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FIELDNOTES

From The State Of Adizona
Bureau Of Geology And Mineral Technology

Vol..

Earth Sciences and Mineral Resources in Arizona

March 1980

THE WILLCOX "OIL FIELD”
By Edgar B. Heylntun

The Southkern Pacific Railroad diilled a 650-foot water well
across the tracks from the Willcox depot in the late 1800%. The
well produced clear, coul water until the 1920%, when the well
started 1o produce 42.3" A.P.1. (American Petroleum Instiinle)
high gravity, low-sulfur oil along with watcr, The ice plant waler
well, two blocks to the norih, also started to produce oil, and a
portion of the town's water supply became contaminated with
oil. Fourteen hand-dug postholes in the chicken yard of the
Lundguist residence, near the railroad, produced over 10,000
gallons of oil, and scveral additional wells drilted within two or
three Mocks of the Southern Pacific well encountered oil. The
U.5. Bureau of Mines tested the oil in 1937 and reported it to be
“natural crude’”.

Several hundred barrels of high-gravity oil were produced from
the Willcox "oil field” in the 1920's and 1930', and were sold
lacally, unprocessed, for 10-12 cents a gallon, for use in stoves,
lanterns, farm machinery, and even in automobiles. The
occurrence of oil in the town of Wilicox brought on a flurry of
promotional activity by speculators, and a number of wells were
drilled for oil and gas in sotrthcastern Arizona between 1930 and
1963. Some of the reported oil and gas shows were probably
legitimate, but a number of the reported ofl shows cannot he
confirmed by a study of well-cuttings kept on file by the State of
Arizona, .

How can the “oil ficld” at Willcox be explained? Did an oil
field suddenly migrate into the arca and cause high-gravity oif to
seep into wells that had been producing clear, clean water? The
writer went 1o Willcox to get at the heart of the matter. Ol
records and town plats were examined and longtime residents
were quizzed. The answer 1o the problem appears to be obvious.
Fotlowing World War 1, storage tanks for oil were constructed
along the railroad. Some of the tanks were masonty cisterns
which apparently lcaked like a sicve, and some of the
tnderground piping also leaked. In the fate 1930, the storage
tanks were replaced. Upon replacement of the tanks, alt oif
production ceased within a few weeks, There appears 1o be little
question that the oil was leaking from the storage tanks and
entering the groundwater syslem, affecting an area of six to cight
blocks in downtown Willcox. The Willcox oit was not “natural
crude,” and the mystery of the Willcox oil ficld appears 1o havé
heen solved. This is not to say, though, that gond, hona fide oil
and gas possibilitics do not exist in parts of southeastern Arizona.
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