeast [of] Louisiana... And | will give you an example. In the forties, a
trapper would average 14,000 dollars a year where the governor of the state of
Louisiana only made 3,000 dollars a year salary. So it was hard to give that up
(Phillip Fanguy, 2001).

Well, there was a big fur trapping [industry]. We had two or three very big fur
people. We treated furs, you know they came and bought the treated furs, not
coats or anything, but came and bought the furs. Mahler, I think, was the biggest
one. And then of course, at one time this was the oyster capital of Louisiana and
before we came, they had something they called “turtle camps” down on the
bayou that goes through town ...and people got turtles, | guess to eat, make turtle
soup ... or something. And then of course we have always had the [sugar] canes.
Canes is a major industry (Annie Weaver, 2001).

The transition between old fishing/trapping/hunting ways of life and the new steady industrial
work came slowly.

Yet even today, when trapping time comes or a friend reports that the alligators
are more plentiful than usual, some grow restless on the jobs. With high oyster
prices, they can expect two months of bonanza pay on a lugger; a especially good
season with the [musk]rats and a man can bring home more in a day than a steady
job will net in six months. Some of the companies have worked out a
compromise. As trapping opens, for instance, a man takes a leave of absence. He
returns satisfied, comparatively enriched, a happier Deltan. Deny him this, and he
will fidget, swear at his Yankee overseer, and quit for the marsh (Kane, 1944,
259).
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Kane (1944, 259) overheard one oil field supervisor say, “l wish every damned muskrat in
Louisiana would curl up and die! Then they’d have to come to us. What’s the matter with these
people? Is oil money poison?” In some ways, the 6 day on and 6 day off schedule (later 7 and
7) was better suited to allow time for trapping and fishing.

The oil companies, especially The Texas Company, imported their drillers from the established
oil fields in Texas, Oklahoma, and northern Louisiana. These were perceived by the local people
as northerners, as often as not lumped together as the generic “Texien” or “Texan,” as in the
quote at the beginning of the section.

Billy Joe Tillery’s father was sent from The Texas Company’s Texas fields to work the new
finds in Terrebonne Parish in the early 1930’s, and Billy Joe himself would spend his working
life with the company.

My daddy started working in the oilfield about 1920 and back in those days you
worked in a field and you drill all the hole wells out and when you got finished
they left the derrick but they took the equipment from the derrick and most of ‘em
were wooden derricks and they’d, they’d move to another field and as soon as
they drew the last one, you lost your job. You went to another company and got
you another job. And my daddy left Panola County and he went to Arkansas,
‘round...Camden, up in that area and there was a lot of drilling at the time
and...and...and they messed up Arkansas a little worse and they messed up a lot
of other states and...and counties. And he worked there a while and he went back
over there and worked in Texas...he was working for Texaco at that time, and
they told him that they had a job either in Houma or New lberia or Venice, and he
could go to either one of the three he wanted and he’d get a drilling job back, he
was a driller. And he looked at that map they showed him of South Louisiana and
he told him... there was a man named Mr. Peavey, who worked at Garden Island
after that for years. He said, “Mr. Peavey, before | go down there and get eat up
by the mosquitoes and alligators,” he said, “I’ll starve to death.” And that was
back in ’33. So he took us to my grandmother’s, over in Monroe, and we all liked
to starve to death. So, he come to Houma, we come to Houma in ’33. We stayed
there about a year, and then we moved to Breaux Bridge. We lived in Breaux
Bridge about a year and then we moved back to Houma after a year. And |
remember when we come back, they had about five or six drilling rigs down at
Dulac, waiting on crews, ‘cause they didn’t have crews. The people in this area,
they were fishermen and hunters and trappers and sugarcane farmers and they
didn’t want to work on the rig. They thought it was too dangerous. And as time
went by, why, they changed their minds. Some of them wanted work and they
decided that, you know, good paying work. Well, you could go to work in the
kitchen, make 80, 90 dollars a month, if you worked 24 to 26 days a month. And |
had an uncle that went to work on the rigs at that time, back in 1937, he’d just got
married to my aunt. And he was from Pointe-aux-Chenes, a little town not far
from Montegut, Louisiana. Well anyway, he went down there and he went to
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work, and he stayed 68 days, with no days off.... But they would give you four
days off a month. Well anyway, he worked those 68 days that the tool pusher
asked him, “Why don’t you have some time off coming?’ He said ‘I don’t know, |
been out here 68 days.” He said, ‘Well, catch the next boat going in.” And he was
working at Lake Barre. So he went to the landing and he walked to Pointe-aux-
Chenes, ‘bout 10 or 12 miles from the landing. And the next morning he got up
real early and went to get him a fresh store-bought hair cut (Billy Joe Tillery,
2002).

