Kern County: Full Steam Ahead

1899- Discovery of Kern River oil field.

1903- California becomes the nation’s top producing state with output of 24.4 million barrels during the year. Kern River field produces 17 million barrels, or 46,000 b/d, making it the top producing field in the United States. 

1904- Kern River produces 17.2 million barrels, almost equaling production from the entire state of Texas of 18.0 million barrels.

1905- Colonel John J. Carter, founder of The Carter Oil Co., and an official of John D. Rockefeller’s Standard oil Co., after a visit to the Kern River field reports to management: “No matter what the production was or what the hopes of the producer are, death and destruction surround that field, and it will only be a year or two a most when it will be numbered with last year’s snows and forgotten.”

1910- Lakeview gusher blows in on March 15. The well will produce 9 million barrels of oil before the hole caves on bottom 18 months later.

1910’s- An Associated Oil Co. geologist visits what he describes as an “alleged” oil seep at Elk Hills. He concludes the “seep” is only “an occurrence of organic material, probably plant remains.” Of Elk Hills, the geologist reports, “I conclude that the Elk Hills might have small scattered deposits of oil, but that they would not be important in an economic sense.”

1911- Belridge Oil Co. discovers the South Belridge oil field. Thirteen years later, the State of Mineralogist describes the field as a “minor” oil field.

1919- Standard Oil Co. of California brings in the first commercial well at Elk Hills. The Hay No. 1 flows 200 b/d. The discovery pales in comparison with the nearby Midway-Sunset field, which produced 34 million barrels, or 93,200 b/d, in the preceding year, making it the most productive field in California, which in turn is the top oil-producing state in the nation. 

1919 (June) - The Hay No.  7 blows out flowing an estimated 30 million cubic feet per day of gas, which catches fire. The torch can be seen as far away as Bakersfield. By the second week on uncontrolled flow the flames have begun to lose appeal as a novel oil field spectacle and are beginning to assume proportions of menace. The Bakersfield Californian reports there is some thought that the whole earth in the vicinity of the well might cave in, leaving a vast cavity where gas had been contained. For Alexander, Clarence Hendershott and K.T. Kinley put out the fire.

1920- The California State Mineralogist in his annual report predicts that California is about to run out of oil and suggests renewed activity might be noted “In the near future” to mine idle coal deposits near Coalinga. 

1925- Thomas Edison, the electrical genius, is met with ridicule when he predicts that the oil industry will someday drill wells as deep as one and a half miles or more to find immense new reservoirs. K.C. Heald, a prominent oil man, responds to Edison’s prediction, declaring that the deepest possible oil sand will not be more than 7,000 feet below the surface. As for those who go deeper, Heald says, “Operators who drill where the rocks are too much altered will be puzzled and disgusted by finding heavy asphaltic material in place of the highly fluid oil they are looking for.”

1930’s-1940’s-1950’s- Depression, World War II, Decline.

1960’s- The Advent of steam.
Today- The View from Panorama! 
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