“A Dive Into Nature’s Great Grab-bag’:
Nature, Gender and Capitalism in the
Early Pennsylvania Oil Industry
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“SWas the like ever witnessed anywhere else in the world, out of these oil
regions?” asked Americans during the 1860s and 1870s as they sought to make
sense of the starding rise of the Pennsylvania oil industry.’ Historians have
amply documented the economics of the early oil industry and récounted
Seandard Oil's seizure of industrial control.” Concurrent with this economic
and industrial transformation, the rising oil industry also became a pervasive
vet ambiguous cultural force. As the British Cornbill Magazine complained in
1862, just three years after the first well had been drilled, oil, “that unsavoury

production of the prolific carth,”

is now imparting a taste of its quality to everything wearable, zatable, and
drinkable, throughout whole sections of the Union, from the eggsand
nuffins you devour at breakfast, to the sheets in which you fieat night .
" The whole Atlantic and Great Western Railway smells like a leafy

parafing [sic) |

ampyand unless some means can be discovered of over-

coming the miasma, an American and a Canadian wil be detecred in

sociery by his scent.’ |
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{ spread rapidly through American society, it assumed medn-
ings beyond its functional use or chemical composition. People wrote songs,
about oil as well as newspaper articles, scientific accounts,

[2%

Y B
o e
i

o
iV

i
310y %
p(};mif:) el

and magazine stories.’ This essay explotes such popular representations of the
oil industry in the 1860s and 1870s, revealing to us g struggle by American
observers to incorporate the wild phenomenon of oil intga view of the natural
world as rational, ordered, controllable, and, above all, exploitable for human
profit. Mysterious oil underscored the tenuous basis for this “practical” under-
standing of nature in the mid-ninereenth centiry:

Oil and common sense just did not mix, as the explosive power and
sheer abundarice of petroleum astonished popular authors, "We have just got
back ” the editor of the Warren Mail reported breathlessly. “We ate neither

runk not crazy, though we shall hardly expect strangers to oil diggings to

g
beljeve all we tell you.”* The sudden plenty reinforced a general conviction

that Providence uniquely blessed the United States. At the same time, the
unpredicrability of this good fortune confused many. During the 1860s, pe-
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ti‘?i}iﬁam seemed to reawaken 2 perception of the earth as animate, and myste-
rious Nature, the source of oil, assumed the characteristics of a produé{ive
i:ﬁfa:zgsmmﬁmai female best managed by ingenious oil men. Although oil heipf:{%
to light and power the industrial transformation, Americans did not view it as
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separate from nature as they did the machinery of éadagﬁéaﬁsmw%n pi‘i’i{ii}k
ar the railtoad. Even as oil disturbed the pastoral landscape, its animate, dis-
ordetly character linked it to Mother Earth as well as to technological man.
Gendered, animate, and carthly representations distinguished oil from
both the railroad and other minerals such as coal and gold. This study of
representations of the early oil industry thus provides a fresh cultural ewist to
a growing literature in the social sciences on i%ew natural resoutce c%mracxens»
tics shape industrial organization.” The characteristics and familiarity of are-
source, as well as its industrial organization, yielded distinct, though mal-
leable, cultaral constructions of mid-nineteenth century extractive industries,
Coal and gold sat solidly in or on the ground awaiting discovery and extrac-
tion. Technologies for their extraction and knowledge of their reactive propet-
dies were centuries old. Thus these other minerals lacked oil's mystery and
unpredictability. This was true even from the very beginning of the gold ms‘h,
While goldseckers might not know exactly where to ﬁz}{ai g{:éé i,ﬂ California,
they accepted, with appropriate frustration, its random dletfﬁ)ﬁ’iiGI’lg ar%é théy
understood the simple rechniques for its rempval from rock anci‘ s:::}ﬁ, Like oil,
gold raised profound questions abour fortune and social mobility, ?}w: gold
did not spark the same animare and gendered imagery. In the coal mdaszr%g
the combination of social hierarchy and natural order allowed coal, unlike oil
or 2old. to become the centerpiece of an idealized industrial pastoral land-

’ The cultural trajectory of oil changed with the dynamic young petro-
Jeum industry itself, Although the location and behavior of oil wells remained
rysterious, induserialists disciplined the industry by controlling transporta-
ton, refining, and distribution. In the 1870s, as Standard Oil arfé its com-
petitors struggled o superimpose market order over oil’s mvjarai disorder, the
eatly popular fascination with nature’s wayward behavior vielded to expres-
sions of social and class conflict. Popular authors, who had earlier marveled ar
natire’s contributory role, now considered nature insignificant to the petro-
cum industry. Increasingly, workers and investors “produced” oil. Perroleum
joined coal as raw material for a late-nineteenth-century struggle berween small
and large producers and between labor and capital’

&R K

“Energy! Activity! Promptness! Lifel—these are the maxims of t%}ﬁ
day.” Scientific American declared exuberantly in 1859, the same year that Edwin
Drake struck oil amidst the quiet farms and woodlands of western Pennsylva-
nia. “Rejecting all fiction, selecting only what is authentic and reliable . .. we
present our readers with the very cream and pith of what the human race is
learning and doing.”® In 1859, many Americans in the northeastern states
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exuberandy celebrated the steady tise of stience and economic enterprise, and
journals like Scientific American chronicled the nation’s technological progress.
Nature was viewed as conuollable, predictable; and, above all, malleable in
the hands of science and industry. “The Seientific American calls for practical
facrs,” declared Professor Charles Seely in 1865, as he explained to readers the
workings of recent technological innovations in the oil industry. Seely’s ac-
count embodies the practical and pragmatic approach to the natural world
current in northeastern America. In great detail he described the iron pipes
thatconveyed oil to the railroad, the rank cars thar tansported the oil, and the
“torpedoes,” a type of explosive used to unblock stopped wells. “The invengor
has recendy been on O Creek,” Seely exclaimed; “and his devices has [sic]
changed the whole order of thought and action so quickly and thoroughly
that one is reminded of the shifting of scenes at a theatre.” Eatly spectatprs
like Seely thus instinctively set oil development in the context of practical
science and economic opportunity. Fascinated by the workings of technology
and industry, witnesses of the first oil wells meticulously noted the heights o
which oil spurted from the ground or the exact tools used to extract the fluid.”
Reporters from local newspapers like the Oif Ciry Register and New York and
Boston publications celebrared the fusion of American destiny and abundant
oil, seeing in it a providential endorsement of the “pracrical mind of the Ameri-
can people.”"!

Seeking in the fledgling oil industry a confirmarion of the rapid tise of
the American nation and American science and industry, these budding en-
treprencurs were thus all thie more surprisedand confused when oil refused 1o
bend to their will. Oils peculiar character confounded shyervers. Particularly
in the early years of the oil industry, questions abounded: How much oil was
there? Where could petroleum be found? Why did wells suddenly start or stop
Howing?'* As the New York Times summed up the situation in the winter of
1865, "How long our oilswells will Tast 1s of course o most vital question o
our business community. Neither science nor practical skill can answer 1.7
Such uncerrainty about the supply of oil and the location of oil wells caused
considerable consternation among investors and observers alike. “The oil capi-
talists . .. can pursue no course but to grope their way,” observed the 04 Ciy
Register in 1865." Andrew Carnegie and his partner William Coleman exen-
plified this risky groping. Believing that the supply of vil would rapidly de-
cline, Carnegic and Coleman stored a hundred thousand barrels of oil in a
pool while they waited for the price to rise. As successful oil wells continued to
be drilled and prices fell. the two investors abandoned their plan afrer having
lost thousands of barrels to wastage.”

Reporters writing abourt the young industry soughr to suggest ways to
remove the speculative aspecr of drilling but did not know how. The O Gy
Register in 1864 bemoaned such wasted investment, noting that “probably
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there are five wells sunk foolishly and hopelessly to one that pays.” The Regic-
sor described the confusion of the public, which wanted to distinguish sound
investments from pure speculation. The author could give no useful advice,
Lowever, and concluded lamely “Everything depends, therefore, on getting a
favorable location.”® In “After Petroleum,” the appropriately named B. Franklin
revealed to Harper’s Monthly readers just how uncertain the science of well
location remained. “If you have a well,” Franklin astutely observed, “you have
it; if you haven't a well, you haven't ic: and that is all one positively knows.””

The uncertainty led some entrepreneurs to turn o divining rods and
other mystical practices to locate wells. In the instance of oil, folk beliefs could
not be wholly disbelieved. Commenting on the “generally practiced” use of
the divining rod in 1865, the skeptical Ol City Register concluded, “The sum
and substance of the whole matter is simply this: As there are no certain indi-
cations by which to locate an oil well that will prove productive, it is just as
well to try the divining rod. The investment is usually moderate.”'® People
throughout the oil regions also spread the tale of Abraham James, a spiritualist
suddenly possessed by the “spirit guide” while driving near Pleasantville in the
fall of 1867. James jumped out of his vehicle and leapt over the fence into a
farmer's feld where he immediately fell unconscious. Upon regaining con-
seicustiess, he declared that oil lay below. Widely ridiculed, “Crazy James”
built tanks for his oil and drilled to the unprecedented depth of seven hun-
dred feer. To general astonishment, James struck oil four months after the
initial incident, sparking a small boom locally.” One journalist visiting
Pleasanwville after James' strike described “a number of spiritualists, of the
practical sort, at Pleasantville, and a still larger class of persons who do not
believe in spiritual agencies, but who yet have fith in the location of wells
through the indications of the hazel switch in sensitive hands, A goodly pro-
portion of the wells now drilling are going down on spots where mediums
have stuck their sticks or the hazel rods has turned.”” Amid the uncertainty of
oil exploration; practical science thus incorporated a “practical sort” of spiri-
tualism to make sense of the natural world.