Billy Joe recalls that the barber shop was right across the street from The Texas Company’s main
operations base in Houma. After his uncle got the hair cut, he had the misfortune to bump into
the man in charge of the company’s commissary, Leroy Johnson.

“Rog, you’re just the man | wanted to see,” he said. “You got to go to Lafitte and
relieve somebody down there,” he said. “We don’t have nobody to work down
there.” So he went down there and he worked 72 more days before he got a day
off. So he had one night off, in about 140 days (Billy Joe Tillery, 2002).

Another of the “Texiens” who came into southern Louisiana as a boilerman found both the
people and the physical conditions especially distinctive.

It was a kinfolks crew. Louie [the Cajun driller] had his son-in-law, his brother-
in-law, and a nephew working for him. All of them had French names, and all of
them had a peculiar habit of not calling each other by name. If one of them
needed some help, he would say, ‘Hey, Nephew, give me a hand,” or ‘Bro-in-law,
help me here a minute.” So | fell in with them and said the same things. Inside a
week, all of them, driller and all, were calling me ‘brother-in-law.” And I carried
that nickname for twenty-six years. That was a fun winter. We worked hard, it
rained an awful lot, and we drove to work over corduroy roads made of logs and
sometimes planks. You kept your mouth shut on those roads or you would chip a
tooth. Those roads were pretty rough (Lynch, 1987, 67).

Gerald Lynch, the “Brother-in-Law” from Texas, didn’t stick. While he enjoyed the mild winter
and he “got along fine with the Cajuns,” by spring he found physical conditions uncomfortable.

Came spring, came mosquitoes, gnats, and every other flying insect you could
name...Mosquitoes came in clouds and some of those big gallinipper mosquitoes
could bite through two khaki shirts. They had bug fans on the derrick floor, and
the mosquitoes didn’t bother the Cajuns too much, but I had no fans at the boilers.
I wore mosquito netting over my hat and face, but | suffered...By the last week in
March | had had it. | quit and went back to Kilgore, looking as though | had
smallpox... It’s a beautiful country, but not for this central Texas boy (Lynch,
1987, 67).

Then came the Depression, and in 1933, Billy Joe Tillery’s family moved to Houma and they
took its chances with the mosquitoes and alligators
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Other old Texaco hands or their children moved south during the Depression, bringing their
families with them as well. Joe Robinson’s father worked in the oil industry, and when the
Depression brought unemployment, Joe found out about Texaco hiring in Houma in 1937.

So | came down here [Houma] and | guess there were about 300 people on the
streets doing the same thing | was doing. Out of those 300, | was fortunate to be
one of two people to go out (Joe Robinson, 2002).

Robinson had had an advantage in hiring because “a fellow that I knew from where I am from
had been down here and he knew one of the superintendents. He put in a good word for me.”
The oil workers who came were able to take advantage of their own social network within the oil
industry. This was also true for Harold Burton and Arles Doss.

Harold Burton grew up near Shreveport with his grandfather, who was a production foreman for
Texaco. When he started, he began work as a roughneck for various workover contractors in
Illinois, but his grandfather asked him to work in Louisiana to be closer to the family. He began
work for The Texas Company in Morgan City, then transferred to Harvey and worked on the
drilling barges, Gibbons and Terrebonne Bay. In 1956 he was promoted to toolpusher, then in
1958 he was dome foreman. The next year he was made dome foreman at Caillou Island, the
largest field in the parish. After retiring in 1983, he continued to maintain his home in Houma.
He represents another example of a person continuing a family tradition of working for Texaco.
Several other retired oil workers pointed him out as one of the most highly respected toolpushers
in the Texaco organization.

Arles Doss was a similar case of a “northerner” who came south and stuck. His father worked
for The Texas Company at Caddo Lake in that early waterborne development area. Arles came
to roughneck in the field at Golden Meadow field in 1942.

...my father worked for Texaco for 42 years and | worked 34 years. My brother
worked 32 years, but Daddy worked 42. Figuring all together, | believe the three
of us had 108 years with Texaco...Well, for a long time | had Fire Chief gasoline
for blood (Arles Doss, 2003).

