
©
M

cD
ou

ga
l L

itt
el

l I
nc

.A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.

Name Date

PRIMARY SOURCE from The History of the Standard
Oil Company

Journalist Ida M. Tarbell exposed John D. Rockefeller’s ruthless building of Standard Oil
Company, the first major industrial monopoly in the United States. As you read this
excerpt from Tarbell’s book, think about how Rockefeller controlled the oil industry. 

To know every detail of the oil trade, to be able
to reach at any moment its remotest point, to

control even its weakest factor—this was John D.
Rockefeller’s ideal of doing business. It seemed to
be an intellectual necessity for him to be able to
direct the course of any particular gallon of oil from
the moment it gushed from the earth until it went
into the lamp of a housewife. There must be noth-
ing—nothing in his great machine he did not know
to be working right. It was to complete this ideal, to
satisfy this necessity, that he undertook, late in the
seventies [1870s], to organize the oil markets of the
world, as he had already organized oil refining and
oil transporting. Mr. Rockefeller was driven to this
new task of organization not only by his own curious
intellect; he was driven to it by that thing so abhor-
rent to his mind—competition. If, as he claimed,
the oil business belonged to him, and if, as he had
announced, he was prepared to refine all the oil that
men would consume, it followed as a corollary that
the markets of the world belonged to him. . . .

When Mr. Rockefeller began to gather the oil
markets into his hands he had a task whose field was
literally the world, for already, in 1871, the year
before he first appeared as an important factor in the
oil trade, refined oil was going into every civilized
country of the globe. Of the five and a half million
barrels of crude oil produced that year, the world
used five millions, over three and a half of which
went to foreign lands. This was the market which had
been built up in the first ten years of business by the
men who had developed the oil territory and invent-
ed the processes of refining and transporting, and
this was the market, still further developed, of
course, that Mr. Rockefeller inherited when he suc-
ceeded in corralling the refining and transporting of
oil. It was this market he proceeded to organize.

The process of organization seems to have been
natural and highly intelligent. The entire country was
buying refined oil for illumination. Many refiners had
their own agents out looking for markets; others sold
to wholesale dealers, or jobbers, who placed trade

with local dealers, usually grocers. Mr. Rockefeller’s
business was to replace independent agents and job-
bers by his own employees. The United States was
mapped out and agents appointed over these great
divisions. Thus, a certain portion of the Southwest—
including Kansas, Missouri, Arkansas and Texas—the
Waters-Pierce Oil Company, of St. Louis, Missouri,
had charge of; a portion of the South—including
Kentucky, Tennessee and Mississippi—Chess, Carley
and Company, of Louisville, Kentucky, had charge of.
These companies in turn divided their territory into
sections, and put the subdivisions in the charge of
local agents. These local agents had stations where oil
was received and stored, and from which they and
their salesmen carried on their campaigns. This sys-
tem, inaugurated in the seventies, has been devel-
oped until now the Standard Oil Company of each
state has its own marketing department, whose terri-
tory is divided and watched over in the above fash-
ion. The entire oil-buying territory of the country is
thus covered by local agents reporting to division
headquarters. These report in turn to the head of the
state marketing department, and his reports go to the
general marketing headquarters in New York. . . .

But the Standard Oil agents were not sent into a
territory back in the seventies simply to sell all the oil
they could by efficient service and aggressive push-
ing; they were sent there to sell all the oil that was
bought. “The coal-oil business belongs to us,” was
Mr. Rockefeller’s motto, and from the beginning of
his campaign in the markets his agents accepted and
acted on that principle. If a dealer bought but a bar-
rel of oil a year, it must be from Mr. Rockefeller.

from Ida M. Tarbell, The History of the Standard Oil
Company (New York: Norton, 1966), 110–112.

Discussion Questions
1. How did Rockefeller set out to acquire control of

the oil industry?  
2. Do you think Rockefeller deserved to be called a

“robber baron?” Why or why not?
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