Petroleum threw a number of other accepted notions about the natural
world into question, including the primacy of daylightand the laws of gravity.
As one author in Cornbill Magazine remarked, “so sanguine has the abun-
dance of the article rendered many scientific fanatics, that they are unable to
discover any reason why gas-light should not become very shortly as cheap as
day-light.” This author doubted that anything artificial could bring light as
cheaply as “Nature’s old-fashioned solar lamp,” but inexpensive petroleum
Jluminant undermined the basic distinction between night and day”' The
movement of oil against gravity also challenged the popular imagination. In

The Wonder of the Nineteenth Century! Rock Oil in Pennsylvania and Elsewhere,
published only ten months after Drake struck oil, Thomas Gale exclaimed
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that “One is almost constrained, from his intuitive notion of the natural world

to suspect such a story is a whosper, and that the man who talks in this mgnﬁe;
:-:af rc;i.% i:?awiﬁg up, has been drinking poor whiskey. ™ Captivated by e connter:
intuitive action, Gale remarked on the same upward flowing movement in
:mm%mr passage, where he wrote that people “hastened to see fgs themselves, if
it could be that naroral oil existed in the bowlells of the earch, ani.ﬁawsdt;p
spontancously in prodigious quantities when an orifice was made. " As Gale's
use of “prodigious” suggests, the sheer abundance of oil compounded his amaze-
ment at its upward flow. Perroleum was, he thought, the “mystery of the

4

337,
age.

Because science and personal experience had not prepared American
observers for the abundance, uncerrainty, and upward flow of oil, they reacted
with wonder and astonishment. “They attempted to describe it” wroke orie
newspaperman of witnesses to the Williams well, “but language é}m%{i inad-
equate.” When the journalist investigated, he was similarly “astonished be-
yond measure” by both the oil well and the general excitement. “We have no
igflgz;age atour i:{:;mma:z}é by which to convey to the minds of our readers any
adequate idea of the agitated state ar the time we saw it. We are told it contin-
ues the same.”” Each new success elicited a rush of awed onlookers. “The
Crg@siey well eclipsed its predecessors,” wrote Thomas Gale in 1360; “zh;
gaping crowds who had been struck with wonder at the others, now focked
i:hff boat, paid their dime and were landed across the creek, ro feast their admi-
ration upon this new object.” Even the Court of Common Pleas in Franklin,
Pennsylvania, adjourned for the day to investigate the new Fvans well, rs:
ported one contemporary writer. The “attorneys, jurymen, and witness who
were concerned in the various cases then pending . . because 2 séif»mnsﬁw
tuted tribunal to decide upon the merits of this uncommon cause of public
excitement.”* |

Because rational science only partially explained the phenomenon of oil,
many observers saw the earth and its oily Huid through a lens of animate
imagery, sf:mﬂgiy gendered to represent a special reladionship to Mother Earth,
The animism and gendered metaphors drew on traditions in Western thought
older than the Scientific Revolution. By the nineteenth century, haweyergas
humans morte fully controlled nature, the idea of a living female earth i;zzé
begun to slip away before 2 flood of scientific developments and the industrial
,?fewimian.@ Writings about the Pennsylvania oil boom demonstrate that the
idea of an animate, gendered nature persisted in the mid-nineteenth century.®

Izz\the carly years of oil development, Americans relied on an 3:?&1}35&
conception of nature to represent aspects of petroleum that resisted the domi-
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nant scientific and technological rendencies of the day. Writers about the ol
region used gendered and occasionally sexual language to explain not only the
mysterious behavior of oil in the carth, but also the workings of oil wells
constructed by men. Observers tatked about the wells as if they were alive,
often portraying them as unpredictable or temperamental women whom the
male worker could not fully understand but sull hoped to master:

“She intermits,” says her proprietor, standing below, cigar in mouth and
hands in pockers. “Its a way she has. She'll pump an hour or two right
smart, then she'll intermic twenty minures: Its about time for her to start

up again, —dooking at his watch.”!

|
From a stereotypically male stance—"cigar in mouth and hands in pockers”—
the male owner described oil wells as men might ralk about women. The er-
ratic mysterious nature of the wells, men could reassure themselves, was in
itself predictable. In this example, as elsewhere, male expectations were for-
mulated around a sense of a knowable pattern to nature’s (and women’s) be-
havier.

Male writers portrayed unreliable nature like the woman whose biology,
they thought, determined her essendal instability. This association drew on
contemporary “scientific” understanding of female physiology. In Menzal Hy-
grene [1863), prominent psychiatrist Dr. Isaac Ray, for example, wrote

Withwoman, it is but a step from extreme nervous susceptbility to down-
right hysteria,and fromr that to overt insanity. In the sexual evolurion, in
pregraney; in the partunent period, in lactation, strange thoughts, -
traordinary feeling, unreasonable appetites; criminal tmpulses, may haunt
amind at other dmcs innodent and pure

In a similarly professional fashion, Dr. Charles Meigs described in Woman:
Her Diseases and Remedies (1851) how the female genitalia exerted “strange
and secret influences” on a woma's “servous constitution.” Hist as contern-
porary medicine brought the irrational female under male scienuific authoricy,
by analogy these scientific beliefs helped to organize the way that Americans
imagined oil development in relation to the natural world. In J. T. Trowbridge’s
article in the Arlantic, workmen recount the problems of water seepage in one
well almost like doctors dealing with an ailing female patient. They conclude
“Anyhow, she ha'n't produced for two days, and we are going to see what the
matter is.
Seeing “whar the matter is” meant poking and probing into the well,
and the act of penetration, particularly through drilling, could carry disturb-
ing sexual overtones which needed to be justified, also in uneasy sexual terms.
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In his 1865 Derrick and Drill, Edmund Morris described how young men
enthusiastically “kicked down™® the early wells, and he associated it with the
violation of Mother Earth’:

Occasionally horses are used, but at present it appears that almost every
man wants to put his own foot into it, and jump himself rich. It is cer-
tainly an innocent occupation; and, in thesc days of physical develop-
ment, why should not our young men develop their underszanding by so
healthful and inspiring an employment? Alas! that poor Mother Earth
should be so treated, however, and be so grievously bored.

Mother Earth getting “jumped” and “bored” by young men in healthful inno-
cent activity? Such violative imagery was not unique to oil, of course, as all
mining is full of inescapable sexual undertones. The images range from phallic
structures like tipples, shafts, and derricks to the ravished (feminine) land-
scape of the gold fields.” :

Men predicted the continued abundance of oil in the same way that
they assured themselves thar the cycles of female biology brought fertility and
that women would continue to dedicate their reproductive and nurturing abili-
ties to the well-being of their muale husbands, fathers, and sons. One writer in
the Pithole Daily Record, the newspaper of a short-lived oil town in western
Pennsylvania, declared optimistically:

Narire'is a kind and beneficenit mother, and her resources are inexhaust-
ible. Shie is capable and willing to supply all the wants of man. He has
only to apply the unlimited stores which she has provided for him 1o

wholesome and useful purposes

The gendered distinction between the female carth and the male workers es-
tablished a division of labor in which the technical and practical male ma-
nipulated the raw abundance. The model often sounded more marital than
filial. American men claimed credit for having had the ingenuity to bring
forth the oil and transform it into commaodities, but they also, in a limited and
deprecating way, recognized the role of nature as helpmate. In “Recuperation
of the Globe,” in the O/ City Register, for example, the reporter celebrated the
“achievements of mind,” and the “ingenuity of our countrymen,” while in a
more restrained tone he recognized the “subtle efforts” of nature as “interest-
ing,” perhaps even “inspiring.” The “skill and cunning of man” clearly over-
shadowed nature’s contribution  Nature’s secret bounty was like the “hidden
treasure” of Fernmale bodies. Oil and other resources, the author wrote, “nature
has slowly gathered in for ages, until the adventurous foot of man roaming
through the wilderness strikes upon the hidden treasure and forthwith distrib-
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utes it to the world. " The adventurous male alternately destroyed nature and
created new functional products through his action. His mag;kiguiatian and
her capacity for regeneration even justified a certain promiscuity: “Are there
not new mines also forming? In the dark and silent laboratory of nature, fath-
oms below the surface of the carth, who shall say what wonders are now tran-
spiring for the future benefit of mankind?” Female regenerative fmwsr rem-
pered the destructive consequences of the “thoughtfulness of man.”*!