Conditions were rough in Terrebonne Parish at the time. The area was not well developed and
lacked basic infrastructure. As Annie Weaver found when her family moved down from the oil
fields of north Louisiana and Texas in 1939, “There was one main street. It had about three
blocks of paving on it. That was the paving in Houma.” The problems of crossing the
drawbridges were evident even then. “And then when you tried to cross town, you had to wait
for the bridge to close because there was a boat coming.” As a newcomer, Annie was impressed
by the churches. “And churches, we have always had nice churches and St. Francis was the
biggest and being right downtown, it was so gorgeous. Every time you had visitors, you took
‘em to St. Francis so they could see the stained glass windows, the statuary.” In her 90’s at the
time of our project, Annie Weaver recalls that living conditions in the 1930°s were tough.
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When we first came here, there was no gas. We had to have oil stoves to cook on.
And we had a heater in the living room that we burned coal in. And that was so
dirty. It was just cleaning constantly from that coal soot. Then they finally got
natural gas. Now there’s gas so close in the ground, we had a neighbor who put a
pipe in the ground and tied his into his wife’s cooking stove, but when the
powers-that-be found it out, they made him cap it. They told him it was
dangerous. And we had shell streets. Oh, brother. And we didn’t have cooling
back then either, no ACs. There were fans and the fans just sucked the shell dust
in. You could write your name on any piece of furniture you passed unless you
dusted every morning. And when we first settled here, we lived on the bayou and
the boats going by would blow their whistles for the bridge and it would knock
you out of bed. Then if there was a fire, the fire station had the most awful thing
on it, the warning for the volunteer fire people. That would knock you out of bed.
We had a lot to get used to when we came (Annie Weaver, 2002).

But Annie found the people hospitable from the outset. Within a few days, she and her children
had met “Grandma Bergeron” and her daughter.

They were around the corner from us. The children met them first. You know
how kids get out and visit. | wasn’t well the first year we were in Houma. | had a
knock on my back door and | was in bed. | had a cold there and she said, “One of
your neighbors wants to talk to you.” And I said, “Well, ask her in.” So she
brought her in and Grandma came in with a bowl of black-eyed peas and bowl of
cabbage and I didn’t know what it was for. We didn’t do that in Texas. They
were wonderful people (Annie Weaver, 2002).

The children were able to make friends with other children right away, even developing French
language skills — the wrong ones.

And | thought my children were learning French and | said to Grandma one day,
“l am so happy that my children are learning French. They are going to have a
second language.” She said, “Well, what are they saying?” So | repeated the few
things | could pronounce. And she said, “Oh, no they are not learning French.
They are learning to cuss.” Oh, yeah and dirty words. Cuss and dirty words, so |
had to stop that (Annie Weaver, 2002).

Despite the abrupt introduction to French culture, Annie decided “this is home to us.” When the
company “tried to send us back to Texas, our two children said, ‘We’re not goin’.” Then she and
her husband had to choose between job and home.

...when they want[ed] to send us back to Houston, they said, “Well, you know,
we need you in the other place.” And Daddy told them, “I just can’t leave my
children so we are just going to have to resign.” So my husband said. He come
home to tell me about it. So we both cried. He said, “I could work anywhere
there is an oil well.” He said, “We will stay right here.” So that happened every
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time a company wanted to send him somewhere else. He would just move and go
over to another company and we’ve been here ever since (Annie Weaver, 2002).

There was some local concern about these newcomers as “oil field trash,” and people like Annie
had to prove themselves.

In the early days a group of oil field people called “Wildcatters” came in and they
give us kind of a bad name, because they drilled, they drilled, but they’d get a dry
hole, so they would just move on. And it was mostly men. You know, the wives
didn’t come. So when my area started here, the wives were here with the children
and of course, our children went to school. They went to Sunday school and
church. And it was a different thing altogether, but we were looked down on at
first. We really were. We were looked down on at first. | went to a coffee at one
of the elderly Legion ladies’ in my neighborhood and she said, “Please don’t tell
anybody you are with the oil field.” Oh, yes. And then in later years, | had a
woman in the Literary Club one day tell me, “I just never realized you were with
the oil people.” I don’t know what they expected me to do. But they eventually
accepted us and we all made wonderful friends and just... we’re at home (Annie
Weaver, 2002).

Annie’s experience is typical of a number of people who came to Louisiana, liked it, and stayed.
These *outsiders” also became agents of change, representing different religions and also
different attitudes.

