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The role of the oil industry and its contribu‐
tion to modern society plays a major part in the
history of twentieth century Texas. At the turn of
the century, Texas maintained its nineteenth cen‐
tury structure as  a  rural,  Southern and agricul‐
ture-based economy and society. The massive oil
booms in the first half of this century propelled
Texas into a more modern, industrial and urban
state that broke the once dominant hold of the old
agricultural society. In Bless the Pure and Humble,
Texas  Lawyers  and  Oil  Regulation,  1919-1936,
Nicholas George Malavis has made a large contri‐
bution to the study of an important era in the evo‐
lution of modern Texas with his focus on the pub‐
lic and private sector roles of the petroleum busi‐
ness. 

In his study, Malavis covers a number of ar‐
eas in his historical analysis: the division between
the  expanding  major  integrated  companies  and
the  smaller  independents;  the  legal  and  philo‐
sophical  battles  over  rules  of  capture,  property
rights and government regulation; and the evolu‐
tion of both state and federal involvement in the
industry.  In doing so,  he adds further definitive

explanations  of  these  critical  divisions  most
prominently  discussed  by  David  Prindle  in  his
1981 publication Petroleum Politics and the Texas
Railroad Commission. 

The  Populist  era  traditions  of  government
oversight of critical industries combined with the
Progressive era initiatives of "good government"
and orderly management frequently clashed with
the  laissez-faire  business  attitudes  of  the  early
twentieth century producers.  Yet  when overpro‐
duction, declining prices and chaos ruled the in‐
dustry in the 1920's and early 1930's, Malavis de‐
tails the roles of individual producers, attorneys
and  politicians.  Furthermore,  far  from  being
monolithic, the industry was often at war with it‐
self over issues of conservation, pro-rationing and
production.  The struggle evolved from local  dis‐
putes in county courthouses to the broader state
arena as more oil was produced in the state dur‐
ing the 1920's. By the time of the great East Texas
Oil  strike  of  the  early  1930's,  nearly  eighty-five
percent of Texas oil was transported out of state.
This led to federal involvement in interstate regu‐
lation and "hot oil" cases. But as Malavis explains,



Texas  retained  its  right  to  regulate  production
ironically using its arguments on the Reconstruc‐
tion era Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Consti‐
tution. 

Malavis  utilizes  a  number  of  new  primary
sources for his analysis. Most prominent of these
are the papers from the internal  records of  the
Houston-based Vinson and Elkins law firm. This
offers a unique glimpse into the world of  attor‐
ney-client  information  and  their  relationships
with Texas corporations, independents and politi‐
cians.  He also uses  oral  interviews,  government
records and corporate records for his analysis. As
the author observed, the public fights emerged in
the  newspapers  and  in  the  halls  of  Austin  and
Washington. Ultimately the battles were resolved
and important precedents set in the courthouses
through lawsuits. One shortcoming of the work is
the short discussion on the State of Texas and its
stake in these battles. The Permanent School Fund
and the Permanent University Fund were the sub‐
ject of many suits during this area as private in‐
dustry fought the state for control over royalties
and bonuses on surface and mineral lands in the
public domain. Settlement of these suits ultimate‐
ly led to significant income for the state's major
educational trust funds that continue through this
day. 

However, Malavis provides the reader with a
unique and broad insight into this era making ex‐
cellent use of new sources. The author provides a
welcome addition to the literature of this period
of Texas history which holds many fascinating yet
untold stories. 

Copyright  (c)  1998  by  H-Net,  all  rights  re‐
served.  This  work may be copied for  non-profit
educational use if proper credit is given to the au‐
thor and the list. For other permission, please con‐
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-texas 
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