The implicit association of the earth’s production of oil with female re-
production and nutsing occasionally became explicit declaration. fﬂnspirf:d by
a visit to Pithole’s defunct United States well, which had sparked the town’s
boom in 1866, S. N. Holmes of Pleasantville blended his dzzsci‘iptioﬁ of un-
predictable and animistic nature with the image of a nursing female:

Lts breath has ceased, its ghant toil

To bless the earth by spouting oil,

is checked at last—it takes its rest,
‘And stops its flow from Nature’s brease.
It may, perchatice, renew its flow—
The unknown futire who can nows-
its sucleeleding babes may take 2 map,
Then draw again ies oily pap. ¥

Similarly. the dramatic emergence of oil from the earth elicited metaphors of
childbirth from those who visited the wells. Listing gold and coal as first and
second children, the author of “The Petroleum Region of America” in Hurpers
New Monthly Magazine, announced the birth of a third child, Petroleum:

Seemingly not satisfied with the present development of mineral wealth
bestowed on us, Nature, keeping pace with the necessities of man, sud-
denly unfolds another wounder—Oil, Perroleum-—which now comes
spouting from the bowels of the'earth, from inexhanstible basins hidden
deep down amidst the sandstone rocks below

The labor of childbirth could obscurely shade into indigestion or diarrhea in
the violent throes of a well’s activity. “During the upheavings of the gas,” a
journalist who visited the Williams well wrote, “it scems as if the very bowels
of the earth were being all torn out and her sides must soon collapse. At times
the unearthly sounds, and the scemingly strugeling efforts of nature, imper-

ceptibly drew one almost to sympathize with earth as though it were ani-
mate.”

R
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“As though it were animare’—the vitalistand gendered ir?age:}f i&taﬁ&?
above illustrates the many ways that Americans groped &}r. ametaphor t foug 3
which to underseand the behavior of petroleum. In their kstvmggie to master
the carth, they characterized narure and the femgaie as the object z}i malz mg;»
nuity, penetration, and control. But since the imagery used t0~,€S€¥i ;e the
wells served largely as 2 gloss to cover over the u;‘fpmémtabia motion, my s;xz:g»
ous location, and startling abundance that could not be fszjsdy axg?ame‘ by
conventional science, the metaphors for Nature as viewed through é’lﬁa oil in-
dustry wete not consistently female, When spectators aﬁ{hEQ?QMOI’?h}Zﬁd oil
and the earth, they often blurred gender lines. A few sentences i?siam ‘t&e
editor of the Tiruspille Gazetre associated the fzxgiafsi@n of i)i} with xsmieza; im-

ages of childbirth, he described the well’s action as the throes of a "dying

man

Duting such 2 discharge the var surrounding the pipe W%")ili{i become
fiiled {;nside;a%ﬁy above the pipe. so that when the gas subsmif:ji for a few
seconds, the oil rushed back down the pipe with a hollow, gu;gimg &G}lij},é,
so much resembling the stuggle and suffocating breathings f}f a dying
man, as to make one feel as though the carth were a hx%gé glant se;ze;i
with the pains of death and in its s;’:z:‘slﬁméif cFfarts 1o rerain a holden life
swas throwing all natute inro convalsions. ™

This author suggests metaphorically, and perhaps prophetically; thg{ the prac-
tical-minded ofl-seekers may have been killing {hff 631’{}’1 by sucking out its
bodily fluids and “throwing all nature into Cs::mvz}%sg{ms. g i
“The mote violent and frighteningly out-of-control the wells got, the
ore writers turned from teassuring, beneficent female images to z?etsjpdh‘grg
of giant men and rampaging animals.” T?zfz editor of the Wayren 1%:22%3?’13&1&%
the booming area of Tidioute, Pennsylvania, alternarely called one well 2 neu-
ter animal and a female being; either way, the well was clearly seen :asglmi}is;
alive; just barely under the control of its k»sﬁp{:% the oil work{i? i:ijmh ussell:
“When we got there it was plugged up figh{: Kim Rsssali had itin¢ afgﬁ : i
- We tried to ger Kim to stir theanimal up so it wmgié perform for our sg;pa;xs
benefit. But he wouldnt—said he couldnt haf{% it wauid* spoil his ;€§
clothes and squirt all over creation and the like ™ When the edfqr psgsu;?deg
Russell to “let ‘er run” the following day, Russell feared th{ She wouldnt
start” until he heard “a rumbling in her bowels,” afrer which,

the oil began to boil up two or three feet rising i‘}ig&ﬁ}‘f‘i‘ﬁ*{ second {}@ﬁ:
they jerked the pump and in Kim drove the pug, tﬁegi)i& in *:;;j: I;E:;ﬁ 1;;@:1
squirting all over him from end £o end ané‘wmﬁ owelve feer Zg ~1: f@};}%
the half inch hole. Kim pitched for the river to wash the oil out of his
eyes. He was greased the slickest ofany ¢ané%r§;ia£e we evet };ia;é i:sf,fhir;
they put 2 pail over the stream forcing the oil down into the barrel . o0
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Kim Russell subdued this wild well like a lion tamer at the circus. After being
“stirred up” to “perform,” as an animal might be prodded into action, the well
acted crazily until the keeper brought it once more under control. Similarly,
an observer of the Nobel well in 1863 described it like a ferocious dragon:
“The well puffed and blowed, and roared, and the earth about it fairly trembled
with agitation. No one dared approach it.” Then workers stripped off their
clothes and entered the derrick to subdue the erupting oil and water, to struggle
naked with the terrifying beast.” ;

While ingenious oil men usually emerged victorious from their contests
with animate nature, the fact that the meraphorical struggle occurred at all ran
contrary to the idealized interaction of the fechnical American with pastoral
nature. In 7he Machine in the Garden, cultural histotian Leo Marx explains
how the industrial pastoral ideal presented the machine as compatible with
the pastoral landscape. In one passage, Marx writes of the painting, “The
Lackawanna Valley,” by George Inness that “Instead of causing disharmony,
the train is a unifying device. The hills in the background and the trees of the
middle distance gently envelop the industrial buildings and artifaces. No sharp
lines set off the man-made from the natural terrain. Nor is the Lackawannas
smoke unpleasant.” Marx describes this reworking of the traditional pastoral
framework as part of a “distinctively American, post-romantic, industrial ver-
sion of the pastoral design.”! In this view, [nness, like Emetson, Whitman,
and even the Jacksonians, despite their “misgivings,” shared “the prevailing
assumption that machine technology (and all that it represents) belongs, or
can be magle to belong, in the middle landscape,” where civilization and na-
ture were in barmony”

Abundant oil seemed to endorse this technological vision of the pastoral
because it confirmed the blessing of Providence on American economic ex-
pansion. Nature had offered her oil to fulfill the United States’ destined lead-
ership in the pursuit of practical advancement.” In the gendered ideclogy of
practical intelligence and providential American progress, the ingenious male
manipulated and exploited the bountiful resources of female nature. The very
abundance of oil scemed an endorsement of their action by nature herself

Yet other characteristics of oil would not submit to the industrial pasto-
ral vision. Oil's unpredicrability subverted the orderly conception of benefi-
cent nature while also leaving technological progress temporarily in shambles.
Most dramatically, oil fires countered the steady march of American enter-
prise. An October, 1865, fire in the town of Pithole left $1.5 million in dam-
ages to oil and property. Nine wells burned, along with many of the houses
Because most buildings in the oil region had been hastily constructed our of
wood, oil's flammability had particulatly devastaring consequences. Blazes and
explosions physically undermined the progress of the machine, as one con-
temporary observer revealed when he described the impact of a fire on March
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31, 1866: “Neatly forty acres of territory was covered with blackened and
charred remnants of engines, houses, derricks and tanks.”> The fires terrified
onlookers, but racher than raise fears of dangerous technology, they made people
respect the power of nature, leaving the “remnants’ of industry symbolically
“blackened and charred,” The writer |. T. Henry described the “grand” burn-
ing of Henry Rouse’s well in somber, apocalyptic language:

From the driving pipe, six inches in diameter, to the height of sixty or
seventy feet arose a solid column of oil and gas burning brilliantly. Above
this hovered an immense cloud of black smoke, which would seize sec-
tions of the ascending flames, and rolling over and over, first exposing to
the view cloud, and then flame. would rise 2 hundred feet higher before
the flame would fade out. From the main column below, millions of
individual drops of il would shoot off at an angle and then rurning the
arc of a circle drop burning to the ground, presenting all the hues of the
rainbow making a scene like enchantment. The whole accomipanied by a
roar hardly inferior to that made by Niagara Falls.

Because it emerged from the six inch pipe, the roaring flame could be seen as
a product of the machine; yet at the same time it clearly asserted independent
action beyond the control of the human bystanders.