...they were Catholics and we were Methodists. So you see it was only during the
day, during the weeks that we really got together. And I met people through the
Club and when we tried to develop a PTA group. Grandma didn’t know what a
PTA was and she didn’t approve of it, so that’s all there was. And it took us
several years to convince them that it was for the benefit of the children and the
parents to have it. So finally they give in and really a lot of the French ladies
joined it and they were surprised. | don’t think they knew what it was. You
know, they just stayed home and left the teachers and the powers-that-be take care
of the school.

Well, that changed, because when the oil women come, they were used to doing,
you know, taking care of themselves and doing their shopping. They didn’t wait,
well, they couldn’t wait for papa. Papa wasn’t coming home (Annie Weaver,
2002).

Race relations were more problematic. But a number of people noted that blacks were treated
more harshly by northerners than local people. Burleigh Ruiz, who retired in 1987 after 39 years
with Texaco, remembers growing up on the sugar plantation where his father worked.

We didn’t have much trouble with the blacks coming in, one or two guys [did].

South Louisiana guys, it didn’t matter to them. Like me, | was raised, we both
[are] from plantations. My daddy worked blacks and whites too and her (Molly
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Ruiz) daddy worked at a sugar refinery at Southdown. My daddy worked for
South Coast Sugar and her worked for Southdown Sugar. We had Blacks working
next door, so it didn’t matter to me. Some of these guys though, we call them
rednecks from north Louisiana and Alabama, they didn’t care too much for it. |
remember one guy, when the first black came to work at Lake Barre (oil field) he
happened to come sit at the table. This guy was from north Louisiana, when the
black sat next to him the other one kind of sat and laughed... he never went back
to sit at the table, he would cook his meals at the compressor table (Burleigh Ruiz,
2001).

Phillip Fanguy of Duplantis Trucking recalls back to the 1950’s.

We were one of the first people to hire an Afro-American. African Americans was
not accepted in the oil field and then the only place is when they started fooling
with drilling muds, and back then they did not have forklifts like today. Here’s a
picture of a man that we actually made a truck pusher, is black. Of course, there is
a lot of resentment. He could read and write, which was an asset...And Mr.
Duplantis made him a pusher, you know, a supervisor (Phillip Fanguy, 2002).

In the mid 1950’s the oil industry was really starting to grow and carry Houma along with it. At
the time, however, there wasn’t much urban development, as Hartwell Lewis recalls.

At that particular time, you know, all that you see here was sugar cane fields and
even where the Civic Center is, that was cane fields. In fact where the Methodist
church is was out of town, you see, because you had little down Barrow Street
until you get to Little Bayou Black and you go over Lafayette Street and go back
to Main Street and that was Houma. At that particular time when you cross Bayou
Terrebonne to the north side none of that was there; that was the city dump. And
that was constantly on fire, you know, burning trash; that was an accepted fact. So
the fishing, shrimp and oyster fishing, and sugar cane were the predominant
industries and then the oil industry started moving in and more and more people
moved in. And within time they started hiring people (Hartwell Lewis, 2002).

The bulk of urbanization came later, but it was mingled with a rural landscape and a blue collar
feeling. For example, “Deep Hole Corner” was a vacant lot at the corner of Barrow and Main
Streets in Houma, where unemployed oil workers could gather in the morning and be picked up
by people needing workers for projects lasting for just the day or longer (CJ Christ, 2003). This
informal “employment office” was in the shadow of the most developed part of Houma.

3.3 Working in the Oil Fields: Photographs from the Jerry Shea Collection

Jerry Shea of New lberia had accumulated, over the years, a number of photographs of the
people and the equipment employed in the oilfields of south Louisiana. He shared the collection
with our project researchers. Shea’s grandfather began with Texaco in Texas in 1908 as a welder,
worked many of the properties in south Louisiana, and eventually became superintendent of the
company’s New lIberia District. Jerry’s father and an uncle, also trained as welders, worked for
Texaco, then joined Moran Tank Company, which built tanks for Texaco. Soon, they started up
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their own companies in New Iberia — Bayou Welding and Bayou Pipe Company — the latter still
a major enterprise at the Port of New Iberia. It is likely that the photographs were taken at many
different times and places, by a number of now-anonymous workers on the rigs, in the camps out
in the fields, and on the boats; Jerry Shea himself didn’t provide extended interpretations or
identifications of every scene. The photographs reproduced here are thus not intended as a

documentary record of time, people, and places, but simply as a portrait of, and tribute to, those
in the oil fields of south Louisiana.

