
Congratulations, Conner, on 
becoming the second petroleum 
engineer in the family.

All the graduation cards I looked at 
seem kinda sappy, so I thought you 
might find more interesting, or at 
least relevant, a bit of family history 
I dug up a few years ago in 
Canada. 

Your great-great-great-grandpa 
John Ira Dupee, born in 1854 at Oil 
Springs, Ontario—the birthplace of 
the modern oil industry—was an oil 
well engineer. 

Native people knew about the gum 
beds in the area. They used the 
sticky oil to waterproof their 
canoes. The place where the stuff 
oozed out was originally called 
Black Creek. 



Black Creek, Enniskillen Township, Lambton County, Ontario, Canada

Black Creek is the site of North America's first commercial n oil well. I
September, 1858, sphalt producer  found free oil  a James Miller Williams
while digging a water well. His discovery triggered North America's first oil  
rush and the village's name was changed to Oil Springs that same year. 
Within a few years, Oil Springs was a bustling town of 4,000 and in its peak 
days boasted paved roads, horse-drawn buses and street lamps.

John Henry Fairbank, a 
surveyor turned oil man who 
came to Oil Springs in 1861, 
bought some property and, 
despite debts and family 
tragedies, struck it rich. He 
founded the Fairbank Oil 
Company, now the oldest 
petroleum company in the 
world. He also invented the 
jerker line, a method used to 
pump oil to the surface from 
multiple wells using a shared, 
central engine.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Miller_Williams
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Henry_Fairbank
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Originally powered by steam, now electricity, the rotating cam on a central engine may jerk a dozen lines 
radiating out to wellhead pumps hundreds of feet away. Jerker lines are still used to pump oil today.

In1862,  Hugh 
Nixon Shaw,  
using a spring-
pole to chip 
through rock, 
created Cana-
da's first oil 
gusher, shoot-
ing oil at a rate 
of 3,000 bar-
rels a day 
above the tree-
tops from more 
than 200 feet 
below ground.  

Shaw’s gusher set off a frenzy of 
drilling. By the end of 1862, a 
thousand wells were producing 
12,000 barrels a day. The population 
of Oil Springs had grown to 3,000.

The landscape 
soon sprouted a 
forest of 1,200 
three-pole derricks 
made from local 
black ash trees. The 
derricks were used 
to lift and lower drill 
rods, bits and 
cleaning tools in 
and out of the wells.

The end of a long black ash pole was suspended over 
the well. Lowering & releasing the other end moved the

Soon, a 
plank road 
was built 
from Oil 
Springs to 
the rail 
station 20 
miles north.

In 1865, Oil Springs was incorpor-
ated as a village  separate from 
Enniskillen Township. A year later, 
Bernard King struck oil at Petrolia, 
seven miles north of Oil Springs. 

Petrolia quickly 
became Canada's 
new oil capital, and Oil 
Springs was almost 
abandoned. In 1881, 
discovery of oil at a 
deeper level resulted 
in another boom for 
Oil Springs. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Hugh_Nixon_Shaw&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Hugh_Nixon_Shaw&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Petrolia,_Ontario
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