As the association with Niagara Falls suggests, nature’s terrifying force
presented itself clsewhere in the nineteenth-century American discourse about
the natural world ™7 Yer oil's mysterious origins and the threat fires posed to
industry, serddement, and human life gave this non-human force a ddrker twist
than crashing water ar Niagara. Most strikingly, the fires made some observers
think about the Christian concept of hell instead of human domination over
nature: “Taking the fire at its heighr, when the whole farm was enveloped in
this burning sea of oil, it could only be compared to Dante’s description of the
mouth of Pandemonium. The terrible excitement of the people, and the rush-
ing 1o and fro of the masses, all of whom seemed rushing from ‘the fate 1o
come,” almost impressed us with the idea of its reality”* A witness to the
Rouse fire described an even more hellish scenes

Scénes followed each ocher, and occurred simultaneotsly, begparing both
description and imagination. One poor wretch struggled out of the fire,
believing himself to be in the hands of the evil one. His charred and
naked figure was speedily placed in a blanker, and he was borne from the
slace. He lamented his supposed arrival in ——, in plercing tones of
agony, which proceeded from lips burned to a cinder, and hence power-
less to give proper accent to his language. He bemoaned his own fate, and
calling the names of various friends warned them of his own terrble pun-
ishrment.”,

:
t
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Terrible accidents such as the Rouse fire reminded the people of the ol re-
gions that nature could unleash its power with terrifying force in opposition
to technological progress.

Yet oil fires did not show nature asserting its perfect independence. While
lighening sparked some fires, more commonly careless people ignited them.
And people could also stop the fires. The fires may have raged three days at
Rouse’s well, but eventually the oil men subdued this manifestation of Natures
might. A similar logic applied to other ways in which oil's animistic character
challenged human control. For while oil may have been unpredicrable and
uncertain, Americans in the 1860s proved themselves highly successful in its
extraction. The threat of nature to human dominance, in the instance of oil at
least, remained largely a specter, not palpable enough to impinge on economic
behavior.

Oil’s independent action—the chaotic gushing wells and the devastac-
ing fires—elicited humorous as well as fearful responses. Even the terrifying
1861 Rouse fire, which killed nineteen people and injured eight or ten more,
had a lighter side. J. T. Henry wrote in 1873: “The disaster, although so mourn-
ful, was not wholly destitute of ridiculous incidents, One woman in an agony
of fear, rushed nearly across Oil Creek through water waist-deep, ere she real-
ized the situation; and a man of strong religious convictions, climbed one
hundred and fifty feet of the hill in rear of the well, before he could under-
stand that it was not the day of judgment which he was making such good
time in getting away from.”” American wit could almost always master the
inferno, even when the Hames eluded the strice dominance of science and
technology:

Perroleum’s threatened subversion of human control could amuse be-
cause it exemplified nature posing a mock, symbolic challenge to the rise of
technological man. A writer for the Timsville Gazerte told the story of 2 man
who went to visit a well and met with a mishap that all found amusing rather
than foreboding. The well, he wiote; soon

commencing throwing up the greasy and odorous substance far sbove
our heads; and sprinkling us in a manner which was death to white vests
and black pants. We were amused at one gendernan, who did nor appear
to Hkethar kind of 2 bath, and undestook ro get away by going down the
ladder: He starred s though he would go dewn 2 paiz of stairs, butas ill
luck would have it, he fell chrough, bevween the roundsand barked him-
selr considerably ™

The unpredictable behavior of oil and its tendency to burst out of ordered
form represented “death” ro the stable, genteel world of "white vests and black
pants,” suggesting both nature’s non-compliance and the social disruption of
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the ol boom and its instant millionaires. The onlookers, however, saw the
tAcident as comic, rather than ominous. Men {and wamﬁnjj could i?agh at
their interaction with this temperamental female nature so long as they got
the oil that they wanted in the end. Since human daminafmg and social hier
archy seemed assured, unpredictable oil and nature did not significanty i%ifﬁai;{iﬁ
pz@ér&ss and social order even if Americans could not fully upéﬁrs:tanﬁ,'z’hfm.
Tndeed, many Americans charted their society’s progress partly by its ability to
contain wild namre, ; - : - 7
Although ultimately controllable, the vagaries of the ﬁariy_ oil mdusii
still disrupted the myth of industrial progress within a harmam&ug‘ pastoral
order more radically than did the development of other resources such as coal.
Coal epitomized the industrial pastoral. “There are few trips so ii&iiixtfui as
that through the grear Coal Fields of Pﬁi}nsyivama‘ {:}b;s@m:d‘ H. M. Alden 12
Harper’s Monthly in 1863.°2 With i{}ﬂ?idﬁi&b%ﬁ en?mssasni, &lde@ r{;&:}af;tﬁ:
his journey to the anthracite coal fields. Passing tﬁrf:}ugb, bﬁagt;fui %:aﬁ e{s,.,
he found spots among “the most picturesque ﬁmi&m green carth obours can
vield.” Further along in his journey, he wrote, “More and more, romantic
features become characteristic of the country.” While the growing coal wown
of Scranton “presents neither a very beautiful nor magnificent appearance, it
was set within a “natural scenery” of “striking béaut}f,”ff ﬁ -

By contrast, Harpers Monthly reporter B ?ran%jsn found only :d.is‘mzé
scenery” in the oily landscape of Western P:zm;syivamal Sé:iit %fhers f:»}f hisdac:
tor for a restorative holiday, Franklin found, however, that “The whole aspect
i$ a5 unaturactive as any one with 2 prejudice ﬁfm cleanliness;a z@;@s}a f{:;r‘ swief
smells, and a taste for the green of country landscapes can well imagine.

toward the sky . . . away along the tops of the
except the sparkling creck.” Yet

Nature could be seen “only up
rocks,” for all else was “in sombre clothing i ,
even “this gorgeous stream” (made beautiful by the §§’1é€5€i§ﬁt:ﬁi)k§l‘;’§ of waste
oil) suffered from the presence of “square, black, oily Scows, filled with greasy,
“Joud smelling barrels . . . driven by muddy oily men.”®
While coal fields could be harmonized into a scene of pastoral pies;sgri}
oil posed a more diabolical challenge to 1:%1%:» picturesque. J. T Trfawbmdga?
two-part “Carpetbagger” seties in the Azé:z;fziszm Pﬁﬁnsy?;azims oil anii e:{jza
regions underscored this contrast, Whereas oils * %{mé}f Ci%i‘l’liifks stood i {iﬁbi%
late fields,” Trowbnidge located the coal mma:s ina dramatic iaidtsaapﬁ, amid
“superb scenery” and “mountain summits.” Piles of coal— ?iatafﬁ5§a§§}’
creamed over with an imperfect coating of snow’—contrasted rema%:ab}*}‘f with
Trowbridee’s account of looking into an oil tank some days later. i‘d,im? a
ladder. and look over into a still, black, shining lake of petroleum, 1:%"333{2& *n);j:
rors with calm, diabolical intensity the shed roof and my own peering face.™
Why did oil suggest the diabolical while c{z;;‘ﬁ m%ﬁé be abs@ii?gé by the
pastoral? The difference certainly had much to do wich the physical layour
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and location of the two industries. Any traveler to western Pennsvlvania would
have seen abandoned and working derricks lictering the landscape. and oil
spilled over the land and into the waterways. The oil-muddy streets also could
not be casily disguised. The Philadelphia Ledger described Oil City in this
unappealing fashion: “the town itself is so impregnated with oil in all its forms
and odors that it seems almost impossible to exist there to one uninitiated. In
wet weather the rain mixing with the oil oozing from half a million barrels of
Petroleum exported from the town forms 2 mud thar destroys the clothes and
all things with which it comes in contace.”® Nineteenth-century coal mining,
by contrast, did not present the same ravaged landscape because it took place
largely underground. The breaking, sorting, and shipping of the coal above
ground concentrated spatially, rather than being strewn like oil derricks over
the landscape. Finally, central Pennsylvania, where the anthracite coal mines
predominated, simply possessed a more seriking topography in its steeper
mountains than did the oil region of the western portion of the state.

But beyond the actual differences berween the obtrusiveness of coal and
oil and between central and western Pennsylvania, the contrasting representa-
tions also extended different cultural constructions: oil was fluid and explo-
sive, animate and disordered, “impregnating” and “oozing,” while coal re-
mained immobile—predictable and stable. The coal mines therefore could
conform more easily to a pastoral vision of natural and social order. In con-
trast to oil's mysterious whereabouts, Alden’s article on “The Pennsylvania
Coal Region” divided the coal fields precisely into three regions, ‘and wiote
confidently of different stratas of coal, describing their origin in vegerable
matter and explaining their geological deposition.® Trowbridge wrote with
similar assurance of the “other valuable coal-seams lying under this one” and
declared confidently that the enormous size of the first seam is “known.”™
Upon entering the mine itself, he marveled at its order, the “perfect perpen-
dicular walls of shining black coal, running parallel to each other.””