Figure 2. Two Men Working on a Rig Floor.
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Figure 4. Working on a Blowout.
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Figure 5. Drilling Rig.
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Figure 6. Field Office and Crew Quarters.
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Figure 8. Barges in Tow.
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Figure 9. Working on a Rig Floor.
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Figure 10. Barge Drilling Rig by Field Facilities.
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Figure 11. Texaco Barge Drilling Rig.

Figure 12. Strategy Session.
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Figure 13. View of a Rig Floor.
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Figure 14. Field Office Complex.

29



Figure 15. Men Working on a Well.

3.4. The Parish by the Numbers

Oil service development in Terrebonne Parish was facilitated by its access to the loading docks
for both inshore and the incipient offshore areas. At the same time, its relatively limited land
base meant that oil field businesses had to compete with established businesses and plantations
that were already on the land.

...you didn’t have as much land to expand on as like you did in Lafayette.
Lafayette became the engineering hub for a long time, of oil field companies
coming in and setting up their engineering headquarters, and Houma got left with
the service sector because it was so close to the boat docks and facilities. And
there was a lot of oil drilling around here as well, land and inland barge because
of our waterway structure. We had a lot of inland barge capacity, to either store
them or house them here. And then they would go out and work in the marshes
here, Terrebonne and Lafourche (Billy Coyle, 2002).
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Land limitations inhibited development in both Morgan City and Houma, even though both were
very well located in relation to the oil fields. The more land-rich area of Lafayette was able to
expand more aggressively despite its greater distance from the wetland production areas.
Perhaps the lack of land was one of the reasons for the tempering of oil development in these
coastal parishes, as suggested by Gramling (1993). Population did grow in the times after oil
was discovered in Terrebonne Parish, and, as shown in Table 1 below, the growth rate was
greatest during the time of peak oil development (1960-1980).

Parish population more than tripled from 1930, when oil began to become important to the parish
economy (see Table 1). While the general growth may have been stimulated by oil, perhaps that
may have also precluded other types of growth (tourism and retirement homes are major aspects
of other coastal sunbelt cities). As Gramling (1993) pointed out, Florida has been adamantly
opposed to offshore oil development because of its potential threat to the environmental quality
that is the core salable product of its recreation industry (and Florida’s population growth rate
has been far higher than Louisiana’s). While there is indeed tourism in southern Louisiana, it
seems handicapped by the widespread environmental deterioration caused, at least in part, by the
oil industry. The relative lack of accessible sandy beaches is no doubt another tourism
development factor. However, resort and tourism development on the barrier islands (Isle
Derniers and Grand Isle) has been in the area since the 1850°s (Davis, 1992).

Table 1

Population Change, Terrebonne Parish

. Percent Change
Year Population From Previous Decade
2000 104,503 7.8

1990 96,982 3.8

1980 93,393 22.8

1970 76,049 25.1

1960 60,771 40.3

1950 43,328 20.8

1940 35,880 20.3

1930 29,816

Sources: Gramling, 1993; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000

The high-paying mining jobs shown in Terrebonne’s economic profile have been very important
in the parish economy (see Table 2). However the cyclical nature of such work makes the
economy quite susceptible to the downturns of the oil industry. This is probably most evident in
the differences in mining employment between 1980 and 1990, when the *“oil bust” of 1982-87
cut mining employment drastically. Because the parish depended so much on the oil money for
other businesses, all the other sectors of the economy fell along with mining employment. In
fact, the Houma Metropolitan Statistical Area (the combination of all of Terrebonne and
Lafourche Parishes) lost nearly one quarter of all its jobs in the major downturn between 1982
and 1987. Recovery has been steady as oil prices have gone back up, but the area is also
diversifying into other areas of employment.
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Today retail trade and services are the major growth areas. These jobs are more stable but more
often than not are lower paying than oil work. A former administrator of Terrebonne General
Hospital, noting that healthcare is now providing an alternative support to the community
economy, pointed out that during the 1980°s downturn a number of oil workers shifted to the
nursing profession, providing the parish with “more than the usual number of male nurses.” The
boat builders who were heavily dependent on oil work have now been able to diversify into
government contracts or building boats for use on inland waterways. As the inshore oil fields
themselves have been largely sold off to smaller “independent” oil producers, workers have been
hired by these companies, generally at a lower pay and benefit scale than that paid by the major
oil companies.

Table 2

Employment Profile, Terrebonne Parish

1970 1980 1990 1997
Total 18,048 35,436 29,830 41,649
Ag/Forestry/Fisheries 121 81 127 152
Mining 3,785 6,019 3,917 6,464
Construction 1,586 2,073 1,714 3,306
Water Transport 964 2,435 1,168 1,569
Air Transport NA 182 175 136
Wholesale Trade 1,102 2,994 2,740 2,692
Retail Trade 3,555 8,436 8,054 8,949
FIRE* 712 1,439 1,333 1,185
Services 2,504 5,849 6,462 11,367

*Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. County Business Patterns,
1970, 1980, 1990, 1997.

The other major aspect of change in oil workers is that many of the workers currently involved in
the “mining” sector are working “28 and 28” schedules (28 days at work followed by 28 days
off), alternating a month offshore or in places like Nigeria or Malaysia with a month back home.
The world oil boom at present, combined with the hiring of people at lower rates by local
independents, has resulted in a most recent (1997) number of oil-extraction workers higher than
at peak in 1980 (see Table 3). However, the most significant oil-related growth in the parish
since 1990 has been in employment in oil/gas field service and metal fabrication. The metal
fabrication employment is concentrated in Gulf Island Fabrication, which serves the offshore oil
industry. So the strongest area of current growth is in the oil service sector, not oil production.
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Table 3

Selected Occupations, Terrebonne Parish

1970 1980 1990 1997
Oil/Gas Extraction NA 5,960 3,750 6,305
Oil/Gas Field Service 2,295 3,166 3,455 6,140
Fabricated Metal Prod. 199 522 173 1,126
Qil Field Machinery 616 507 375 374
Ship Building/Repair 391 1,873 899 1,216
Trucking/Warehousing 499 527 215 689
Legal Services 59 195 303 356

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. County Business Patterns,
1970, 1980, 1990, 1997.

Educational attainment has improved, just as it has in the United States as a whole. It is hard to
attribute this gain directly to oil work. These educational attainment levels are lower than for
Louisiana as a whole (16 percent college graduates or higher in 1990) and the United States (21
percent college graduates or higher in 1990). This is a major concern of some community
leaders in the parish, who feel that well-paid oil related work draws people into the workforce
before they have a chance at higher education, which would give them a better chance of steady
income to offset the cyclic nature of the oil industry. Others feel the skilled craft work available
provides the workers of the parish with an alternative to college education that pays very well
and enables people who have no academic skills to make a good living. Perhaps most
representative of this tug of war is the change in the Houma campus of the Louisiana Technical
College, which is transforming from a trade school to a community college.

Several study participants noted that their promotions in oil work were tied to high school
diplomas, so they went back to school to obtain GED degrees. The promotion to driller at
Texaco was noted as requiring a high school diploma. Education requirements have
strengthened since World War 11, but it is still possible to do well without a college degree.
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Table 4

Educational Attainment, Terrebonne Parish

Persons Percent Finished High | Percent 4 Year College

Year 25 and Older School Degree or Higher
1940 15,733 5.4 2.3

1950 19,725 7.3 2.5

1960 26,479 15.5 4.3

1970 33,600 23.8 5.7

1980 46,849 32.6 9.8

1990 55,636 34.9 9.4

2000 63,271 35.8 12.3*

* Educational attainment for 2000 also includes 19 percent of adults with some college, no

degree.

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. Census of population and
housing, 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000.

The argument that oil development has affected the growth of Terrebonne Parish can be made
The economic rises and falls parallel the oil industry cycles and the oil workers
themselves have life stories that are substantially affected by oil work. However, there is little
evidence that this is a “boomtown” situation. There is little indication that the parish has grown
much faster than other sunbelt areas without oil or faster than the United States as a whole during
the period 1930-1990. The Louisiana communities cannot be called “boomtowns” in the same
way the energy development communities in the Rocky Mountain States were in the 1970’s. Oil
work did enable many people to stay in the area and brought a number of others, especially
people from the “oil patch.” But the growth was maintained within the ability of the region to

with ease.

adjust to it.