Social relations in the coal and petroleum industries mirrored the sharp
contrast between disarray in the oil fields and the neat tight angles and parallel
lines of the coal mines. Oil promised social mobility as rapid and disruptive as
a surging well, threatening to undermine the stable class relations upon which
an idealized pastoral landscape rested. Virtuous agriculture was abandoned
and new millionaires conjured up our of the lower class, in one author’s de-
scription of the rampant speculation and social change of the 1860s oil craze:

Rich farms are laid waste, The plow nirns no more furrows. . . The
farmer himself, with his homespun clothes is seen no more in the felds,
All is changed! The farm is sold! The old man and his SrOWN-UPD 5005 are
worth millions and the old homestead is deserted forever?
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While only a few farmers deserted the agrarian life with zimir‘miii”i‘@n;) {é}e'ﬂiii
boom provided an adequate basis for this i}magéagz}; scenario. f;m mining
produced no such change in actual social relations, and it promised even i&fs
to the popular imagination. Coal relied on the steady and i@ﬂgutérmxmvﬁfﬁr
ment of capital and produced sharper and more stable jciass dzsmncz@g be-
rween miners and mine owners, conforming to class divisions characteristic of
the emerging industrial society.” The idealized ;3333:{?;2& of i%}a coal regions, of
course, as Raymond Williams' cautionary perspecuve zﬁmm&% us, i)bscs:zzed
the aetual labot occurting in the coal mines and the class conflict endemic to
the coal industry in Britain and the United St:atf:s,” Nevertheless, bfgasj:&& jf}i
its social organization, a pastoral description of the landscape worked for writ-
ing about coal in a way that it could not for oik. ‘ -
. The long history of coal mining in Pennsylvania and Britain comple-
mented the relative predictability and stability of coal in the carth anfi as a
- social phenomenon. Pennsylvania miners and mining entreprencurs szmgiy
anderstood familiar coal in 2 way that they did not anderstand mysterious {}1’13
4 new commodity whose uses were only just being discovered in the 1860s
Most of the miﬁ‘ing technology, and many of the miners {%&mﬁ§¥c§z came
over from Britain into the American coal mines, Problems ot ventilation and
fire persisted in the mines, but known for centuries alraaé“j{} these daingefs had
long ceased to astound.’® The hazards had become practical questions to be
addressed through rechnological innovation agd iazafui,saiiuiamisns of the
cost of improving safety. Americans welcomed these gjziﬁami questions in the
midnineteenth century, and they filled the Journal of the Fravklin hnssitute,
Scientific American, and other pszi@%%ﬁgis with articles and patents related to
the technical aspeces of coal mining.” ~
Coal, more than oil, respected distinctions berween industry; if:;smié:;
snd natute, and between social classes; allowing the genteel visitor to ffi“%ff’fi in
the “crowning gloies” of the Susquehanna. In the coal regions, promised Als:ie‘ns
article in Harper's Monthly, the traveler might view nature from the security
ind combort of civilization. “If you want the material for a picture you need
10 stir one step from your hotel,” he reported. From the hotel verandah al@n::
one could see the “meeting together, as for caresses and last adieus, of woods
and clouds and sky "7 By contrast, oil brought derricks, wells, and oily men to
the doors of the finest hotels in the oil region.”” A writer for the New York
Times who visited the booming town of Pithole in 1865 described his %10{6?1 as
“ wonder of combort in such a district,” yer with oil wells being dritled rlghi
sround it. On the very day that this visitor arrived, drillers struck rwo ﬁ{;wmg
wells on the hotel p;agﬁri;ﬁ 2 short distance from the main house.” With
derricks erected in farmers fields and hotel yards, the oil industry left )3?35
room than coal for a picturesque “middle” landscape, where the iﬂéuS{{}? might
exist int idealized harmony with its narural and social environment. The ocea-
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sional denial of oil's disruptive intrusions only underscored this point with
fantastical incongruity, as when the cover illustrations of two polka song sheets
from 18064, for example, showed men in top hats and black suits escorting
women in fluffy white dresses through orderly oil farms ®!

The “grasping, gold-secking mania” of California’s mining rush presaged

the “fierce, mad encrgy” of the 1860s oil boom more accurately than did a
more orderly resource like coal.”” Startling abundance characrerized both
booms, and many an carly visitor went “in the mos: skeptical frame of mind”
to the gold mines, as to the oil wells, “and came away a believer.”® The gold
rush threatened to disrupt the social order by rewarding the lucky rather than
the hardworking, and by propelling lower-class miners into wealth and power.™
Thus gold, like oil, clashed with pastoral ideals of social stability and of the
harmony of civilization with nature. When the San Francisco Californian
stopped publication on May 29, 1848, because the town had been abandoned
for the mines, its bitter complaint about the “sordid cry of ‘gold, GOLD,
GOLD!” forerold the transformation of Pennsylvania farmers ten vears later—
with the same image of fields “left half planted, the house half builr, and
everything neglected but the manufacture of shovels and pickaxes.” What
“revolution in the ordinary state of affairs” would result, observers of the rush
to California speculated, from common laborers abandoning work to join this
“gathering of gold by the handful”?*

Despite such parallels to the early oil boom, however, the migration of
hundreds of thousands of people to California in search of gold created a
complicated social situation more than a complex interaction with an almost
animate nature. As Americans imagined the “Grear California Lottery,” they
considered the implications of the gold rush for republican ideals of social
order far more than they thought about the ateributes of the narural world
that provided the gold.*” Although the uncertain location of placer gold in-
spired images of a fickle, whimsical Dame Fortune, the solid metal lay in the
ground in a familiar way, Gold did not rumble and groan, erupt from the
earth, ot explode into hellish fires. Nor was gold immediately linked like oil ro
new industrial products and an unfamiliar industrial economy, Gold had been
known for centuries and its properties were general knowledge, as the events
at Sutter’s Mill revealed. James Marshall discovered gold in 1848 without even
looking for it, and knew to test for its malleability. Easily available rechnical
knowledge helped John Sutter verify the initial sample, for he had only to turn
to a long article on gold in his trusty Encyclopedia Americana™ Such wide-
spread knowledge of gold’s characteristics underlay the basic rechniques of
prospecting. In particular, as Harpers reported in 1860, the “known fact of
the superior specific gravity of gold over all known merals and minerals (ex-
cepe platinum)” underlay nearly all methods for separating gold from rocks
and dirt.¥
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Where travelers to areas opened by the anthracite coal industry could
conchude that “there are few regions in which a summer vacation can be more
pleasantly passed,” visitors to the oil regions more frequently despaired of “dis-
mal scenery.” complained of “miserable roads,” and were dismayed by Qrt.?fikfi
covered with “an interesting glistening scum sfoil 7% Ol like g{ﬁd«‘, taised
similar questions about forrune and social order, but additonally f@z;f::id an
nteraction with a nature that at times seemed animate and quite beyond hu-
man control. The ugliness. danger, and unpredicrability associated with oilin
carly accounts created a counterforce to excitement about the new source of
wealth and progress. As oil wells burst flowing from the eaf{h«i»and th;n sud-
denly ceased-—oil forced onlookess to confront what they did not know or
control in the nacural world. Tremendous fires left the signs of economic
progress—the machines, houses, stores, hotels, and i;anks»»“i;lackmz:é” and
remportatily in shambles. : ' ;

Oil men and other observers reasserted mastery by their gendered con-
struction of oil’s mystery. A generous gift of the animate female earth, oil
behaved like a temperamental woman who could be tolerated within certain
bounds. Male attitudes towards women, as the model for male %:sehkaviﬁr in
relation to the carth, reinforced the perceived dichotomy berween a rational
ingenious “man” and the bountful, regenerative and sabduﬁéf fﬁ:ﬁgie, ;‘Su&
cesshul domination of the fernale earth confirmed American pride in techno-
logical mastery and further prompted aggressive economic ﬁxgam%{)n and ex-
ploitation. The diabolical fires, hellish ooze, and even the unpredictable bar-
tenness of promising wells comstrraed the drama of this new American 1o

mance with ol

KK H,

Yet as with many new romances, heady days gave way to an uneasy sta-
bility as the oil industry matured beyond its first chaotic years. The mnf}im
and crises in industrial organization that occurred during the early 1870s shifted
the focus of attention in the oil regions from an ambiguous interaction be-
wween men and the animate earth to relationships among different groups in
the industrial hierarchy—producers, refiners, railroads, and pipeline compa-
dics. All of these sectors of the oil industry were unstable during the late 1860s
and early 1870s. In addition to frequent crashes of crude oil prices asa result
of overproduction, refining capacity surged far beyond the upper limits fyf
crude oil outpur. By 1871, refining capacity had grown to at least {?Wd‘i?% myﬁ*
lion barrels annually, more than double the amount of oil that the refineries
processed during that year. Comperition for oil among refiners brought about
a flurry of refinery closings during 1871. Competition was also heavy among
the multiple railroad lines that serviced the area. In order to secure steady
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freight, the railroads offered discounted rates for refiners who had access to
mote than one railroad line. Rare wars helped refineries in distant locations,
such as John D. Rockefeller’s site in Cleveland, but competition among rail-
roads sharply reduced railroad profitability. All of these factors—overproduc-
tion of crude, excess refining capacity, and railroad competition—rogether
combined with the basic unpredictability of ol to make the oil business ex-
tremely volatile inthe late 1860s and early 187057

Because of this consistent industrial instability and conflice and because
of the growing role of capital investment in well development, writings about
the industry increasingly highlisheed the character of oil men rather than na-
ture. For a local newspaper like the Oif Cizy Derrick, the oil producers, rather
than nature or the land, became responsible for the growth of the oil region.
As the Derrick declared of the small producers in February of 1872:

We have abways fele orear Raith in the fesources and inventive genius of
the men of the oil regions. They are hard fellows w0 corner. Take an op:
eraror who has pur down dry holes continuously for five or ten years; or
a broker who has been busted mote times than his fingers counr . The
men whe have i ten vears brought this region from o waste, howling
wildernees to dts present busy and wealthy life and created the mechanic
caly mercansile, andindustrions deparpmentof an ennirely néw branch of
bustness~thesé mien cannot be defeated orcornered on least of 2l s
posed ony robbed or tyrannized over”

Nature as the source of oil wealth was no longer mentioned, except asa “waste;
howling wilderness” from which 2 new business had been “created” by the
“resources” of determined men. As these rugeed, virle oil men-—men who did
not wear “white vests and black pants’-—increasingly struggled with railroad
and refining companiés to preserve their place in the industry, fow Americans
noted any longer the contribution of Providence or nature, or expressed as-
ronishment ara wayward well.