34




4. OILFIELD SERVICES

Doc Laborde, he invented the supply boat. Alden Laborde invented the supply
boat. He also invented the first submersible drilling rig, and had a lot to do with
the same submersibles in the development in deeper water. That was very, very
innovative. Especially supply boats. So, you know, there’s a tremendous amount
in this area still being used worldwide. And these seemed to have evolved into a
lot more technical pieces of equipment. But basically the first rigs and platforms
were built in this area (Kerry Chauvin, 2003).

The oil fields of Terrebonne Parish, as all of the inshore and offshore areas, demanded new
approaches — the soft wetlands required submersible drilling barges and a host of specialized
boats, the soft sediment required use of heavy drilling fluids (“muds”) and cemented casings to
hold the wells open, the high pressure mixture of oil and natural gas necessitated precautions for
preventing blowouts, the highly corrosive gases in the wells required special metal products to
maintain product integrity, and the list goes on. All of these requirements, and more mundane
needs to supply and service the rigs, spawned a large oilfield service industry. That industry
provides much of the economic base of Terrebonne Parish. So, while part of the story of olil
development in Terrebonne Parish is the story of oil well drilling and production, another major
aspect is that of oilfield services. This section will discuss the views of some of the oilfield
service workers and also concentrate on one example of oil field service that may have “run its
course,” the floatplane aviation services.

The first producing well in Terrebonne Parish was drilled in 1928, marking the beginning of the
oil business in the area. Houma was the largest town in the parish, and the oil field businesses
tended to locate there. In the Houma City Directory of 1938-39, a total of 22 businesses were
listed as “oil and oil services.” This would grow to 260 by 2001. These businesses were either
directly engaged with oil production, like The Texas Company and Louisiana Land and
Exploration, whose partnership really started oil development in the parish, or service groups
like Schlumberger, Halliburton, or Reed Roller Bit which came into the area to support drilling
activity. Over the next 65 years, those companies would become international in scope. Other
companies started out as entrepreneurs, either local or oil field based, saw opportunities and
created businesses. Probably the earliest “local” companies were the truckers and boat owners
and builders. In each case, their equipment had to be modified to haul oil equipment or supplies,
and each had to continually adapt to changing conditions. These oil field service companies
probably best represent the dynamics of oil development.

...very few oil companies, in fact, | don’t think any of them today, owned a
drilling rig or the pipe or the bits or the mud or the hundred and one various other
things you have to do to successfully drill and maintain, drill a well, bring it to
production and then maintain the production, because they will sand up, they’ll
silt up, they’ll paraffin up. And so that’s what all these companies like
Halliburton and Schlumberger and Patterson Rental Tools and Frank’s Casing, all
this stuff is, that was the real boom down here was, not so much people working
for the oil companies, it was working for the companies that were working for the
oil companies, because it’s expensive to do and of course, they want to spread the
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liability out. | mean, they don’t want to own everything. If something goes
wrong, you’d have to be able to spread it out a little bit (Ken Perry, 2003).

4.1. The Business Climate

The business climate in Houma during the period of the expansion of oil field activity, roughly
1940 to 1982, was free-wheeling. People saw a need and formed a company to serve that need.
The Heldenbrand story sounds apocryphal — at least as related by Parish President Bobby
Bergeron — “Old Man Heldenbrand came down here with a pickup truck and pipe cutter.” He
started by going to old wells and salvaging pipe joints and other equipment for refurbishing and
resale. Later Heldenbrand developed some tool joints that resisted abrasion in the rough
environment of well drilling. The company became part of American Chromalloy, later became
part of Delta Industries, and was reformed after Delta’s bankruptcy. The original Heldenbrand
Industries portion was bought out of bankruptcy by a group of local investors, with Robert
Bergeron as president of the newly formed Surbo Tubular Services. In essence, the evolution of
Surbo Tubular represents a recurring story in the oil fields. The business began as one person
with a pickup and other simple equipment filled a need. It developed as that pioneering
individual saw other needs and filled them. Many times those single-owner businesses were
bought out by a larger regional or national conglomerate as the founder became too old or tired
to continue (in some cases the founders were able to pass their companies on to children).
Sometimes the large conglomerate could no longer adapt to changing needs or oil down-cycles
and had to downsize or divest itself of the original business. The original company then could be
bought by a group of local investors and continued as a smaller version able to adapt to changing
conditions. Much of the history of oil service businesses is contained within the actions of
knowledgeable pioneers, especially their abilities to train successors and to adjust to changing
conditions. One other ingredient here is the ability of local or regional investors to provide
money for buyouts or expansion.

The