The increasing depth of the oil wells with their steepening requirement
for capital investment returned the oil fields to the standard economic “laws”
of late nineteenth-century America. Touring the oil ficlds in the mid-1860s,
B. Franklin of Harpers described how “when the first oil excitement arose,
labor attempted to emancipate itself from capital.” Nature’s generosity had
allowed this disruption of the social hierarchy. But the transition from “kicked
down” wells to deeper and more expensive wells renewed nature’s alliance with
capitalists and natural economic law. Because nature no longer provided oil
close to the surface where inexpensive “rude” wells would suffice, the oil in-
dustry “vindicated” the “general law” that “to capital belong the enterprises
involving risks.” “Now,” Franklin noted pointedly, “through the whole oil
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region abandoned derricks stand rotting slowly down, warning many and at-
tracting more. They warn labor to keep to its own sphere.””

The growing role of capiral overshadowed nature’s apparent contribu-
tion to the industry and people ceased to marvel at her beneficence: In part,
the images of nature also changed because observers of the oil industry grew
more accustomed to repeated cycles of boom and bust, as they had with gold.
Even as the local press continued to express astonishment at the fate of the
declining boomtown Pithole, by the mid-1860s the New York Times already
howed the Future direction of the industry and its representation. The Times
ohserved in 1865 in the language of ordered capitalism that “if there be one
fixed principle discoyerable in that region of unfixedness, it is that all the
fountains of petroleum in the course of time become either dry, or so nearly
dry that they can no longer be profitably operated.”” The Times predicted
that the cyclical pattern would continue: "In time, and no very long time at
that, Pithole Creek will also become ‘dry territory,” as the greater part of Oil
Creek has already done. But new springs will be tapped and new sensations
excited all over that country by fresh troops of operators, desirous of ‘turning
an honest penny.”” The Times expounded 2 new way of calculating this
“unfixedness,” proposing “a rule” for the decline of oil well output, by which
“the third month’s vield of 2 flowing well is barely fifty percent of that of the
first and the seventh is scarcely half as much as that of the third.™

Adjustment to nature’s unpredictability also became apparent when the
oil producers joined to resist the South Improvement Company, 2 combina-
tion formed in 1872 by railroad and refining interests, including John D.
Rockefeller's Srandard Oil, to gain control of the oil trade. At a rebellious
Producer’s Meeting called to denounce the conspiracy, for example, 2 General
McCalmont of Franklin, Pennsylvania, declared that oil men accepted the
Jariations of nature but refused to submit to the imposition of monopoly by
the emerging petroleum aristocracy:

The men who have developed this region are niot the men to be rampled
on in this way, We endure hardship and obstacles patiently, when they
come from Providence. Ir is not because oil is Jow thar we rise. When
McCray hill overflowed Hanghterl and oil wentdown to $7 Ao ohe com-
plained; there was no ouble; no mass-meetings . . . We bear like men
the burdens of our country or the visitations of God Butwe will not part
with a cent at the beck of a monopoly, We will fight it to the bitter end”

McCalmonts acceptance of the “visitations of God” illustrated how natural
variations had been subordinated to more pressing concerns about industrial
concentration. The South Improvement Company’s attempt at monopoly ul-
timarely collapsed under pressure from the producers, the press and the state
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and federal legislatures. But efforts at organization persisted. During the con-
troversy, John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil managed to absorb a number of
additional refining firms, including almost all the refining capacity of the Cleve-
land area, Standard Oil imposed industrial order during the rest of the decade
partly in response to real difficulties wichin the business, %ﬁdu{iing oVEIpIO-
duction, excessive refinish capacity, and railroad rate wars. Induserial copurol
also reflected the rationalization of nature as the oll industry was incorporated
within the framework of America’s emerging managerial a‘:agiéaiigm,‘}?

The establishment of a market order by Standard Oil in the late 1870s
did not mean that oil became a better understood or more predictable re-
source. Because of continued uncertainty and competition in extraction, Stan-
dard Oil simply controlled the refining and transportation of oil, rather than
its production. In an 1876 review of the oil trade, the 0if Ciyy Dervick re-
vealed how the people of the oil region had resigned themselves to the “con-
tradictory phases” of the oil business:

although [the oil rrade} had apparently contradictory phases, siill we may
congratulate ousselves that there are not more, The oll business at best is
an abnormiallity, and frequently changesin a mannerwhich puzzlesic
most intimate acquaintances. But such comfort as either faction of the
petroleuns trade; or its friends, can draw from this brief statement of the
present condition of the trade, they are welcome . '

With the petroleum business in “as good a condition as could be expected,”
the Derrick demonstrated how the industry’s “puzzles” remained, but were
contained by the market structure. Chaotic opportunity had given way o
social hierarchy and relative market stabilicy, The rationalization of the Penn-
sylvania oil industry within the context of American capitalism followed a
similar pattern to the California gold rush. After the initial phase of unpre-
dictable natural abundance had passed in California, capital intensive tech-
nologies like hydraulic mining and stream diversion increasingly replaced in-
dividual prospecting for gold, The increasing depth of oil wells in éﬁﬁﬁsﬁ‘f&»
nia similarly reduced opportunities for inexpensive “kicked down” wells. Asin
the ol region subsequently, editors and town boosters in California pushed o
establish stable institutions to counter the social disorder of the early years.
Industrial order and social order emerged simultancously first in the gold mines
and then later in the oil ndusey”

As the ol industry became ordered economically and socially, its ani-
mistic representation diminished but did not disappear. To the extent that
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animate imagery persisted, it did so in a disturbing way. Combining the hu-
bris of an expanding nation with the escalating power of American technol
ogy, animistic metaphots yielded a somewhat shocking picrure of male exploi-
tation ofthe female earth, In his 1896 Skerches in Crude Odl, John Melaorin
described the exploitation of natural resources in language that seemed to
celebrate the violation of nature by her aggressive male children:

Courtesy

Drake Well Museum

After sixty centuries the game of “hide and seel” berween Mother Farih
and her children has terminated in favor of the latter. They have pierced
nature’s internal laborasories, tapping the huge oil-tanks wherein the prod-
ucts of her quiet chemistry had accumulated “in bond,” and up came the
unctuous fluid in volumes ample to fill all the lamps the universe could
mantifacture and 16 grease every axde onthis revolving planet!

1

In this more perverse and violent extension of the gendered image of nature in
the 1860s, the manchild grew more assertive and his relations with Mother
Earth lost their earlier veneer of reciproci Asticles inthe 1880s and 1890s
described the extracdon of oil as a “dive into nature’s great grub-bag” or a “race
1o see who shall first tap navure’s till. 7% “Whenever the needs of men knock ar
the treasure house of the world, nature opens the door” explained Perer
MacQueen in Cosmopolizan in 1892. Nature thus lost the status of tempera-
mental wife and became a submissive mistress responding to the desirous
“knock” of man on the door of her “treasure house.”” These overdrawn as-
sumptions of human conerpl and mastery stripped nature of auronomous iden-

ity and power, reducing it to an objectified and depersonalized “grab-bag” or
“ll.” The harsh language reflected the spiric of an age in which Americans
celebrated their triumph over nature and heralded the supplanting of divine
will by human power. As Senator Orville Platt of Connecticur exclaimed of
American advances in science and technology in 1891: “Formerly we ascribed
creative faculty or force to the Divine Being alone . .. now, when we look
upon the wondrous contrivances and inventions everywhere contributing to
our life wants . . .we are forced o exclaim: ‘Behold the expressed thought of
the creator—man!’” Platt continued with startling hubris, “if vou will think as
you come to this place this evening how the thought of man has transformed
black coal and viewless electricity into the agents which light your pathway,
you will feel it scarcely irreverent to exclaim: ‘And man said, Let there be
light,’ and there was lighe”'

With such growing self-assurance in the oil industry and American soci-
ety as a whole, oil's mystique faded but did not vanish. Oil remained explosive
and unpredictable. Dramatic oil discoveries continued to overturn precon-
ceptions about nature—at Spindlerop in 1901 or East Texas in 1930—spark-
ing new excitement in the oil industry and requiring renewed efforts to bring
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it once more under tight control. Occasionally oil fires still raged out of con-
trol, conjuring hellish images of death and destruction. But the pardeular
gendered, animate, disruptive, and mysterious character of oil in the carly
vears of the American industry had passed.

Through an examination of popular writings about the oil industry, this
essay has offered a cultural history of the Pennsylvania oil boom. Many recent
environmental histories of natural resources have taken a more anthropologi-
cal approach to culture, examining the varying ways in which culrural groups

fecent resources, be they water, minerals, land, fish, or

have valued and used dif
forests. ' By contrast, I have used popular representations of the oil industry
+6 illustrate how Americans thought about and imagined the natural world
that is the source of natural resources like oil. Americans first and foremost
understood oil from the practical and capitalistic perspective that increasingly
dominated American culture in the Northeast in the rid-ninereenth centuty,
The appearance of oil when the North eagerly sought substitutes for cotton
exports led northeasterners to view the new oil development asa Providential
cndorsement of their national cause.' As the oil industry continued to grow
during the 1860s and 1870s, Americans felt “exultation” at this dramatic con-
Gimation of their faith in rechnological progress and cheir own creative pow-

At the same time, however, oil subverted efforts to bring nature under
huiman control and lefe Americans astonished and dismayed. Oil men could
neither fully harness nor completely tame oil through scientific means such as
cational caleulation. Instead they used gendered, animate imagety to explain
oil's behavior and to justify their exploitation of it. The interactions between
men and women and those berween men and nature reinforced each other in
a complex interplay of science, metaphor, industry, and human relations. Al-
though the standard gendered images of the oil industry did not distinguish it
from other mining, the gendered construction took on 4 greater importance
with oil. An understanding of women as temperamental and unpredictable,
yer ultimately productive and manageable, served to domesticate erratic wells;
<uccessful dominance of these gendered wells Furcher bolstered confidence in
the oil mens understanding and control of both oil and women.

Gendered imagery, however, could not smooth over all of oil’s misfic
ways. Oil, unlike coal, disrupted the industrial pastoral landscape with disor-
der and instability. The disturbance revealed both how ostensibly similar re-
sources could carry divergent symbolism and how pastoral and animistic im-
ages depended on industrial organization. Despite contested labor relations,
social and economic organization yielded an apparently stable, “pastoral” coal
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industry; when refining companies and oil producers established a market
i%fdél' for oil in the early 18705, the animate representation of the oll wells
gimuimnmmﬁy declined. Market control—the economic rationalization of the
oil (iﬁiiﬁ}}tf}’maiﬁ(} reflected in many ways @ typical response of a capitalist
society to a new breakehrough in technology or a new source of raw material

Following a brief chaotic period of astonishment, wonder, and ﬁiscsnccrtiﬂé
f:{;nfusiazﬂ;} Americans, and those writing about “muddy oil men,” turned back
?Qwazés practical, rational science, subordinating wild nature to powerful, if
increasingly contested social and economic relations. }
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Wiblical time The claims of geologists like
Plenry Rogere—thir Pennsylvamias coal had
been formed from peat bogs in the Carbonif-

4rede of thousands of dollars in viin auempts
s extiiet wealth From failing veins of coal o
deceptive spurs from the great veis which led
to nothing and lost themselves in shalel” 4
Ciry Rerisrer, June 30, 1864

70 Trowbridge, “A Carpetbagger in Pennsyl-
vania: ChieBly Concerns 4 New Coal Devel-
opment,” Hypers 457,

erous pen piovoked an indignant response
Gora Chirstans who thearized thae coal had
been formead on the third day of Creation, o1
S ehe shot tirme berween Ureation and the
bresent age, See Wallace. 52 Clain 167-203,
76, Characreristic problens of ventiation in
e mines as well as devices o alleviate them,
bad been addressed as sarly & the sigtesnth
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cenvury in Agricolas classic veatise on min-
ing, De Re Merallica. Explosions in the coal
mities becirred frequently enough in England
that by the mid-seventeenth cencury the fssue
had becore a prominent one for the newly
formed Reyal Sociery of London fot lmprov-
ing of Natural Knowledee. By the beginning
of the eishicenth century, British coal mines
seached depths of 300 feet; by the mid-nine
teenth century, serne coal mines reached
depths exceeding 2,000 feer, In short, although
sroblems and uncertainties pensisted in the
coal miines, American investors and miners
could fir coal mining easily into their under
standing of the narural world, Wailace. 5
Clair: A Ninetsenh-Cenury Coal Towns Expe-
rence; 30-53.

77. For 2 paper explaining how to cool deep
coal mines and mechanize the eoal-cutting see,
Heney 1. Rogers, “Coal and Coal-Mining,”
Harpers v.29 118641 165168,

78, Aldén “The Pennsylvania Coa Region.”
Harpers, 462

79 For “crowning glories,” see ibid., 462,

80. Then, “on the very morning of the very
day we reached here rwo Howing welis had
been struck within a few hundred yards of the
Rouse, promising to give an enormons yield.”
Newo Vork Times, Ocrober 28, 1865, brontpape,
full spread.

81,7, ). Watson, Am
Henry Watson
Cosirr Dance”
87 For “grasping, gold-secking mania.” see,
Diaily Ara California, March 23,1850 2y for
“Herce, mad energy, see, The Narion, Seprem-
ber 21, 1865, 370-72, in Giddens, Penngylva-
i Perroleson, 284-292, 286. Astonishment
at the social mobility resulting from the ot
oo was standard licerary fare, but would
require 4 separate article 1o treat in depth and
s somewhiar predicable; Forstories about Coal
Oil Johnny and songs like "Oil on the Brain”
interected readers should begin with Paul
Giddens Ponnsylvanis Perrolewn snd Binhiof
the Oil Trdustrys and also. consult the newspa-
pers of the ol region.

83, Caprain Polsom’s levter ro General Jessup,
aquoted in Boston Fvening Trarserips, Decen-
ber 26, 1848, 7 Gishies 1o the original).

%4 David Goodiman, Gold Seeking: Vicora
and California in the 1850¢ Sranford, Calis
farnia: Stanford University Press, 1994

85 Bdward C. Kemble, " The Hustory of Cali-
fosmia Newspapers,” Sacramento Daily Union,
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 Drecember 75, 1858 as quoted in Rodmian W,

Paul. California Guld: The Beginping of Min-
g in the Far Wesr, Cambridpe, MA Harvard
University Press. 1947, 19, The Basion Everiing
Traniseript veported a similar tale of socisl dis-
ruprion in December 1848: “In a letter dated
October Bth Caprain Folsom writes thar the
worst kind of laborers were gerting adollaran
hour cach for landing merchandize, When a
sailor iz offered 80 2 month, he laughs and
replies that 2 man can get that amountin the
misies in ene day. Capt. B wanting to employ
4 hand to labor in the public warchouse sent
ot 4 young man, who seeing an individual in
2 dilapidated bucksiin hunting frock on the
dock, rold hir whar he wanted. The reply was:
“rode por thar Bind of work, sir, thar [want,
fat the same time taking 2 bag containing about
wo quarss of gold dust from his bucksion
shire) Lwant to work in the mines sir. Look
fere; stranges, do you see this? This bap con-
taine gold dust; and do you suppose Lam 0
sakea dod nigper of myselfy handling boxes
and barrels for éight or tea dollars per day? 1
should think ner, seanger’” Boston Evening
Transirips Diecember 26, 1848, 2 Forasimi-
lar deserintion of how the gold discovery Thas
entizely chansed the character of Upper Cali-
forsita,” sesthelerter Brom Colondd BB M-
soit 1o General R jones, August 17, 1848, as
printed in House Ex. Doco 17, 315t Cong.,
Lirsess, pp. 529°536, 1850 and reprinted in
Blisabeth L Bgenholf; “The Elephantas They
Saw Tro A Collection of Congem v Pic-
tiresand Statements of Gold Mining in Cali-
Fornia)” California Jowrd of Mines and Geol-
gy, Contennial Supplement 450 1949152, 55,
86¢ Lecter from Thomas A Larkin to Secres
vary of State Tames Buchanan; June 28, 1848,
as reprinted in ibid, 47,
87 For “Grear Caltfornia Lowery” see 105
Holiday, The World Rushed In: The California
Gold Rush Experience An Eyetvitness Avcowne of
& Nation Hending Wess: New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1981, 3530 Excerpredilertersiin
Holiday's book iHlustrate this great concern for
the social implications of the gold nsh and
show little interest in the fole that an inde-
pendent “nature” nught play i the dranw, For
example, one author looking back recalled the
cold feverias a “disease” that "changed dhe
American from 3 conservative, contented citi-
et satishied with o reasonable reruzn on' bis
investment and toil to an excirable, restless,
insatiable person who wished o realize ont the
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beginnine of our faticnal madaess ofourin

sanity of greed 1o Cnliforad Ao might

quored in Holiday, 50
88 Accounts of James Marshall and Jobn
Sutter from letiers to L M Hurchings, printed
in Hutchings Califrnia Magazing 225 1 8575
and reprinted in Egenhoff, "The Elephant as
They Saw s California Jowrnal of Mines and
Geology, Censennial Supplement 454194927~
29, 3438

59 “How We Ger Gold in California,”
Harpersv, 20 (1860% 598616, 601 (halicsim
ihe orginal) Poran carlier example of the
widespread general knowledge about golds
properties, sce Boston Evening Transcripy, Des
cermber 28, 1848, 1.

90, For “summer vacation,” see Alden, "The
Pennsylvania Coal Region,” Harpers, 467; or
“Jismal scenery” see Franklin, “Atrer Deuo-
leum,” Harpers, 59; for “waiserable roads,” see
Snigtes From Db Domado,” New York Times
Tebruary 15, 1866, B: 1 For Tsoumm ofoil T see

bridpe, A Carpet-bagge

szar 1 he Ot Region)” The :
917 See Williarason and Daum, The dmerican
Perrolerim ] + particaladly Chapter 14,
97 0il Chy Dievrick, February 22,1872 Fora
sirnilar article emphasizi ey Chavac
ter and making ne menuon L or nathre a5
4 sotirce oF wealth, sée U Cizy Derrick; March
751872,
o5 Frankdin, Afrer Perolenny” 54.

94 “Abour Uil New York Timies, Movember
5. 1865, 3.2

95 Thid, 3.2 See 2lss, "The O Regiors of
Pennsylvania.” Harpers Weekly March 38,
1878, 250-1, which stated mater-of:factiy:
“The e o an bl well 5 from two 1o fve years.
The ald wells sill give o few barrels a day, bur
ate not profitable to work except in the most
coonomical manner”

96 O Cizy Derrich, March 23, 1872,

97, For details on the South Trnprovement
Company and the rise of Standand Ol see
Whthameon and Daum, The dmevizan Devro-
Jetim Indusrry, chapter 14, For more on the
rise of managerial capiralism, see Alfred Chan-
dber, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revos
Lution i Aomerican Businzss. Cambridge, M
Harvard University Press, 19770

98 Gil City Derrick, April 6, 1876
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99 For 1 considerarion of this pransiion frem
the initial disorder of the goid rush to indus-
trinland sooial erder see, Ralph Mann After
; 5 i 1 biley and Ne-
: aford:
Seapiord Dniversioy Press, 1982 5ee also. Rod-
tnan W Paol Culifornic Gold, Pacl Mining
Lisitier ok he b Woir, 1848- 1880 Mew Yorks
ol Ringhars and Winston, 1963, A saight
Forwird surnmation of this link Between eco-
semic rationalization and the return to ideal
ized social hierarchy can be found inan 1579
srticle abour the Georgia gold rush: " Tr soon
carie to be found here, as elsewhere, that gold
was not to be picked up in twenty-eight-pound
fumps every day, mor did every bushel of soil
pan out a double eagle. The worthless, lazy,
and dissolute majority of the early horde of
invaders praduslly drifted away, while snlvihe
simall minsrity of geW-comers; whose acces-
s was of real value to the commminity, srard
[sic], The population, like the dirt, was siowly
panned our, and the current of events carried
thie dross away, At present the minesare largely
owned by corparations, ot by private capital-
iste whio are ot residents of the distice.” "Gold
Mining in Georgin” Harpers v, 001879
S06-519, 510,
50, Michanen, Sherches in Crade U4, |
similar language. see, TThe Game of Hide
And Sesld” Snemdard Ol Bullesn 13,80, 5
{(Sepreraber 19250 1 “Whldeatting saney
ivey visky enterprise. T is aigreat game of

sdeseel, nature doing the hiding man
the secking.

101, This piercing of narure’s “internal labo-
fatories. it could be argued. resulred fromoan
almose Oedipal “game of ‘hide and seele,” with
chie manchild, and pracrical science, dedhron-
ing Father bun as the partnes of Mother Earth:
The image of the dying gunt discussed gar-
Tier, which made ane “feel a3 though the carth
were a huge glant seiwed with the pains of
death,” also sugpested this image of man kill-
ing the figure of Father Sun. For eariier tm-
ages of Father Sun and Mother Barth, see
Merchant, Death of Notwe, 25,

102 George Gibson, “A Lampful of Oil.7
Harpers 72 Uanuary, T886) 235-237 finalics
in the original), 242,

105 Peter MacQueen, “The Petroleun Indus-
ay” Cormopolitan 12 (February 18920359
408,399

104 Plate's omission of petroleum i suipnis:
ing, since kerosene had been the first real pro-

Tery

S

:
-
:
:

a4 i
e Gilaenderand Canitalisns i vhe b
4 Aprtaienag ane badly Ponnaoboin i On i
Ay tennsylviini Osd Indugy 5155
¢ 15

vider of mass illumination. Oille B Pl
. ;

wy o v Gl
Tnvention and Advancerison ear Ihive Californians and Water 1770

in [Pare : . iversity of
[Patent ggfgf §ef§<¢i€j{: Unbversity of Caltforia Pregs
e 982; Carslyn Mer codooi ol
. i Beginning of the Sece -+ tivyi: fx’m;y; ;P Mﬁf’:}’ams Sl b
W gtfﬁjﬁ"i} g’; e /)‘!;‘;ff?‘f{‘r}’f}“ Lz Systom wr gl ohapel H’Zﬁ f :?Mi 5}’»*“’ o
shingtor Ciry D S ; oo g nipe i Lniversity of Rosth Caro
{@’ag%;igmn ;S;,’:,;ﬁzﬁ,{ 8 900, J891 ling Press, 1989 Arriim‘ ;»; Evo -
feniy Nash zjm:t% o };ée as ceotinted in - Fobermant Problon: Froloy mz; }jy i Téf
7y M o r S Sopuler Cudture and - Calibornin Fisher s50 1 o
Dndnstrialism, 1805-1890, New York: Anch yorma fashenes, 1850-1980 New Yoik:
s Tl gré;{gfgi: < Anchor Cambridee University Press. 1936 Sfe;:é&eii }
: < ilan Lto Lawience Py e o il o
i s yiiebive i Ampriza A | Hi .
e L v America: A Culirg] Hisiory
e e pid;€%;1§afjj this quote Wildlindand Ruval Fire Princeron: ?;iﬁg@{f{
r similar “Alled lainguage see a0 University : ren. T
551 e pr anguage, sec a - University Press, 1987 fs W%
the m;z‘;khm {}?9 “‘?;‘zmiizm' il Bullosinabour Hunvers %{th" f; : 8“: L{}; 7 i i
e the Giesel engine to ifici n Ten ; Ly o
the use make arcificial Twents, e
Lo i Twentieth-Century Amevica. N
’ S, : it i erica. New Haven:
i e @{hﬁi o 2: rfazgre sgffms fo be' . Yale University. Press, 1997, and giawinci
e 3 Fgcm;gx}r. Whenmie Worster, Rivers of Enprre Wff; A’}cf .
e : pire: Water, Avidin
o homem o nor :,fgtgmfm OUE satis - the Grototh of the Amiericon ‘Ji%z’ New }’;ﬁ;;f
= : hat odor ourselves: - Panthieon, 1985, By co R S
is practice dates back 1o the timewhen 5 Lo o 700 by contiast, Robert Pogue
L et badk newnenour - Harrisons Forewe The Shadome of Cioili 0
FYWEHINg ancestors segan construcring. . Chicaso! Universiey of Chi Y edion,
domiciles, presumably having found %g i et D
: ) g founa the i 4 pioneer e have
b o) i foud t e ;33 4 ploneering study of the tole forests have
B it i pan x:;} aoplived in the Wessern cultira! imagi’zazif)ﬁ~
’ £ g or ourselves - Jennifer Prices Flighr 25 With Natoe
, 1 i B ! ity 4
V‘f;’faz Dame Natute did notdo o onrsarisfae: il;; e Ff’ff}” ﬂ{&mmm L e
tion, or ar all” “Superseding Navize,” S ’2§9Mfm St b e o i
: A AT Fh e expl :
o " . ’ 1999, explotes the complex in 5
“a 79, 5o, 8 [(December 19210 matire and American aiguiafzgjaf b
- ¢ 0 po ultuire
> 106, 5ee ke oy, “The
g%% Among these seudies thar Mluminae the o 335?? o €3<;fmpia ol he b
Heiait e PR tnate the e ceion of 7 fto- el o7 SOH G
itterent uses and valustions of navaral oo Register e 3 864 ek
o ses WAL = : tgrster Augase 1 64 A, !
source, see Williamy Cronon, Chanves on 1h Tk mg . i 1864 il City Regisger
Lanid: udirs, Colosion. sk b B ges 2 dpe - February [, 1865 {copy in'the pf}s@i*‘f“i:zai" of
3 E 2 8 F¥; 5 . ¢ § isea L
Enpland: Hew Yorks Hill and J:»;a;fg ?;&Bii& t;i; L e nd of 186 and
“ : Fand 9 8 3; B65; & Foove Hected 36
{ir‘?ﬂz}n, Kennecotr Tovrney: The Pachs G m%‘%?za{h’ﬁ el
ey i £ LR L HE i 3 fEi LS Thi
ot Town,” in William Crono Gienrie Miles é@; i ;7’ m;}“? Sl o bk
in s Miles, e g 5 PR i
a?{i oy Gt s o e ex)? include the importance of the for
 Jay Gidin, eds. . s i gk S e
fgﬁ nking Americas Wesrern Past. New York: W, s, Th B o o etiod See
- Norton {1992 28-57: Norris B The :
(1952: 28-51: Morris Hubdles, The

Cm tennial Celebration . Proceedings and A
dresses. Celebrarion of 1 g
'

23

e

Giddens, The Bivth of the Ol nidusiry, 95
Y07 New York Times, crober 28, 38;631’5*5




